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For Harry Johnson




“He was a damned good whistler.” - Grannie.








Part One

Still Waters, Disturbed

Shen Dao Monastery

North of Biru, Tibet

April 1942




Like spreading bamboo,

entwined,

is concern for offspring.

Like a bamboo sprout,

un-entangling,

wander alone

like a rhinoceros.

 — Khaggavisana Sutra










CHAPTER ONE

Taking Refuge






1

From the impossibly high counter inside the sweet shop, a jar of licorice whips beckoned to Will Cross like the very Apple to Eve. 


It was his fifth birthday, and his father, with whom he was about to depart on a long journey which he didn’t quite understand the purpose of, had promised him five of anything he wanted from the shop. Peeling his face from the window, he ran to get the old man, who’d gone over the road to the newsagent’s. As his foot shoved off from the curb, a slick cobble caused him to slip and he twisted his ankle.


“Ow, Daddy—” he shouted, and then a lorry struck him.


Clack, clack, clack. Clack, clack, clack, clack.


The sudden pain and the cars and the shops and the men in their macs and the women pushing prams and twirling their brollies in the light drizzle on that faraway London street faded a little more with each striking of the han.


Clack, clack. Clack, clack, clack.


Daybreak, and the call to wake.


Sitting up in his cot and placing his feet on the chilly stone floor, the vivid, fifteen-year-old recollection continued to clatter about Will’s mind like the cackle of a jackdaw.


“Birth and death are the grave events,” he intoned, reciting the words inscribed upon the thick wooden slab of the han at the entrance to the zendo. “Transiency will soon be here, wake up! Each moment is to be grasped.”


Clack. Clack, clack.


With the last echoing blows to the han, he stood, slipped his feet into his sandals, and made his modest bed. The morning chill was easily worked off with half an hour of exercise, then afterwards, as usual, he lit a candle and shaved. Through his room’s south-facing window, the misty, snowcapped mountains on the far side of the valley were barely visible in the predawn light.


Kneeling by the bedside table, Will peered into the flame and meditated upon the phenomenon of his own fleeting existence. Twenty years of his candle had already been burnt. Sixty more remained, perhaps. How would he spend that time? Would he devote it to selflessly helping his fellow man? Was he prepared to make such a commitment now, this day?


Yes. He was ready. Jikishin would be pleased.


Gong.


The call to seated meditation.


Will rose, stretched, and turned again to his window.


The sun had risen far enough for him to see lines of brightly-colored prayer flags tracing a high ridge on the far mountain. They flapped madly in a strong breeze. These Tibetan prayers weren’t offered to any god, but instead were intended to spread peace, goodwill, wisdom, and compassion into the valley and beyond. For ages they’d flown there. The wind would shred them, but they were replaced by monks and lesser students of the dharma such as himself at an even enough rate as to make them seem a permanent fixture of the landscape. In a world ruled by impermanence, their cheerful changelessness had always been a small joy to Will.


He was just turning to leave his spartan living quarters when an extraordinary thing happened.


Although there were no clouds to be seen, a dark shadow passed over the far mountain. The flags fell still, the ever-present wind finding somewhere else to blow. Suddenly, the sturdy posts anchoring the lines to the ground exploded into clouds of splinters, pelting the frost-covered, early spring slopes. Several miles of cloth-laden rope whipped up into the clear blue sky, stumps of posts still attached here and there, whirling like maces.


In the mesmerizing manner of a large flock of birds, shapes formed, dissipated, reformed.


Now a dragon.


Now a snake.


Now a scorpion.


Then, they disappeared without a trace.


Almost.


As the frost evaporated from the hillside where the splinters had landed, two English phrases etched themselves briefly into the melt, and then they too were gone.


We Pursue. No Mercy.







2

Amid a tinkling of bells and a stir of gongs, Jikishin Dorje Rinpoche stepped onto the dais at the front of the zendo. First zazen and kinhin (seated and walking and meditations) were over, and breakfast would ordinarily be about to begin. The twin aromas of fish broth and steamed vegetables wafted in from the kitchen, welcoming the many detached minds of the sangha back into their worldly vessels.


