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Prologue

Harold Neary flinched at the first crack of a musket. A bullet whined past in the dark. Then another. But Harold spurred his horse on towards the line of soldiers who stood ahead in the gully.

Tonight he would kill Rajthanans. Nothing would stop him.

The Sergeant Major – riding beside Harold – drew his scimitar and shouted, ‘Charge!’

Harold and his eight other comrades lifted their swords too and roused a cry somewhere between a cheer and a shriek. They thundered down, the musket flashes rippling before them, the bullets thickening.

Harold gripped his scimitar tight as he rode. His heart flew, but there was no need for fear. God was on his side.

He thought of his brother, who had died fighting the Indians – the Rajthanans. Those heathens thought they were so high and mighty, the lords of England, but Harold would teach them that they couldn’t lord it over him. When he’d served in their army, they’d shouted at him, flogged him, practically starved him, but he’d survived. And while he still had strength he would slaughter as many of the bastards as he could.

Cloud covered the moon and in the faint light Harold could barely see the scattered row of forty European soldiers – only their faces and hands stood out. Their fingers, like fireflies, darted to ammunition pouches, lifted cartridges, slammed ramrods down barrels. Grey powder smoke drifted along the line. Behind stood Rajthanan officers in silver turbans that brightened at each firearm spark.

And further back rose the bone-white tower of the sattva link, shining slightly against the black background of the hills.

Bullets hissed around Harold. With a metal scream, one struck a scimitar. To Harold’s left, young Turner cried out and jerked back off his horse.

Turner. Down. That left just nine riders.

‘Steady, men!’ the Sergeant Major shouted.

Harold glanced at his commander. The Sergeant Major was a big man with broad shoulders and thick arms. In the grey light his face was like battered tin: his nose crushed, his ears mangled and his shaven head pocked and dented by old injuries.

He was a great man, the Sergeant Major, and one of the toughest soldiers Harold had ever met. It was the Sergeant Major who had convinced them all to don peasant clothes and take to the hills. It was the Sergeant Major who had taught them how to fight the Rajthanans, how to burst out of the wilderness and attack before anyone knew what was happening, and then vanish again as quickly as they had appeared.

Harold would follow the Sergeant Major anywhere.

The enemy were near now. The Europeans stopped firing, clicked the catches on their weapons to release their knives, and formed a line of pointed steel. Their faces were set hard beneath their blue cloth caps and the brass buttons shone on their blue tunics. Harold had worn a uniform like that for three years. He’d fought for the Rajthanans just like these men. But no more.

The Rajthanan officers screamed for their men to hold steady.

Harold remembered hearing the news that the Rajthanans had murdered his brother and then he was shouting so hard his throat ached and the sound seemed to blot out everything else, save for the wind whipping past and the undulating movement of the horse.

He swerved and aimed for the nearest officer. For a few seconds he could see his opponents in great detail: wide eyes, teeth, nostrils. It was like a dream.

Then his horse jumped and the soldiers dived. He swung his blade, hitting nothing. He couldn’t see the officer. He heard hooves nearby colliding with heads and chests. Scimitar chimed against knife-musket.

And then he was through. He glanced about, and saw that none of his comrades had fallen and their pace had hardly slowed.

‘To the tower!’ the Sergeant Major bellowed.

Harold wanted to stay and fight, to get his first kill, but he had to keep up.

The windowless, two-storey tower loomed ahead in the narrowest point of the gully. A twenty-foot-high brass rod topped the pointed roof.

Away to the right, a set of tents came alive. Soldiers stumbled out in their underclothes and almost fell over as they pulled on their trousers. They came running up the slight incline in their nightshirts, baying like dogs. Harold could make out snatches of what sounded like Andalusian.

The Sergeant Major shouted to Harold and pointed towards the tower. Harold followed his leader over to an arched entrance and leapt from his charger. He released a sack hanging across the back of the horse, then humped the heavy weight on to one shoulder.

The Sergeant Major glanced at him. Harold grinned, patting the sack. Within that cloth was something worth more to him right now than gold.

Powder.

The Sergeant Major went first up the circular stone stairway, drawing an ornate, multi-barrelled pistol from his belt. It was dark, save for a trace of misty light from above.

Harold breathed heavily and his heart whispered in his ears. He shook the long hair out of his eyes.

Near the top of the stairs they paused. Above them was an archway, out of which floated the faint light.

‘Anyone up there?’ the Sergeant Major called. ‘Give yourselves up and we’ll spare you.’

No response.

Harold heard shouting and pistol shots outside. His comrades would be fighting off the soldiers. There wasn’t much time.

They advanced up the stair.

With a sudden high-pitched cry, an Indian officer charged through the arch, stumbling down the first few steps. He fired his pistol straight at the Sergeant Major. The hammer clicked—

Nothing happened – a misfire. The officer’s face dropped.

The Sergeant Major smiled, his pistol cracked and smoke blurred the stairwell. The officer’s left cheek flared open and spat blood against the wall; the white row of his teeth was visible inside the wound, as though he were smirking. He fell forward, clattered and jerked on the steps.

‘Good shot, sir,’ Harold said. Another heathen dead.

The Sergeant Major grinned, his eyes quivering in the dim light. ‘Any more up there? Give yourselves up.’

Silence.

They crept up the remaining steps. The Sergeant Major pressed himself against the stone wall, then swung into the entrance, holding the pistol before him.

Nothing happened.

He looked down at Harold. ‘There’s no one.’

Staggering under the weight of the sack, Harold ran up the stairs and entered a stone-walled room lit by pale yellow lanterns. To one side, on top of a pedestal, stood a spherical wire cage, within which squatted a metal shape that looked like a creature dredged from the sea. Numerous crab-like claws hung from its sides and a mass of mandibles and feelers covered its head.

Harold stopped dead and made the sign of the cross. That thing was one of the Rajthanans’ devils. Avatars they called them.

The Sergeant Major stared at the device and rubbed his hand over his shaved head. He shot a look at Harold and nodded.

Harold took a step towards the machine, noticing a copper cable leading from the thing’s back, across the floor, along one wall and up through the centre of the ceiling.

The avatar moved. One claw scraped along the bottom of the cage and a feeler lifted.

Harold hesitated. He’d heard the Rajthanans fed these beasts on human blood. Whether that was true or not, he’d like to see them all smashed to pieces as soon as the Rajthanans were kicked out of England. The country was in the grip of black magic and only the crusade would free it.

‘Hurry up,’ the Sergeant Major said. ‘It’s harmless.’

Harold swallowed. He stepped up to the pedestal and heaved the sack to the floor. The avatar moved more rapidly, scuttling about in the cage and snapping its claws.

