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      For my parents.
 Blood will out.
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      ‘Rubbish, Watson, rubbish! What have we to do with walking corpses who can only be held in their grave by stakes driven through
         their hearts? It’s pure lunacy.’
      

      Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire.
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      ‘The blood is the life.’

      Bram Stoker, Dracula.

   
      
      PREFACE
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      London,
 15 December, 1897.
      

      To those whom it concerns—

      If you are reading this letter, then you will no doubt suspect the danger you are in. The lawyers you have approached are
         under instructions to deliver to you a body of papers. The story they reveal is a terrible one. Indeed, only recently did
         I understand its full extent when a copy of Moorfield’s book was sent to me from Calcutta, together with a bundle of letters
         and journals. Start with Moorfield’s book, at the chapter titled ‘A Perilous Mission’ – I have left three letters where I
         found them within the pages of the book. Otherwise the papers are arranged by myself. Read them in the order in which they
         have been placed.
      

      My poor friend. Whoever you may be, whenever you may read this – do not doubt, please, that what is recorded did occur.

      May God’s hand protect you.

      Yours in grief and hope,

      ABRAHAM STOKER.

   
      
      PART ONE
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      Extract from the memoirs of Colonel Sir William Moorfield, C.B., C.M.G., D.S.O., With Rifles in the Raj (London, 1897).


      [image: image]


      

      A PERILOUS MISSION


      

      A secret mission – ‘Shmashana Kali’ – a mountain journey – the bloody idol – an ominous discovery.


      

      I come now to perhaps the most extraordinary episode of my whole long career in India. In the late summer of 1887, when the

         boredom of garrison duty had become almost unbearable, I received an unexpected summons to Simla. There were no details of

         what the mission might be, but since the heat on the plains was by now pretty sweltering I was not averse to a jaunt up to

         the hills. I have always had a love of mountains and Simla, perched high on a promontory above cedars and mists, was certainly

         a place of striking beauty. However, I had but little time to admire the views, for no sooner had I arrived at my allotted

         quarters when a message came to me from one Colonel Rawlinson, ordering me to report to him at once. A quick shave and a change

         of uniform, and then I was on my way again pronto. Had I known where the meeting was to lead, I might not have walked with

         such an eager step – and yet the thrill of soldiering was in my blood again, and I would not have exchanged it for all the

         world!

      


      

      Colonel Rawlinson’s office was set apart from the regular H.Q., down a side street so dark that it seemed more suitable to

         a native bazaar than the quarters of a British officer. Any uneasiness I may have suffered on this account, however, was soon banished by my first sight of Colonel

         Rawlinson himself, for he was a tall, spruce man with a hint of steel in his eye, and I found myself liking him instinctively.

         He led me straight away into a teak-lined study, filled with maps and decorated along the walls with the most extraordinary

         collection of Hindoo gods. There were two men waiting for us there, seated at a circular table. One I recognised at once –

         it was old ‘Pumper’ Paxton, my commanding officer from Afghanistan! I had not seen him for five years now – yet he looked

         as hale and hearty as he ever did. Colonel Rawlinson waited as we exchanged our greetings; then, once we had finished, he

         introduced the second man, who had been sitting until this moment obscured by shadow.

      


      

      ‘Captain Moorfield,’ said the Colonel, ‘please meet Huree Jyoti Navalkar.’


      

      The man leaned forward; he bobbed his head in the native manner and I saw – with a sense of shock, I don’t mind admitting

         – that the fellow was not even a soldier, but your typical Babu, a fat, sweating office-wallah. Colonel Rawlinson must have

         observed my surprise, yet he offered no explanation for the Babu’s presence; instead he began to flick through some papers,

         then stared up at me again, that look of steel still glinting in his eye.

      


      

      ‘Outstanding career record you have here, Moorfield,’ he said.


      

      I felt myself getting red. ‘Oh, that’s all rot, sir,’ I muttered.


      

      ‘I see you gave a good account of yourself in the Baluchistan show. Get into the mountains at all, did you?’


      

      ‘I saw a bit of action there, sir, yes.’


      

      ‘Fancy seeing a bit more of the hills?’

      


      

      ‘I’ll go wherever I’m sent, sir.’


      

      ‘Even if it’s not in your regular line of soldiering?’


      

      I frowned at this and caught old Pumper’s eye, but he just looked away and said nothing. I turned back to Colonel Rawlinson.

         ‘I’m willing to have a crack at anything, sir.’

      


      

      ‘Good man!’ he smiled, patting me on the shoulder, then reaching for his swagger stick. He crossed to a large map hanging

         on the wall, and as he did so his face froze once again into an expression of deadly seriousness. ‘This, Moorfield,’ he said,

         tapping with his stick at a long purple line, ‘is the frontier of our Indian Empire. It is long and, as you yourself will

         know only too well, it is thinly protected. And here’ – he tapped with his stick again – ‘is the territory of His Imperial

         Majesty, the Russian Tsar. Observe further, this zone here – the mountains and the steppes – these belong neither to Russia

         nor to ourselves. Buffer states, Moorfield – the playground of spies and adventurers. And right now, unless I am very much

         mistaken, there is a storm brewing there, a mighty tempest, and it seems to be blowing towards our Indian frontier.’ He tapped

         at an area left blank on the map – ‘Towards here, to be precise.’ He paused. ‘A place named Kalikshutra.’

      


      

      I frowned. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it, sir.’


      

      ‘Not surprised, Moorfield, few have. Just look’ – he tapped at the map again – ‘see how remote it is. High up as hell, and

         with only a single road that leads to it – here. No other traversable way in – or out. We’ve always been content to leave

         it well alone – no strategic value, you see.’ He paused, then frowned. ‘Or so,’ he murmured, ‘we had always thought.’ His

         frown deepened. He stared at the map for a moment more; then he returned to his seat and leaned across to me. ‘We’re getting

         strange rumours, Moorfield. There’s something brooding there. A month ago, one of our agents came staggering in. He was pale as death

         and carved with scars, but he also brought us our first hard news. “I have seen them,” he whispered, as a look of the utmost

         horror crossed his face. “Kali.” Then he shut his eyes, as though too weak to utter what he wanted to say. “Kali,” he repeated.

         We left him alone, to get a good night’s sleep. The next morning…’ Colonel Rawlinson paused. His lean, bronzed face seemed

         suddenly pale. ‘The next morning’ – he cleared his throat – ‘we found him dead.’ He paused again. ‘Poor fellow had shot himself.’

      


      

      ‘Shot himself?’ I repeated in disbelief.


      

      ‘Straight through the heart. Damnedest mess you ever saw.’


      

      ‘Good God.’ I breathed in deeply. ‘What made him do it?’


      

      ‘That, Captain, is what we need you to find out.’


      

      Suddenly, the room seemed very still. I felt those damned Hindoo gods gloating down at me. That we had a true mystery on our

         hands, I didn’t doubt. I knew full well how dangerous intelligence work could be, and how brave the fellows were who took

         it on. Such men were not in the habit of shooting themselves in a blind state of funk. Something must have got to the man.

         Something. But what? I looked up again at Rawlinson.

      


      

      The Russians are involved in this business, then, you think, sir?’


      

      Colonel Rawlinson nodded. ‘We know they are.’ He paused, then lowered his voice. ‘Two weeks ago, a second agent came in.’


      

      ‘Reliable?’


      

      ‘Oh, the best.’ Colonel Rawlinson nodded. ‘We call him Sri Sinh – the lion. Quite the best.’


      

      ‘He’d seen Ivans,’ said Pumper, leaning over to me. ‘Scores of the beggars, done up as natives, marching up the road to Kalikshutra.’

      


      

      I frowned. Something had just occurred to me. ‘Kalikshutra,’ I repeated, turning back to Rawlinson. Your first agent, sir

         – the one who died – if I remember correctly, he only referred to a “Kali”. Might it not be possible that he was talking of

         a quite different place?’

      


      

      ‘No,’ said the Babu, whose presence in the room had gone clean from my mind.


      

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ I said coldly, for I was not used to being spoken to thus by anyone, let alone a Bengali office-man.

         But the Babu seemed quite unperturbed by my glance of disdain; he stared back at me rudely, then scratched at his rump. ‘Kali

         is a Hindoo goddess,’ he said, for all the world like a schoolmaster addressing some boy who has been slow with his prep.

         ‘It is not a place.’

      


      

      I must have looked hot at this, for Rawlinson cut me off pretty sharpish. ‘Huree is Professor of Sanskrit at Calcutta University,’

         he said hurriedly, as though that served to justify anything. I stared at the man and he met my look, watching me with his

         insolent, fish-cold eyes.

      


      

      ‘I am only a simple Englishman,’ I said – and I flatter myself I made this sarcasm bite. ‘I make no pretence of learning,

         for the Army camp has been my teaching-ground. Clearly then, I must let you explain to me this link between Kali, the goddess,

         and Kalikshutra, the place, for I readily admit I don’t see it myself.’

      


      

      The Babu bobbed his head. ‘It will be a pleasure, Captain.’


      

      He shifted in his seat and, bending down, picked up a statue, a great black thing which he then placed on the table in front

         of me. This, Captain,’ he said, ‘is the goddess Kali.’

      


      

      Well, thank Heaven I’m a Christian, was all I could think, for the goddess Kali was the most frightful-looking thing, and

         no mistake. Pitch-black body, as I’ve mentioned, with swords in her six hands and a tongue dyed like blood. She seemed to

         be dancing on the body of a man. And that was by no means the worst of it, for only when I looked closer did I see her belt

         and the garland round her neck. ‘Good Lord,’ I murmured involuntarily. Human hands hung bleeding from her waist, and the garland

         was made of freshly severed heads!

      


      

      ‘She has many names, Captain,’ said the Babu in my ear, ‘but always, she is Kali the Terrible.’