Today, the routine was to be altered by a most auspicious event. Jikishin only hoped that it could balance the ominous one he had witnessed on the far mountain just after dawn. The one that suggested the protective measures he and the other lamas had taken, extreme though they might have been, had not been enough.


He struck the inkin (a small bell he carried with him) with its tethered clapper, and the tone rang out high and pure, echoing from the sloping stone walls. The ranks of maroon-and-ochre-robed monks came to order, standing in rows on either side of the hall, palms pressed reverently together before them in gassho.


Dropping to a kneeling position, he placed his forehead and hands on the floor, palms up, to either side. Three full bows from the rinpoche signaled the start of the ceremony. They also served to help him still his waters, to silence the memory of Charles Cross’s parting words: “Send the boy away with these. Under no circumstances should you allow his twentieth birthday to arrive while he is in your care.”


“Cheerful day,” Jikishin said, rising and straightening his robe. “Shen Dao’s longtime ward William Cross has come before us to request Refuge in the Three Jewels.”


All in the sangha bestowed their applause, for the young man was well-regarded within these walls.


“By Taking Refuge,” the rinpoche continued, now addressing the student, “we make a commitment to respect the teachings and to care for our minds, the internal reflections of the Buddha, our ultimate refuge. We also make a commitment to respect all other sentient beings.” He nodded slightly for the student to approach.


William bowed and stepped forward, in his lopsided way, onto the dais. He had arrived here injured and feverish. His right leg, broken in several places, had healed shorter than his left.


In the crackling fireplace behind the dais, a pine knot popped, breaking the silence. Then, throughout the zendo, rich bass and baritone voices combined, taking up the Refuge chant.


SANGYE CHOE DANG TSOK KYI CHOK NAM LA


(Until I am enlightened, I take Refuge…)


Before them stood a shrine to the Three Jewels, upon which candles and incense burned. Below it, to either side of a small wooden box, in half-barrels, koi darted between drifting lotus flowers.


JANG CHUP BAR DU DAK NI KYAP SU CHI


(…in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.)


The young man, who Jikishin himself had raised, owing to the dearth of English speakers amongst the sangha, glanced at the box with interest, but did not interrupt the ritual. Black-haired and brown-eyed, the fully-grown Anglo-Saxon who had once been but a teary-eyed boy, crying each day for his “daddy and mum,” now stood robed and mindful before him, hands together in gassho.


Yet there was disquiet in those eyes. Was it reluctance, or something else? Had he too seen the event on the high mountain ridge?


DAK GI JIN SOK GYI PAY SONAM KYI


(Through the merit I create by practicing giving and the other perfections…)


“Rinpoche,” William began, bowing and stepping forward. “I humbly ask Refuge in the Three Jewels: the Buddha; our destination, the Dharma; our path and teachings, and the Sangha; our spiritual friends — those who surround me now, and those I may meet along my path.”


DRO LA PHEN CHIR SANGYE DRUP PAR SHOK


(…may I attain Buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings.)


The next step, the hair-cutting ritual, symbolized the giving of one’s best, something that had always been second nature to William. He was forthright and strong, but his devotion to good was evident in every action he took. Jikishin leaned forward, grasped a curly black lock at the crown, and using a ceremonial knife that rested upon the shrine, chopped it off.


It was in that moment that Jikishin Dorje Rinpoche knew he had failed. That the ancient tantric rites had been for naught.


For it was then that the screams began.
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It seemed everyone in the zendo felt the momentary bite on Will’s scalp when the blade tugged at his hair just before slicing through. The pain was gone in an instant, but the shrieks continued, rising as one in both pitch and volume. As far as he knew, this was not a part of the Refuge chant, or any other mantra.


The knife tumbled from Jikishin’s hands and clattered unheeded to the worn wooden floor of the dais. His eyes were wide, almost bulging.