Harold pushed the hair back from his eyes, struck a match and lifted the fuse sewn into the side of the sack. He looked up at the avatar, which was now scratching frantically at the bars and making a clicking noise, as if it knew what was coming.

Harold smiled and lit the fuse. The flame settled into a red glow that crept up the hemp cord.

‘Let’s go,’ the Sergeant Major said.

They charged down the stairs and came out in the middle of a melee. Only six riders remained – one more had fallen. At least fifty soldiers ran about the horses and jabbed with their knife-muskets. The riders slashed left and right with their scimitars and continually circled to avoid being struck. Pistol shots rang out intermittently and Harold caught the sulphurous scent of powder smoke.

Two soldiers lunged with knife-muskets as Harold came out of the entrance. The Sergeant Major skipped to the side and dashed his opponent’s head against the wall, but Harold moved more slowly. He saw the gleaming blade rush towards him and strike him in the shoulder. His arm went cold as the knife grated against bone. He gasped and fell back against the tower, the knife still stuck firmly and the soldier still holding on to the musket.

Harold locked eyes with the European soldier. The man’s face was twisted with battle fury and he was panting so hard Harold could smell his stale breath.

‘Bastard heathen,’ Harold managed to say, and spat in the soldier’s face.

Then the Sergeant Major roared and punched the man on the side of the head. The soldier stumbled sideways, his round cloth hat flying off. The musket slipped out, tearing an even greater wound in Harold’s shoulder.

Harold shivered. He could see the Sergeant Major kicking the fallen soldier in the face, but the scene was becoming blurry and strange.

He had to stay awake. He couldn’t let the heathens beat him.

‘You all right?’ The Sergeant Major was suddenly standing before him.

Harold nodded. Sickness welled in his stomach and his arm was like ice. He shuddered and stumbled, but the Sergeant Major caught him and helped him up on to the nearby horse.

The Sergeant Major then swung himself up behind and fired his pistol in the air. ‘Knights, ride!’

Harold felt the charger galloping. He slumped forward against the animal’s mane and clung on as tightly as he could with his one good arm. His six remaining comrades bounced along to either side, stray musket and pistol fire flying after them.

Something was wrong. Grimacing at the pain, he looked back and saw that the tower was still standing. Had the fuse gone out? Had the heathens found the powder sack?

Then the top storey of the tower blossomed into a red and yellow flower that lit the whole valley for a moment. A baritone pulse rushed out and rippled through his bones. Chunks of stone whistled in the dark and soldiers scrambled for cover. The horse stumbled slightly, but didn’t fall.

Harold smiled. That was for his brother.

The Sergeant Major lifted his fist in the air and gave a defiant cheer. The other riders joined him.

But their celebration was cut short by the sound of shots from the darkness off to the left. Around a dozen horsemen were riding from the camp and bearing down on them.

‘Hurry, knights,’ the Sergeant Major shouted, and they spurred and slapped their horses onward.

They turned into the trees at the end of the gully and the horses scrambled over an embankment. Then they sped on through the mottled gloom of the forest. Branches and leaves leapt in front of them. Shrubs appeared and disappeared like clouds of dust. The horses whinnied and rolled their eyes.

Every jolt sent a wave of sickness through Harold and he could hear himself groaning.

After what seemed a long time, they came out on to a grassy slope. They zigzagged up, the horses skidding and kicking up clods of earth. They took around ten minutes to reach the summit, where they paused and looked down.

Harold blinked. The cloud had lifted now and he could see a wide sweep of the countryside rolling away in great folds and buckles, like the ocean at night. The knots of forest, indistinct valleys, open hills and heaths were all powdered by the moon.

‘Down there,’ hissed Smith, pointing to the line of trees they’d left earlier.

Harold could just make out the enemy cantering along beside the woods several hundred feet to the left.

The Sergeant Major snapped open a spyglass and followed the horsemen for a moment. ‘Must have lost us in the forest. Don’t think they’ve seen us yet. Come on.’

They turned and galloped down a short slope before reaching a further stretch of trees. They followed a track that wound through the undergrowth, leaves slapping against the horses’ sides.

Harold felt himself slipping away, then shook his head and managed to pull himself back.

After a few minutes, the Sergeant Major called a halt, dismounted and walked to the rear of the group.

Dizzy with pain, Harold looked back over his shoulder and watched as his leader sat cross-legged on the ground, rested a hand on each knee and closed his eyes.

The Sergeant Major breathed slowly and deeply. Apart from the rise and fall of his chest, he was still. The sound of insects swirled and an owl hooted in the distance.

Then Harold noticed the faint, sweet scent of incense – the smell of sattva, that mysterious vapour the Rajthanans used for their machines and avatars and unholy powers. He was leery of it, as he was of all the Rajthanans’ devilry, but the Sergeant Major had some skill with it, and Harold had grudgingly come to accept that it had its uses.

Sometimes you had to fight black magic with black magic.

Harold’s comrades shifted in their saddles – they were just as nervous of sattva as he was.

The Sergeant Major blew gently and a strange breeze seemed to emanate from his body and flow back along the path with a hiss. But it wasn’t so much a breeze as a warping of the scene itself. Tree trunks, branches and the leaf-littered ground all rippled, as if reflected in a pool of water into which stones have been cast. Slowly, the horse tracks on the path disappeared, as if sinking into the earth. The twigs and small branches that had snapped as the horses passed, regrew. The wind rose in strength and then faded, the whorls and eddies subsiding. All evidence that the riders had been there had now vanished.

The Sergeant Major stood, chuckled and rubbed his hands together. He walked back to his charger and said to Harold, ‘You still with us?’

Harold tried to speak, but couldn’t form the words. He grunted as he fought back the vomit stinging his throat.

‘We’ll get you back soon.’ The Sergeant Major mounted and looked across at the riders. ‘Well done, knights. Our land is in darkness, but our crusade will bring light. God’s will in England.’

‘God’s will in England,’ the others said in unison.

As they moved off, Harold felt as though the night were thickening and suffocating him. If he drifted off he was sure he would die. And yet he had to stay alive to keep up the fight against the Rajthanans.

The pain in his shoulder seemed to be the only thing he could cling to – he concentrated on it, sensed the swell and ebb in its intensity. But even that was fading now.

He had to hold on . . . but he was letting go.


PART ONE

THE TRACKER
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DORSETSHIRE, 617 – RAJTHANAN NEW CALENDAR (1852 – EUROPEAN NATIVE CALENDAR)

Jack Casey crept through the trees near the front of the house. It was after nine at night, but it was summer and the sky still suspended trails of blue within the darkness. He could see the lantern beside the front gate and make out the new guard, Edwin, leaning against the wall beside it, picking at something in the sole of his boot.

