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      For Stephanie Theobald

   
      
      
      Part One

      FIGHTING MAC

      
   
      
      
      
      I

      
      
      Paris, 24th March 1903

      
      A GREAT, SIMPLE, LION-HEARTED man with the spirit of a child, thought the Beast as he caught sight of Hector Macdonald taking lunch alone in the dining
         room of the Hotel Regina. The General sat to attention, ramrod-straight, at first glance looking so strong and resolute. Only
         one of his hands betrayed him. It clawed at the white linen tablecloth, as if grasping at a ledge.
      

      
      The Beast sniffed instinctively, alert to the scent of something rotten. Scandal, yes, that was it. Wasn’t everyone talking
         about this? The rumours of a general’s return to London from Ceylon in disgrace. There had been some talk of it in Le Chat
         Blanc the night before. Wild gossip of some terrible sin yet to be made public. That’s what must have brought him here. To
         Paris. Like so many others.
      

      
      He felt a delicious thrill at having spotted the great hero. Fame was a lure to the Beast, especially where it seemed tainted
         with dishonour and notoriety. The General had the air of a fugitive in his pitiful attempt at travelling incognito. The funereal
         suit he wore, as if in mourning, was not even that well cut. But perhaps here was a man that did not fit the clothes, the
         type of soldier that should never be out of uniform. So good on parade yet so awkward in mufti. One cruelly lacking the subtle
         distinction of a civilian gentleman. He looked like a Tommy in his Sunday best.
      

      
      He was low-born, the Beast knew that. Risen up through the ranks, into the highest echelons of the British Army. And yet despite
         the drab flannel, he was unmistakable. The great Empire Man. Major-General Sir Hector Archibald Macdonald. ‘Fighting Mac’
         it was, or, rather, the hollow image of him. The same stern jaw, steel-grey hair and moustache, the beetle brows that furrowed
         deep-set brown eyes. Those features that had been reproduced countless times in the illustrated newspapers, on cigarette cards
         and imperial memorabilia, framed by the scarlet tunic and a dazzling phalanx of medals, so proud and expectant. Now he looked
         simply to be waiting. Waiting for a fate that he could not quite bear.
      

      
      What a sad sight, thought the Beast, such a poignant tableau. And what monstrous fun could be had as a witness to such degradation.
         He mused fleetingly on some marvellously wicked anecdote that he might relate to the exiles at Le Chat Blanc, an outrageous
         story that he could concoct over the dinner table. Fighting Mac’s glory was so great, he had become a modern archetype, like
         a trump card of the major arcana. But suddenly it all meant more than that to the Beast. This melancholy image of Macdonald brooding hopelessly like a wounded
         animal at luncheon appeared to him as a sign. One who had ascended to the command of heaven now awaiting terrible depths in
         his fall. He felt a peculiar urge to go to his aid.
      

      
      The Beast had only come into the Hotel Regina by chance, for a quick drink before a saunter through the Tuileries. But there
         was no such thing as chance, he concluded. Destiny had brought Sir Hector and himself together; this circumstance must be
         connected with his greater purpose. The imminent battle with Mathers, his former master. This fortuitous event was no mere
         distraction. The General was somehow part of his struggle, he decided.
      

      
      To meet Macdonald now seemed urgent and portentous. He would introduce himself, make himself known to the renowned warrior.
         He would use his full title: Laird of Boleskine and Abertarff. It was a form of address he had rather neglected of late but
         he was certainly entitled to it. After all, the estate in Scotland had cost him over two thousand pounds.
      

      
      As he reached the table Fighting Mac was staring straight ahead, listlessly picking at his food with his unclawed hand.

      
      ‘Sir Hector?’

      
      Macdonald looked around, startled. As if frightened by his own name. He saw the bright green suit with brocade lapels and
         a jewelled waistcoat sparkling gaudily beneath. Then, as he looked up he saw a bull neck bulging out of a loosely tied silk
         cravat. The head was bald but for a froth of oily hair garlanding the crown, the glabrous pate hinting at a tonsure, making
         him appear like a degenerate monk. The Beast was young, still in his twenties, but burdened with a corpulence that aged him.
         Heavy jowls made a once handsome face bestially sensual. His whole countenance was disturbingly naked. The lips protruded,
         heavy and moist. Expectant. Macdonald felt a pang of recognition that he could not quite place.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think I have had the pleasure,’ he began.

      
      ‘Laird of Boleskine and Abertarff,’ replied the apparition and held out a fan of heavily ringed fingers.

      
      The General took the proffered hand, which was limp and slightly damp. Soft, like everything else about this man. Except the
         eyes. Pale blue and unfaltering, they seemed the hardest part of him. It was hard to meet their gaze in that it was difficult
         to gauge where exactly they focused. They seemed to look beyond, to meet at a point behind one. They had an enveloping emptiness.
         Glaring somewhere between infinity and the middle distance. Seeing nothing, but giving the impression of great depth.
      

      
      ‘May I?’

      
      ‘Please,’ said the General, scraping back his chair with involuntary recoil. Giving easy ground as he had rarely done in the
         field. ‘Be my guest.’
      

      
      The Beast swiftly sat down opposite Fighting Mac, and haughtily scanned the dining room.

      
      ‘It’s on the banks of Loch Ness,’ he declared nonchalantly.

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      
      ‘My manor.’

      
      Macdonald frowned. The man’s voice was like crushed velvet.

      
      ‘Close to your part of the world I believe,’ the Beast went on.

      
      ‘My part of the world?’