      

      ‘Well, I’m not surprised!’ I answered. ‘Just look at her!’


      

      ‘You misunderstand what such a title may mean.’ The Babu smiled slyly. ‘You must try to comprehend, please, Captain, that

         terror in our Hindoo philosophy is but an opening on to the absolute. What appals, inspires – what destroys, can create. When

         we experience terror, Captain, we are made aware of what the sages call shakti – eternal power – the feminine energy which underlies the universe.’

      


      

      ‘Are we, by George? You don’t say.’ Well, I’d never heard such rot in all my born days, of course, and I’m afraid I let it

         show, but the Babu did not seem offended in the slightest. He only gave me another oily smile. ‘You must try to see things

         as we poor heathens do, Captain,’ he murmured.

      


      

      ‘Why the devil should I?’


      

      The Babu sighed. ‘Fear of the goddess, terror of her power – to you it is just bloody bunk, I know, but to others it is not.

         Therefore, Captain – know your enemy– get into his mind. That – after all – is where Kali waits as well.’

      


      

      Slowly, he bowed his head. He muttered some prayer under his breath. And then, as I watched, the Babu seemed to change before

         my eyes. It was the deucedest thing, but he seemed suddenly a soldier, possessed and cool, and when he spoke again he might

         have been lecturing the Chiefs of Staff. ‘I have asked you, Captain Moorfield, to appreciate the nature of the devotion that

         Kali can inspire, for it is likely to be your most potent foe. Do not scorn it, just because you find it abhorrent and strange.

         Piety can be as dangerous as your soldiers’ guns. Remember – only fifty years ago, Kali’s priests in Assam were offering up

         the goddess human sacrifice. Had you British not annexed their kingdom, they would doubtless be offering it up still. And

         the British, of course, have never conquered Kalikshutra. We cannot know what customs are still practised there.’

      


      

      ‘Good Lord,’ I exclaimed, scarcely able to believe my ears. ‘You surely don’t mean to say … not human sacrifice?’


      

      The Babu shook his head. ‘I say nothing,’ he replied. ‘No agent of the Government has ever penetrated far enough. However…’

         His voice trailed away. He paused to glance at the statue, at its necklace of skulls and the red on its tongue. ‘You asked

         about the link between the goddess and Kalikshutra,’ he murmured.

      


      

      I nodded. I liked the fellow more now, and I could sense he was ready with something pretty hot. ‘Go on,’ I said.


      

      ‘Kalikshutra, Captain Moorfield, means – literally translated – “the land of Kali”. * And yet’ – he paused – ‘it is an insult to my religion to say that Kalikshutra is Hindoo – for elsewhere in India the goddess is worshipped as a

         beneficent deity, the friend of man, the Mother of all the Universe…’

      


      

      ‘Whereas in Kalikshutra?’ I asked.


      

      ‘Whereas in Kalikshutra…’ Again the Babu paused, and stared at the statue’s grinning face. ‘In Kalikshutra, she is worshipped

         as Queen of the Demons. Shmashana Kali!’ He spoke these words in a low whisper, and as he uttered them so the room seemed to darken and grow suddenly cold. ‘Kali

         of the Cremation Grounds, from whose mouth blood flows in a never-ending stream, and who dwells amongst the fiery places of

         the dead.’ And here the Babu swallowed, and spoke in a language I did not understand. ‘Vetala-pancha-Vinshati,’ I heard, repeated twice, and then the Babu swallowed again and his voice trailed away.

      


      

      ‘Sorry?’ said old Pumper after a decent pause.


      

      ‘Demons,’ replied the Babu shortly. ‘It is the phrase the villagers from the foothills use. An ancient Sanskrit term.’ He

         turned again to look at me. ‘And such is their fear of these demons, Captain, that the villagers who live below the heights

         of Kalikshutra refuse to take the road that would lead them there. And this is how we can be sure that the men our agent saw

         climbing up the road were not natives of the region, but foreigners.’ He paused, then wagged his finger in emphasis. ‘You

         understand me, Captain? No natives would ever have taken that road.’


      

      There was a silence and Rawlinson turned to study me. ‘You see the danger?’ he asked, a frown on his face. ‘We can’t have

         the Russians in Kalikshutra. Once they establish themselves in a place like that, they are near as damnation impregnable.

         And if they do set up a base -well, it will be on the very border of British India. Perilous, Moorfield – deadly perilous. I don’t think I need to emphasise that.’

      


      

      ‘No indeed, sir.’


      

      ‘We want you to recce those Ivans out’


      

      ‘Yes, sir.’


      

      ‘You’ll leave tomorrow. Colonel Paxton will follow you the day after that with his regiment.’


      

      ‘Yes, sir. And how many men will I have with me?’


      

      ‘Ten.’ I must have looked surprised, for Rawlinson smiled. ‘They’ll be good, Moorfield, you needn’t worry about that. Remember

         – you are only going to spy out the lie of the land. If you can take on the Russians yourself, then well and good. If not’

         – Rawlinson nodded at Pumper – ‘send for Colonel Paxton. He will be waiting at the base of the road; he’ll have men enough

         with him to sort the Russians out.’

      


      

      ‘With respect, sir…’


      

      ‘Yes?’


      

      ‘Why don’t we march in with the regiment at once?’


      

      Rawlinson stroked the curve of his moustache. ‘Politics, Moorfield.’


      

      ‘I don’t understand.’


      

      Rawlinson sighed. ‘This is a diplomat’s game as well, I’m afraid. London doesn’t want trouble on the border. In fact – and

         I shouldn’t be telling you this – we’ve already turned a blind eye to a number of infringements in the region. About three

         years ago – don’t know if you remember it – Lady Westcote was abducted, together with her daughter and twenty men.’

      


      

      ‘Lady Westcote.’


      

      ‘Wife of Lord Westcote, who had commanded in Kabul.’


      

      ‘Good Lord,’ I exclaimed, ‘who took her?’


      

      ‘We don’t know,’ replied Pumper, sitting up suddenly and looking angry. ‘Our attempts to investigate were cut short. Sat on by the politicos.’

      


      

      Rawlinson glanced at him, then back at me. ‘The point is this,’ he said, ‘that the Raj can’t be seen marching in to places

         willy-nilly.’

      


      

      ‘Bit bloody late for that,’ said the Babu. The rest of us ignored him.


      

      Colonel Rawlinson handed me a neatly bound file. ‘These are the best maps we’ve been able to run up. Not much good, I’m afraid.

         Also Professor Jyoti’s notes on the Kali cult, and the reports from Sri Sinh – our agent in the foothills – I mentioned him

         before, I think?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, sir, you did – the lion. Will he be there now?’


      

      Colonel Rawlinson frowned. ‘If he is, Captain, then don’t expect to run into him. Intelligence men play to different rules.

         One chap you may care to look out for, however, is a doctor – an Englishman – goes by the name of John Eliot. He’s been working

         amongst the tribesmen up there for a couple of years now – setting up a hospital, that sort of thing. Won’t usually have anything

         to do with the colonial authorities – bit of a maverick, don’t you know? – but in this case he’s aware of your mission, Captain,

         and he’s game to help you if he can. Might be worth your while picking his brains. Got a lot of local knowledge. Speaks the

         lingo like a native, I’m told.’

      


      

      I nodded, and made a jotting on the cover of the file. Then I rose, for I could see that my briefing was at an end. Before

         I left, though, Colonel Rawlinson shook my hand. ‘Good God, Moorfield,’ he said, ‘but duty is a stern thing.’

      


      

      I looked him straight in the eye. ‘I shall try to do my best, sir,’ I replied. But even as I said this I was remembering the

         agent who had shot himself, the unknown terror which had led him to crack, and I wondered if my best would prove to be enough.

      


      

      Such forebodings only made me the keener to set out, of course, for no one cares to sit around and frowst when there’s a bad

         business up ahead. Pumper Paxton, as an old hand himself, must have known how I was feeling, for he did me the great kindness

         of inviting me over to his bungalow that night, where we downed the old chota peg and yarned about old times. His wife was with him too, and his boy, young Timothy, a splendid chap who soon had me marching

         for him up and down the house. He was as promising a drill master as I had ever come across! We had a rare old time of it,

         for I had always been a favourite of young master Timothy’s, and I was not a little bucked that he still remembered me. When

         the time came for him to retire to bed, I sat reading him yarns from some adventure book and I thought, watching him, how one

         day Timothy would do his father proud.

      


      

      ‘That’s a fine boy you have,’ I told Pumper afterwards. ‘He reminds me of why I wear this uniform.’


      

      Pumper pressed my arm. ‘Nonsense, old man,’ he said, ‘you have never needed reminding of that’


      

      I retired to bed in good spirits that night. When I woke up next morning at the crack of dawn, it was as though my dark imaginings

         had never been. I was ready for the fray.

      


      

      We journeyed from Simla along the great mountain road. My soldiers, as Colonel Rawlinson had promised they would be, were

         good men, and we made rapid speed. For almost a month, as we travelled, I could well believe what has often been claimed –

         that there is nowhere more lovely in all the world, for the air was fresh, the vegetation glorious, and the Himalayas above

         us seemed to reach up to the sky. I remembered that these mountains were worshipped by the Hindoos as the home of the gods – passing below the stupendous peaks, I could well

         see why, for they seemed charged with a sense of great mystery and power.

      


      

      At length, though, the scenery began to change. As we drew nearer to Kalikshutra it grew harsher and steadily more desolate,

         yet at the same time it was none the less sublime, so that the bleakness of the landscape served only to fill my thoughts.