Jack stepped on a twig, which gave a loud snap. He froze.

Damn. He was out of practice.

The trees rustled in the slight breeze. Faintly, he could hear people talking back in the house, the tinkle of glasses and the rattle of plates being cleared away.

Edwin didn’t react at all.

Jack shook his head, then advanced, hardly making a sound now – he hadn’t completely lost his touch.

Edwin was still oblivious to the approaching danger. Jack stood poised in the darkness, just a few feet away from the lad, then stepped out. ‘Bang – you’re dead.’

Edwin jumped and fell back against the wall. ‘Christ! You nutter.’

‘If I was an intruder, you’d be lying there dead and I’d be on my way to the house.’

Edwin sniffed. ‘But you’re not an intruder. There are no intruders. Nothing ever happens around here.’

‘And that’s the danger. It’s quiet. You get lazy. Then – pow – you’re dead.’

‘You’re mad, you are. We’re in the middle of the country. There’s no one around.’

Jack smiled darkly, his weather-beaten features creasing more deeply. He had a triangular face that seemed to emphasise his eyes and his craggy brow. His eyes were narrow and pale, the irises almost white in the dim light. His long hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he wore a brown, knee-length tunic that was spotlessly clean.

‘That’s what you think.’ He looked about as if there were enemies in the trees. ‘There are thieves and vagrants. You get bandits in the hills.’

‘Bandits? How often have they tried to get in here, then?’

‘They know we’re here watching. If they come, they see us and go on to the next farm. But if they see us dozing, that’s when they’ll strike.’

‘If you say so.’

Jack shook his head. He was too soft on the boy. That sarcastic attitude would have been beaten out of him within one day in the army.

‘Did you hear about the Ghost?’ Edwin asked. ‘Struck again last night. Knocked out the sattva link to Bristol.’

‘That so.’

‘They can’t stop him. He’s there one minute, gone the next. I heard he’s a sorcerer.’

Jack snorted. ‘Don’t you believe everything you hear down the market. The Rajthanans are a lot stronger than you

think.’

Edwin looked sideways at Jack, then spoke more softly. ‘Word is, the rebels will win.’

‘Watch your mouth, lad.’ Jack glanced over his shoulder.

‘The master hears you talking like that, he’ll fire you. If you’re lucky.’

‘I’m not scared of him.’

‘Well, you should be. You’re talking treason. You’ll get yourself reported to the sheriffs.’

Edwin looked down and scuffed the ground with his boot. ‘It’s still true.’

‘The Rajthanans rule all of Europe, and a lot of other places besides. You really think a few mutineers in England can beat them?’

‘They’ve got London now, and the whole south-east.’

‘Once the Rajthanans have built up their army they’ll smash those mutineers to pieces.’

Edwin muttered something inaudible.

‘Listen, lad. I’ll give you some advice. Forget about this Ghost or the mutiny or whatever other rubbish is filling your head. There’s an order to things and there’s no point in fighting against it. Some people rule, others follow. That’s the way of it. The Rajthanans rule here and we follow. Now, you look sharp and keep your eyes peeled. And don’t you dare fall asleep.’

Edwin bowed with his hands pressed together, as if Jack were an army officer. ‘Namaste, great master.’

Jack rolled his eyes and walked off into the darkness to continue his evening rounds. Edwin had no idea what he was talking about. The rebels might have won a few battles, but that was only because there were hardly any foreign troops in England – there had never needed to be. Now the Rajthanans were bringing in French and Andalusian regiments, and even soldiers from Rajthana itself. Once they’d built up their army in the south-west they would crush the rebellion. It was as simple as that.

He followed the stone wall for a few feet, went through a gap in the trees and came out on the front lawn. Before him stood the house. It was two storeys high, more than a hundred feet wide, and built in the style of a Rajthanan palace with miniature spires and domed towers. In places, lacy detail in bas-relief lined the rust-coloured walls. The leaded-light windows glowed and cast a series of bright blocks across the grass.

Through an arched window, he could see the dining room, where silver thalis and bowls glinted on the table. Dinner had just finished and Shri and Shrimati Goyanor had risen and were gesturing for their three guests to join them in the drawing room. Shri Goyanor – a short, plump man – wore his usual beige tunic, while his wife stood tall and elegant in an emerald sari. The children had probably already been sent to bed. Servants in white were busily clearing the table.

Shri Goyanor was obviously in a good mood – he beamed and rubbed his stomach as he spoke. He was a good-hearted man. He could be sullen, but then so could anyone. The main thing was that he always kept his word, and Jack valued that. It was like in the army. You trusted your officers because they treated you fairly, and in return you would lay down your life for them if they asked you to.

Jack went on around the side of the house and past the line of palm trees that Shrimati Goyanor insisted on trying to grow. He met Tom, the nightwatchman, coming the other way.

‘Evening,’ Jack said.

Tom raised his lantern and nodded back. He didn’t speak much and Jack approved of this. Tom was a reliable man, who’d been at the house for eight years – almost as long as Jack himself. During that time Jack had never caught him shirking or sleeping on the job, although perhaps he did like a drink a little too much.

‘Keep an eye on Edwin,’ Jack said. ‘Don’t let him leave that gate.’

‘Aye, I’ll watch him.’

Jack continued to the back of the house, where only the light from the pantry trickled across the lawn. Ahead of him, the four acres of the gardens were almost pitch black. Off to the right, behind a row of bushes, stood the wall of the servants’ compound.

‘Jack.’

Sarah, the head cook, appeared from the pantry and slipped across the grass towards him.

He cursed under his breath. He’d been avoiding her. He’d slept with her a few nights ago, but that had been a mistake. Now she seemed to think there was something between them.

She stepped out of the shadows and looked up at him. She was pretty, with brown hair that fell in thick locks past her shoulders.

‘Haven’t seen you around much,’ she said.

‘Been busy.’

‘Big night tonight. The mistress’s been in a right state.’ She waggled her head and imitated Shrimati Goyanor’s thick Indian accent. ‘I told you never to use garlic and onions when we have government officials to dinner.’

Jack smiled slightly.

‘I’m dead tired now, though,’ she said. ‘Got another blessing in the morning too, first thing.’

Jack knew that all cooks had to be blessed regularly if they were to prepare food for the Rajthanans. The Rajthanans had a lot of strange ideas about food and drink. It was something to do with their system of caste, which they called jati. The higher jatis wouldn’t take food from the lower jatis, and no one would take it from Europeans unless they were blessed. Jack had actually seen a dying officer in the field refuse water from a native soldier to avoid being polluted.

‘If you have an early start I’d better let you get on,’ Jack said quickly, turning to leave. Maybe he could get away before things got difficult.

