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Prologue

Saleem al-Rashid scrambled through the tangled woods. The night was so dark he could barely see the way ahead, the forest nothing but a suggestion of interlocking branches. Thick bracken grasped at him, twigs scratched and vines snared his legs.

But he stumbled on. He had to deliver the message to Colonel Drake. And he had to do it quickly.

Artillery fire punched off to his left. He saw the momentary flare of the blasts through the trees.

A round shot whistled overhead, then thrashed through the leaves like a giant bird. Another shot cracked through branches and thumped into the earth. The missiles were falling all around him, but he couldn’t see them in the dark, just hear them shrieking and slashing at the forest.

His heart pounded and sweat filmed his face.

Would he be hit? There was no point thinking about it. There was nothing he could do to protect himself anyway. He had to keep running. That was all.

‘Allah is great,’ he whispered under his breath in Arabic. ‘Allah is great.’

‘Saleem,’ Yusuf called behind him.

Saleem spun round. His comrade stood more than thirty feet back, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open.

‘What is it?’ Saleem shouted.

‘My foot’s stuck.’

Foot’s stuck? What was Yusuf talking about? Here they were on an important mission, with shot falling all around them, and now Yusuf had trapped his foot. They would both be smashed to pieces. They wouldn’t get the message to Drake. The enemy would overrun them all and march on through Wiltshire—

A ball shredded the foliage directly above. Twigs and scraps of leaves twirled down.

He had to stay calm.

Allah is great. Allah is great.

And he shouldn’t think badly of Yusuf. His comrade was a fellow soldier and a fellow Muslim. Saleem’s father had always taught him to respect others, to show self-restraint, and to be patient even in the most trying situations. These things were laid out in the Quran, and you had to follow the Quran even in the middle of a battle.

Saleem took a deep breath and hurried back. Yusuf was crouching and frantically trying to pull his leg out from where it was trapped between a pair of tree roots.

Yusuf looked up. A gun rumbled on the far side of the valley. The glare fingered its way through the branches and lit up his face for a moment. His skin was pale and shone with sweat, while his wild eyes darted around constantly as if the enemy were about to appear out of the shadows at any moment.

Yusuf was eighteen, only a year younger than Saleem, but this would be his first taste of combat. Saleem found it strange to realise he was a veteran by comparison. Three years ago he’d fought at the Siege of London, surviving a bombardment worse than that being hurled at the forest now. Remembering this somehow reassured him. Made him feel more like a real soldier. A knight.

‘It’s all right.’ Saleem put his hand on Yusuf’s shoulder. ‘I’ll get you out.’

Saleem bent and investigated Yusuf’s leg. The foot had somehow forced its way into the hole and now refused to come free. Saleem stood again, tensed, then slammed the sole of his boot into one of the tree roots. The root shifted a little but not enough. Saleem leant back, then kicked again. The root cracked and Yusuf yanked his foot out, tripping backwards.

‘You all right?’ Saleem asked.

Yusuf put all his weight on the foot. ‘It’s fine.’ He glanced up and smiled. ‘Let’s get moving.’

Saleem grinned back. But then felt a twinge of shame. Hadn’t he been arrogant in thinking he was a veteran? Did he think taking part in one battle three years ago made him a knight? Did he think he was so much better than Yusuf?

The Quran taught humility – his father had often told him this – and yet he’d let himself get carried away with thoughts of grandeur. He looked down, feeling his face redden.

They set off again, fumbling through the mesh of undergrowth. Saleem’s knife-musket bounced on his shoulder and snagged on bushes.

Ahead, a speck of fire streaked down through the canopy and slapped into the ground. A flash lit up the moss-covered trees for a moment, then a sheet of flame erupted from the earth. The roar shook the woods and flying metal screamed in the dark, lashing branches and clipping leaves.

Saleem ducked and pulled Yusuf down with him. He heard a large chunk of metal whirl past overhead.

Yusuf stared at Saleem, eyes even wider than before.

‘Shells,’ Saleem explained. ‘Bombs.’

Yusuf swallowed hard and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve.

They peered over the brush and saw fire crackling where the shell had struck.

‘Come on.’ Saleem pulled Yusuf to his feet. ‘Keep going.’

They pressed on, clambering up a slight incline while the guns continued to rumble. Further shells hurtled down like tiny comets and smacked into the earth. The bright blasts sent the shadows dancing and the whiplash of metal fragments echoed deep in the forest. Flames hissed as they engulfed trees and spat sparks into the night.

Allah is great.

Saleem’s father had taught him those words. Saleem’s father had taught him all about praying and worshipping Allah, including the five daily prayers and the proper times for performing them. He’d insisted on the Arabic words being pronounced clearly and correctly, and he’d clipped Saleem on the head whenever he’d made a mistake.

Saleem felt a stone in his throat. His father had died more than a year ago, after collapsing suddenly for no apparent reason. The old man, who had seemed so tall and strong and implacable and stern, was gone. And that left Saleem alone to look after his mother and five sisters.

He reached the top of the slope and came to the edge of the woods. Figures crouched in the undergrowth around twenty yards ahead. For a moment Saleem wondered whether they were enemy troops, but then he saw they wore civilian tunics and hose. They were rebels, like him. Most people called them crusaders, but Saleem could never bring himself to use that term. The word was enough to put many Muslims off joining the struggle. Before he died, Saleem’s own father had often told him not to fight for the Christians. But Saleem knew he had to fight. He was an Englishman and he would defend his country.

Saleem ran towards the huddled soldiers. With the trees opening up, he could see he’d reached the summit of the hill.

A scene of terrible beauty unfurled before him.

A grassy slope rolled down to a dark valley, on the far side of which rose a further hill, indistinct against the black sky. An unholy thunderstorm seemed to crackle across the hill’s crest. The enemy guns flickered like sheet lightning, streaking the clouds above orange. The deep booms rocked the valleys and gullies. And from somewhere behind, Saleem heard the pounding of the rebel artillery returning fire.

The sky seethed with sparks and flashes. Shells darted across the valley like fireflies on a summer evening, while explosions roared and tore open the night. Specks of flame wheeled overhead.

Saleem swallowed, slowed his pace for a second and then ran on.

One of the rebels – a tall man with a musket slung over his shoulder – stood up and shouted, ‘Greetings.’ Then he glanced at the skullcaps on Saleem and Yusuf’s heads and his expression shifted, like the subtle movement of sand on a dune.

Saleem knew that look well – he’d seen it all his life. It was a mixture of surprise, distaste and suspicion. The expression of a Christian seeing one of the old enemies of England.

‘We’re looking for Colonel Drake,’ Saleem shouted.

‘Drake?’ the soldier said. ‘He’s with the Amesbury Battalion. About half a mile down there.’ He nodded along the line of the forest. ‘Why?’

‘Got a message from Colonel al-Hasan. Vadula’s army is marching on our position. They aren’t attacking from the west.’

The rebel forces had been retreating for days as the much larger army of Mahasiddha Samarth Vadula advanced into Wiltshire. Earlier in the day, Saleem had fled with the other rebels to their position on the hill. The rebel commanders had planned to hold the ridge, expecting an attack tomorrow in the west. But as Saleem waited in the east with his comrades in the Muslim Battalion, sentries spied a large party of Rajthanan and Andalusian troops crossing the valley. Vadula had obviously decided on a surprise night-time attack where the rebels were weakest. The Muslims were outnumbered three to one, and had no artillery.

Colonel al-Hasan had hurriedly summoned Saleem and Yusuf and sent them to call for urgent reinforcements from Drake. If they couldn’t get word to Drake in time, their Muslim brothers would be overwhelmed and Vadula’s forces would sweep across the ridge, attacking the rebels in the flank.