         One evening, quite late, we reached the junction with the Kalikshutra road. A village straggled away from it, mean and poor,

         but still with the promise of human life, something we had not met with now for almost a week. When we entered the village,

         however, we found it deserted, and not even a dog was there to welcome us. My men were reluctant to bivouac there – said it

         gave them a bad feeling – and your soldier’s second-sense is often pretty good. I too was keen to press on to our goal and

         so that same evening, though the sun had almost set, we began our march up the Kalikshutra road. Around the first steep corner,

         we passed a statue painted black. The stone had been worn away and had scarcely any features at all, but I could recognise

         the trace of skulls around the neck and knew whose image the statue represented. Flowers had been laid at the goddess’s feet.

      


      

      The next day, and the next after that, we toiled up the mountainside. The path grew ever more precipitous and narrow, zig-zagging

         up an almost sheer wall of rock, while above the abyss burned a pitiless sun. I began to understand why the inhabitants of

         a place such as Kalikshutra, if indeed they existed at all, should be called demons, for I found it hard to believe that any

         human dwellings could lie ahead of us. Certainly, my own enthusiasm for mountains began to pall somewhat! But at last, as

         the second day began to dim into dusk, the path we were taking started to level out and we saw traces of green amongst the rocks ahead. As the sun’s dying rays disappeared

         behind the cliff, we rounded an outcrop of rock and saw ahead of us a vast expanse of trees stretching upwards into purple

         cloud, while still higher, just visible, gleamed the ghostly white of the mountain peaks. I stood for a moment to admire this

         splendid view; and then I heard a cry from one of my men who had continued down the path. I began to run myself, of course,

         and as I did so I heard the buzzing of flies.

      


      

      I joined my man past a further crag of rock. He was pointing at a statue. Beyond it the jungle began, so that the statue seemed

         to stand like a sentinel guarding the approach into the undergrowth and trees. My soldier turned back to me, an expression

         of disgust on his honest face. I hurried up to join him, and as I inspected the idol I saw something slung around its neck

         – something alive. The stench was frightful. It reminded me of rotting meat and then I realised, as I watched the thing slung

         around the idol’s neck, that I was staring at the swarming of maggots and flies, countless thousands of them, so that they

         seemed to form a living skin feeding on whatever it was that lay there underneath. I prodded the thing with my pistol butt;

         the flies rose in a buzzing cloud of black and there, maggot-ridden, hung a pile of guts. I cut them down and they fell with

         a soft thud on to the ground. As they did so, I saw to my surprise the gleam of gold. I smeared away the blood, and saw around

         the idol’s neck an expensive-looking ornament. Even I, who have no eye for woman’s things, could see at once that it was of

         a fair old workmanship. I inspected the necklace more closely; it was formed of a thousand tiny drops of gold, all strung

         together in a kind of a mesh, and must have been worth a pretty packet in anyone’s book. I reached up to try to remove it. At that very same moment, a shot rang out.

      


      

      The bullet whistled over my shoulder and pinged into a rock. I looked up and picked out our assailant immediately; he was

         standing alone on the crest of the ravine. He aimed his rifle a second time, but before he could fire I had the great good

         fortune to bag him in the leg. The man tumbled down the slope and I thought he might be done for, but not a bit of it, for

         he picked himself up and, using his rifle as a crutch, began to drag himself across to the road where we stood. All this time

         he was jabbering away, waving at the statue; I couldn’t make out a word he was saying, of course, but I could guess his meaning

         well enough. I stood back from the statue, my hands raised to show I had no interest in his idol’s gold. The man stared back

         at me, and for the first time I got a good look at him. He was old, with tattered pink robes and streaks of the most foul-smelling

         substance daubed across his face and arms, so that he stank to the very height of heaven. In short, he had brahmin written all over him. He looked pale, and his eyes were filling with tears. I glanced down at his leg. It was bleeding pretty

         bad, and I bent down to try and tend the wound, but as I did so the brahmin flinched away from me and started to let rip with his tongue again. This time, I fancied I caught the word ‘Kali’. ‘Kali,’

         I repeated and the man bobbed his head. ‘Han, han, Kali!’ he screamed, then burst out into tears.

      


      

      Well, the conversation was shaping up nicely and I was not a little perplexed as to what I should do next. Suddenly, however,

         I heard footsteps at my back.

      


      

      ‘Perhaps I can be of assistance?’ a voice said in my ear.


      

      I turned round to see a man standing there, not in uniform but a European all the same. He had a thin, gaunt face, with an aquiline nose and rather the air of a bird of prey. He would not have been more than thirty, I estimated,

         yet his eyes seemed those of a much older man. I wondered who the devil he could be; and then suddenly – in a flash – it came

         to me.

      


      

      ‘Doctor Eliot?’ I asked.


      

      The young man nodded. I introduced myself. ‘Yes,’ he said shortly, ‘I was told you might be coming.’ He stared down at the

         priest, who by now was laid out on the ground, clutching his leg and still muttering to himself.

      


      

      ‘What’s he saying?’ I asked.


      

      Eliot didn’t answer me at first. Instead, he knelt down and began to tend to the brahmin’s leg.

      


      

      I repeated my question.


      

      ‘He is accusing you of sacrilege,’ said Eliot without looking up.


      

      ‘But I didn’t take his gold.’


      

      ‘You cut down the guts, though, didn’t you?’


      

      I snorted. ‘Ask him why they do it,’ I ordered brusquely. ‘Ask him why they smear the idol with blood.’


      

      Eliot spoke something to the priest. The old man’s eyes dilated with fear; I saw him point at the statue and then sweep with

         his arm at the darkness of the jungle; I heard him mutter words I recognised, ‘Vetala-pancha-Vinshati’ – words I had heard from the Babu back in Simla. Then the old man began to scream violently; I bent down beside him, but

         Eliot already had him in his arms and he brushed me away. ‘Leave the poor man alone,’ he ordered. ‘He’s in great pain. You’ve

         already shot him, Captain Moorfield – isn’t that enough good work for now?’

      


      

      Well, I was nettled by this comment, I freely admit, but I took the doctor’s point – that there was nothing I could do – and so I rose to my feet. I had been intrigued, however, by the mention of the Babu’s demons; Eliot must have read

         my thoughts, for he looked up at me and told me he would find me later on. I nodded again, then turned on my heels. His manner

         may have been a little short, but Eliot struck me as a sound man in the essentials, the sort of chap I was willing to trust.

         I went off to supervise the pitching of our tents.

      


      

      Some time later, with the sentries posted and our camp shipshape, I was sitting alone enjoying a pipe when Eliot joined me.

         ‘How’s your patient?’ I asked.

      


      

      Eliot nodded. ‘He’ll pull through,’ he said as, with a sigh, he slumped down beside me where I sat. For a long while he said

         nothing at all, just stared into the fire. I offered him a pipe; he took it and filled it up himself. After several minutes’

         further silence, he stretched out like a cat and turned to me.

      


      

      ‘You should not have tampered with the statue,’ he said at length.


      

      ‘Fakir still upset then, is he?’


      

      ‘Naturally,’ my companion replied. ‘He holds himself responsible for appeasing the gods. Hence the golden jewellery, you see,

         Captain, and the goat guts round the neck…’

      


      

      ‘Goat guts?’ I interrupted.


      

      ‘Why?’ Eliot’s bright eyes gleamed. ‘What did you think they were?’


      

      ‘Oh, nothing,’ I grunted, tapping out my pipe. ‘Just seems odd, I suppose – kicking up that fuss about some animal’s insides.’


      

      ‘Not really, Captain,’ Eliot murmured, hooding his eyes again. ‘Because you see, by insulting the goddess you have also insulted

         her worshippers, the dwellers of Kalikshutra – the very people whose country you are about to invade. The brahmin is afraid for his own folk, who live scattered around here amongst the foothills. He says that now there will be nothing to stop them from being attacked.’

      


      

      ‘What, by the fellows higher up the mountainside?’


      

      ‘Yes.’


      

      ‘But I don’t understand. I’ve left them the gold -surely that’s what really matters? Why should anyone care for goat guts

         and blood? Why would that ever stop anyone’s attacks?’

      


      

      Eliot shrugged languidly. “The superstitions here can sometimes seem rather strange.’


      

      ‘Yes, so I’ve been told. Demon worship, and all that. What lies behind it, do you think? Anything much?’


      

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Eliot. He poked at the fire and watched the sparks fly up into the night. Then he glanced back at me,

         and as he did so his air of relaxation seemed suddenly gone. I was struck again by the depths that seemed to wait behind his

         eyes, remarkable in a man so much younger than myself. Two years I have worked here,’ he murmured at length, ‘and there’s

         one thing, Captain, that I am sure about. The mountain folk are terrified of something – and it isn’t just superstition. In

         fact, it's what drew me to come here in the first place.’

      


      

      ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


      

      ‘Oh, odd things reported in out-of-the-way journals.’


      

      ‘Such as?’


      

      Eliot glanced up at me, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Really, Captain, you wouldn’t be interested. It's a rather obscure branch of

         medical research.’

      


      

      ‘Try me.’


      

      Eliot smiled mockingly. ‘It’s to do with the regulation and structure of the blood.’ My face must have betrayed me, for his

         smile broadened and he shook his head. ‘To put it simply, Captain, the white blood cells take a long time to die.’

      


      

      Well, this had me sitting up, and no mistake. I stared at the man in astonishment. ‘What,’ I asked, ‘you don’t mean to say

         they can prolong a chap’s life?’

      


      

      ‘Not exactly.’ Eliot paused. ‘They may give the illusion of it, perhaps, but only for a while. You see’ – he paused again

         – ‘they also mutate.’

      


      

      ‘Mutate?’


      

      ‘Yes. Like a cancer spreading through the blood. It ends up destroying the nerves and the brain.’


      

      ‘Sounds pretty grim. What exactly is the disease, do you think?’


      

      Eliot stared at me; then he shook his head and looked away. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted reluctantly. ‘I have only had a couple

         of chances to examine it.’