      
      A waiter appeared and the Beast ordered champagne. Macdonald glowered at the ridiculous dandy sitting opposite him. An English
         fop playing at Highland nobility. God knows what garish tartan he would wear at his country estate. My part of the world,
         indeed, he thought.
      

      
      ‘I was born in Rootfield in Ross-shire,’ Macdonald suddenly boomed. ‘My folk were nae lairds.’

      
      The Beast tossed his head and let out a short peal of laughter, amused at how swiftly Sir Hector’s speech could go from the
         clipped tones of the officer class to the rich brogue of his forefathers.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ he rejoined. ‘A crofter’s son. No shame in that. My grandfather was a brewer.’

      
      ‘I’m not sure that I like your tone, sir.’

      
      ‘Oh, I meant no offence. You must forgive me. I’m only rather clumsily pointing out those things we might have in common.’

      
      ‘I hardly think we have much in common.’

      
      ‘Oh, you’d be surprised. I was in Ceylon too, you know.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Studying Buddhism, yoga and,’ the Beast’s blue eyes glowered, ‘other things.’

      
      ‘Look—’

      
      ‘I know all about you,’ the Beast said softly.

      
      His eyes became hypnotic again in that slightly unfocused way. Macdonald felt a sense of revulsion at being drawn into this
         man’s gaze. He knew now that he did recognise something about him. Not from his waking past but from some flicker of prophecy
         hidden amid the horrors he had witnessed. He was a vision of what was to come. What he had always dreaded.
      

      
      ‘Listen,’ Macdonald began, his eyes darting about the dining room, as if seeking a way out.

      
      The Beast leaned across the table, conspiratorially.

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ he whispered. ‘I want to help you.’

      
      ‘Who are you, sir?’ Macdonald demanded.

      
      The Beast sat back in his chair and placed a bejewelled hand on the table.

      
      ‘I’m a poet,’ he declared. ‘Of some repute. A mountaineer, too, of course. But my principal vocation is thaumaturgy.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I am sir’ – the Beast lifted his hand and opened it with a little flourish – ‘a magician.’

      
      ‘A theatrical performer?’ Macdonald asked.

      
      ‘Oh no. A real magician.’

      
      Macdonald gave a deep-throated laugh. The Beast smiled.

      
      ‘Of course you are,’ the General went on. ‘But what is your name, sir?’

      
      My name? thought the Beast. He had so many. Apart from Boleskine and Abertarff, there was his ceremonial name Perdurabo; the
         pseudonym George Archibald Bishop he had used as an author of obscene poetry; he had taken to calling himself Count Vladimir
         Svareff for a while. So many names, and there would be many more. He was the Beast, of course, but that was just the name
         he had for himself. The secret name his mother had called him.
      

      
      ‘Crowley,’ he announced suddenly, as if remembering it. ‘Aleister Crowley. At your service, sir.’

      
   
      
      
      
      II

      
      
      MACDONALD FOUND HIMSELF IN Le Jardin des Tuileries with Crowley, who had suggested a post-prandial stroll. Macdonald had agreed, he needed air. His
         head was fuzzed with champagne and the florid talk of his unexpected guest. But even in the open Crowley’s presence could
         have a stifling effect, like some hothouse creeper, oozing a sickly scent, choking all the life around him. Macdonald watched
         him gazing at the statue of a centaur, his wet mouth jutting salaciously.
      

      
      ‘Catherine de Médicis built a palace here,’ the Beast commented languidly as they strolled along the gravel path. ‘She was
         reputed to have been a sorceress, certainly a poisoner. It is said that she held black masses here.’
      

      
      ‘Is that so?’ Macdonald muttered low, not wanting to encourage him.

      
      ‘The occult has always been a feature of Parisian society. Satanism is terribly fashionable here at the moment, you know.’

      
      ‘No, I didn’t.’

      
      ‘But Scotland has always been the place for witchcraft, hasn’t it?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know. I was raised in the United Free Presbyterian Church.’

      
      Crowley laughed.

      
      ‘My dear fellow, my father was a lay preacher in the Plymouth Brethren. I too was brought up with the hell-fire of the Low
         Church. But we can all break free of religion. We are going to have to.’
      

      
      ‘And what are we to believe in then?’

      
      ‘Why in magic of course.’

      
      ‘Och, man, you’re having a joke with me.’

      
      ‘I’m perfectly serious. Haven’t you noticed? This strange time we are living in. Just when positivism reaches its peak, everyone
         is suddenly fascinated by the occult. In the past century rationalism and atheism have overthrown all religions, all forms
         of mysticism. Except magic. Magic is about to reassert itself. It’s the beginning of a new aeon. Can’t you just feel it?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure if I can, no.’

      
      ‘It’s about power.’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘And the will.’

      
      ‘You mean willpower?’

      
      ‘Yes, but when people say that they usually mean restraint. I don’t mean that. I mean the opposite of that.’

      
      ‘I’m not with you.’

      
      ‘Well…’

      
      The Beast began to stumble in his argument. He had been working something through in his mind for a while. He was looking
         for an idea. It did not have to be a particularly good idea, just a strong one. It would be to do with the will. What he wanted
         was a verbal formula, a spell that could enchant. Something that could shock the whole world.
      

      
      ‘Power,’ he tried to explain to the General, to himself. ‘It can come out of restraint, yes?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Like steam power. That will soon be out of date. In the modern age there will be more expressive forms of power. The internal
         combustion engine, electricity.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’re talking about science now.’

      
      ‘Science and magic, they’re the same thing.’

      
      ‘You’re not making sense, man.’