The soldier frowned and cast a wary look at the firestorm over the valley. ‘You’d better run.’ He looked back at Saleem and a blast lit up his face for a moment. ‘If those bastards attack from the east we’ll do our best to hold them.’

Saleem nodded. Then he and Yusuf sprinted off down a path that followed the summit and the edge of the woods. At times, he spotted rebel soldiers crouching in groups behind whatever cover they could find. Ahead, in the distance, the slope dipped towards a saddle that was hidden in shadow. Drake and his men must be down there somewhere.

A round shot thumped like a thunderbolt into a tree just ahead of Saleem. The trunk split in half and scraps of bark went flying. A broken branch swung past over his head.

The gunfire was intensifying. Shot and shells swarmed across the sky.

‘Down here,’ Saleem shouted to Yusuf.

He led the way deeper into the forest, where he hoped they would be at least slightly more protected.

They fought their way through brambles and briars, and all the while a storm of missiles threshed the trees. Explosions glimmered in the darkness and splashed the undergrowth with livid orange. Fires billowed. Twigs, leaves and shards of metal swirled in the air.

For a moment Saleem pictured his mother and sisters cowering together back in his home village, which was barely three miles away. His family would be able to hear the steady stomp of the artillery, probably even see the blasts lighting up the horizon. If Vadula’s men took the ridge, they would sweep on towards the village. They would torch huts, rape, loot and kill. And only Saleem could stop them by getting word to Drake.

Allah is great. Allah is great.

His foot struck something. He found himself flying forward and skidding through the leaf litter. He gasped and scrambled back to his feet.

Had he been hit? Was he injured?

No, he felt fine.

Behind him, Yusuf gave a loud shout.

‘I’m all right,’ Saleem said. ‘Just slipped.’

But when he turned, he saw Yusuf had backed himself against a tree and was pointing at something on the ground. Saleem looked down and now he saw what he’d tripped over – a human skeleton. The bones had been completely picked clean, and yet they gleamed a brilliant white, as if they’d just been placed there rather than lying in the forest for weeks.

‘It’s nothing.’ Saleem straightened the musket on his shoulder. ‘Come on.’ He’d seen skeletons three years ago – many of them. Once he would have reacted in the same way as Yusuf, but not any more.

‘But what’s that thing?’ Yusuf asked.

‘What thing?’

Then Saleem noticed something the size of a finger crawl out of one of the skull’s eye sockets. It looked like a large ant, except it was made of metal that had a greasy sheen in the dim light. Its head was a deformed mass of feelers and mandibles, with what looked like gills flickering on the side. It emitted a clicking sound, and a faint, shrill hiss.

A chill crossed Saleem’s skin. He’d seen something like this before in London. It was one of the Rajthanans’ infernal creatures. An avatar.

The beast stood on the edge of the skull, facing Yusuf. It raised itself up and flicked its feelers through the air. It seemed to stay poised for a long time, although it must have only been a second.

Saleem knew well what the thing would be capable of. He’d seen avatars in London kill men within seconds. He had to do something quickly, but he felt frozen, transfixed. He stood still, gazing at that glinting body with the glimmer of a tiny fire beneath the carapace.

Then the avatar squealed and darted forward. It rippled over the skull and shot across the leaf-strewn ground towards Yusuf. Yusuf cried out, but the creature was so fast he had no time to flee.

Saleem found himself moving without thinking, as if possessed by a djinn. He plucked a rock from the ground, bounded forward and flung the stone at the avatar just before it reached Yusuf’s boot. The rock struck. The creature shrieked, buzzed against the stone, and splintered into metal fragments. The head spun across the earth, the feelers and mandibles still whirring.

Yusuf yelped and jumped away. He gave small cries and danced from one foot to the other as if to avoid a swarm of invisible beasts.

‘It’s dead,’ Saleem shouted.

When Yusuf continued jumping around, Saleem grasped him by the collar and yelled again, ‘It’s dead.’

Yusuf stopped moving, his chest heaving up and down. Finally, he managed to say, ‘What was it? A demon?’

‘A type of demon, yes.’ Saleem couldn’t think of any better way to describe the thing. It was a monstrous creation of the Rajthanans’ black magic. That was as much as he knew. As much as he wanted to know.

‘Come on.’ He turned to lead the way forward.

‘Wait a moment.’

Saleem turned back. What was Yusuf playing at now? ‘What?’

‘Why are there no guns here?’

Saleem was about to tell Yusuf to stop talking nonsense when he realised that his comrade was right – no shots struck the forest and not a single shell explosion was visible in any direction. The gunfire continued but it was more distant now, coming from the area they’d just travelled through. Without realising it, they’d passed into a part of the forest where there was no fighting.

‘I think it’s a good sign,’ Saleem said.

‘Why?’

‘Vadula’s attacking to the east. Why would he send artillery to the west? He wouldn’t, would he? That means we must have come far enough to find Drake. He must be around here somewhere.’

‘Suppose so.’

They set off again, Saleem leading the way back uphill. He knew that once they reached the summit they could follow the edge of the woods down to where Drake and his men were encamped.

They struggled through a thicket. And then the undergrowth cleared and the trees thinned, allowing them to move more quickly. The flashes of the distant artillery filtered through the leaves and provided enough light for Saleem to see the way ahead more clearly. When the scarp tapered to a gradual incline, they began to jog.

A sound crept into Saleem’s awareness, sneaking up from beneath the boom of the guns. He stopped dead still and Yusuf ran up beside him, panting heavily.

‘What?’ Yusuf asked.

Saleem put his fingers to his lips and strained to listen, making out an unmistakeable popping sound, like seeds bursting in a frying pan.

‘Musket fire,’ Saleem said.

‘Vadula’s men?’ Yusuf asked. ‘Here?’

‘Don’t know. Let’s take a look.’

They jogged on, the sound of musket fire growing louder. And now Saleem noticed something else as well – a familiar scent that reminded him of perfume, incense and spice all mixed together. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. It was sattva, the mysterious vapour the Rajthanans used for their black magic.

Sweat ran down the side of his face and his hands felt clammy, despite the chill in the air. The musket bounced on his back, tapping insistently against his shoulder blade. The last time he’d fired a musket in a battle was three years ago. And even then he hadn’t shot anyone. Would he have to shoot a man now?

There was a sudden screech beside him. He looked at the tree trunk where he’d rested his hand for a moment and nerves shot through his body.

Another ant-like avatar was perched on the tree near his fingers, clicking rapidly.

He lurched away, skidded on the leaf litter, then regained his footing. He didn’t stop to look back, just kept running. He heard Yusuf crashing through the undergrowth behind him.

No more than a minute later, he burst out of the trees and found himself on a grass-covered slope that led down into the saddle he’d spied earlier. At first he was confused about what he saw. A grey-white cloud smothered the bottom of the incline where the forest met the open ground, as though thick mist had descended on that spot alone. Hundreds of tiny shafts of fire stabbed within the cloud and a dense crackling sound floated up the incline.

‘What is it?’ Yusuf asked.

A cold hand took hold of Saleem’s chest. Now he knew what he was seeing. ‘Muskets.’

‘The Amesburys?’

‘Has to be.’

‘But Vadula . . .’ Yusuf said. ‘They were attacking in the east.’

‘Looks like they’re attacking here too.’

Colonel al-Hasan had believed the enemy were only strong enough to mount an attack in one location. But clearly the Amesburys were fighting below.

And that meant Vadula’s forces were stronger than the rebel spies and scouts had reported.

‘The reinforcements . . .’ Yusuf’s voice was soft and shook slightly.

Saleem tightened his lips and nodded. Tears pricked the edges of his eyes.