‘Jack.’

He stopped and turned back.

Her face was serious now. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Look, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea—’

‘I see.’ A glint of moisture appeared in one of her eyes. She looked off into the dark gardens. ‘Like that, is it?’

‘You know the rules. Servants can’t be couples. We’d get fired.’

‘No one would find out.’

‘We can’t risk it. Anyway, you could do better than me. Get yourself a good man. Get married.’

He meant it. He wasn’t well, not since . . . his accident. Sarah didn’t know about his injury and he didn’t want to burden her with it. She should have a strong man who could take care of her . . . But there was more to it than that. If he were honest, the memory of his wife, Katelin, still held him back.

‘Have it your way, then,’ Sarah said, with an edge of bitterness to her voice. She turned to leave.

‘Wait.’

She looked back.

What could he say? ‘It’s for the best.’

She huffed, spun away again and marched back to the house, her long dress swishing about her.

Jack scratched the back of his neck. That had gone about as well as could be expected. At least it was over now. Part of him wished he could just give in and be with Sarah. She was a good woman. But it would never work.

He pressed on into the darkened grounds, crossed the small stone bridge over the brook and continued into the formal garden. Oblong-shaped, ornamental trees stood in rows beside ponds that reflected the moon. Lines of white orchids and lilies swayed in the breeze. He smelt the cool fragrance of flowers and moss. The wooden gazebo, half buried by vines, brooded in the centre.

Beyond the garden was a series of hedges and then the orchard. He walked between the apple and pear trees, smelling the sweetness of the growing fruit.

About halfway through, the hairs suddenly stood up on the back of his neck and his skin rippled. The air seemed to tremble with a strange energy. He’d been expecting this.

He stopped and sniffed. A faint, but familiar, scent encircled him. It was like a mixture of sandalwood, musk, saffron and rosewater. Distinctive, yet impossible to describe.

Sattva.

A powerful stream coursed through the grounds here, and he sensed it every time he walked through. He was sure no one else in the house knew about it. Only he had the sensitivity and training to detect it.

He took a deep breath. That smell reminded him of the past, back when he’d still been able to use his power.

A movement off to the left disturbed him. What was that?

He crouched, peered into the gloom, listened intently, searching the surroundings for signs. Tracking came to him instinctively – he’d learnt the skill from his father from the moment he could walk.

He noticed the movement again – a quick swish near to the ground. He sneaked forward and paused, partially concealed by a tree trunk. Despite the warning he’d given Edwin, the only intruder during all his years as head guard had been a vagrant boy stealing fruit. He waited for several minutes and then a red-brown streak shot between the trees and disappeared – a fox. He gave a small chuckle. He’d thought as much, but it was always best to be cautious. The old army training, the old reflexes, would never leave him.

He slunk to the end of the orchard – leaving the sattva stream – and reached the stone wall that marked the perimeter of the property. Beyond the wall lay miles of fields belonging to Shri Goyanor – the nearest neighbours were five miles away.

He walked beside the wall until he reached the iron gate that was the only back exit to the property. He checked that the bolts were secure and then, satisfied that everything was in order, set off back towards the house.

As he crossed the bridge, he started to feel out of breath.

He stopped on the other side and leant against a willow tree. He tried to catch his breath, but his chest felt tight and sweat formed on his forehead. This had happened several times recently. What was wrong with him? Was his injury getting worse?

He shut his eyes, and after a minute his breathing eased. That was better. He opened his eyes again and went to move on.

Then he felt a thump in his chest, as though someone had kicked him. His ears rang and white spots spun before his eyes. He fell against the tree and sat there, hunched. He was choking. He tried to call for help, but he was too weak even to do that. Blackness passed over him and he fought to stay conscious.

‘Jack!’

He opened his eyes. Sarah was crouching over him with a lantern in her hand.

He blinked. He felt better – he could breathe again and the pain in his chest had gone.

Sarah crossed herself. ‘Thank the Lord. You had me worried there.’

He sat up against the tree. ‘What happened?’

‘You tell me. I heard this choking sound and I came down here and found you out cold.’

‘Ah. Think I fainted. Haven’t been feeling too well lately.’

She frowned. ‘You should see a doctor.’

‘No need for that.’ He struggled to his feet. ‘Just a touch of the flu.’

‘Flu, my foot! At the mission hospital—’

‘I said, there’s no need.’

Her eyes flickered. ‘You’re bloody impossible.’

‘Don’t make a scene.’

‘Don’t make a scene?’ She raised her voice and turned as if calling out to the house. ‘Why, you worried the master will find out about us?’

‘Sarah—’

‘Think you’ll lose your job?’

Jack winced as his chest tightened again and his breathing became laboured.

She paused for a second. ‘Jesus. You look terrible.’

He waved her away. ‘I’ll come right in a moment.’

‘You’d better get back to your room.’

He was too weak at that moment to disagree, and he let her walk with him to the compound and past the small white-walled huts of the other servants. By the time they reached his hut he was feeling a little stronger.

She followed him into his room, despite his protest. He lit a lantern, revealing his plain cubicle. A sleeping mat lay on the floor, a few blankets folded neatly at the end. His spare clothes, also neatly folded, sat on top of a crate in a corner. The stone floor had been carefully swept and washed.

‘Why don’t you lie down?’ she said.

‘I will . . . in a minute.’

‘Here, let me get this.’ She bent to move a carved wooden box that was sitting in the middle of the sleeping mat.

‘No.’ He slammed his hand over the box. Then he saw the surprise on her face and his voice softened. ‘It’s just something personal.’

‘Touchy, aren’t you?’

He sighed. ‘It’s just some letters. From my daughter.’

‘Your daughter? I didn’t know . . . you’re a dark horse, aren’t you? How old is she?’

‘Fifteen.’

A suspicion moved across her forehead. ‘What about the mother?’

‘She died.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s all right. It was eight years ago.’

‘Do you see her often – your daughter, I mean?’

‘Twice a year, at the most. She lives in North Dorsetshire. It’s expensive to get there.’ It was less than a day away, but neither he nor his daughter, Elizabeth, earned much. ‘Sarah, you’ve been very kind, but I should get some rest.’

She nodded. ‘You see a doctor, though.’

‘I will. Just one thing, if the master finds out about . . . what’s happened, he’ll think I’m not fit to work.’

‘I won’t tell anyone. So long as you see a doctor.’

He half smiled.

‘I mean it,’ she said.

He gave her a nod as she left. He had no intention of seeing a doctor. He’d always been able to control his injury and this latest attack would just be a temporary setback.

He was sure it wouldn’t happen again.