      
      ‘I’m talking of the supernatural. Look, under Victoria all the power of the Empire came out of repression. For machines, for
         men also.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean the application of pressure. Building up a head of steam, if you like. Do that to an iron engine and you have the
         means for a railway system. Do it on the emotions of men and you can power a whole empire.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Macdonald retorted.

      
      ‘Repression, it’s been the fuel of expansionism. Now we are entering a new age. We are free now that our Great Mother Victoria
         is dead. The fog is lifted. Now is a time for expression.’
      

      
      They had left the park and were crossing the Seine. Macdonald looked down at the swirling water. There was a choking sensation
         at his throat. He felt the vertiginous nausea of his predicament.
      

      
      ‘I am talking of energy,’ the Beast went on. ‘Energy that can no longer be sublimated.’

      
      Macdonald staggered on, his head reeling, his stomach full of bile, his gorge burning with the acid of the champagne. The
         Beast followed him, the moist mouth horribly close.
      

      
      ‘Sexual energy,’ he whispered in the General’s ear.

      
      ‘Please,’ he begged.

      
      ‘Don’t be afraid,’ the Beast said. ‘I understand. I want to help.’

      
      They had reached the other side of the river now and were walking past a line of shoddy bookstalls. That this absurd man might
         share the knowledge of his terrible crime filled Macdonald with horror.
      

      
      ‘My dear fellow,’ Crowley went on. ‘You must realise, you are not alone in Paris.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘The night Oscar Wilde was arrested the boat train here was packed with gentlemen of a certain type. Many of them are still
         here.’
      

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘I know you think that what you have done is unspeakable. But everyone is talking about it.’

      
      ‘Oh God,’ Macdonald gasped.

      
      ‘And not just the exiles.’

      
      ‘But nothing has been—’

      
      ‘Of course, of course,’ the Beast interjected impatiently. ‘It’s all a great puzzle. They love that. Despite the endless gossip,
         the indulgence in every sordid detail, they want a different kind of revelation. Their greatest thrill is to imagine something
         hidden.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘The sex act has the magic of a secret. Like a sacred mystery would have been to medieval peasants. This is the power that
         should be harnessed in the future.’
      

      
      ‘The power?’

      
      ‘The power of the secret. Imagine if we could unlock that. Unleash it.’

      
      Crowley’s face tightened into a beaming grin. His eyes bulged with energy. Macdonald struggled to understand, to work out
         what this curious man was saying. Was it just idle talk? He found himself desperate for any kind of succour, no matter how
         obscure or peculiar.
      

      
      ‘You said you could help me,’ he reminded Crowley.

      
      ‘Yes, of course,’ the Beast replied.

      
      ‘But how?’

      
      ‘Well, we can help each other. You’ve come to the right place, after all.’

      
      Macdonald was about to say something else but the Beast had swiftly moved in on a grubby-looking cart displaying racks of
         postcards.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ the Beast beckoned him over.

      
      Crowley was plucking at an assortment of photographs and daguerreotypes as a surly stallholder remonstrated with him. He handed
         one to Macdonald. Then another. And another.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ he insisted. ‘It’s all here.’

      
      One showed two youths entwined in a gymnastic posture, their smiling faces betraying neither unease in their exertions nor
         in their nakedness. A second card depicted a nubile girl bending over as a hunched satyr inserted himself. Soon Macdonald
         held a clutch of postcards in his hand. A fan of compliant attitudes, professional and amateur poses, easily flaunted flesh.
         And he felt a terrible, lustful sadness. The shock of empty desire for its cold reproduction. The sepia bodies trapped on
         the surface of the glossy paper like insects in amber.
      

      
      ‘For God’s sake, man,’ he protested.

      
      His instinct was to hide these images, but he didn’t know where to put them. So he stuffed them into his jacket pocket. The
         stallholder began to complain loudly.
      

      
      ‘Mais, vous voulez combien?’ the Beast enquired in an atrocious accent.
      

      
      The man continued to argue with Crowley who replied with a self-confident inarticulacy. It was soon clear to Macdonald that
         the Beast knew little of the language. Macdonald’s French was far better. He had served in the Egyptian Army where it was
         expected that all officers could speak it adequately. And Crowley appeared to have no real idea of the sum he was being asked
         for. He flourished a note grandly. Macdonald noticed that it was ten francs. As the stallholder started to explain that he
         would give him change Crowley took this to be some further barter and gave a dismissive wave with his hand. The stallholder
         shrugged and the Beast looked triumphant.
      

      
      ‘See?’ he declared to Macdonald. ‘It’s easy when you know how.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘To be free. You can be free here.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand. What am I to do?’

      
      ‘There is another way, you know,’ the Beast declared.

      
      Macdonald started at these words. Each one cut into him. They had been said to him only two days before. There is another way, you know.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ he demanded.

      
      ‘We will find a way,’ Crowley reassured him. ‘There are plans to be laid. Fate has decreed our meeting. We must join forces
         and fight the good fight together. Now, there are things that I must attend to. I will call on you later. Shall we say, seven?’
      

      
      ‘Fine,’ Macdonald muttered, exhausted by it all.

      
      ‘Very well then. Adieu.’

      
      The stallholder was staring at Macdonald. He muttered some obscenity and Macdonald looked away to gaze across the Seine, where
         the Louvre loomed over the river.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ he said, and turned around.

      
      But Crowley was nowhere to be seen. He had vanished.

      
   
      
      
      
      III

      
      
      BACK AT THE HOTEL REGINA, Macdonald went through the routine of checking the newspapers left out on the side table in the foyer. There was nothing
         about him in the late editions of the international press. No letters for him at reception. He went up to his room and sat
         on the edge of his bed.
      