With the Amesburys engaged in battle, there would be no reinforcements. The Muslim Battalion would be overrun.

And his home village . . . his mother and sisters . . .

‘What should we do?’ Yusuf asked.

Saleem ran his tongue along the inside of his teeth. He became intensely aware of each groove and furrow, as if studying some fascinating rock formation.

He stared down at the boiling fog of powder smoke.

There was no point returning to the Muslim Battalion, and there were no other rebel forces who could provide reinforcements. He and Yusuf had few options.

Deep down, he’d always known it would come to a moment like this. Ever since he’d signed up with the rebels, he’d known the Rajthanans would eventually come. Although he’d always tried to stay hopeful, to believe the rebels could win the fight, he’d always known they couldn’t. After seeing the destruction of London three years ago, he knew the Rajthanans were too strong to ever be defeated.

‘We’ll go down there.’ Saleem nodded towards the battle. ‘At least we’ll have done our best.’

Yusuf nodded, pursed his lips, stood up straighter and puffed out his chest a little. One of his eyes glinted with moisture as he turned to Saleem. ‘Allah is great.’

Saleem swallowed, his mouth so dry it was painful. This was it. Time to fight. He was prepared to die for the cause, but the image of his family cowering in their hut kept flashing in his head. He could only hope Allah would save them. ‘Allah is great.’

He went to sling the musket from his shoulder, but then heard a series of shouts nearby. A figure came sprinting over the brow of the hill, fleeing from the battle churning below. It was too dark to make him out clearly, or to hear what he was saying, but his cries were loud and urgent.

Finally, Saleem caught the meaning: ‘Run!’

Yusuf glanced at Saleem, forehead creased in puzzlement.

‘Run!’ the man shouted again. ‘The horses.’

Saleem looked over his shoulder and spotted five cavalry horses picketed about a hundred yards away beside the line of the trees. A wagon and a couple of barrels stood nearby, but there was no sign of any sentries.

‘Saleem.’ Yusuf’s voice was thick. He tugged at Saleem’s sleeve.

Saleem turned back. The running man was close enough now for his green tunic and hose to be visible. He was clearly a rebel. His face was gaunt and he waved his arms about wildly as he shouted.

Behind him, a tide of darkness rushed across the grass. Saleem heard a sharp squealing and sizzling noise, and the smell of sattva was so strong now it stung the back of his throat.

He took a step back and his legs weakened.

Within the moving shadow, he could make out the glint of tiny bodies and feelers. It was a swarm of ant avatars, all racing towards the rebel soldier . . . and towards him and Yusuf.

‘We’d better get to those horses.’ Saleem’s voice was cracked.

Yusuf nodded, his face so pale it shone in the dark.

They spun round and sprinted towards the animals.

The distance had looked so short but now it seemed so far. Saleem felt as though he were running without getting anywhere, as if in a nightmare. Why couldn’t he go faster?

He heard Yusuf panting beside him and the cries of the soldier behind. The dense hiss of the avatars grew louder, cutting through the spluttering muskets and roaring guns.

Drake’s men must be fighting the beasts. There was no sign of any enemy soldiers in this part of the valley, as far as Saleem had been able to tell. That had to be part of Vadula’s tactics – march troops to the east, then hit the west with black magic to prevent any reinforcements being sent.

But the rebels had nothing with which to counter black magic. Only the Rajthanans knew how to control sattva and avatars.

The horses whinnied and trod skittishly as Saleem and Yusuf drew near. Saleem’s fingers felt fat, clumsy and far too slow as he unhitched one of the creatures. Finally, he swung into the saddle and looked across the hill.

The running soldier was perhaps fifty yards away, but the mass of avatars was almost upon him. The trilling and clicking was so piercing it made Saleem’s ears hum. The sickly sattva scratched his eyes and nose.

Yusuf mounted a mare beside Saleem. ‘He’s not going to make it.’

Saleem tightened his jaw. Yusuf was right, but what could they do?

The avatars flooded like black water around the soldier’s feet, then coursed up over his legs and rushed on to his abdomen. Within seconds the beasts had engulfed the lower half of his body. He cried out and slapped at them as they wriggled over his chest and circled around to his back. But there were so many of them there was nothing he could do to stop them. He screamed as the swarm rushed over his face. The writhing mass now encased his entire body and he staggered forward like some misshapen clay figure.

Then he toppled over.

As he hit the ground, he seemed to smash into pieces. But each fragment was an avatar that went spinning away across the ground.

There was nothing left of the man but fresh, white bones. His skull – completely picked clean – rolled across the earth, with several ants still slithering about it.

Nerves coursed through Saleem’s body. ‘Ride!’

He slapped and spurred his charger into a gallop. Yusuf yelped and did the same. The horses battered across the grass, hooves throwing up chunks of turf.

Saleem looked back and saw the avatars still racing over the summit. At least the horses were outrunning the creatures.

‘What now?’ Yusuf shouted.

A good question. Saleem didn’t have a clear answer. They’d been about to fight and die with Drake and the Amesburys, and yet now they were in fact riding away from the battle and towards the looming forest. Beyond the trees, the hills led down to the plains . . . and then Saleem’s village.

If they turned back, they would most likely die with Drake and his men. That would be the honourable thing to do. On the other hand, if they pressed on as they were, there was a chance they could escape, get back to the village, warn everyone there to flee. They could get word out to the neighbouring villages too – and with any luck save as many lives as possible.

Was it better to flee?

What did it say in the Quran about such matters? What would his father have told him to do?

He had no idea. You needed to be a scholar who’d studied the Quran for years in order to reach a decision. And Saleem was no scholar. He couldn’t even read – and, unlike his father, he hadn’t memorised large sections of the sacred text.

He would have to decide for himself what to do.

Allah is great. Allah is great.

Now his eyes fell upon a pale line that cut across the hillside – it was a path, leading into the woods and away from the battlefield.

‘Down there.’ Saleem pointed at the track.

‘What?’ Yusuf shouted back.

‘We’ll follow that. We have to warn the villages. There’s nothing more we can do here.’

Yusuf glanced back at the avatars fanning over the slope. He shivered, clenched his jaw and nodded at Saleem.

The horses thundered on to the path, charged towards the woods and then rushed through an opening in the line of trees. Shadow slammed over them. The canopy clasped overhead and arcades of tree trunks receded into the gloom. The pounding guns were muffled to a heartbeat and the horses’ hooves sent echoes whispering through the leaves.

Saleem noticed that his hands were shaking and his heart was bashing inside his ribcage.

The hiss of the avatars and the smell of sattva had faded. He and Yusuf had got away. Escaped. He felt like laughing or cheering for a moment, but then he remembered his comrades, who were fighting at that very moment. While he was riding away, they were dying.

He tightened his grip on the reins.

Had he really decided to flee just to save his family and the village? Hadn’t he, in fact, been afraid all along? Hadn’t he wanted to avoid the fight?

How could he ever have thought to call himself a knight?

Yusuf gave a strangled shout. Saleem shot a look at him.

‘There’s something there.’ Yusuf pointed into the black wall of branches flickering past to his right.

Without slowing his pace, Saleem peered into the shadows, listening carefully. At first he noticed nothing, but then made out a faint, cold clicking and smelt a trace of sattva. His skin crawled.

‘Ride,’ he said to Yusuf. ‘Fast as you can.’

The avatars swept from the right, boiling up from the ground and bubbling over the tree trunks, flowing like a cloud shadow on a bright day. Saleem saw the tiny metal beasts scurrying across the branches overhead. Their piercing hiss drowned out every other sound.

Saleem slapped the side of his charger frantically, shouting at the animal to run faster. His horse was quicker than Yusuf’s and he started to pull away.