He shut the door, lay down on the mat, put his face in his hands and massaged the skin. He opened the wooden box and took out Elizabeth’s latest letter. He looked at the lines of curling ink, tracing the marks with his finger. He couldn’t read the words, but he could recall them. Whenever he paid a letter writer to read one of her letters, he would listen intently and memorise as much of it as he could.


Dear Father,

Thank you so much for your letter. I am well and everything is coming along fine. I have been promoted to chambermaid. It is hard work, but more money. My mistress expects a lot, but I am doing my best. She seems to be pleased with me so far.

You said in your last letter you are worried about me. I know you think I am too young to go into service, but I can look after myself now.

You know I have always had to do things my way. You used to call me ‘wilful’.

God keep you, Father.

Elizabeth



He put the letter away and closed his eyes. As he drifted off, he pictured Elizabeth the last time he’d seen her – seven months ago, at Christmas. He remembered her standing outside in the cold, waving goodbye to him as he left on the back of a horse cart. She shivered and her nose was red, despite the thick cloak she wore over her shoulders. She looked so small and frail as he pulled away, dwarfed by the fields of luminous snow.
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‘It’s very concerning,’ Shri Goyanor muttered. ‘Very concerning indeed.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jack was standing in Shri Goyanor’s study with the morning light falling across his employer’s desk. There had been a disaster just before dawn. A servant boy had been caught drinking from the well reserved for the Goyanor family, which meant it was now polluted and would have to be reconsecrated.

‘How could this happen?’ Shri Goyanor asked without taking his eyes off his newspaper.

‘The well isn’t guarded. I can put someone outside it, but we may need an extra hand in that case.’

As far as Jack was concerned it wasn’t his fault. His job had always been to stop anyone from outside the grounds getting in. Shri Goyanor had never said anything about the well. But Jack knew better than to point this out. Shri Goyanor was his commander, and you didn’t question your commander. Nor would it do much good if you did.

Shri Goyanor sighed, pushed up his spectacles and poured himself a glass of water – Jack recognised the label on the bottle: ‘Ganges Finest’. The family had been reduced to drinking expensive imports. Shri Goyanor took a sip, then stared out of the window at the central courtyard where two gardeners were bent over, cutting the lawn with shears.

Jack waited for a response. He wanted to ask Shri Goyanor for the rest of the day off so he could visit the mission hospital in Poole, but he knew he had to time an unexpected request like that carefully. He’d had two further ‘attacks’ and Sarah had been pestering him for days to see a doctor. He’d finally agreed it was worth a try. Now it was Friday, the only day the hospital was open to new patients.

The floor felt cold through his hose – as usual he’d taken off his boots before entering the house. He glanced at the walls, seeing the row of plaques that were apparently awards from his employer’s jati, the ‘Traders and Farmers in Europe’. Next to these hung small, faded portraits of important family and clan ancestors, including a picture of Babuji Gupta, the founder of the jati, who had settled in Europe more than 150 years ago, as Jack understood it. The old man – with a huge white beard – smiled as serenely as a Christian saint, as if he could foretell how successful his community would be.

Shri Goyanor continued staring at the lawn.

Eventually Jack gave a small cough. ‘Sir, if I may . . .’

Shri Goyanor stirred from the window and looked at Jack. ‘Yes?’

‘I’d like the day off to go into Poole.’

‘Today? That’s quite unusual. You need to give some notice.’

‘I know, sir, and I’m sorry about that. But I have some urgent business. It won’t affect the guard roster.’

‘Urgent business? Very unusual.’ Shri Goyanor looked down at the newspaper, shook his head and then rapped the page with his finger. ‘Look at this. Brighthelm’s fallen to the traitors now. I don’t know . . .’

‘It’s terrible, sir.’ Jack had already heard rumours that the port city had been taken. This was just the latest in what had been months of bad news. First, reports had come in of English regiments turning on their Indian officers, then of London falling, of the massacre of Rajthanan women and children at Westminster, of further cities falling. Now most of the south-east was controlled by the rebels, under their leader, the so-called Sir Gawain. Even King John had given his support, although many said the old man was either senile or under duress.

‘I don’t understand,’ Shri Goyanor said. ‘I don’t understand it at all. What’s wrong with those soldiers?’

Jack stood in silence. He knew it was best to let Shri Goyanor talk until he’d expressed his views fully.

‘Well, I dare say it’ll all be over soon enough,’ Shri Goyanor continued. ‘The army will sort it out, of course. I just hope they get on with it quickly. At least we won’t get that kind of trouble here. I mean, the sentiment of the people around here . . . it’s different, isn’t it? I’ve always said that.’

‘I’m sure you’re right, sir.’

‘Yes. The sentiment is quite different. We won’t have any trouble. Even this . . . this Ghost, or whatever he calls himself. He might be on our doorstep, but people won’t flock to him. I’m certain of that.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Shri Goyanor turned the page of the newspaper and studied it for a moment.

After a pause, Jack said, ‘Sir, about Poole . . .’

Shri Goyanor looked up again and blinked, as though Jack had appeared out of thin air.

‘I need to go into Poole today, sir,’ Jack repeated.

‘Oh, yes.’ Shri Goyanor gave a long sigh. ‘Very well, if you must.’
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The doctor’s eyebrows shot up when Jack pulled off his tunic. Jack had expected this reaction. His torso was covered in a patchwork of pale lines and knots, scars from numerous bullets and blades.

‘I was in the army,’ Jack said.

‘I can see.’ The doctor – a young Rajthanan wearing a brilliant white turban – walked around the table to stand beside Jack.

They were in the main hall of the Poole Shiva Mission Hospital. Behind Jack, slumped on benches, were the sick, the injured and the dying: old men weak from cholera and sleeping on the streets; worn mothers with screaming babies; peasants from the country covered in dust from the long journey into town; people whose faces were marred with pox blisters; people shivering, coughing, sniffling. The sharp smell of urine and faeces was stronger than the scent of burning incense that rose from numerous brackets about the walls.

Those patients who were currently being attended to sat in a row before a series of tables, behind which sat the doctors and nurses. And behind the doctors, at the back of the hall, was a huge stone statue of Shiva that reached almost to the ceiling. The god sat cross-legged, with two hands in his lap and a further two hands holding a trident and an hourglass-shaped drum. A cobra coiled about his neck and reared up beside his shoulder.

The doctor examined Jack’s scars slowly, finally stopping at the thick, red burn mark in the centre of his chest. The doctor prodded the mark with his finger and Jack flinched.

‘So that’s the sattva-fire injury,’ the doctor said.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Nine years ago, you say.’

‘Yes. Got it in an accident. On the battlefield.’