      
      There is another way, you know.

      
      He shuddered as he remembered the other occasion those words were said to him. What was there to do now? The meeting with
         Crowley had been disquieting but it had provoked all sorts of notions and possibilities that he hadn’t considered. His mind
         was disturbed, but maybe that was a good thing. An opportunity somewhere but what? The fact was, from what the man said, that
         rumours were spreading and soon the scandal would break.
      

      
      When that happened he really would need magic to escape his predicament, he thought, remembering the grotesque expression
         on Crowley’s face and the dread sense of recognition it gave him. This was a man sympathetic to his plight and yet it was
         someone he would despise in normal circumstances. Perhaps it was not too late to revise his opinions about the world. First,
         he must review his situation. He tried to concentrate on where he had gone wrong. He had played this one very badly indeed.
         Left himself no room to manoeuvre.
      

      
      Rushing headlong into it, that had been his mistake. London, that had been a bloody disaster. It had been the Governor’s suggestion,
         to return home on leave and consult with his superiors. Find another posting, another appointment. Then he could leave Ceylon
         for good and no more need be said on the matter. That was the idea.
      

      
      But this required a strategy well beyond his scope. He had never been one for grand schemes or complex tactics. For most of
         his army career he had been in the thick of it, even as an officer. Leading from the front, that was his way. He was still
         a ranker at heart.
      

      
      He had no influence, that was his real shortcoming. No well-placed friends, no circle, no clique, no breeding, no politics,
         no family, no society, absolutely no society at all. He had no idea how to play the game. He had gained promotion by mere
         merit and that left him at a terrible disadvantage. And at the very moment when he had needed to draw upon his seemingly vast
         reserves of prestige, he had found himself alone in London at the Army and Navy Club in Pall Mall, with no one to call upon.
         He was to present himself to Lord Roberts at the War Office. Little Bobs – the diminutive Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial
         General Staff.
      

      
      Macdonald had known the Chief a long time but he had never been part of the ‘Roberts Ring’, his intimate circle of officers.
         Neither had he been known within Lord Wolseley’s ‘Ashanti Ring’, the clique of Roberts’ great rival. He had even found himself
         excluded from the ‘Band of Boys’, the group of young sappers in the Egyptian Army that had surrounded Kitchener in the Sudan.
         These strange cabals and factional loyalties had always been a mystery to him. They were secret societies, impenetrable to
         the uninitiated. Yet he knew that this was how the officer corps of the army was really organised. It was how you got on.
         It was how you were protected.
      

      
      Little Bobs had built his house of war on his knowledge of his officers. He would always have to know who everyone was in
         every room, in every mess hall. And if, at the racecourse in Calcutta, or riding through the Simla bazaar, he encountered
         someone whom he thought he ought to know but didn’t, he would send his aide-de-camp after him to find out his particulars.
         The hapless aide might have to track the man for miles, seek out his quarters or run him to ground at his club, but Little
         Bobs would want his details to add to his mental trophy case of names and families. Fighting Mac had always remained something
         of a mystery to him. The cypher of his fame had compensated for his lack of social position. But there were always doubts
         that he would prove a gentleman.
      

      
      So Macdonald had walked down to Whitehall only a week ago, in his dark suit and bowler hat, with scarcely a notion of how
         to ingratiate himself. He was off to see the Chief. To plead with him.
      

      
      There’s a little red-faced man, which is Bobs, rides the tallest ’orse ’e can – our Bobs.

      
      The Chief didn’t keep him waiting long. Maybe, hoped Macdonald, the little man might feel some responsibility towards him.
         Because of all the times they had known each other. All the places they had served together, for the Great March from Kabul
         to Kandahar at least. He had been something of a protégé to him back then. Their army career like a music-hall song: Little
         Bobs and Fighting Mac.
      

      
      They had first met in Kabul at the height of the Afghan campaign in the winter of 1879, when Macdonald was still just a colour-sergeant
         in the Gordons. It was a god-forsaken place. Freezing cold, filthy and poverty-stricken. A brooding hatred throbbed through
         the town. A day rarely passed without a public hanging. A military commission had been formed to deal with anyone found complicit
         in the massacre of the British diplomatic mission earlier that year. Roberts had ordered that ‘punishment should be as will
         be felt and remembered’. Patrols were sent out to capture suspects and to forage. Villages that showed any resistance were
         burned to the ground. On the surrounding hillsides tribesmen were gathering and the mullahs called for jihad, to rid the country of the infidel invaders.
      

      
      Macdonald had been twice mentioned in dispatches on the march on Kabul from Simla. The first instance was at the Shurtargarden
         Pass where there had been an ambush and the whole van of Roberts’ column had been pinned down by a thousand Afghan riflemen
         who had positioned themselves on a steep spur commanding the defile. Macdonald had been in a forward position with eighteen
         highlanders and forty-four sepoys of the 3rd Sikhs.
      

      
      He had shown himself an able soldier up to that point. Drill and discipline had become second nature. Through his own diligence
         and determination he had reached the highest rank he could expect among the non-commissioned. Other aspects of manly duty
         he was not so certain of. He hardly ever drank and he would avoid the pay-night excursions to the brothels in the Jullunder
         Cantonment where they had been billeted since 1871. He gained a reputation for fastidiousness, which drew predictable comments
         in the mess hall, the occasional taunt. He tried to ignore the regular vulgarities of soldier’s banter. It meant nothing compared
         to the deep contentment he felt in belonging to such a fine, well-trained body of men. Among all the banal ribaldry there
         was the fierce affection of the enlisted. Sometimes the unspoken love that he felt for his comrades was almost overwhelming.
         He put all his faith in the spirit of the body and ignored the strange fear that nagged at him.
      