A black pool of avatars spilt across the path ahead. With no alternative, Saleem spurred his charger towards them. The pool darkened and deepened as more of the creatures slipped out of the woods. But Saleem pressed on, aiming for the left side of the track where there were fewer of the creatures. His horse squealed, rolled its eyes and galloped into the mass of squirming beasts, smashing several beneath its hooves.

And then the horse was through, leaving the avatars behind.

Saleem glanced to either side. Were there any creatures on the horse? Any on him? He saw none.

Allah is great.

Yusuf cried out.

Saleem looked back and the ground seemed to drop.

Yusuf was still sitting astride his horse, and the horse was still charging along the path, but both Yusuf and the animal were covered in clumps of avatars. The beasts swirled around Yusuf’s legs, streamed over his torso and twined about his neck. He shrieked and swatted a few of them away, but more kept rippling up from the horse’s flanks.

Saleem yanked at his reins and circled his charger round. He was about to ride back along the path when he saw the avatars engulf Yusuf’s face. Yusuf began a scream, but it was choked off by the creatures surging into his mouth. Both Yusuf and his horse were now completely smothered. The horse stumbled and fell forward, Yusuf tumbling off over its head. As rider and steed struck the ground, the avatars smashed off them, leaving nothing behind but gleaming bones.

Saleem felt a cry boil inside him.

Bile rushed up his throat, but he hurriedly fought it down because the mass of avatars was still hurtling up the track and was now less than ten yards away.

He swung the horse in the opposite direction and spurred away. The dark branches rippled past to either side, the rutted path streamed below and the wind tore the skullcap straight off his head.

Tears welled in his eyes. His face felt hot.

Yusuf.

Loud hissing sprang up to his right. Another wave of avatars flooded from the darkness and shivered over the trees.

There seemed to be no end to the creatures.

He slapped the horse hard, shouted until his voice cracked and repeated the words ‘Allah is great’ over and over again in his head. He had to escape, had to get to the village, had to save his family.

But the mass of avatars was folding about him like a giant hand.

As the shrill clicking beat in his ears and the smell of sattva wedged itself in the back of his throat, he began to realise he wasn’t going to make it.

He shut his eyes and whispered, ‘Allah is great.’


PART ONE
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SHROPSHIRE, 620 – RAJTHANAN NEW CALENDAR

(1855 – EUROPEAN NATIVE CALENDAR)

Jack Casey clasped the pommel of the scimitar hanging at his side. The metal felt cold and reassuring. The weapon had a fine blade, perfectly curved to land a deep cut with minimal effort. It had been forged in the Rajthanan military sword-mill at Christchurch, and you could always trust Rajthanan military blades.

He hoped he wasn’t going to have to use it.

He stared at the eleven men standing in a semicircle in front of him. Several bore sputtering torches that flicked sparks at the dark night. Others rested their hands on arming-swords or pistols. They eyed Jack like crows around a lump of meat.

‘The girl stays here,’ Jack said.

The men’s leader, Constable Henry Ward, stepped forward. His face was flat and his eyes were dark as obsidian. His rough beard climbed high on both of his cheeks, but above this his skin was rubbed raw by the cold. He wore a white surcoat bearing the red cross of St George – the mark of the Crusader Council of Shropshire.

Henry’s breath misted around his mouth. ‘She’s a witch. She must return to Newcastle for punishment.’

The young woman gave a muffled whimper. Jack glanced at her standing slightly to the side and behind him, her face shiny with tears, her jaw quivering and her eyes wide as a trapped animal’s. The freckles on her skin stood out like pox blisters.

How old was she? Someone had told Jack, but he couldn’t remember now. She looked no older than fifteen. A child.

Jack’s daughter, Elizabeth, put her arms around the girl, gripped her shoulders tightly and whispered something comforting in her ear. Elizabeth then raised her head, jutted out her chin and glared at Henry and his men as if she could set them on fire with her eyes.

Near to her stood her husband, Godwin, looking particularly ineffectual tonight as he shuffled about and flexed his fingers around the grip of a longsword that was far too large for him. Behind Godwin, in a loose arc, were fifty men and women – almost the entire adult population of Folly Brook village. They carried pitchforks, hoes, scythes and other farming implements, but few true weapons. Their eyes darted about and many shivered, no doubt not just because of the cold.

Jack wondered how far they would back him. He was their reeve and wore the white surcoat of office. But Henry was the representative both of the local lord and the Council. Would the villagers really be prepared to make a stand against him?

Jack turned back to Henry. ‘The girl is under my protection while she’s in this village. I say she stays.’

The girl had fled from the town of Newcastle-on-Clun two days earlier and taken shelter in Folly Brook with her aunt. Jack knew what would happen if she went back – she would be burnt at the stake, like any other witch. And he would never let that happen. He might live in the native state of Shropshire, where his backward countrymen continued with the barbaric practice, but in Folly Brook, where he was in command, he’d banned it.

Henry paced across the ground in front of Jack, boots crunching on the hard ground. He lifted his chin and stared at the villagers, seeking each out with his eyes, questioning them, testing them.

What kind of calculation would he make? Jack had fifty people on his side, but they were poorly armed civilians. Henry had only ten men, but they were hardened soldiers with swords and firearms. The soldiers could win in a fight, but would Henry want the blood of ordinary peasants on his hands? How would he explain that to his commanders?

No doubt Henry was hoping the villagers would simply buckle and give in to his demands. If they did, there would be little hope of Jack preventing the girl being taken.

A line of pain wormed its way across Jack’s chest and his breathing became more laboured. His old injury. Why did it have to flare up now? He did his best to hide any sign of weakness in his face.

Henry stopped walking and squinted at Jack. ‘What gives you the right to question our age-old customs? We have lived according to these laws for hundreds of years. And yet here you are, in your arrogance, deciding which laws to follow and which to ignore.’

‘If something’s wrong it doesn’t become right just by being an ancient custom,’ Jack said. ‘We need to change. Learn. We’ll never defeat the Rajthanans otherwise.’

‘Learn, eh? That’s what you do here, isn’t it? Learn the secret ways of the heathens. What do they call it? Yoga. Well, I call it something else.’ He fixed his gaze on Jack. ‘I call it black magic.’ A piece of spittle flew from his lips.

One of Henry’s men roared and unsheathed his sword, the blade ringing.

Jack heard clattering and rustling behind him. Glancing back, he felt a surge of warmth in his chest as he saw the villagers drawing together and lifting what weapons they carried.

They weren’t going to back down. They were still with him.

Jack faced Henry again. ‘You raise your arms against common folk?’

Henry scowled and his face reddened. He gripped the hilt of his sword, his knuckles whitening.

Everyone went silent. The only sound was the rustling of the trees.

The wound in Jack’s chest tightened and he fought not to wince.

Henry’s eyes blazed for a moment, but then he gestured at the soldier who’d drawn the sword. The man stepped back and slid the blade into its scabbard.

‘I’ll be speaking to Sir Alfred,’ Henry said.

‘Do so,’ Jack said. ‘And send him my good tidings.’

Sir Alfred was the leader of the local arm of the Crusader Council. The old man was an ex-soldier, like Jack, and had risen to Sergeant Major in the Rajthanans’ European Army. After serving with the Indians for so many years he was more open to Jack’s ideas than most. Jack was certain he still had Alfred’s blessing.

Henry’s face twisted, then he spat, wiped his mouth and turned away. He and his men trudged back across the grass towards their horses, their burning brands dwindling in the dark.

Jack breathed out as a wave of pain swept through his torso. He grimaced. He would have to get back to his hut and meditate in order to get the injury under control again.

‘Father.’ Elizabeth strode over to him, her long cloak swishing around her. Her nose was red from the cold and her dark hair was pulled back beneath a bonnet.