For a moment Jack remembered the fierce blue fire and the searing pain. In the heat of battle he’d got ahead of his platoon and a sattva-fire ball had fallen short. It had burst on the ground and a bolt of the stuff had screamed through the air and struck him.

The doctor leant forward to look at the scar more closely. ‘Don’t see this sort of thing very often in England.’

Jack nodded. England was peaceful – at least it had been until the mutiny. Only soldiers like him who’d been posted overseas were likely to get hit by sattva-fire.

The doctor drew back. ‘It’ll never heal. There’ll always be a trace of the fire in you.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jack already knew this. The army doctor who’d first treated him had told him. The injury would always be there, but he could learn to live with it. So long as he didn’t try to use his power, he could lead a normal life, even stay in the army.

‘I’ll just check something.’ The doctor picked up a brass ear trumpet and placed the cold metal in various positions on Jack’s chest. He furrowed his brow, straining to hear.

Finally he put the trumpet down again. ‘I’m afraid it’s not good news.’

The sounds in the hall seemed to echo louder and the smell of incense grew stronger.

‘What is it, sir?’

‘The wound’s spreading. The fire has reached your heart.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Your heart is being weakened. It’ll get worse as the fire spreads. Eventually it’ll be fatal. There’s nothing that can be done about it.’

Jack swallowed. He was suddenly conscious of his heartbeat, that regular pulse tapping away on the left side of his chest. ‘How long have I got?’

‘That all depends. You could have a few years left, in fact, if you can learn to live with your condition. But you have to take care. Any strain on your heart and it could stop completely.’

‘What kind of strain?’

‘Anything that increases your heart rate: physical exercise, a sudden shock, any form of excitement.’

Jack nodded as he considered this.

‘I’m afraid that’s all I can do for you.’ The doctor returned to the other side of the table and began writing in a notebook. ‘You can go now.’

Jack pulled on his tunic and bowed with his hands pressed together, as if praying. ‘Thank you, sir.’

Outside the hospital, he stood on the edge of the narrow street and watched the crowds go by. Horse and bullock carts clattered along, scattering chickens and geese. Three-storey buildings with wooden frames and wattle-and-daub walls leant over the road, as if about to topple over. Dogs skulked down alleyways. He smelt excrement and rotting vegetables.

His wound was spreading – the army doctor hadn’t told him that could happen.

Ah well, what did he expect? Karma, after all, had caused the accident, because of what he’d done, the mistake he’d made. Obviously he hadn’t paid his debt in full yet. When his time to go came, he would accept it. There was no point fighting fate.

He was, in many ways, lucky to be alive at all. Many of his comrades had died on the battlefield. Now he was thirty-nine – not a bad age for a soldier to reach. And the doctor had said he could live for several years yet, so long as he took care of himself – which was exactly what he intended to do.

He wandered down to the seafront and leant against the low wall, beyond which lay a short stretch of rocks and then the expansive bay. The sea was blue marble beneath the sun, and on the far side of the bay were wooded hills and islands.

He glanced along the wall to the left and about a mile away he could see the jumble of blackened buildings, stepped terraces and jetties that formed the docks. Two military transport ships were in the port, their chimneys smouldering amidst the cross-hatch rigging. They would be bringing in more troops – every week more arrived.

The mutiny. It seemed to seep into everything these days. It would bring nothing but misery to England. Shri Goyanor was right: the sooner it was over, the better.

He rubbed his face with his hand and glanced inland to the high, red walls of the new town, where the Rajthanans lived in their orderly streets and mansions. The enormous golden towers of the Vishnu temple glistened in the sunlight and cast a warm glow over the surrounding buildings.

He couldn’t help but marvel at the Rajthanans. With their grand buildings, their avatars and mills, and their knowledge of sattva, they seemed a people blessed by God, even though they didn’t even worship Him. The mutineers were fools to think they could defeat the might of Rajthana.

And the rebel leader was the biggest fool of all. He called himself ‘Sir Gawain’, as if he were a knight from King Arthur’s day, but apparently he was just a little corporal with a big mouth.

The bells of the old cathedral rang Nones – three o’clock – in the distance. He thought of Elizabeth, standing in the snow, waving goodbye. What would happen to her if the worst happened to him? He brushed the thought aside. She could look after herself now. But he would make sure he saw her more often. He would save harder for the cart fare. He would go without the little luxuries he bought from time to time: a pint of ale, chewing paan. He didn’t need those things – he just needed to see his daughter.

And he would write more, many more letters. He still had time.

He left the sea wall and hurried along the muddy streets to the market square, which bustled with stalls, traders, farmers, pigs, chickens, goats and all manner of other produce. People haggled, shouted at each other, ate, drank and listened to minstrels singing along to lutes.

He went to the stall of his usual letter writer, but found a different man behind the stand – a Mohammedan with a thick blond beard and a white skullcap.

‘Is Master Beatson around?’ Jack asked.

‘He’s sick.’ The Mohammedan waved his hand dismissively. ‘I can help you.’

Jack paused. He didn’t trust Mohammedans. He’d served with them in the army – most of continental Europe was Mohammedan – but he’d never liked them. And it was even worse for an Englishman to follow Islam. England was a Christian country, and had been ever since the last English Caliph had been defeated two centuries ago. Everyone knew the story – after centuries of conflict, the old Moors had eventually conquered Europe and ruled in England for 200 years, but an army of English knights had rebelled and forced them back over the sea to France, or al-Francon as the French called it. England had been free then, but had been mired in wars between dukes and barons and a series of kings. Peace had only been restored when the Rajthanans arrived a hundred years ago.

‘I’d like to send a letter,’ he said.

‘One shilling,’ the letter writer replied.

‘A shilling? It was only ten pence last time.’

‘That’s the price.’

‘I’ll give you eleven.’

‘No, no. The post-cart price has gone up. It’s one shilling. That’s it.’

Jack felt his heart beat faster. He was becoming breathless, or maybe he was just imagining it. He had to calm down. No point getting worked up over a few pence. ‘All right, then. One shilling.’

The letter writer took out a pen and some paper. Jack tried to concentrate on what he wanted to say, but a woman pushing a wheelbarrow of parsnips bumped into him and cursed. He closed his eyes for a moment and pictured Elizabeth standing in the snow.

‘Dear Elizabeth,’ he began. ‘Thank you for your last letter. It was good to hear from you . . .’ He paused. It was so hard to know what to say sometimes. ‘No, change that. Make it: “It was wonderful to hear from you, as always.” How does that sound?’

The letter writer shrugged.

‘I was pleased to hear about your promotion,’ he continued. ‘You deserve it. I hope you’re still well. It’s summer now. I know how you like to see the wild flowers on the heath. Do you remember how your mother used to take you out to the fields? You used to make daisy chains together.’ His voice became hoarse and he stopped for a second. His throat was tight. He wished Elizabeth was there with him now.