      
      So, in that first moment when he found himself under fire, he knew that he had to prove himself. He would rather have been
         killed than funk it in front of his fellow men. And the realisation that he might die before he could take another breath
         gave him a marvellous tranquillity of purpose. It was then that he felt a steadying sense of control; the extreme danger cancelled
         everything else out. He suddenly gained the lucid clarity of action. He knew what to do and, no officer being present, he
         took the initiative. He led the small force upwards in order to take advantage of superior cover. The thrill of danger gave
         him a fantastic energy; he was bold, decisive. Their situation was perilous: they were outnumbered and completely cut off
         from the main body of the column. They had to wade through a tumbling stream and clamber up a broken hillside as continuous
         fire rained down on them. Macdonald signalled his men forward, in twos and threes, until they were above the enemy. It was
         the pleasure of drill, of being bodily possessed by the precision of movement. With death buzzing in the rocks around them,
         there were no petty distractions, no unmanly doubts in his head. He felt exhilarated, pure. When they had gained their position
         above the enemy, Macdonald mustered them into line, and they used the rocks and scrub around them as cover. He waited until
         the tribesmen were in full range then ordered controlled and concentrated fire.
      

      
      He discovered that it was only in action that the fear completely left him. That little hum of terror he scarcely noticed
         except when it was silenced. As the fusillade burst around him and the Afghans began to flee below, all was quiet within.
         It was in these moments that he could vanquish the enemy that lurked inside.
      

      
      His second mention in dispatches came after an assault on the Charasiah Heights, on the outskirts of Kabul. His platoon had
         been sent to dislodge a party of snipers. This was a bloody sweat, climbing a bare slope in places so steep that they were
         on their hands and knees. He was full of fury and frustration as he reached the top, a depth of anger in him that he had never
         quite given vent to before. He broke into a stumbling charge and a hoarse-throated scream. It was from this time onwards that
         he began to be known as Fighting Mac.
      

      
      He was summoned in front of Roberts two months later and offered a commission. One of the many stories told about him when
         he became famous was that he had been given the choice between promotion and a Victoria Cross. This wasn’t true; if it had
         been he would almost certainly have chosen the decoration. A colour-sergeant with a VC would have been ensured respect and
         an easy life for the rest of his service. As a second lieutenant, without a private income, from no respectable family, lacking
         the credentials of a gentleman, with no connections, indeed with no circumstances at all, he would embark on a lonely and
         precarious career. There would be constant money worries, since an officer’s pay would scarcely ever meet the expense of being
         one. Forever cut off from the camaraderie of the noncommissioned and never fully accepted in the officers’ mess, he would
         always be the clever but clumsy ranker, raised above his station and rarely afforded proper friendship, just supercilious
         tolerance. Accepting this promotion was his truly reckless act of daring. And he always remembered the euphoria of the moment
         when he was offered a commission. The prospect of grandeur that he had always been denied. From the bleak rain-sodden croft,
         the one-room schoolhouse, the stultifying boredom of a drapery apprenticeship in Inverness: he could take his revenge on all
         that. Here was the sheer glamour of ambition that had drawn him to the colours in the first place. The whole world opened
         up to him. He felt a lightness as he said yes to it. He was rising up.
      

      
      Twenty-four years later he had finally come down. Here he was, in front of Roberts again, over a matter of conduct. This time
         his reputation was on the line. This was the most precarious position he had ever been called on to defend. All he could hope
         for was a new appointment. A posting out of trouble. A new command and a fresh start. A place for him somewhere.
      

      
      The Chief looked at him across the desk in his office, his face turned slightly, looking askance at the man in front of him.

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ the Field Marshall began. ‘How could you have left your post like this?’

      
      ‘It was the Governor’s idea, sir. That I take extended leave and consult with my superiors in London.’

      
      Roberts’ eye twitched.

      
      ‘Consult, man?’ he demanded. ‘Good God, what is there to consult about?’

      
      ‘Given the nature of the accusations against me, sir.’

      
      ‘The Governor has informed me of their nature, Macdonald. They are terrible charges. Unless you are cleared of them you are
         in an intolerable situation.’
      

      
      ‘Sir.’

      
      ‘You say you can exonerate yourself from these accusations?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Then we must follow proper procedures.’

      
      ‘But, sir—’

      
      ‘I never thought you would let me down like this, Macdonald.’

      
      ‘Governor Ridgeway’s opinion was—’

      
      ‘Ah yes! Ridgeway wanted you out of the way, didn’t he? I suppose that you and the Governor thought that this matter could
         all be swept under the carpet. A transfer to other duties, a posting far away and out of sight. A quiet way out of this mess.
         Well, it won’t do, Macdonald, it simply won’t do. Do you know what I’ve had on my desk this morning? A report that suggests
         that sixty per cent of potential recruits for the South Africa War were deemed physically unfit for service. Sixty per cent!
         The nation is facing severe physical deterioration. And do you know what lies at the heart of it?’
      

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘Moral degeneracy. Without self-control, discipline, restraint, continence, how can we expect to hold the empire?’

      
      ‘I agree, sir.’

      
      ‘We have to lead by example. We must be above suspicion.’

      
      Oh ’e’s little but he’s wise

      
      ‘Yes, sir, but—’

      
      ‘And I have to tell you, Macdonald, in the light of this, and all other considerations of your case, I have to tell you that
         you cannot remain in the army until you have cleared your name.’
      