      


      

      ‘But wasn’t it to study the sickness that you came here?’


      

      ‘Yes, originally. But I soon found out that the natives discouraged interest in anything to do with the disease and, since

         I am their guest here, I have respected their wishes and not pursued my research. I have had more than enough to do here as

         it is, establishing my hospital and fighting diseases which are all too well-known.’

      


      

      ‘But even so – you did say you had seen a couple of people with your mystery disease?’


      

      ‘Yes. It was shortly after Lady Westcote was abducted – you heard about that, no doubt?’


      

      ‘Very briefly. A terrible case.’


      

      ‘It appears,’ continued Eliot dispassionately, ‘that intrusions of such a kind, from the outside world, will always disturb

         the sufferers from the illness, draw them out from their hiding-places to stalk the foothills and jungles round about.’

      


      

      ‘Goodness!’ I exclaimed. ‘You make them sound like wild beasts!’


      

      ‘Yes,’ agreed Eliot, ‘but that is very much how the natives here regard them – as the deadliest of foes. And from my own observation of the two cases that I mentioned I think

         they are right to be so afraid, for the disease is indeed deadly – highly infectious, and destructive of the mind. That is

         why I am willing to help you now, for the presence of the Russians here is dangerous in the extreme. If they remain here long,

         God knows how rapidly the disease may start to spread.’

      


      

      ‘And is there no cure?’ I asked, appalled.


      

      Eliot shrugged. ‘None that I know of. But the two cases I treated were not with me for very long. I had them a week or so,

         but it was a race against the process of atrophication. In the end I lost out – the brain-sickness got to them. Both the victims

         disappeared.’

      


      

      ‘Disappeared?’


      

      ‘Back to where they had come from.’ Eliot turned and gestured at the forest and the distant mountain peaks. ‘You know the

         legend’ he said. ‘That’s where all the demons live.’

      


      

      ‘Are you serious?’


      

      Once again, Eliot hooded his eyes. ‘I don’t know’ he said at last, ‘but it seems clear that the higher up the mountain you

         go, the greater the incidence of these cases becomes. It is my theory that the local people have observed this phenomenon

         and explained it by constructing a whole mythology.’

      


      

      ‘Meaning all this talk of demons, and such rot?’


      

      ‘Exactly so.’ Eliot paused, and slowly opened his eyes again. He glanced over his shoulder and despite myself I did the same.

         The moon, as ghostly and pale as the mountain peaks, was almost full, and the jungle behind us seemed a patchwork of blues.

         Eliot stared at it, as though trying to penetrate its very depths; then after a while he turned back to me. ‘Vetala-pancha-Vinshati,’ he said suddenly. ‘When the brahmin spoke that phrase, you recognised it, didn’t you?’

      


      

      I nodded.


      

      ‘How?’


      

      ‘I was told,’ I replied, ‘by a Professor of Sanskrit, no less.’


      

      ‘Ah.’ Eliot nodded slowly. ‘So you’ve met Huree?’


      

      I tried to remember if that had been the Babu’s name. ‘He was fat,’ I said, ‘and damnably rude.’


      

      Eliot smiled. ‘Yes, that was Huree,’ he agreed.


      

      ‘So how do you know him, then?’ I asked.


      

      Eliot’s eyes narrowed. ‘He visits here occasionally,’ he replied.


      

      ‘Up here?’ I chuckled to myself. ‘But he’s so confoundedly fat! How the devil does he manage it?’


      

      Eliot smiled again faintly. ‘Oh, in the cause of his research he could manage anything.’ He reached inside his pocket. ‘Here,’

         he said, taking out a folded sheaf of papers. Those articles I mentioned, the ones that persuaded me to come up here – it

         was the Professor who wrote them.’ He handed the papers across. ‘He sent me this one just a month ago.’

      


      

      I glanced down at it. ‘The Demons of Kalikshutra,’ I read. ‘A Study in Modern Ethnography.’ And then there was a sub-title, in smaller print ‘Sanskrit Epics, Himalayan Cults, and the Global Tradition of the Meal of

         Blood.’ I frowned. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Should I be interested in this?’

      


      

      There seemed to be mockery in Eliot’s glance. ‘So Huree didn’t tell you what “vetala-pancha-Vinshati” meant, then?’ he asked.

      


      

      ‘Yes, of course he did, it’s the word for demon.’


      

      Eliot pursed his thin lips. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘around here it means something much more specific than that.’


      

      ‘Oh, really?’


      

      Eliot nodded. ‘Yes. Something which, with my interests, I’ve always found particularly intriguing – the association of myth,

         with medical fact, you see, being particularly suggestive in the regions of the East…’

      


      

      ‘Yes, yes’ I said, ‘but tell me – what does the damn phrase mean?’


      

      Eliot turned again, to stare at the jungle and the pale, ghostly moon. ‘It means “drinker of blood”, Captain’ he said at last.

         ‘Now do you see? That is why the hill-people smear their statues with goat-blood. They are afraid that otherwise the demons

         will come and drink from them.’ He laughed softly, and a strange sound it was. ‘vetala-pancha-Vinshati,’ he whispered to himself. He turned back to face me. ‘There is an obvious English word for it’ he said, ‘much more precise

         than “demon”’ He paused. ‘“Vampire”, Captain. That is what it means.’

      


      

      I paused, staring at his face bathed silver by the moon, then opened my mouth to ask him if he really thought the tribesmen

         drank blood. At that very moment, however, I heard my sentries call out; I looked round and jumped to my feet. There was the

         sudden crack of a rifle shot. So much for our chat, I thought; as is ever the soldier’s fate, I was being summonsed away by

         action’s call. I hurried through the camp to find the sentries standing by the edge of the path. ‘Russians, sir,’ said one

         of them, still holding his gun. He gestured with the weapon. ‘Out there, three or four of them. I think I got one of the bastards

         in the back.’

      


      

      I drew out my revolver, then led the way carefully along the track towards the line of trees where the jungle began. They

         were over here, sir,’ said one of the sentries, pointing towards a pool of thick shadow. I made my way through the undergrowth;

         there was no sign of anyone. I pulled away the creepers and stared around. The jungle was as silent and still as before. I took a step forward … and then suddenly I felt fingers gripping my

         leg.

      


      

      As though in slow motion, I looked down and fired. I remember seeing a pale face, its mouth wide open but its eyes cold and

         dead. Then the bullet smashed into its skull – I saw it disintegrate, and a shower of blood and bone was blasted into my face.

         Unpleasant – but the strange thing was, I stayed deadly calm. I wiped the stuff away from my eyes, then stared down at the

         corpse by my feet. There was the beastliest mess everywhere. As I bent down by the body, I could see a round bullet-hole in

         the back; my soldier had caught him bang in the spine. ‘He should have been dead long before you got him, sir,’ the sentry

         said, staring down at the bullet-hole. I ignored him and I rolled the corpse over. He was dressed in native garb, but when

         I felt in his pockets I found a tattered rouble note.

      


      

      I rose to my feet and peered into the darkness of the creepers and trees. ‘Damn it, but they are up there,’ I thought. Rawlinson’s

         intelligence had been correct – the Russians were indeed in Kalikshutra. My blood fairly boiled at the very thought. God knew

         what devilry they might be brewing against us! God knew what devilry against the whole British Raj! I glanced down at the

         corpse by my feet. ‘Bury it,’ I said, tapping at its side with my boot. ‘Then, when you’re replaced, get a good few hours’

         sleep. We have a long day ahead of us – we depart tomorrow at the first light of dawn.’

      


      

      Letter, Dr John Eliot to Professor Huree Jyoti Navalkar.


      

      6 June 1887.


      

      Dear Huree,


      

      I am leaving tomorrow with Moorfield and his men. One of the sentries shot a Russian soldier tonight, and Moorfield wishes

         to ascertain the full extent of the enemy presence here. I will accompany him as far as the Kalibari Pass.

      


      

      I leave you this note because it is possible that I shall accompany him even further than that. If I do so, then it is equally

         possible I shall never return. For two years now I have lived amongst the people of the foothills, almost as one of their

         own. In all that time, I have kept my promise and never attempted to penetrate beyond the Pass to Kalikshutra itself. If I

         feel I can, I will keep to that promise now, for I would not willingly betray those who have been so welcoming and generous

         to me. But what the tribesmen most dreaded has already begun to happen: Chaos is indeed descending from beyond the Pass. Huree

         – the Russian who was killed tonight – I conducted the autopsy. There can be no doubt at all – his white cells were diseased.


      

      I am very much afraid, then, that the sickness is starting to spread. It is too early yet to talk of an epidemic; but certainly

         the presence of Russian soldiers in Kalikshutra makes the prohibition on travelling beyond the Kalibari Pass seem futile.

         If we find further evidence of the disease below the Pass, then I shall feel that it is my duty as a doctor to investigate

         its nature more closely. The tribesmen will forgive me, I hope, if I can only find a cure. Goat’s blood and gold, I think,

         may soon prove an inadequate defence.

      


      

      I cannot deny that I feel a certain excitement at the thought of penetrating Kalikshutra at last. The disease that is surely raging there seems an extraordinary one. If I can identify

         it, then the whole programme of my research may well be resolved. Your own theory too, Huree – that the sickness explains

         the vampire myth – may also be proved.

      


      

      Let us hope we shall have the chance to discuss all these matters.


      

      Until then, though, my best wishes,


      

      JACK.


      

      Extract, With Rifles in the Raj, (continued).


      [image: image]


      

      INTO KALIKSHUTRA


      

      A jungle expedition -first blood to us – an unsettling dream – ‘Durga’ – a soldier’s wretched death – Kalikshutra -a grisly

            ritual.