‘Anything else?’ The letter writer tapped impatiently against the paper with his pen.

‘Yes.’ Should he tell Elizabeth about his heart? ‘I am the same as usual . . . No, make it: “I am well.” No . . .’

The letter writer grumbled as he crossed out what he’d just written.

‘All right, say this: “I am in the best of health. Never been better. May God give you grace, Elizabeth. As always, your loving Father.”’

The sounds of the market faded away for a second and the ground seemed to drag at Jack’s stomach.

‘The address?’ the letter writer said.

‘Sorry.’ He tried to concentrate. ‘The address. Yes.’

He gave the Mohammedan the address of Elizabeth’s letter writer. And he imagined Elizabeth standing in a market in North Dorsetshire as his words were read out, those scratches on the paper forming an invisible connection across the miles, across the towns and fields and heaths and downs, bringing him and his daughter together for a moment.
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It was a long ride back to Shri Goyanor’s property. Normally the journey from Poole would take an hour, but the mule-cart driver made numerous detours to drop off staples at farmsteads along the way. After two hours, Jack was still sitting with the other passengers in the back of the cart, his feet hanging over the side and jiggling as the wheels bumped over the uneven road. The pile of cabbages behind him formed a relatively comfortable backrest.

At one point they passed through a sattva stream, and he shivered, a tingle shooting up his spine. No one else in the cart seemed to notice, but when he sniffed he caught the distinctive smell.

He looked out at the countryside and imagined the invisible stream tangling and coiling across the fields, through the large mansions and between the stands of trees. These streams wove their way across England – across the whole world, in fact. Sattva was everywhere, in everything, to some degree. But it tended to clump into veins of differing strengths that stretched for miles above, through and under the ground.

‘Hold on back there,’ the driver called out and the cart juddered off the road and stopped beside a ditch.

What now?

Jack jumped to the ground and walked around the side of the cart. He could soon see why the driver had pulled over. Coming towards them along the road, surrounded by billowing dust, was a column of troops and horses. It looked like a full battalion, maybe more – at least 1,000 men.

The other passengers climbed down and stood beside him, watching as the army approached. The yellow dust reached them first, engulfing the cart and turning the day foggy. Boots stomped in unison, kettledrums pounded, and soon the first men emerged from the haze: European soldiers in blue tunics, round caps, loose breeches and puttees. Most of them had thick beards – they looked French to Jack. Their Indian officers rode alongside on horses, barking occasional commands.

Next came a battery of light artillery – twelve-pounders in European reckoning. Horses drew the guns on two-wheeled carriages, with ammunition carts attached behind. Swirling designs encrusted the pieces, the muzzles fashioned into grinning serpent heads. Wheels ground at the dry earth, thick chains clinked, and Jack smelt animals and oiled leather.

Then a contingent of elephants swayed through the murk, the great beasts covered by quilted caparisons and pulling carts and large siege guns. Mahouts sat astride the animals’ necks, driving the creatures forward with hooked sticks. A sergeant sat further back on one of the beasts, holding aloft the regimental standard – a flag tapering to two points.

Finally, a loud wheeze came from the rear of the column and a cone of smoke rose and mingled with the dust. The scent of sattva grew stronger. Several of the men standing beside the cart sniffed and muttered to each other – even they could smell it now.

Something was smelting sattva. Something powerful.

The last of the elephants lumbered past and a cloud of steam and smoke swirled across the road. Another wheeze, then a shrill whistle . . . and then a dark shape, larger than an elephant, solidified in the haze.

The onlookers murmured.

A monstrous form of black iron studded with rivets crawled into view. It looked like a giant lobster interwoven with hissing pipes and pistons. Smoke frothed from beneath its carapace, and its feelers lifted and swayed as they checked the air. It paused for a moment, then it gurgled, the sound like bubbles under the sea. A jet of steam shrieked from its side.

The onlookers all gasped and jumped back. One man slipped on the edge of the ditch and stumbled to the bottom.

A man near Jack crossed himself and whispered to his friend, ‘A demon.’

But Jack knew this was no demon. It was an avatar, a living being wrenched from the spirit realm and bound to the machinery of the material world. Most Europeans feared these creatures – considering them the work of the Devil – but Jack was used to them.

This one surprised him, though. He’d seen train avatars many times, but never something moving along the road like this. He’d heard stories of the marvellous machines back in Rajthana, but he’d never known whether to believe in them. Whatever the case, it looked as though the Rajthanans were bringing in their most powerful devices now.

The rebels didn’t stand a chance.

A Rajthanan officer riding nearby stopped his horse for a moment, closed his eyes and made a small gesture with his hand. The avatar shuddered and groaned, then began to creep forward again.

None of the onlookers seemed to have noticed the man, but Jack knew he must be a siddha – a ‘perfected one’. Only a siddha could command an avatar like that.

The siddhas were yogins who, after long years of practice, had developed one or more of the miraculous powers. It was the siddhas who created and controlled the avatars, studied the yantras and learnt to smelt sattva. But they guarded their secrets closely – few Europeans, or even Rajthanans, knew much about them.

Jack, however, knew more than most. After all, he was, in a sense, a siddha himself.

The avatar grumbled past, the scent of coal and sattva wafting about it, the chains along its sides snapping tight as it hauled a covered wagon. Soon it disappeared into the grainy murk up the road, the wagon trundling behind.
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A bank of grey cloud rolled across the sky. Raindrops began to spatter the ground, the cart, Jack’s head. Jack stood and leant against the mound of cabbages as the cart bumped along the road. Ahead, through the thickening drifts of rain, he saw the wall of the Goyanor estate. The red towers at the top of the house peeked out above the dark-green trees surrounding the property.

The cart pulled up at the gate and he jumped to the ground. His tunic was wet and heavy, and the wound in his chest ached. All he could think about was crawling into bed.

He banged on the gate.

The slot opened and Edwin’s face appeared. ‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s me – Jack.’

‘Well, now. Could be an intruder. How can I be sure?’

‘Open the gate, you bloody idiot.’

Edwin swung the gate open and stood there in a long cloak, his hair drenched and coiling into his eyes. He smiled cheekily. ‘Afternoon, Master Casey.’

Jack sighed and smiled back. Edwin wasn’t a bad lad. He would come right in the end.

And suddenly Jack found himself hoping for the best for the boy, hoping for his safety in a future that seemed to be darkening every day.
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Jack sat cross-legged in his small room, staring straight ahead. A couple of sticks of incense burnt in a holder on the floor, the smoke filling the room and making his head swim. Morning light slipped under the door and through cracks in the walls, but otherwise the room was in fuzzy darkness.