Jack cleared his throat and quickly suppressed any expression of pain in his face. Despite living with his injury all these years, he’d managed to keep it hidden from his daughter – and almost everyone else.

Elizabeth gazed at the disappearing figures and gave a small smile. ‘Didn’t take much to scare them off, did it?’

Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps I should have left them to you?’

Elizabeth flashed him a wider grin, then her features turned more sombre. ‘You think they’ll come back?’

‘We’ll deal with them if they do.’

Godwin strutted across the grass with one hand on the pommel of his longsword and the other on his belt, as if he were a lord surveying his castle. ‘We saw them off, make no mistake.’

Jack stiffened. Why had Elizabeth married an idiot like Godwin? He nodded at Godwin’s blade. ‘You sharpened that?’

Godwin faltered and swallowed. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Let me see it.’

Gingerly, Godwin drew the sword and handed it to Jack, who inspected it in the faint moonlight. Jack wasn’t a swordsman – he’d only been trained to use a musket in the army – but he knew enough about blades to pass judgement. The sword was well balanced, but heavy and cumbersome. He was more used to the Rajthanans’ scimitars, which were lighter, faster and designed to be wielded one-handed from horseback. A longsword was largely a weapon for smashing your foe with brute force, while a scimitar was for deft cuts and parries.

The blade gleamed softly – it was well polished. But when Jack passed his thumb along the edge, it drew no blood.

‘Blunt.’ Jack handed the sword back to Godwin.

Godwin slammed the blade back into its scabbard, lifted his chin and stared into the distance. ‘I sharpened it today, sir.’

‘Then you made a bloody hash of it.’

‘Father.’ Elizabeth slapped Jack’s arm gently, then turned to her husband. ‘Godwin, ignore him. I’ll see you back at the cottage.’

Godwin pursed his lips and sniffed. ‘Very well. I’ll see you there.’

He turned on his heel and strode away, the longsword swinging at his hip. The other villagers were also dispersing and making their way back to the white-walled huts of the hamlet. The young woman from Newcastle was being led away, stumbling as though she felt faint.

‘Godwin’s a good man,’ Elizabeth said.

‘I’m happy for you,’ Jack muttered.

‘He’s trying his best.’

‘Is he?’

‘Father, be nice to him.’

‘I’m nice.’

‘You know what I mean.’

Jack put his hand on her shoulder. The pain was streaking down his left arm now and darkness frosted the lower rim of his vision. He knew he had to meditate soon in order to save himself. ‘Let’s get inside.’

He walked back with Elizabeth, smarting at the pain but keeping it hidden. He was reeling by the time they reached his small, thatched cottage and he had to place his hand against the wattle-and-daub wall for a moment to steady himself. He strode through the door and entered the single room. A fire smouldered in the centre, the smoke floating up through a hole in the roof. The beaten-earth floor was strewn with fresh straw and his few possessions had been carefully put away in two chests and a wooden crate. A pair of knife-muskets hung on one wall, the ornately engraved metal quivering in the firelight.

He turned to his daughter, who still stood in the doorway. ‘Good night, Elizabeth. God’s grace to you.’

‘Father.’ She stepped into the room and the fire tinged her features yellow. Her face was serious. ‘Can I talk to you for a moment?’

Another pulse of pain beat in Jack’s chest and sweat broke out on his forehead. He needed to meditate. Now. ‘If it’s about Godwin—’

‘No.’ She stepped closer. ‘I’m pregnant.’

Jack stood up straighter. He’d been expecting this news one day but this had still taken him by surprise. A smile slipped across his face. ‘Elizabeth.’ He embraced her. ‘That’s wonderful news.’ He looked her in the face again, holding her by the shoulders. ‘How long?’

‘About three months.’

‘And you’re sure?’

Elizabeth nodded. ‘Mary said it’s certain.’

Mary was the village wise woman. She wasn’t a Rajthanan doctor, and Jack was sceptical about many of the herbal treatments she prescribed, but she knew about childbirth, having delivered many of the children in the village.

He embraced Elizabeth again, held her tight. Although she was eighteen, she was still his little girl. It was strange and miraculous to think she was going to be a mother. The only thing that darkened his happiness was that Godwin was the father.

His injury flared again and rippled down his left arm. He gritted his teeth until the sensation passed.

He let go of Elizabeth. ‘You’d better rest.’

She smiled. ‘I’m not ill.’

‘All the same. You get back to Godwin. I’m sure he’ll want you with him.’

She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. ‘God’s grace to you, Father.’ Her eyes went glassy.

‘Go on.’ He waved her away before things got too emotional.

Once she’d left, he shut the door, leant against it for a moment, pulled back his hair and retied his ponytail.

He shook his head in amazement – he was going to be a grandfather.

Then pain split his chest. He grunted, doubled over and slumped to the ground. Wincing and fighting off the darkness threatening to overwhelm him, he crossed his legs and sat up as straight as he could.

He shut his eyes.

Another wave of pain flooded through him but he did his best to ignore it.

He inhaled and concentrated on the air passing through his nostrils.

‘Your mind is like a rippling pool.’

These were the words all the yogins spoke. His drill sergeant had said it to him when he’d first joined the army. His guru, Captain Jhala, had repeated it when initiating him into the secrets of the siddhas, the ‘perfected ones’ who developed supernatural powers.

The mind was like a rippling pool and it had to be calmed to a still, mirror-like surface, free of thoughts, confusion, doubts, passions, images, sensations. This was the only way to use a power.

The wound in his chest throbbed. He felt himself slipping into unconsciousness for a moment, but managed to pull himself back.

He had to focus. If he couldn’t enter the trance, his injury would undoubtedly kill him. He sensed the sattva-fire burning in his chest. Tentacles of blue flame licked around his heart.

He brought to mind a yantra, an intricate, circular design that unlocked a power. He pictured the dense tangle of lines, triangles and curlicues that writhed within the circle, trying to recall every part of the design, every minute shape. He remembered Jhala saying to him, ‘You must be able to hold the entire image still and perfect in your mind, without any other thought intruding. Only then will you be able to use the power.’

But this was no simple task. Whenever you tried to keep a yantra steady, other thoughts would inevitably well up, or you found yourself concentrating on a single part of the design rather than the whole.

Memories flickered in his head.

He remembered Jhala the last time he’d seen him, before his old guru had died. Jhala had looked frail and tired after struggling for years with his own sattva-fire injury. Jack’s throat tightened. Jhala had betrayed him, had threatened to kill Elizabeth.

Then he saw his wife, Katelin, on her deathbed, her Celtic cross necklace rising and falling with her chest and her weak hand reaching up to him. She’d died eleven years ago, leaving him to raise Elizabeth alone.

And he pictured his old friend William, who’d been a rebel leader and had died at the Siege of London when Jack had betrayed him.

So many dead people.

Finally, he managed to get the yantra squarely in the centre of his mind’s eye. It glowed white on a black background. As the pain bubbled in his torso, he held on to the image, fought to keep it in place.

With his mind, he reached out to his surroundings, sensing the soft, grainy throb of sattva all around him. He was in a strong stream – he’d specifically chosen this hut because of the large amount of sattva coursing through it. He drew the sattva towards him and smelted it in his mind, the familiar perfumed scent filtering into his nostrils.

The spirit world drew close.

Suddenly the yantra froze, glimmered, then burst into brilliant light. Fire shot up his spine and radiance roared around him. He felt as though he were hurtling upward into the stars. A grand, holy space opened in his head and the worlds of spirit and matter touched.

He remained in the trance only for a moment. But by the time he released his focus and slipped back to the material world, the pain in his chest had subsided and his breathing had eased.