      

      My men, I knew, would relish the scrap ahead of us, and it was in high spirits that we set off the following morning. Even

         as we moved forward, however, I was careful to cover my back. The swiftest of my soldiers was dispatched down the path we

         had just climbed with a message for Pumper and his regiment, telling them to advance with all God’s speed; two other of my

         men were left to guard the summit of the road. The seven remaining soldiers accompanied me, and alongside them came Dr Eliot.

         We would need a guide, he had told us, for the way was rough; he would take us as far as the Kalibari Pass, which he described as the gateway to Kalikshutra itself. I gave him a service revolver; he refused it at first,

         saying that he would never use it, but when I insisted he eventually gave in. I was glad of his company, for he was a stout

         fellow and the path did indeed prove very treacherous. As I have mentioned elsewhere, I was a pretty keen game-hunter out

         in India and I’d seen some thick jungle in my time, but nothing that ever compared with what we had to pass through now. A

         more effective barrier Nature couldn’t have designed, and I began to get the queerest sense that man wasn’t meant to penetrate

         it. Call it soldier’s superstition – call it what you will – but all of a sudden I had a bad feeling about what lay ahead.

         Naturally I didn’t let this show, but it worried me all the same, for I had noticed this instinct for danger in myself before

         while out hunting tiger and other big game, and I had learned to trust it. And now we were hunting the most dangerous game

         of all – man! – for at any time our quarry might tum and we, the hunters, become the prey!

      


      

      We had a hard day’s travelling. Not until nightfall did the jungle start to thin. At length I hauled myself up a rock face

         and Eliot, who was just behind me, pointed ahead. ‘You see that crag?’ he whispered. ‘That’s the cliff that looks over the

         Kalibari Pass.’

      


      

      I stared at it. Beyond the Pass, I could see a road winding steeply up the mountainside. It was fearfully exposed, yet was

         clearly the route we would have to take, for on the other side of the Pass the mountain rose skywards in a sheer wall of rock,

         up and up for hundreds of feet. It seemed to form a plateau at the very top.

      


      

      Eliot too was staring at it. ‘Kalikshutra is beyond the summit,’ he said.


      

      ‘Is it, by George?’ I muttered. ‘Then it seems we’re in for a fearful ascent. A more perfect spot for an ambush I have never seen.’ And indeed, at that very moment the silence of the jungle was split by a shot. I turned and plunged back

         into the undergrowth; I could see pale forms ahead of me, like ghosts amongst the trees. My men formed a line about me; we

         began to fire and I saw the figures start to drop. Our shooting was deadly and fast. Soon the Russians had melted quite from

         view, either downed or fled. The jungle seemed as hushed in its stillness as before.

      


      

      We continued our advance towards the Kalikshutra road, but had not advanced more than half a mile before they were at us again.

         Once more though, we repelled them, and again we were able to resume our advance. At length we reached flat and open ground,

         where the mountain road met the foot of the jungle, and I knew that if we went any further we would be entering the jaws of

         a fatal trap. I looked around me. There was a line of rocks along the edge of the road; I ordered my men to take position

         behind them, and no sooner had they done so than the air was chilled by a most unearthly cry.

      


      

      ‘My God,’ muttered Eliot.


      

      Rising up from the shadows, almost it seemed from the very soil was a line of men – their faces pale, their eyes like pricks

         of burning light. I steadied my troops. ‘Fire!’ I bellowed. There was a deadly crackle, and seven of the enemy fell back into

         the dust. ‘Fire!’ I repeated, and again we ripped out a hole in their line. Still they came at us, though, and I could see

         more figures rising from the dark: things were starting to seem pretty tight. I scanned the enemy line and observed, standing

         just back from the rest of his men, a Russian in a turban, sniffing the air. He said nothing, but the others seemed driven

         forward by his look and I knew him at once to be the man in command. I leaned across and spoke to Private Haggard, the best

         shot amongst us. Haggard aimed, a crack rang out across the rocks, and the turbaned Russian staggered and fell. At once the line of our attackers began

         to waver. ‘Shoot him again,’ I ordered Haggard, as I rose to my feet. ‘At ’em, boys!’ With a cheer, we advanced. The enemy

         began to fade before us – almost, it seemed, into nothingness. Soon only the bodies of their fallen were left. Silence reigned

         across the whole ghastly scene. The road, at least for now, was back in our hands.

      


      

      I knew though that our respite would be temporary, and so my first priority was to post the guards. Meanwhile Eliot had been

         moving amongst the slain, making sure there was no one beyond the reach of his help, when suddenly he froze and called out

         to me. ‘This one’s alive,’ he said, ‘though I don’t know how.’

      


      

      I joined him. He was kneeling by the slim man in the turban, the commanding officer; the Russian had two bad wounds to his

         stomach, and blood was seeping out in a thickish flow. The officer’s body seemed extraordinarily frail in Eliot’s arms, and

         I too failed to see how he might still be alive. I bent down beside him and looked into his face. Then I whistled. ‘Good Lord’

         I exclaimed.

      


      

      For it was not a man before me at all, but a woman, and a lovely one at that. Her face was pale, but not in the way of a European:

         instead it seemed almost translucent, and I realised that I had never seen a woman half so beautiful before. Even Eliot, who

         I had down as a pretty cold fish, seemed rather taken with the woman -and yet there was also something repulsive about her,

         something indescribable, and the beauty and horror were mingled together so that her loveliness seemed that of hell. You will

         read that and think I must have been pretty overheated – well, so I was and yet my instincts, I think, in the long term were

         to prove correct enough. I brushed back the woman’s turban, and long black hair spilled out across my hand. I caught the glint of various gew-gaws

         and, I breathed in sharply, for I recognised them at once; they were almost identical to the jewellery I had seen round the

         idol’s neck, back beyond the jungle. I bent down closer to have a better look; and as I did so our lady captive opened her

         eyes. They were deep and wide, in the manner that Orientals find most admirable in a woman, but they also burned as though

         lit by fire and I felt a shiver run through me as I looked into them, for they seemed full of hatred and a devilish power.

      


      

      I rose to my feet ‘Ask her who she is,’ I said.


      

      Eliot whispered something, but her eyes fluttered shut again and she made no reply.


      

      I glanced down at the gaping wounds in her side. ‘Can you keep her alive?’ I asked.


      

      Eliot shook his head. ‘There’s nothing I can do, I repeat – this woman should be dead.’


      

      ‘So why isn’t she, do you think? Anything to do with your white blood cells, perhaps?’


      

      He shrugged. ‘Possibly. You’ll notice, however, that her expression betrays no sign of the imbecility I would expect to find

         if she did have the disease – and which, incidentally, the other soldiers’ faces did seem to betray.’ He shrugged again. ‘But I’m operating pretty much in the dark here. I’ll give her some opium, I can’t think

         what else to prescribe. I feel pretty helpless, I admit’

      


      

      I left him to his doctoring and wandered moodily amongst the bodies of the slain, troubled by what Eliot had said. I stared

         down into the faces of the dead; unlike their commander they had clearly been Russian, but their pallor was almost too waxy, too white. I remembered the man who had seized my leg the night before; his face had been similarly pale before I had blown it

         half-away, and I recalled how dead his eyes had looked. Eliot was right; the Russians had worn the faces of imbeciles – all save one, of course, that damnable woman with her burning eyes. I began to wonder about

         the disease, to fear how infectious it might truly be.

      


      

      But I could not allow myself to brood for long. I sat amongst my men, swapping jokes and mugs of tea. They deserved their

         relaxation, for it had been a stiffish day and tomorrow, God knew, might turn out breezy as well. I glanced up at the road

         ahead of us. The more I studied it, the less I liked its look. It would be an act of bravery akin to folly, I knew, to follow

         it any further up the mountainside. I wondered if we should not wait for Pumper and his men, but I was mustard-keen to spy

         the land out further and have another crack at the Ivans up ahead. I remembered our prisoner. Whoever or whatever she was,

         she might prove a useful hostage to us. I rose and wished my men good-night; then I crossed back to Eliot, where his patient

         still lay.

      


      

      ‘So, then,’ I asked him, ‘she’s still alive?’


      

      A shadow appeared to pass across his face. ‘Look,’ he replied and he drew back a blanket. The prisoner’s eyes were still closed,

         but there was a faint smile on her lips and her cheeks seemed plumper and touched with red. Eliot replaced the blanket and

         rose to his feet. He crossed to the other side of the fire, and I noticed a second body stretched out there; it lay perfectly

         still.

      


      

      ‘Who is it?’ I asked.


      

      Eliot bent down. Again he drew back a blanket and I recognised Private Compton, a good lad and usually the very picture of

         ruddy health. But now his skin was remarkably pale, just as the Russians’ had been, and his eyes, which were open, seemed

         glassy and dead. ‘Look,’ said Eliot, and began to unbutton his patient’s tunic. He pointed; there were scratches all over

         Compton’s chest, and the wounds were vivid and raised like welts. I looked up into Eliot’s eyes. ‘Who did this?’ I asked. ‘What did this?’

         He slowly shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied.

      


      

      ‘And the pallor? – the look in his eyes? – dammit, Eliot, is this your disease?’


      

      He glanced up at me; then slowly, he nodded his head.


      

      ‘So where has it come from?’


      

      ‘I told you before – I just don’t know.’ The admission of this ignorance seemed to cause him displeasure. He glanced through

         the flames at the body of the prisoner. ‘It is possible, I suppose,’ he said, with a wave of his hand, ‘that she is infected.

         Her skin seems very cold and it has a certain pallid gleam, but otherwise she lacks the primary symptoms of the disease. It

         may be that she’s a vector, transmitting it but remaining unaffected herself. The problem is, though, that I am not even certain

         how the disease is being spread.’