      
      ’E’s a terror for ’is size

      
      ‘Please sir, I beg of you…’

      
      ‘And, consequently, it is my opinion that you should return to Ceylon and face a court martial there. I am making this my
         recommendation to the Prime Minister and the Colonial Secretary.’
      

      
      An’ – ’e – does – not – advertise

      
      ‘Sir, no, please, anything but that.’

      
      ‘And to the King of course.’

      
      Do yer, Bobs?

      
      A dreadful groan echoed through the Field Marshall’s office. Macdonald had started to sob. It was appalling. He could not
         control himself. He was crying in front of the Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Fighting Mac was blubbing
         like a bairn.
      

      
      ‘For goodness sake, man,’ said Roberts, standing up from his desk, calling out for an adjutant to take the wretched fellow
         away.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      IV

      
      
      WHEN CROWLEY ARRIVED BACK AT Gerald Kelly’s apartment in Montparnasse his host was emerging from his studio with a young woman. She was short and fine-boned.
         Kelly’s gangling frame craned over her as he escorted her to the door, like some kind of wading bird, his sharp features pecking
         down. The Beast stooped to catch sight of the face that nestled beneath a huge black bonnet. It was pale and elfin, a snub
         nose and a tiny pink mouth.
      

      
      ‘And who is this delightful creature?’ he demanded, beaming at her.

      
      Kelly gave an impatient sigh.

      
      ‘This is Sibyl,’ he replied. ‘She is just leaving.’

      
      ‘Ah!’ the Beast gasped loudly, causing the departing girl to jump a little. ‘A veritable Sibyl! A prophetess, a seer.’

      
      ‘She’s nothing of the sort. She’s a good clean girl from St Germain.’

      
      Kelly ushered his model swiftly to the door and Crowley wandered into the room beyond. He went up to study the canvas on an
         easel in the middle of the room. It was Sibyl’s contemplative profile, rendered in sombre hues against a prussian-blue background.
         The Beast was a little disappointed.
      

      
      ‘Well, it has a certain vibrancy,’ he said, when Gerald Kelly returned to the studio. ‘But you’ve hardly done the nymph justice.
         Sibyl should be trembling with passion.’
      

      
      ‘I wanted something more tranquil,’ Kelly countered. ‘Something that would recall the quiet spirituality of the Spanish masters.
         Something impressionistic.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ snorted Crowley. ‘The problem is that when the English turn to Impressionism they are in perilous danger of being dull.’

      
      ‘Well, it doesn’t shout at you, I’ll grant you that. There’s a simple tonality and delicate composition that, perhaps, requires
         a certain refinement of appreciation.’
      

      
      ‘It’s positively timorous! You’re all the same. Coming to Paris to paint, to let yourself go, but you can’t. You’re all afraid
         of making mistakes. You’re all so afraid of being vulgar. You all paint like governesses!’
      

      
      ‘Really, Crowley!’ Kelly protested.

      
      The Beast stopped and saw the hurt look in his friend’s eyes. They had known each other since Cambridge and had always sought
         to encourage each other in their artistic pursuits. Kelly had shown enthusiastic support for Crowley’s poetry and the Beast,
         in return, had never failed to be openly critical of his comrade’s painting.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Gerry,’ said Crowley, after a moment’s awkward silence. ‘I have had an extraordinary day and I am filled with
         a fantastic energy. I am always argumentative when I am like this.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm, well,’ Kelly muttered, still smarting from the Beast’s insult.

      
      ‘I met a knight today.’

      
      Kelly’s eyes suddenly brightened.

      
      ‘Oh really,’ he piped up. ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Really, darling,’ the Beast chided him. ‘You’ll never make it as a bohemian if you continue to be so keen on polite society.
         Besides, this was not some inbred specimen of effete nobility, this was a real knight. One who has earned his title through
         martial prowess. A warrior chieftain, and one in great distress. I intend to come to his assistance. And to call upon his
         power to sow confusion amid my enemies.’
      

      
      ‘You mean Mathers?’

      
      ‘Yes. I have surpassed that old fool. I believe that I am close to my hour of triumph.’

      
      ‘You really have finally fallen out with him, haven’t you?’

      
      ‘He is no longer fit to lead the Order. He has lost his spiritual authority.’

      
      ‘Well there was that business of the luggage you left with him when you went to Mexico.’

      
      ‘Yes. It is symbolic of how degenerate his powers have become.’

      
      Kelly sighed and walked over to the mantelpiece.

      
      ‘You had better see this,’ he said.

      
      Kelly picked up an envelope from the shelf and handed it to him. The Beast snatched it from his hands and tore it open. There
         was a square card within wrapped in a thin leaf of blue notepaper. He unfolded the missive and squinted at a scrawl of green
         handwriting.
      

      
      ‘ “It may interest you to know that Soror Dominabitur Astris has made contact and is due in Paris at any moment”,’ he read.

      
      ‘Dominabitur Astris? Isn’t that the magical name of that German woman?’

      
      ‘Fräulein Anna Sprengel, the eminent Rosicrucian adept from Stuttgart, who first revealed to us the Cypher Manuscript containing
         the secret rituals of the Order.’
      

      
      ‘But isn’t she supposed to be dead?’

      
      ‘Perhaps she has been transfigured into another corporeal host. Perhaps the Secret Chiefs are about to reveal themselves.’

      
      ‘Do you think that’s possible?’

      
      ‘It scarcely matters what is possible. It is what we can believe in. What we can convince others to believe in. That’s what
         matters.’
      