He took a deep breath. His thoughts were racing today.

‘Your mind is like a rippling pool.’

Basic yoga training. He remembered sitting with the other men on the parade ground as the drill sergeant took them through the meditation.

‘Sit down, men. Cross your legs. Back straight. Hands on knees. Focus on the standard.’

The regimental standard – three red lions running in a circle on a blue back ground – was always strung up before them during yoga practice.

‘Focus on the standard, men. Don’t let anything else into your head.

‘Now close your eyes. Keep them shut. Anyone opening their eyes will be on the end of my boot.

‘Keep the standard in your mind. Keep every detail of it there. Don’t let your thoughts jump.

‘Your mind is like a rippling pool. Still it.’

But today Jack found it hard to calm his thoughts. He tried to concentrate on the standard, but images and memories flickered in his head . . .

Elizabeth standing in the snow last Christmas, waving goodbye as he pulled away on the back of the cart . . .

Elizabeth, as a child, running towards him across a meadow, her long dark hair flowing behind her . . .

And then Katelin, his wife, on her deathbed, her face glistening with sweat as the fever took hold, her skin so pale he could see the blue veins clearly beneath. Her Celtic cross necklace rose and fell with her slight breathing. She reached out to him with skeletal arms and the feeling of her fingers on his cheek was like the chilling touch of death, as if she were already gone, calling to him from the spirit world . . .

He snapped his mind back to the standard.

He breathed slowly and felt his heart beating, beating, each beat telling him he was still alive.

Gradually, he tamed his mind. He bent all his thoughts towards the standard, suppressed anything else. He saw every detail of the three lions: the open mouths, bulging eyes, twitching tails, extended claws.

His spine tingled, warmth pulsed in his forehead and energy trickled over his scalp. Sattva prickled his nostrils. He was touching on the spirit realm now, the realm of heaven, of God . . .

A loud knock on the door snatched him out of the trance. He sat still for a second and composed himself.

Another knock.

He opened the door and saw Sarah standing there in a blue dress and a white bonnet. The rain had cleared during the night and the day was bright and warm. He squinted in the sudden glare.

‘There you are,’ Sarah said. ‘The master wants you. There are some people – they’ve come to see you.’

‘People?’

‘Army, I think.’

Jack frowned. Why would anyone from the army visit him? He’d had nothing to do with the army for nine years.

He walked with Sarah to the opening in the wall bordering the servants’ compound. Before he went through, she tugged his sleeve and looked at him with concern. ‘What did the doctor say?’

‘Nothing. I’m fine.’

She arched an eyebrow. ‘You didn’t go, did you?’

‘Of course I did. Really. There’s nothing wrong with me.’

She smiled. ‘Thank God.’ Then the smile slipped from her face and she looked away. ‘I was worried about you.’

‘Don’t you worry.’

He considered patting her on the shoulder, but decided not to and instead stepped out into the garden, where a pair of peacocks strutted across the lawn.

Shri Goyanor was standing near the stone bridge, fidgeting. His spectacles flashed as they caught the light. ‘There are some army officers here. They need to speak to you.’

Jack nodded and followed his employer into the formal garden. He heard birds chirping in the trees and smelt the steam of the drying earth. Water burbled from fountains and shivered across ponds.

‘Look, Jack,’ Shri Goyanor said. ‘You’re not in any kind of trouble, are you?’

‘No, sir.’

Shri Goyanor nodded. ‘Of course not. Good.’

They came to the gazebo – a circular, wooden structure with a thatched roof and trellis walls covered in jasmine vines. The jasmine leaves bobbed as bees flitted from flower to flower. Two Indian men sat cross-legged in the shade. Jack stopped and blinked in surprise.

One of them was Captain Jhala – commander of his old army company, and his guru.

Jhala stood and smiled.

Jack instinctively did a deep namaste, going down to his knees and prostrating himself for a moment, before getting back to his feet. You had to show proper respect to your guru. Jhala was the siddha who had given him the secret training.

Jhala put his hands together and bowed slightly. ‘Namaste. It’s a pleasure to see you again, Jack.’

Jhala had aged a great deal since the last time Jack had seen him. Although he would only be in his mid-fifties now, his face seemed to hang from his scalp, giving him a slightly morose appearance. His cheeks were jowly and he had large purplish bags under his eyes. What was visible of his hair – poking out from under his red and white turban – had gone silver, as had his eyebrows.

He’d always been a strong man, but he’d suffered from occasional bouts of a fever he’d caught in Rajthana when he was young. Jack recalled him being confined to bed with it on several occasions. Perhaps the illness had caused this premature ageing.

‘Captain Jhala, I don’t know what to—’ Jack began.

Jhala smiled again and tapped his turban. Jack noticed the golden braids woven into the material.

‘Forgive me, Colonel Jhala.’

‘And this is Captain Sengar.’ Jhala gestured to the other officer standing beside him.

‘Namaste.’ Sengar spoke with a strong Indian accent. He looked a little younger than Jack, perhaps mid-thirties. His thick moustache was waxed into curls at both ends, and his face was angular and handsome. His green turban indicated that he was an officer in a French regiment of the European Army. Like Jhala, the sun-clan insignia was embroidered on the left side of his tunic.

‘He’s a good boy,’ Shri Goyanor said in Rajthani, wringing his hands as he stood next to Jack.

‘Of course,’ Jhala said. ‘He’s one of the finest army scouts I’ve ever met.’

Shri Goyanor’s eyes widened. He glanced at Jack. ‘Yes. We’re very lucky to have him. I’ve always said that.’ He switched to English, seeming to forget Jack could largely understand Rajthani. ‘Haven’t I always said that, Jack? We’re very lucky to have you.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Jack replied.

‘Thank you for letting us speak to him,’ Jhala said.

‘No problem at all. Would you like chai? Sweets?’

‘No, thank you,’ Jhala said. ‘We’ll be fine.’

‘Good. Excellent.’

‘Shri Goyanor, would you mind if we spoke to Jack in private?’

‘Oh. Of course not. No problem at all . . . well, then. Just send for me if you need anything else.’

Jack glanced back to watch Shri Goyanor make his way to the house. He could see many of the servants, including Sarah, standing about not even pretending to work, peering to make out what was going on in the gazebo.

Jhala and Sengar sat again.

‘Sit down, Jack.’ Jhala gestured to an ornate cushion-seat. ‘Relax.’

Jack removed his boots and lowered himself tentatively. He’d never sat in the gazebo before. He smelt the warm fragrance of the jasmine and heard the hum of the bees. Greenish light found its way through the vine leaves and speckled the floor.
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