      


      

      He sighed and glanced down at the wounds across poor Compton’s chest; he seemed on the verge of saying something, but then

         he froze and stared through the flames at the prisoner again. ‘I will keep a watch on her,’ he said slowly, ‘on her and on

         Compton.’ He looked up at me. ‘Don’t worry, Captain. Leave me with the patients, and if anything happens I will let you know

         at once.’

      


      

      I nodded. ‘But please, for God’s sake,’ I muttered, ‘don’t let her die on us.’ I glanced up at the road to Kalikshutra again.

         ‘If we can only get her to talk, she might know of another way up that devilish cliff.’ Eliot glanced at me and nodded; again

         he appeared ready to say something, but for a second time the words seemed to freeze on his tongue. I wished him good-night

         and left him staring into Compton’s face, wiping the poor fellow’s brow. Clearly we both had much to think about. I needed a good pipe, I realised. I sat down, and lit one. But I must have been more tired than I had thought, for even with

         the briar still between my teeth I began to feel my eyelids droop. Before I knew it, I was out like a light…

      


      

      I had the queerest dream. This was unusual for me -I’m not a dreaming type – but the one I had that night seemed uncommonly

         real. I imagined that the woman, our prisoner, was by my side. I stood quite transfixed; I had a gun in my hand, but as I

         stared into her face I found I was slowly loosening my grip. The gun dropped to the ground, and its clattering woke me from

         my trance. I looked around and realised that I was in a palisade, and that the enemy were breaking in waves against our fire.

         But my men were falling – surely soon they would be utterly submerged. I had to help them – I had to man the walls – otherwise

         we would be broken and the regiment destroyed! But I couldn’t move, that was the damnedest thing; for when I tried I found

         that I was frozen by the woman’s eyes, trapped like a fly in a spider’s web. She laughed. I looked around again, and I saw

         that everyone was dead – my own men, the enemy, all dead apart from me. Even the woman beside me was dead, I saw now, and

         yet she still moved, walking away from me as though she were some hungry pantheress. I felt drawn to her most terribly and

         I tried to follow her, but then I felt cold hands pulling on my legs. I looked down. The dead were everywhere reaching for

         me. Their eyes had the idiot stare of Eliot’s disease, and their flesh was white, and chill as the grave. Helplessly, I felt

         myself being pulled down, submerged beneath soft, cold limbs. I saw Compton. His face was pressed against my own. He opened

         his mouth and a look of the most damnable greed suddenly burned in his eyes. His lips seemed to suck like a pair of hungry

         leeches as he brought them closer and closer towards my face. I knew he was going to feed on me. They touched my cheek… and I woke up to find Eliot was

         shaking me.

      


      

      ‘Moorfield,’ he was saying in a low, desperate voice, ‘get up, they’ve gone!’


      

      ‘Who?’ I asked, rising at once to my feet. ‘Not the woman?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Eliot, giving me a queer look. ‘Have you been dreaming of her?’


      

      I stared at him, astonished. ‘How the devil did you know?’


      

      ‘Because I did too. And that’s not the worst,’ he added. ‘Compton is gone as well.’


      

      ‘Compton?’ I repeated. I stared at Eliot in disbelief and then, I’m afraid, such was my shock at the tidings he had brought

         that I rather bawled the good Doctor out. But he merely studied me, his eyes keen and his head angled so that he had even

         more the look of a hawk.

      


      

      ‘Are you still determined to press further on?’ he asked, when my anger had at length blown its course.


      

      I didn’t answer immediately, but looked up at the mountain peaks and the road that led towards them through the Himalayan

         night. ‘There is a British soldier missing,’ I said slowly. I clenched my fists. ‘One of my soldiers, Eliot.’ I shook my head.

         ‘Damn it, but it would be a pretty poor show if we were to draw stumps now.’

      


      

      Eliot stared at me, and for a long time he made no reply. ‘You realise,’ he said at last, ‘that if you continue to take the

         road you are on, they will wipe you out?’

      


      

      ‘Do we have any other choice?’


      

      Again Eliot stared at me wordlessly; then he turned and began to walk towards the cliff. I followed him; he had the air of

         a man who was wrestling with his conscience, and I wasn’t altogether too upset to see it. At length he turned to face me again. ‘I shouldn’t tell you this, Captain,’ he said.

      


      

      ‘But you are going to?’ I asked.


      

      ‘Yes. Because otherwise you will certainly die.’


      

      ‘I am not afraid of death.’


      

      Eliot smiled faintly. ‘Don’t worry – I am only reducing the certainty of it to the level of high probability.’ Then his smile

         faded, and he looked at the mountain wall which lay beyond the pass. Now that we were more directly below it, I could scarcely

         see to its summit, so high it rose. Eliot pointed. ‘There is a way up,’ he said, ‘to the top.’ The route, it seemed, was a

         pilgrims’ path. ‘It is called Durga,’ Eliot told me, ‘which is another name for the goddess Kali, and means in English “difficult of approach”. And so it is –

         which is why the brahmins give it such supreme value, for they say that the man who can scale it is worthy of glimpsing Kali

         herself. Only the greatest of ascetics have ever attempted it – only those who have purged themselves through decades of penance

         and meditation. When they have attained the state of readiness, they ascend the cliff. Many do not succeed; they return, and

         it is from them that I have heard of the difficulty of the way. But a few – just a few – manage it. And when they reach the

         summit’ – he paused – ‘when they have succeeded, then they are shown the Truth.’

      


      

      ‘The Truth? And what the devil would that be?’


      

      ‘We don’t know.’


      

      ‘Well, if these brahmins attain it, why ever not?’

      


      

      Eliot smiled faintly. ‘Because, Captain, they never come back.’


      

      ‘What, never?’


      

      ‘Never.’ Eliot’s smile faded as he stared up at the mountain front again. ‘So then,’ he murmured softly, ‘do you still want

         to go?’

      


      

      A wasted question indeed! Naturally I prepared to set off at once. I chose my fittest man, Private Haggard, and my strongest, Sergeant-Major Cuff; the rest I left behind to make

         sure of the Pass and await old Pumper, who I hoped would be approaching with his troops fairly soon. But in the meantime,

         with dawn still several hours off, I and my small band were already on our way. We clambered towards the far side of the Pass,

         over rocks at first and then, when the cliff started to rise sheer and featureless, up steps which had been carved out from

         the naked rock. ‘According to the brahmin,’ Eliot said, ‘these will lead to a plateau perhaps a quarter of the way up. We

         must cross that and then continue our ascent up the remainder of the mountain face.’

      


      

      Painfully, we began our ascent. The steps had been crudely carved and were often little more than toe-holds in the rock, sometimes

         vanishing altogether, so that it was pretty hard going and toughish on the legs. It was cold as well, and my legs began to

         cramp; after a couple of hours I started to think what fine soldiers the brahmins would have made, for they must all have

         been fitter men than we! I paused to draw my breath and Eliot, who was behind me, pointed to an outcrop of rock. The steps,

         I could see, twisted up across its face. ‘Once we’re over that,’ he shouted, ‘we’re past the worst. The plateau will be only

         a gentle climb away.’

      


      

      But goodness, did we have to earn that gentle climb first! It was virtually dawn by now, but in that bleak, exposed place

         the wind seemed more vicious than it had ever done, and it buffeted our bodies in screaming gusts as though trying to sweep

         us out into the sky which waited, blank and dark, below our swinging feet. It was a pretty grim experience; and then, just

         when I thought it could hardly grow more grim, I heard a scream. It was very faint, and then was lost on the shriek of the

         wind. I tensed, and Eliot too seemed to freeze against the rock. The wind fell and we heard a second scream, borne to us on a gust blowing up from the ravine. But beyond the ravine we couldn’t

         see; the outcrop we were crossing had intervened. My blood felt like ice now; to continue on my way, thinking only of where

         to place my fingers and my toes, to worry about myself and not my men, was the worst kind of ordeal, yet it had to be done;

         indeed, I did it faster perhaps than if I had never heard the screams. Once I had reached safety, I followed the path as it

         wound back across the rock-face; I looked down and saw the ravine yawning distantly below, yet not so far that I couldn’t

         see our tents. Remember too that it was almost dawn, growing lighter by the minute, and you will understand my consternation

         when I found that I couldn’t see any of my men. Not a hint of movement. Not a sign of them.


      

      I continued to gaze as well as my eyesight would allow, but it was as though every last one had just vanished into air. I

         remembered the screams I had heard, and I freely admit that I dreaded the worst. So too, it was clear, did Private Haggard.

         My three companions had all joined me by now and, despite my best efforts to chivvy them along, they observed the camp and

         its emptiness. ‘Probably gone for an early-morning stroll, sir,’ said the Sergeant-Major imperturbably; then he gestured at

         Haggard. ‘Best keep an eye on him, sir,’ he whispered. And he told me what I had not before realised, that Haggard had been

         a part of the expedition which had lost Lady Westcote – he had been in the area before and seen some pretty queer things.

         He was a brave enough chap, but rattled, for your average soldier will cheerfully take on a Zulu impi by himself, but give

         him a whiff of voodoo and he’ll show you a stomach dyed a deepish shade of yellow. By this time we were crossing level ground;

         I began to wish we were still mountaineering, for Haggard, I thought, needed his mind kept busy.

      


      

      The plateau we were crossing was about a mile deep. We made our way carefully, and soon joined a path that wound up through

         the rocks and had traces of recent footprints in the dust. We took to the heights, shadowing the path, and it wasn’t long

         before we were approaching the base of another mountain front, rising sheer and seemingly even more insurmountable than the

         cliff we had just climbed. Eliot paused to scan the rocks ahead. ‘There,’ he said suddenly, pointing. ‘That’s where the path

         continues up the cliff.’ I looked and saw a gaudily painted shrine carved out from the rock. I inched forward, searching for

         a way that wouldn’t take us along the path, for I was on my guard despite the seeming calm, but as I lifted my head I felt

         Eliot’s hand restraining me. ‘Just wait,’ he whispered. ‘The sufferers from the disease are sensitive to light.’ He pointed

         again, this time to the east. I looked. The mountain peaks were touched with pink. Eliot was right; the sunrise couldn’t be

         far away.