      
      ‘You’re sure that this note is from Mathers?’ Kelly enquired.

      
      The Beast examined the handwriting once more.

      
      ‘It is his ghastly griffonage, yes. Now this’ – the Beast held up the white card that had been wrapped in the notepaper –
         ‘this is proof that the magic battle has commenced.’
      

      
      He showed it to his friend. Printed on it was a grid of letters arranged in a square.

      
      S    A    T    O    R

                                          
      A    R    E    P    O

                                          
      T    E    N    E    T

                                          
      O    P    E    R    A

                                          
      R    O    T    A    S

      
      ‘What on earth is it?’ Kelly demanded.

      
      ‘It is a spell. See? A magic square. An arrangement of five words that can be read vertically or horizontally, backwards or
         forwards. It has spirtual properties and it carries an incantation. Sator, arepo, tenet, opera, rotas. Sator is the sower, the creator; arepo, that is like arrepe, to seize or lay hold of. Tenet, that is a doctrine, opera is a work or operation. Rotas, well, that is a circular order of appointment. The meaning is perfectly clear.’
      

      
      ‘Is it?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. Mathers sees himself as the sower. He has seized hold of the doctrine, meaning the Cypher Manuscript, and he is using
         it to replace the personnel of the Order. Including me. It’s all here. Sator, arepo, tenet, opera, rotas. See? I, the sower, take hold of the doctrine, and use it to operate a rotation of the membership of the Order. I must prepare
         a counter-signal.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘A magical signal, if properly decoded, can be reworked and sent back to its point of origin. I believe I can use the power
         of this square against Mathers himself. Get me something to draw with, Gerry.’
      

      
      The Beast walked over to the work table and cleared a space on it. Kelly handed him the stub of a pencil. The Beast placed
         the square on the table and stared at it.
      

      
      ‘Mathers is foolhardy to send me a spell in the form of a grid,’ the Beast announced. ‘He forgets that I was a chess blue
         at Cambridge. I could have been the greatest player of my generation had I not grown bored of it. It is a tedious game in
         itself but a good preparation for the casting of runes.’
      

      
      The Beast gave a little hum and then became quiet and still. Kelly noted the trance of concentration his friend had assumed,
         absently holding the lead tip against his tongue as he scanned the letters. Suddenly it seemed a small flame leapt up in the
         Beast’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘Of course!’ he hissed. ‘I will deploy my knight.’

      
      He thought of Sir Hector Macdonald once more. Of how apt everything was for a second. A cosmic balance in signs and symbols
         that he could manipulate.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ he declared, pressing the point of the pencil against the o on the bottom line of the square. ‘And move as a knight would move.’
      

      
      He drew a line across to the r on the second line from the bottom.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ he told his friend. ‘Mark these letters down as I call them out.’

      
      Kelly grabbed a scrap of paper and a piece of charcoal. The Beast drew quickly, zigzagging the square with lines until he
         had reached the r on the top right-hand corner of the grid.
      

      
      ‘And again.’

      
      This time he started from the o on the top line and repeated the operation until he had come to the r on the bottom left-hand corner. He held up the square, showing the marks he had made on it:
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      ‘Now. What do we have?’ the Beast demanded.

      
      ‘I really have no idea, darling.’

      
      ‘Then read out what is written.’

      
      ‘Orotepater, orotepater,’ Kelly intoned.

      
      ‘I thought as much,’ the Beast said softly, with a smile on his face. ‘See? Oro te pater. “I beg thee, Father.” Repeated. Like an incantation. And the letters left on the square? Go on, read them out too.’
      

      
      ‘S, a,’ Kelly spelled. ‘Er, n, a, s.’

      
      ‘Sanas. Exactly!’ He clapped his hands with joy. ‘Heal thyself. I think that is quite a perfect instruction for that old fool Mathers.
         I beg thee, Father,’ the Beast intoned with dripping sarcasm. ‘I beg thee, Father. Heal thyself!’
      

      
      ‘That is quite brilliant, Crowley.’

      
      ‘I know. Now I must go to his temple immediately. If I can deliver it at once to that sordid little dwelling place the reversal
         of power will be successful.’
      

      
      ‘Darling, you know that you have quite an astonishing mental faculty at times,’ remarked Kelly. ‘I feel sure that if you concentrated
         on something mundane you could find an extraordinary success in some field of life.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know.’ The Beast sighed heavily. ‘But what would be the point? What would be the point when there is so much beyond
         the world to strive for?’
      

      
      It was at that moment that Gerald Kelly felt an unexpected sadness for Crowley. For all his overbearing bluster, his awful
         self-regard that constantly craved attention, for all that he took out on those close to him, at heart he was never quite
         satisfied with himself. He would never be happy, the painter found himself thinking. His life would be exciting, flamboyant,
         explosive. It would be lived to the full, that much was certain. But clear and lucid as prophecy came the simple thought:
         that he would never really be at peace.
      

      
      ‘I must prepare myself, Gerry,’ the Beast announced.

      
      He went into his room and picked up a small brown bottle from his bedside table. He walked back through the studio.

      
      ‘This square and my magic potion,’ he mused, as if to himself, checking that the cork was secured in the neck of the phial
         and glancing at the label. Tincture of Anhalorium, it read. He smiled as he pocketed it.
      

      
      ‘What is that?’ the artist enquired.

      
      ‘Oh, just something I picked up in Mexico. Extract of a rare cactus. It can induce a trance state. The Indians use it in their
         sacred rituals. Now, I must go. Will you be at Le Chat Blanc tonight, Gerry?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I’m dining with Clive Bell, you know, the art critic.’