He’d used a power – a healing power that fought off sattva-fire injuries. Usually it eliminated the effects of his wound completely, but over the past few months the results hadn’t been as good. Tonight he still felt the fire crackling near his heart, although it was subdued and no longer as great a threat.

Every day his injury seemed to worsen, and every day his power became less effective.

He sighed and wiped the sweat from his forehead. The embers of the fire throbbed and breathed, holding back the chill of the night. A breeze rustled the thatched roof and shook a loose window shutter.

Wearily, still wincing at the pain, he crawled across to a bed of straw, wrapped himself in a blanket and tried his best to sleep. Beneath his discomfort, buried within him, was the warm know-ledge that Elizabeth was pregnant.

Three years ago Elizabeth had almost died. Now she was with him in Shropshire, safe, happy and soon to be a mother.

He clung to this thought as he drifted off.
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Jack paused before leaving his hut and rubbed his chest through his surcoat. Pain still streaked through him and his breathing was shallow and wheezy. On waking that morning, he’d meditated immediately, but his power had only had a limited effect. Now he felt as if he hadn’t used the yantra at all.

But still, he had to get on with the day’s work. People would wonder where he was if he stayed in his hut any longer.

He took the deepest breath he could. Would the healing power stop working completely one day? If it did, he would die. And now he wanted very much to live, to protect Elizabeth and his grandchild.

He pushed open the door and squinted in the morning sunlight.

‘Sir.’

A voice to his left startled him. His hand reached involuntarily for a weapon, but he wasn’t carrying one. He was about to lash out with his fist when he saw it was Godwin, standing close to the door with his longsword drawn.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Jack asked.

‘Sorry, sir. I wanted to show you this.’ Godwin moved the sword in Jack’s direction.

‘Put that down, you idiot. The next time I find you outside my hut with a weapon you’ll be on the end of my boot.’

Godwin lifted his chin and stared into the distance, as if he were some high-minded martyr. ‘I sharpened it today, sir. For your inspection.’

‘Inspection?’ Then he recalled the night before. ‘For God’s sake. Get out of here. Go and do something useful for once.’

Godwin dithered. Was he expecting something more? Something about the baby?

But Jack was in no mood to talk and instead strode off towards the village green, still wincing at the pain lancing him. What Elizabeth saw in Godwin he would never know. He’d given the lad a chance – he’d tried to be pleasant, tried to understand him, tried to act as a father-in-law should. But the boy was simply a fool and there was no getting around it.

He would have to say something to Godwin about the child at some point, but that wasn’t going to be today.

He walked down the rough road through the centre of the village. Tom, the blacksmith, was already at his forge, beating a strip of glowing metal. Mary, the wise woman, waved good morning from the door of her cottage. James, a tenant farmer, nodded as he strode past, his dog yapping around his feet.

For the moment everyone seemed to have forgotten the confrontation of the night before. And everyone still saw Jack as their reeve, still acknowledged the authority of his white surcoat.

He crossed the green, went down to the brook, splashed across the ford and walked through a short stretch of woods. The leaves on the trees were already turning gold, and shimmered in the breeze.

He came out at the secluded glade that contained the hut known by many as the House of Sorcery. It was easy to imagine the building stood apart from the rest of the village because no one wanted to live close to a place where strange, possibly infernal, practices were carried out. But in fact Jack had chosen the spot because it was right in the path of the strongest sattva stream in the area.

A ripple crossed his skin as he passed into the invisible stream. A faint trace of perfume tickled his nose. He shut his eyes for a moment and sensed the sattva flowing around him, tiny whorls and eddies forming about his body.

The stabbing sensation in his chest brought him back to the material world. Forcing himself to ignore the pain, he pushed open the hut’s door and entered the dimly lit interior. As his eyes adjusted, the single room came into focus. The window shutters were closed and the only light came from the fire in the central hearth. A large banner displaying an intricate yantra hung across one wall, the image trembling in the firelight. About a dozen young men sat cross-legged on the earth floor, staring up at the design. Two others sat scratching yantras into boxes of wet sand, and a third meditated with his eyes closed.

Jack had ‘discovered’ all these young men. Most had been sent to him from elsewhere in Shropshire when it became known that he was looking for people who experienced second sight, saw ghosts, or suffered from fits. Many who arrived were simply mad or ill, but a few, a very few, turned out to be sensitive to sattva.

A handful of women had even shown up. That had surprised him and he suspected some might even have been sensitive enough to become siddhas. But it was of course out of the question to train women in the secret arts. It wasn’t right to get them involved in something that could be dangerous, especially as his aim was to develop siddhas who could eventually fight the Rajthanans.

Mark, a tall lad who was slightly older than the others, walked across to Jack, carrying a stick he’d taken to using like a drill sergeant’s cane as he led the meditations. ‘Morning, sir.’

Jack tightened his face as a pulse of pain crossed his chest. ‘Any progress?’

‘Afraid not yet, sir.’

Jack nodded. It was a long, difficult process training siddhas. It was almost a year since he’d started teaching and so far Mark was the only one who’d mastered a yantra. Jack didn’t know why the success rate was so low. Was it normal? Did the Rajthanans face the same problems? Or were his training methods wrong?

The difficulty was that he didn’t know nearly enough about yoga. He’d only been given the basic training by Jhala and had only ever seen three yantras – only two of which he’d been able to use. In truth, he was a disciple himself rather than a guru.

A disciple who’d lost his own guru.

‘Any of them finished memorising the native yantra at least?’ He motioned to the banner strung across the wall. It was the first yantra he’d learnt and the first one he taught his students.

‘Not yet.’ Mark looked down. It was the same news every morning. ‘Stephen’s not far off, I reckon.’

Jack rested his hand against the door frame for support. Black specks danced before his eyes. ‘Ah, Stephen. Promising lad, I thought.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Jack’s gaze drifted to the native yantra. It unlocked innate abilities in Europeans, but you could never tell what power it would produce. When Jack had learnt it years ago, he’d been gifted the power to track quarries using the traces they left in sattva. Mark, on the other hand, had gained the ability to find lost animals. Who knew what powers Jack’s other disciples might develop?

If only they could progress.

Jack felt sweat beading on his forehead. ‘And you, Mark? Anything?’

‘No.’ Mark picked at a piece of dirt on his sleeve. ‘Still trying to memorise it.’

Jack patted Mark lightly on the shoulder. ‘It’s all right. It’s a difficult one. Took me a year.’

Mark drew a sheet of paper out of a pouch and unfolded it to reveal a huge yantra sketched in blue ink. The paper was precious – a rare item in Shropshire – and the Rajthanan pen used to draw the design was the only one in the village. But these were both as nothing to the priceless yantra depicted on the sheet. Jack called it the ‘mystery yantra’ because he’d never been able to learn its purpose. A strange Sikh called Kanvar had given it to him in London three years earlier, and since then he’d been trying to use it. Despite memorising the design and learning to hold it steady in his mind, it had never given him a power.

He could only hope that Mark would do better.

‘This part.’ Mark pointed at a particularly intricate piece of the image. ‘Can’t seem to get it.’

‘Yes. Tricky. You’ll get there.’ Pain punched him in the chest and he couldn’t help but grimace.

‘Are you all right, sir?’ Mark asked.

‘I’m fine. I’ll be back later.’

‘Sir?’

‘Carry on with the training.’

He left suddenly, doing his best not to trip over as he walked. He knew Mark would be watching him and he didn’t want to show any weakness. If he could just get back to his hut and meditate he could at least hold the sattva-fire at bay for a little longer.