      


      

      ‘Sir,’ whispered Haggard, ‘what are we waiting for?’


      

      I motioned him to be quiet, but Haggard shook his head. ‘It was like this when they took the Westcotes,’ he muttered, ‘that

         poor lady and her lovely daughter -snatched away, them and their guard, just like now, gone into the night, just gone into

         the air.’ He rose to his feet and looked about him wildly. ‘And now they’re hunting us!’

      


      

      Desperately I pulled him back down, and as I did so I heard Eliot breathe in and hiss at us to lie still. I stared at the

         path before us; there was movement coming from the undergrowth beyond, and I saw a group of men walk out. They were dressed

         in Russian uniforms, but I could not see their faces, for they stood with their backs to us. Then one of the men turned and seemed to sniff the air. He looked towards the rock where we all lay hidden, and I heard Private

         Haggard mutter and groan. I too, staring at him, felt a sickness in my heart, for I was looking at the man I had shot in the

         skull the night before! I could recognise his wound, just a mess of blood and bone, and how the blighter was still alive I

         couldn’t tell. Yet he was! His eyes were gleaming and shone very pale.

      


      

      ‘No!’ Haggard suddenly screamed. ‘No, not me, not me!’ He aimed his rifle, and with a single shot blew away a second Russian’s

         face. He broke from the Sergeant-Major’s attempt to restrain him and started to scramble over the rocks towards the shrine.

      


      

      Eliot swore. ‘Quick!’ he shouted. ‘We must run as well.’


      

      ‘Run? From an enemy? Never!’ I cried.


      

      ‘But they are infected!’ Eliot screamed. ‘Just look!’


      

      He gestured, and as I stared I saw, to my horror, that the Russian felled by Haggard was slowly rising to his feet. His jaw

         had been shot away and hung from the skull by a single thread of sinew; I could see his throat, frothy with blood, as it contracted

         and opened, for all the world as though hungry to be fed. He took a step towards us; his comrades, who had gathered behind

         him, now began to inch forward in a single pack.

      


      

      ‘Please,’ Eliot begged again. ‘For God’s sake, run!’ He reached for me suddenly and pulled me by the arm; I tumbled, picked

         myself up and, as I did so, one of the Russians broke from the pack and came stalking towards me like some hungry wild beast.

         I raised my gun to fire, but my arm seemed turned to lead. I stared into the Russian’s eyes; they were burning with a look

         of the most terrible greed, yet somehow they were still as cold as before, so that the effect was one of the utmost ghastliness.

         Despite myself I took a step backwards, and at once heard from my adversaries a queer rustling, whittering sound, so that had it not sounded so damnable I would have

         called it laughter. Suddenly the Russian bared his teeth, then literally leaped up as though to tear out my throat. I put up

         my hands to push him away and then, from behind my shoulder, I heard a pistol shot, and the Russian fell back dead with a

         bullet drilled neatly between his eyes. I looked round to see Eliot standing there, the revolver still in his hands.

      


      

      ‘I thought you weren’t prepared to use a gun?’ I asked.


      

      He shrugged. ‘Cometh the hour,’ he muttered. He looked down at the Russian, who was starting to twitch as the other had done.

         ‘Now, Captain,’ Eliot whispered politely, ‘now, Sergeant-Major – will you please, for God’s sake, come with me and run.


      

      We did so, of course. Writing that down now, in the comfort of my Wiltshire study, I know it sounds bad, but it was not the

         men we were fleeing – rather their hellish disease. By George, though, infected as they were, they could still not half move.

         For as Eliot, the Sergeant-Major and myself, having found the steps by the side of the shrine, began to scramble our way up

         the mountainside, so also did the Russians start to follow us. The going on these steps was easier than it had been on the

         previous rock-face, and we all made pretty fair speed; but remorselessly our enemy followed us. I suppose they were bred to

         it, for your average Ivan is a hardy brute -and yet our pursuers had little true agility, for even as they scaled the rocks

         they seemed clumsy and doltish, and one would almost have said that their energy came exclusively from their desire to capture

         us. Certainly, glancing down at them, they seemed scarcely human at all, so hungry and eager their faces gleamed, like a pack

         of dhole – the Deccan wild dog – smelling our blood.

      


      

      Inexorably they started to catch up with us; at length the nearest was scarcely an arm’s reach away. By now I had had enough

         of showing him my back; I paused, to turn and face things out.

      


      

      ‘No,’ Eliot shouted desperately; again, he pointed east towards the mountain peaks. ‘It’s almost dawn!’ he cried.


      

      But the Russian was too close to flee from now. Again cold, burning eyes were staring into mine; the Russian almost hissed

         with venom, and he tensed and crouched as though ready to leap. At that same moment, however, the first ray of sun spilled

         up into the sky and the peak of the mountain was lost in a blaze of red. The Russian paused; he fell back; and all the others

         slowed down as well and then stopped.

      


      

      At the same moment I felt a bullet whistle past me an inch from my nose. It bit into the rock, and splinters showered out

         between our pursuers and myself. I looked up to see Haggard standing on the edge of an outcrop, his rifle aimed, ready to

         have a second shot.

      


      

      ‘What the hell are you doing, man?’ I bellowed. ‘Just get on up the path!’


      

      But Haggard, so frayed his nerves had become, ignored me – the only time a soldier has ever disobeyed my command. ‘No, sir!’

         he screamed. ‘They’re vampires! Vampires, sir! We must destroy them all!’

      


      

      ‘Vampires?’ I glanced at Eliot and shook my head, a gesture which Haggard observed and, I’m afraid, didn’t take too well.


      

      ‘I saw it before,’ he screamed, ‘when they came and took Lady Westcote away. Lady Westcote and her lovely daughter; they must

         have fed on them, and now they’re going to feed on us as well!’

      


      

      Of course I tried to explain. I shouted up to him that there was a terrible disease, and I appealed to Eliot to confirm my words, but Haggard, waiting, began to laugh. ‘They’re vampires’ he repeated, ‘I tell you, they are!’ He fired once

         more, but he was shaking badly now and again he missed. He took a step forward to get a better aim, and as he lowered his

         rifle his foot somehow slipped. I shouted out to warn him – but he was already gone. He fired and the bullet went harmlessly

         up into the sky; at the same time Haggard was waving his arms despairingly as pebbles gave way beneath his feet, and then

         he began to drop down the cliff-face until he landed with a sickening thud amongst the bushes by the shrine. These served

         to break his fall and must have saved his life, for I could see him struggling to lift himself; but his limbs were all shattered

         and he couldn’t move.

      


      

      Our pursuers meanwhile had been huddled together watching us with their cold, burning eyes. They had been quite motionless

         from the moment when the sun had first risen in the east; but now, watching poor Haggard’s fall down the cliff, they seemed

         to tense and quiver as though with a new sense of life. They were all watching him as he struggled to pull himself free from

         the bushes; then they began to cluster together even closer and from all of them I heard the strange twittering sound which

         I had eariler taken to be their laughter. They began to retreat from us, back down the cliff; they went even more slowly and

         clumsily than before, as though the sunlight were water to be struggled against – but still they went. I watched helplessly

         as they reached the shrine and fanned out in a circle around Haggard who lay, his limbs twitching, amongst the bushes where

         he had fallen. He screamed and again tried to lift himself, but it was hopeless. The Russians, who had been watching the poor

         fellow rather as a cat might a mouse, now began to move in towards him -and then one ran forward, and then a second, until

         all of them were clustered round him with their heads bent over his bleeding wounds.

      


      

      ‘My God,’ I whispered, ‘what are they doing?’


      

      Eliot glanced at me, but he made no answer, for we both knew the legends of Kalikshutra and could see now that they had not

         been legends at all. They were drinking his blood! Those fiends – I could hardly think of them as men any more – they were

         drinking Haggard’s blood! One of them paused in his meal and sat back on his haunches; his mouth and chin were streaked with

         red, and I realised he had torn Haggard’s throat apart. I fired at them, but my arm was shaking and I didn’t get a hit. Even

         so, the Russians backed away. Haggard’s body was left lying by the shrine; it was covered in deep red gashes and his flesh

         was white, quite drained of blood. The Russians looked up at me; slowly, they began to return to their meal; I left them to

         it, for there was nothing I could do.

      


      

      I turned and began to continue up the path. For a long time – a long time – I did not look back down.


      

      On our ascent of the mountain face that terrible day, I do not intend to dwell. Suffice to say that it very nearly did for

         us. The climb was hellish, the altitude high; and we were drained, of course, by the horrors we had seen. By the late afternoon,

         when the rock-face was finally starting to level out, we were all pretty much at the limits of our endurance. I found a sheltered

         ledge, which would protect us equally from the blast of the winds and the prying of hostile eyes; I ordered that we pause

         there a while and take some rest. I settled down, and almost before I knew it was sound asleep. I woke up suddenly, without

         opening my eyes. I felt as though I had been out for only ten minutes, yet my sleep had been so dreamless and profound that I knew myself to be quite refreshed. I would not wake the others yet, I thought. It was

         still only the afternoon, after all. Then I opened my eyes to find that I was staring into the pale, full gleam of the moon.