      
      ‘How dreary for you. Never mind,’ he declared as he departed. ‘I’ll spice things up a bit. I promise you a tremendous uproar!’

      
   
      
      
      
      V

      
      
      MACDONALD HAD STAGGERED BACK TO the Army and Navy after the terrible meeting with Roberts, his head reeling. The Chief was washing his hands of him. All
         those years of loyal service were to count for nothing.
      

      
      Where Roberts had led Macdonald had followed. Soon after his commission, he had been on the move again. There had been dreadful
         defeats in Helmand province, an entire brigade wiped out by Ayub Khan’s army at Maiwand. Roberts assembled his forces for
         the big push. The Great March from Kabul to Kandahar began. Three hundred miles through deep ravines and immense mountain
         passes. Ten thousand men at arms and eight thousand followers in a long winding column, lost to the world, sent out to relieve
         the Kandahar garrison. Across the sterile desert, the biting cold of night, the blistering heat of noon, a huge invertebrate
         beast undulated forward at a merciless pace of fifteen miles a day. Eighteen thousand became a single myriapod creature with
         Little Bobs at its head, its tiny and relentless brain. The advance on Kandahar was to make Roberts, give him an immortal
         name and reputation. But it led Macdonald away from all that he had known. The rest of his life became a great march from
         himself.
      

      
      He had to leave behind the simple fraternity of his fellow men. The hardest moment had been with his best friend Kenny Goss,
         a handsome black-haired lad from Lochaber. They had been lance-corporals together and there had been times when they had shared
         everything. Pals, that’s what they had been. Dear, sweet pals. Kenny had been his other half. But now he was above all that.
         An officer, a darling of the gods. And so they made a solemn parting, even though they would still be in the same regiment.
         It was a goodbye to a heartfelt comradeship that could be no more. They shook hands awkwardly, Kenny would be Corporal Kenneth
         Goss from now on. Macdonald’s eyes stung when he had called him pal for the last time. He had to turn away when Kenny had
         saluted him and addressed him as sir. It was from then on that he experienced a growing yearning for the deep closeness that
         he had felt among the ranks.
      

      
      With officers it was a different business. There were often strong ties between fellows that went back to their schooldays.
         Strange words for things he didn’t quite understand. A deeply felt knowledge of what one should say and, more importantly,
         what one shouldn’t. Codes and ways of behaviour, allusions to peculiar things that always seemed just out of his reach.
      

      
      He had always suspected that he might be different from others, feared it even. It was one of the things that had first attracted
         him to uniform, that he might fit in somewhere. Now that he was out of the ranks and yet not quite a gentleman, he became
         a curiosity. Standing out from the crowd, he was always on guard. He took a secret pleasure in the attention. He began to
         enjoy the image he had acquired for himself far more than his actual being. Fighting Mac, the rugged officer of few words.
      

      
      And Kandahar opened his eyes to attractions he had scarcely dared dream of. The Great March had led him into temptation. Pretty
         Pashtun boys, the halekon, with their kohl-rimmed eyes, henna-patterned hands, full lips reddened with betel juice, selling themselves in the back
         streets. They would walk about in groups, languidly draping their arms around each other, reeking of jasmine. Some would perform
         in the market place, dancing provocatively with belled anklets. There would always be strangely arch comments from fellow
         officers. Look at that tart. Oh yes, she’s gorgeous. A knowingness that seemed to treat everything as a huge joke. Things went on, everybody knew that secretly. But it was essential
         to be discreet. Never to get caught. Not even to think about it too consciously. There was more freedom for the officers but
         more danger also. Macdonald learned to be very careful and to trust only the darkness.
      

      
      The 13th Hussars arrived as part of a relief column. They swaggered about the city armed with hog spears and revolvers for
         protection. There was just as much unrest in Kandahar as there had been in Kabul. There were more public hangings. The insurgents
         believed that if they killed a British soldier and they were caught and executed they would go straight to paradise.
      

      
      The Hussars were known for their regimental theatricals and they put on an entertainment one evening in the open air. With
         their sabres stuck into the ground to mark out a rough stage area they performed Gilbert and Sullivan’s latest operetta, The Pirates of Penzance. The loudest roar from the crowd came when one of the cast, with an exaggeratedly clipped delivery, launched into ‘I am the
         very model of a modern Major-General, I’ve information vegetable, animal, and mineral’. It was so obviously a clever parody
         of Lord Wolseley, the fussy reformist. They jeered him with relish. All those who had been on the Great March were for Roberts,
         his rival.
      

      
      Afterwards the officers present were invited to the Hussars’ mess for drinks. Late in the evening, one of the cavalry men
         who had played a female role earlier donned a crinoline and proceeded to entertain the party with songs, dancing and the convincing
         patter of the persona ‘Miss Daisy Bell’. Macdonald was intrigued. A neighbouring Hussar, noticing his curiosity, commented:
         ‘Oh yes, “Bathing-Towel” is famous for his skirt-dancing act.’
      

      
      All officers seemed to have some jocular nickname. Even in the Gordons, hardly a body of men known for its frivolity, there
         was a ‘Boo’, a ‘Watty’, a ‘Grasper’, a ‘Baldy’ and a ‘Pouffles’. It seemed part of the public school infantilism that Macdonald
         was always excluded from. Being saddled with ‘Fighting Mac’ meant that he was expected to be dour and severe. It marked him
         out as common, though this could have its advantages. When he spoke with the one called ‘Bathing-Towel’ that night he found
         that the man liked him because, rather than in spite, of these qualities.
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