But his chest was so tight he could barely draw in air, and his surroundings seemed overly bright. He stumbled through the trees, crossed the brook and lurched past the green. It was strange to walk through the peaceful village, seeing everyone busy at their tasks, and yet be on the brink of death. It was as though he were suffocating behind a sheet of glass, unable to attract anyone’s attention.

But what could anyone do to help him anyway? He had a sattvic injury, and only yoga could treat that.

If only he’d learnt more yantras, then he might have been able to cure himself. But he knew just the three – the native, the mystery and the yantra that healed his chest. Not much to treat himself with.

And not much with which to build an army of siddhas.

His right knee buckled and he almost toppled over. He grasped a tree stump and only just managed to stay on his feet. A pool of blackness passed before his eyes but he blinked and fought it off.

‘You all right, sir?’ a young girl called Marian asked as she came up the street.

‘I’m fine,’ he muttered.

‘You sure, sir?’

He grunted and staggered on.

One step at a time. Keep going. Back to the hut.

He felt as though he were floating, as though he were in a dream. There were houses and trees and fields and hills about him, but they were as real as hallucinations.

He reached his hut, fell though the door and collapsed on the ground. Fighting for air, he rolled on to his back. He heard the sound of children playing in the distance. A sheep bleated and a dog barked incessantly. Tom the blacksmith’s hammer tinged and tinged against the anvil.

He tried to sit up, slipped back, tried again and finally got himself into the correct posture for meditation. He closed his eyes and brought up the image of the healing yantra. It circled and danced in his mind’s eye, white on black, with intricate, lacy detail. He tried to keep it still but it constantly blinked out of view as other thoughts flooded his head.

Your mind is like a rippling pool.

Darkness enclosed him entirely and he passed out for a moment, only waking just before he slumped to the ground. He stuck out his hand to steady himself and eased back into a sitting position.

The fire in his chest seared him.

He didn’t have much longer – he was sure of that. If he were going to live, he must use the power now. He thrust every other thought aside and focused solely on the yantra. Finally, he held it still and complete in the centre of his mind’s eye, and the image blasted him with white light.

He slipped immediately out of the trance, expecting the sattva-fire to have been forced back – at least, to some degree.

But there was no change at all.

Damn it.

The pain was as fierce as before and his chest was just as constricted. He rasped down what air he could. His small hut was hot and oppressive and the sound of Tom’s hammer echoed as if down a long tunnel. The children’s laughter seemed to taunt him.

He brought up the image of the healing yantra once again, but now the darkness was clutching at him and drawing him close. He tried to fight it off, tried to keep his focus on the yantra. But everything was slipping away.

He was choking.

Was he going to die?

He was certain he would. These past few years had been a temporary reprieve, but the healing power was no longer enough to save him.

At least he’d had a few good years with Elizabeth in Shropshire, and at least he’d been able to save his daughter’s life. He thanked God for that.

His only regret was that he would never get the chance to see his grandchild.
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Bells pealed. Several bells. Two were small and high-pitched, while a third was large and dolorous. The sound was familiar to Jack but he couldn’t place it. It seemed to come from the past, from far away, from another world.

Then he recognised it – the call to Vespers.

He opened his eyes and found he was lying on his back and staring up at a shadowy, vaulted ceiling. The ringing bells were close, the sound vibrating in the air about him.

Was he dead? Was this heaven?

Then he felt a stab of pain in the centre of his chest and he knew he was still alive and in the material world.

He sat up. He was lying on a hard cot in what he thought at first was a small church, until he noticed the row of ten other cots stretching away beside him. Most of the beds were occupied by old men who lay huddled beneath blankets.

He was in a monastery hospital.

A blast of pain hit him in the chest and he slid back down. He tried to sit up again, found he was too weak, tried again, and then darkness swirled around him.

He fought to stay conscious, but couldn’t prevent himself slipping away.
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He woke to the sound of the bells chiming Nones – three o’clock. Chalky light floated into the hall from the window behind his cot and he smelt a trace of frankincense.

His chest still hurt and each breath was a struggle.

‘Father.’

He shifted his head and saw Elizabeth standing next to the cot. She whimpered and put her fist to her mouth when she saw his face.

An elderly monk in a black habit stood behind her. The man had a sombre expression and skull-like features. He looked as though he’d just risen from the dead.

Elizabeth knelt beside the bed. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Terrible.’

Elizabeth smiled and gave a short laugh. She took his hand and he felt her icy fingers coil into his. Her eyes were watery and he could see she was fighting to hold back the tears.

‘Where am I?’ he asked.

‘Clun Abbey. We found you out cold. No one knew what to do. We brought you here.’

Jack had seen the abbey up on its hill many times but had never visited. It stood about two hours on foot from Folly Brook and the path to Newcastle passed beneath it.

The old monk stepped closer and folded his hands within his habit’s sleeves. ‘It’s good to see you awake. I’m Brother Michael. I’ve been trying my best to treat you, but I’m afraid no one here understands your ailment. It is beyond our knowledge, I fear.’

‘Ah.’ Jack eased his head back. ‘It’s a strange matter.’

‘What is it?’ Elizabeth’s face was creased with worry.

Jack turned his head to Michael. ‘Can we speak in private?’

‘Of course.’ Michael bowed his head and withdrew, making no sound save for the rustle of his clothing.

Jack held Elizabeth’s hand tighter. ‘Listen, you mustn’t worry.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘I was injured. A long time ago, on a battlefield. You know about sattva-fire?’

‘Yes. You told me once. It’s like magical flames.’

‘That’s it. The Rajthanans use it in war. I got hit by some once – an accident. It’s in here now.’ He placed his shaking hand across his chest. ‘It’ll never go away and once it gets bad enough it’ll stop my heart.’

A tear rolled down Elizabeth’s cheek. ‘But can’t you get rid of it?’

‘I could. Before. I had a power that held it back. It’s not working any more.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Then you need another power.’

‘I’d need a new yantra for that, and I haven’t got one. The Rajthanans have all the yantras and they keep them secret.’ He struggled to breathe and sweat burst on his forehead. ‘I don’t even know if there is another yantra that can help.’

Elizabeth gripped his fingers tighter. ‘There has to be something you can do.’

‘You mustn’t worry. It’s in God’s hands now.’

‘No.’ Fresh tears trickled down Elizabeth’s face.

‘Listen.’ He reached under his tunic and drew out Katelin’s necklace. He held up the cross, with its sinewy designs. ‘You remember this?’

Elizabeth nodded and sniffled. ‘It was Mother’s.’

‘She gave it to me before she died. Now, if I go, you take it, you understand?’

Elizabeth shook her head, as if to drive away a nightmare. ‘No, Father.’

‘You take it, Elizabeth.’ He held her hand urgently. ‘Promise me that. You take it. And then one day, you pass it on to your child.’

Elizabeth’s face creased and she sobbed.

‘Promise me this, Elizabeth.’

‘Yes.’ Her voice came out strangled.

He lay back, sighed as if he were dying, but then managed another breath. He placed the cross down on top of his tunic and let go of Elizabeth’s hand. ‘I need to rest.’

Elizabeth nodded, swallowing down tears.

He shut his eyes. ‘You go.’

‘No. I’ll stay here.’

A bolt of pain slammed into his chest and he gasped and opened his eyes. Elizabeth trembled and put her hand over her mouth. But then the pain subsided and he closed his eyes again.

Slowly, sleep enveloped him.
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He woke at different times, often as the bells tolled the canonical hours, dividing the day into orderly segments. He sensed rather than heard the brothers shuffling behind the walls, cleaning, cooking, chanting, working in the gardens and marching to prayer at the allotted times. The monastery was like an enormous heart beating softly.

Occasionally, orderlies came to clean his face and hands and twice Brother Michael bled him, cutting his arm and draining the blood into a bowl. Jack doubted this treatment would help, but there was little point in objecting.