      


      

      It was chillingly beautiful, and for a moment the scene fairly took my breath away. The great Himalayan peaks ahead of me,

         and the valleys far below, mantled in shadows and shades of rich blue; the faint wisps of cloud below us, like the breath

         of some mountain deity; and over all, flooding it, the silver light of that burning moon. I felt myself to be in a world which

         had no place for man, which had endured and would endure for all time – cold, and beautiful, and terrible. I felt what an

         Englishman in India must so often feel – how far from home I was, how remote from everything I understood. I looked about

         me. I thought of the mortal danger we were in, and wondered if this strange place was to be my grave, whether my bones would

         lie here lost and unknown, far from Wiltshire and my dear, dear wife, crumbling gradually to dust beneath the roof of the

         world.

      


      

      But a soldier cannot dwell on such maudlin thoughts for long. We were in deadly peril, that was true enough, but we would

         not escape it by sitting on our hands. I woke Cuff and Eliot, and once they had risen we continued on our way. For an hour

         we saw nothing worthy of comment. The path continued to flatten out, and the rocks began to give way to scrub. Soon we were

         walking through jungle again, and the vegetation overhead had grown so thick that not even the moonlight could penetrate it.

         ‘This is very strange,’ Eliot said, squatting down to inspect a vast flower. ‘There shouldn’t be flora of this kind at such

         an altitude.’

      


      

      I smiled faintly. ‘Don’t look so disturbed,’ I replied. ‘Would you rather we had nothing to conceal our approach?’

      


      

      And then, just as I said this, I saw the glimmer of something pale through the trees. I made my way up to it. It was a giant

         pillar, long shattered and overgrown now with creepers, but of a beautiful workmanship and decorated down the sides with a

         stone necklace of skulls.

      


      

      Eliot inspected it. “The sign of Kali,’ he whispered. I nodded. I drew out my gun.


      

      We went as stealthily as we could now. Very soon we began to pass more pillars, some flat on the ground and almost completely

         overgrown, others still massively erect. All had the same necklace-like decoration of skulls. The trees began to fall away

         and above the pillars I saw a lintel start to rise, bone-white beneath the darkness of the creepers and weeds. It was decorated

         in the florid Hindoo style, with the stonework twisting like the coils of a snake, and as I stared at one of the loops so

         it began to move, and I saw that it was indeed the body of a cobra, coiled and heavy, the guardian spirit of this death-like

         place. I watched it slip away into the darkness; then I walked forwards and began to feel marble under my feet; ahead, I could

         see the stone lit silver by the moon, and when at length I left the shadows of the trees I saw all around me great courtyards

         and walls, still standing despite the jungle’s tightening grip. Who had built this palace, I wondered – and who abandoned

         it? I was no expert, but it seemed to me that it was centuries old. I crossed the main courtyard. Columns stretched away from

         me in rows, and supported further columns on their roof. I guessed that they formed the palace’s heart.

      


      

      As I drew nearer to them I realised that they had been sculpted in the form of women – shameless and sensual, as so often seems to be the case, regrettably, with the ancient statuary of India. I will pass over their appearance,

         save to mention that they were quite naked and impossibly lewd. But it was their faces, oddly, which disturbed me the most.

         They had been carved with extraordinary skill, for they wore expressions of the utmost wickedness in which desire and delight

         seemed equally mixed. They were all facing the temple’s far end, as though staring at the giant statues I had glimpsed from

         outside. I hurried on past them. At length the columns came to an end, and I saw a small courtyard just in front of me. Giant

         figures loomed against the stars. I walked on, and as I did so I felt a stickiness underfoot. I kneeled down and thought I

         could smell the odour of blood. I touched the stones, then raised my fingers to the light of the moon. I had been right; my

         fingertips were indeed red!

      


      

      I walked forward to inspect the giant statues more closely. There were six of them arranged symmetrically on rising steps,

         three on either side. They were all women staring upwards, as the faces on the columns had been, at an empty throne. Just

         before this throne, the most damnable thing of all, stood a further statue, of a little girl. I climbed towards it up the

         steps. They too, I realised, felt sticky underfoot.

      


      

      Eliot followed me. Suddenly, I heard him stop and I turned round. ‘What is it?’ I asked.


      

      ‘Look,’ Eliot replied. ‘Do you recognise her?’ He was pointing at the nearest statue to us. Now that we had climbed the steps

         we could see her face, lit silver by the blazing moon. It was a coincidence, of course, for the temple was clearly centuries

         old, but I saw at once what Eliot had meant – the statue’s face was the very image of the woman we had captured, the beautiful

         prisoner who had subsequently escaped.

      


      

      I turned back to Eliot. ‘A great-great-grandmother, perhaps?’ I joked.

      


      

      But Eliot didn’t smile. His head was angled, as though he were trying to pick out some sound.


      

      ‘What is it?’ I asked. For a couple of seconds, he didn’t reply.


      

      ‘You didn’t hear anything?’ he answered at length. I shook my head and Eliot shrugged. ‘It must have been the wind,’ he said.

         He smiled faintly. ‘Or the beating of my heart, perhaps.’

      


      

      I took a step forward to climb to the empty throne and Eliot promptly froze again. ‘There,’ he said, ‘can you hear it now?’

         I listened, and this time I realised I could indeed hear something faint. It sounded like drums – not as we have them in the

         West but rather the tabla with its hypnotic, limitless beat. It was coming from beyond the empty throne. I crept up towards it; I put my hand on its

         arm and, as I did so, I felt a shudder of overwhelming dread so physical that I almost staggered back. Looking down, I realised

         that the throne was absolutely drenched in gore, not just blood but bones and intestines, and lumps of flesh.

      


      

      ‘Goat?’ I asked, looking at Eliot. He bent down and looked at what appeared to be a heart. His face froze as slowly he shook

         his head.

      


      

      The tabla beat was clear now and picking up in pace. Beyond the throne was a crumbling wall; I approached it and, kneeling down, peered

         through a gap in the masonry. I gasped at what I saw. For I was staring at the ruins of a mighty town, overgrown – as the

         palace had been – by creepers and trees, and yet filled, it seemed, with inhabitants. They were shuffling and stumbling away

         from us, past the cracked arches and pillars of the town, towards some gathering which lay beyond our sight behind a further

         wall. In the distance I could see the haze of flames, and I wondered what their significance could be, for I remembered that the disease-afflicted creatures

         had a great horror of light. The whole scene was dominated by a colossal temple, the same tower I had glimpsed through the

         jungle earlier, and I could see even at a distance how its exterior was a mass of statuary, for it was silhouetted against

         the stars and its base was lit orange by the blaze of the flames.

      


      

      I saw that Eliot was testing the wind. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘the breeze will be against us.’


      

      ‘Beg pardon, sir?’ asked the Sergeant-Major.


      

      ‘I mean,’ explained Eliot, ‘that they shouldn’t be able to catch our scent. You have seen how they sometimes pause to smell

         the air.’ He stared at both of us. All reluctance, all self-restraint seemed gone from his face now, and his eyes burned with

         the keenness of the seeker after truth. He turned and stared out at the looming form of the tower. ‘The hunt is on, my friends,’

         he announced. ‘Let us go, and see what we can find.’

      


      

      On we crept, then, for perhaps a quarter of a mile. Occasionally we would see figures shuffling below us, but we kept well

         hidden and we were neither spotted nor smelled. The tower was looming impressively now and we began to hear other instruments

         over the drums -sitars and flutes, wailing like the ghosts of the ruined town. The drum beats too were quickening, as though rising to some climax

         that we couldn’t glimpse, for the great wall continued to block out our view and I grew more and more eager to see what lay

         beyond. As the pace of the tabla increased, so we began to move faster ourselves until at last we were running across open ground. The ruins had fallen away

         now and there were fewer creepers and trees, so that we were, to all intents and purposes, almost wholly exposed. Once I thought

         we had been seen, for a group of hillsmen, shuffling like the rest, turned and I could make out the glint in their eyes; their stare, however, remained dead, and it was clear they

         had failed to make us out; we waited until they had moved on, and then we scrambled on towards the wall ourselves. It must

         once have formed the rampart of the ruined town; it was a mighty structure still, if a little broken-down, and it was with

         some effort that we clambered up its side. At length, however, we reached the top, as the beat of the tabla grew ever more fierce and the sitar’s wail seemed to rise up to the stars. We heard a great cry from a multitude of voices, somewhere between a cheer and a sob,

         and then, following it, a grinding, creaking sound. I crept forward and pressed my eye to a gap in the wall.

      


      

      I crouched there in silence. Stretching away from the wall on which I stood, upwards of a hundred people were gathered – silent

         and utterly motionless. Their backs were turned to me, and they stood facing what seemed to be a wall of fire. The flames

         rose fitfully from a crack in the rock and a single bridge, narrow but ornately carved, arched high above their reach. From

         the bridge, a path then snaked up a steepish cliff towards the temple. This seemed built up from the very rock and loomed

         ghastly and massive over all of us. The riot of its statuary was more distinct now and had been painted, I saw, in black and

         violent shades of red. For some reason the very sight of it dampened my spirits, and as I stared at its summit I felt my heart

         begin to quail.

      


      

      A particularly vivid spurt of flame writhed up from the abyss, and against the orange of the fire I could make out a hellish

         form. It was a statue of Kali. Her face was beautiful, and therefore all the more grim, for it was suffused with an incredible

         cruelty so vivid that I almost thought the statue to be real, and not only real but staring at me. Everyone in the crowd, I realised, was gazing at it, and I too studied it, trying to fathom what secret it

         held thus to capture and besot such a multitude. It had four arms, two raised up high with hooks in their grip, and two below,

         holding in each one what appeared to be an empty bowl. The feet, I saw, were attached to a metal base, and the base in turn

         to a mass of cogs and wheels. I heard a cracking sound; the statue began to move; and I saw that it was the machine which

         was serving to turn it round. The crowd moaned – and a devilish noise it was, for it seemed to speak of anticipation and greed.

         At that same moment, I felt Eliot tap me on the back.
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