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Report by John Stock, lieutenant in the 1st Regiment of Punjab Infantry, sent to George Curzon, 1st Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, Viceroy of India, at his residence at Government House in Calcutta, dated February 1903

*   *   *

Dear Lord Curzon,

Having made it safely back to Kabul, I am pleased to provide you with an account of my mission, trusting that you will pass on the intelligence contained herein to our paymasters in Whitehall and that it will prove valuable to them as well as to you.

You will recall how I ventured into the Pamir mountains at the start of the winter, accompanied by my trusty Pundit colleague, Aarav Choudhury. This I did at your personal behest, with a view to discovering more about Queen Zohra. She, it was rumoured, had taken it upon herself to unite disparate regional tribes in revolt against Russian incursion upon their territory, inciting them to harry and kill any of the invaders they came across. This resulted in numerous skirmishes and not a few casualties on either side. My mission was to ascertain whether there was any substance to these claims and, if so, whether Zohra and her policy might prove advantageous to our own interests in the region.

There was some debate regarding the woman’s very existence, with certain parties suggesting that she was naught but a myth, and likewise Lamakan, the remote city over which she supposedly ruled. In these confused times, and in this benighted corner of the world, it is perfectly possible that stories about an idealized queen—imperious, insubordinate, beautiful, exhorting her subjects to revolt against an oppressor—might arise spontaneously, out of nothing more than a fervent desire for them to be true. At the very least, wishful thinking might distort and exaggerate fact into fiction.

It turns out that this latter-day Boadicea is not only real but is, in my judgement, a force to be reckoned with. As to the likelihood of her accepting support from Britain, and perhaps even entering into an alliance with us, I shall leave that to wiser heads than mine to determine.

*   *   *

We had a hard journey of it almost from the moment we left Afghanistan, travelling north into Turkestan and thence into the Pamirs. Choudhury has huge expertise when it comes to the region, having conducted numerous one-man expeditions there as part of the Great Trigonometrical Survey. I could not ask for a more reliable companion, or for that matter a more resourceful one.

He instinctively performed various of the techniques he was taught in order to make his observations unnoticed, such as taking steps of equal measurement, precisely two thousand of them to the mile, and counting off the miles on the prayer beads on his wrist. Thanks to this and other skills, he is akin to a human sextant: he always seems to know where he is, to the nearest degree of latitude and longitude.

Yet, as we ventured deeper into that high fastness, with its broad-beamed valleys, its sharp blue lakes and its close-shouldering, sinewy mountains, we strayed so far outside Choudhury’s scope of knowledge that even he admitted we were entering terra incognita. Large swathes of the area are under Russian control, and our every footstep was dogged by the awareness that at any time we might stumble upon some of the Tsar’s men, whether soldiers or spies.

In the past, while undertaking missions such as this, I have adopted the guise of a hakeem—a doctor or wise man—a role I have been able to pull off convincingly thanks to some basic medical training and my fluency in Persian, Pashto, and several of the regional dialects. However, for all that my skin has been darkened by years of exposure to the tropical sun, my features remain distinctly European, and there have been times when my imposture has come close to being penetrated, with potentially dire consequences. As an example of this, you will perhaps recall the perilously close shave I had with some Turcoman slavers a couple of years ago.

Hence on this occasion I purported instead to be an English rug merchant on a quest to establish new sources of fine kilims, with Choudhury posing as my assistant, translator, and guide. While any Russian might look askance upon a trader from an enemy nation, he might not immediately assume me to be there for nefarious purposes. As long as there was the least notion in his mind that I might not be a secret agent working on His Majesty’s behalf, I stood a chance of escaping his ire.

It was bitterly cold amid those towering barren peaks and rough, rocky gorges. On some days the wind did not so much cut through us as flay us to the bone, an onslaught which no amount of clothing layers could mitigate. At the same time, for all that the temperature seldom rose above freezing, the sun bore down blazingly, reddening and blistering exposed skin.

Our horses found the going treacherous, their hooves forever slipping on shale or scree, and there was precious little forage for them to consume and only the occasional icy stream from which to drink. The air, meanwhile, was desperately thin; our breathing became laboured, every inhalation an effort. Not for nothing are the Pamirs known as the “Roof of the World.” It feels like a place man was not meant to inhabit and only its Creator should behold.

Whenever we encountered locals, be they the inhabitants of some tiny, isolated village or a group of itinerants, we would do our best to befriend them. Traditionally, blandishments and a little bit of coin sufficed. In such instances, I played the ignorant, monoglot foreigner, leaving it to Choudhury—fluent in even more languages than I, and possessed of a personal charm that easily wins over strangers—to carry the bulk of the conversations. Choosing his moment, Choudhury would make subtle, sidelong enquiries about Queen Zohra and Lamakan. The answers provided were either evasive or only tangentially informative, but every so often we would obtain assurances that such a woman and such a city did indeed exist. We would even be offered indications, albeit based on second- or third-hand testimony, as to where they might be found.

“Six days’ travel due west,” one interlocutor might offer, or “Follow the valley on the other side of yonder range, and at its far end is where Lamakan is said to lie.” We duly pursued these leads, which one after another turned out to be false.

If there was a common thread to these interactions, it was that the locals approved of Queen Zohra’s stand against the Russians. The indigenes feel little love toward the imperialists from the north, who sow cruelty and brutality wherever they go. The Russians will stop at nothing in their desire conquer all of central Asia, crushing khanates and installing puppet regimes, with torture and execution meted out regularly, almost as a matter of course.

Nor are their ambitions limited to central Asia. They have their sights set on wresting India from British rule and claiming her treasures for their own. That is why their expansionism must be resisted, and that is why we conduct this intricate business of espionage, counterplot and coalition-building which Captain Arthur Conolly once described so memorably as “a great game, a noble game.”

*   *   *

After weeks of fruitless searching in those inhospitable climes, with the ever-present danger of bumping into a Russian patrol or agent, I began to lose heart. I am as diligent a servant of the Crown as you could ask for, but like anyone I have my physical limitations, and both Choudhury and I were struggling with the privations we were forced to endure.

With little sustenance to be found in that desolate place, both of us had lost weight—almost to the point of emaciation—and both of us were badly sunburned, too, such that our noses and cheeks were beset with open sores. I developed a digestive complaint that would be debilitating even under the best of circumstances; as for our horses, they were becoming increasingly skittish and refractory, as though they too were succumbing to a sense of futility.

The weather kept worsening as the winter deepened, each day bringing sleet, snowfall, sometimes a blizzard. There came a point when I resolved that if we did not find Lamakan within a fortnight we should cut our losses, about-face, and make for Kabul, to return again in the spring for a fresh attempt.

That was when we fell afoul of the snow leopards.

*   *   *

The beasts descended upon us one dawn, as we slept in our tent. Choudhury, with his sharper ears, heard them first, awakening to the sound of their paws padding outside. He roused me, and together we listened as the leopards sniffed around our little shelter, which all at once seemed flimsy and able to afford scant protection.

Their shadows, cast by the rising sun onto the canvas, revealed there to be two of them. Each was a bulky, sturdy thing, at least two feet tall from ground to shoulder and five feet long from muzzle to tail. Their every movement spoke of exquisite strength, grace, and confidence, and there was no question in my mind that they would be able to tear through the tent if they wanted, besetting us within.
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