He was aware that Elizabeth was nearby sometimes, and sometimes Brother Michael or other monks visited. He saw Godwin occasionally, standing behind Elizabeth with his hand on her shoulder.

He didn’t know how long he’d been lying there. Perhaps it was hours, perhaps days. Sweat plastered his clothes and hair to his skin and each breath was a small victory.

He was surprised he was still alive at all, but knew the end must come soon. He was forty-two, which wasn’t a bad age to reach, considering how many battles he’d been in and how close he’d come to being killed during them. It was cruel to be torn from Elizabeth when she was pregnant, but if that was God’s will, he accepted it.

No doubt he was due punishment for what he’d done three years ago in London. He’d betrayed his old comrade, William, and now he was getting what he deserved.

He clasped his limp hands together in front of his chest and whispered, ‘Forgive me, Lord, for my sins. Forgive me for what I did.’
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He heard movement near to him and peeled open his dry eyes. His head felt swollen, twice the size it should be. The wound burnt like a hot coal in his chest.

His eyesight was blurred and at first he had trouble making out the figure standing at the foot of the cot. Gradually the shape solidified and he saw an orange, knee-length tunic and a peaked turban.

It was Kanvar – the Sikh who’d given him the ‘mystery’ yantra.

Questions stirred like ancient dust in his mind. He tried to sit up.

‘Father.’ Elizabeth was suddenly at his side. ‘It’s all right.’ She put her hand on his shoulder and eased him back down.

Kanvar pressed his hands together and bowed slightly. ‘Greetings.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Jack said.

Kanvar removed his riding gloves. He was still as gaunt as the last time Jack had seen him and his eyes still had a way of boring into you as if all your secrets had been laid bare. Jack had never known the Sikh’s exact age, but he looked to be in his late twenties.

‘I came when I sensed your illness,’ Kanvar said.

‘Sensed?’ Jack said.

‘Through a power. It’s not important now.’

Could he trust Kanvar? The Sikh had given him a yantra, and was an enemy of the Rajthanans. But all the same, Kanvar was an Indian – and Jack didn’t trust Indians any more. ‘What do you want?’

‘To help, of course.’

‘Why?’

Kanvar shot a look at Elizabeth.

She rested her hand on Jack’s shoulder and gazed at him with her brow creased. ‘He says he can treat you.’

‘You haven’t used the yantra I gave you?’ Kanvar asked.

‘No.’ Jack took a rasping breath. Should he even tell Kanvar anything? ‘I tried. Many times. It didn’t work.’

Kanvar pursed his lips. ‘I see. I thought . . . you would be able . . .’ He frowned and stared into the distance, muttering in an Indian language Jack didn’t understand.

‘Kanvar,’ Elizabeth said.

The Sikh looked at her, as if startled from a dream.

‘You said something about a treatment?’ Elizabeth said.

‘Oh, yes.’ Kanvar sat on the end of the cot and leant forward to stare at Jack more closely. Dim light angled from the windows and silvered one side of his face. He placed a hand on Jack’s chest, shut his eyes for a moment and then opened them again. ‘The fire is very severe now.’

‘My power doesn’t hold it back any more,’ Jack said.

Kanvar nodded slowly. ‘The wound is too great. Your power is no longer strong enough.’ He sat back. ‘But I have another power that could help.’

‘Will he be cured?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Maybe.’ Kanvar replied without turning. ‘But it is dangerous. There is a complex ritual that takes many hours. He could die . . . I could die.’

Elizabeth tightened her jaw. ‘Will you do it?’

‘Of course.’ Kanvar stood. ‘I must.’

‘Stop.’ Jack’s voice was cracked. ‘I forbid this.’

Elizabeth frowned. ‘Father, why?’

‘I don’t trust him.’ He squinted at Kanvar. ‘Why have you come now? After three years. Why would you want to help me?’

‘You need to trust me.’ Kanvar slipped on his gloves. ‘I must leave now. We will perform the ritual tonight.’

‘I said, I forbid it,’ Jack said.

Kanvar stared at him. ‘You must live, Jack. It’s important.’

Then the Sikh turned on his heel and slipped out of the hall.

Jack looked at Elizabeth. ‘The answer is no.’

‘It’s your last chance.’

‘I forbid it. You understand?’

‘Yes.’ Elizabeth put her hand on his chest. ‘Lie down, Father.’

Darkness crept across his vision. He shut his eyes and black water seemed to pour into his head, swill around and drown out all thought and feeling.

‘I forbid it,’ he managed to rasp before he passed out.
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Moonlight through clouds. The glow like breath on glass.

Jack blinked a few times. He was lying on his back, staring up at the night sky and moving along with a jiggling motion. The cold air chilled the sweat on his face and threaded painfully through his lungs. The wound in his chest burnt and throbbed constantly.

He managed to look around and saw he was on a stretcher being carried along a rough road by four men. Dark hills loomed about them and stands of trees were visible beside the track.

He tried to speak but then felt soft fingers touch his hand.

‘Father.’ Elizabeth was walking beside the stretcher, a cloak over her shoulders and her eyes shining in the pale light.

‘What’s happening?’ Jack asked, voice thick.

‘We’re going to the village.’

‘Why?’

Elizabeth looked away, and then Jack noticed Kanvar loping nearby with his hands behind his back, staring up at the moon, lost in thought.

‘No.’ Jack tried to sit up but could barely move. ‘Take me back.’

‘We have to try.’ Elizabeth glanced at her feet as she walked along. ‘The monks wouldn’t allow it in the monastery. Said it was black magic.’

Jack tried to speak, but his voice was too weak and all he could do was feebly raise his hand for a moment. The men bore him on across the moonlit landscape as if he were bouncing gently on air.

The black hillsides steepened and drew closer together. Soon Jack recognised his surroundings. He saw glimpses of the white-walled cottages of Folly Brook and the stone cross near the edge of the village. And then they were passing through the entrance to his hut and the stretcher was being placed on the earth floor.

There was no light in the hut, save for a smoky tallow candle in each corner of the room. The wavering glow turned everyone’s faces gaunt and spectral. Incense burnt somewhere and tinted the air with spice.

‘You must all leave,’ Kanvar said to the small group gathered in the chamber.

The men filed out, but Elizabeth bent beside Jack and grasped his hand again. ‘Father, I’ll see you soon.’

Jack opened his mouth. He wanted to protest, but when he moved his lips only a faint wheeze came out.

Diamond tears crossed Elizabeth’s cheeks.

Feelings surged in Jack’s chest. Was this the last time he would see his daughter? For a second he remembered when she was born, when he’d first held her in his arms.

He wanted to say something but couldn’t make a sound. All he could do was grip her hand a little tighter.

Elizabeth stifled a whimper, then rose and rushed out of the hut, sobbing.

Kanvar slung his coat from his shoulders, revealing his orange tunic beneath. He shut the door, crouched beside Jack and stared with his fish-like eyes. ‘We’re ready to start.’

Jack croaked weakly.

‘You have to help me with this,’ Kanvar said. ‘You must not fight it. This is a dangerous ritual. We could both die if something goes wrong.’

Jack tightened one hand into a fist. There was nothing he could do. He was virtually paralysed and on the brink of death. He wanted to live, wanted to protect Elizabeth and her child from whatever the world threw at them. But what was Kanvar up to? Why would an Indian risk his life for a European? It made no sense.

‘When I begin,’ Kanvar said, ‘you must meditate and get yourself near to purusha, the spirit realm. You must leave the world of matter, prakriti, behind as far as possible. But do not focus on a yantra and do not use a power. That would be very dangerous. Concentrate on something important to you and move towards the spirit realm.
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