Chills sank into Will’s skin, settling down to his bones as the crackling of the fireplace abruptly ceased. The temperature dropped like nightfall in deepest winter. As a tongue returns to a sore tooth, his mind reeled back to those two strange and terrible phrases, etched into the frost, then fading like a dream. Numbly, he turned to face the hall.


None of the sutras could have prepared him for what he saw.


His close friend Anzan, a peaceful giant of approximately the same age, who’d taken the time to learn English and to patiently teach him Tibetan over the years, was presently clawing at his eyes. Anzan’s face was covered and his cries muffled by outsized, calloused hands from which blood dripped, streaking the front of his yellow robe.


Up one side of the hall and down the other, all of the assembled students and monks were engaged in similar fits of self-assault. From the kitchen opposite the entrance, Enkan, a young monk covered in the sweat of fire-tending, came rushing in. He seemed to be approaching out of concern, but then stopped short, screeching out in pain and falling to his knees. Eyes wild, his hands flew to his throat.


Will turned away, his attention drawn back to Jikishin, from whom a guttural growl was escaping through clenched teeth despite a strong effort to maintain composure. Though the rinpoche’s eyes had now bulged to the verge of popping, he would not raise his hands, which were firmly pressed together before him in gassho.


“What…” Will stammered. Terror had gripped his heart, transmuting his body to lead. “What is happening, Jikishin?”


For a moment, he thought the old man hadn’t heard him. But then, in a stiff and jerky manner that belied his usual grace, the rinpoche stumbled forward, roughly knocking the statue of Buddha from the shrine, scattering candles and incense across the dais.


“You must visit the Kalachakra Stupa,” Jikishin said, his voice gurgling oddly as he bent down and picked up the Buddha. Grimacing with the effort — or perhaps at his increasing discomfort — he twisted the statue’s head and the bottom hinged open. A polished river stone, chiseled in sanskrit, fell out.


The act of desecration Will had just witnessed was almost as shocking as what was going on with Anzan and the others. And in the face of that, what importance could this stone possibly hold?


“Take up the dharmapala’s shield from the altar. Swiftly, as though a soldier called to battle—” The old man coughed and blood ran from the corners of his mouth. “Offer this stone in its stead.”


Will picked it up. The carved symbols did not repeat the common Buddhist mantra seen on Mani stones and prayer wheels without number in Tibet. In fact he didn’t recognize these characters at all. He placed it in the cloth shoulder bag in which he carried his few meager possessions.


Meanwhile, the combined cries of the sangha had risen to a deafening level, made maddening by harsh echoes reflected from stone. The meditation hall resembled nothing so much as a room full of caterwauling bobcats. His eardrums twitched in sympathy and the feeling of numbness deepened.


Under the skin, the old man’s skull was breaking up, spreading, stretching his face taut. Will stood transfixed as first one, then the other of Jikishin’s eyeballs burst from its socket. Jets of clear fluid and blood accompanied each event, spraying Will’s face like a hot summer rain. Now, the smell of fish and vegetables from the kitchen was joined by a sharp metallic tang. His gut churned. Searing bile rose in his throat.


Jikishin Rinpoche, this kind man who had taken Will in, nursed him to health, and raised him as his own, fell silent. His breathing became very calm. Eyes dangling sickeningly from his head, he sat down cross-legged on the dais, his feet coming to rest on his thighs.


Something — no, several somethings — were scuttling around inside the oozing, black holes in his face. Chitinous, spider-like legs extended themselves and probed about uncertainly, putting Will in mind of locusts emerging from their cocoons.


Then, with terrifying swiftness, the creatures emerged, unfolding themselves to about the size of one of Anzan’s fists. Their spindly, black, segmented legs were covered in blood and flecks of brain tissue. They were also razor-sharp and pointed. Amid a whirling, clicking fury, Jikishin’s eyestalks were sliced off and fell into his lap like an offering of alms.


Stabbing through the flesh and into the bone as they moved around his skull, the hell-bugs slashed and cut mercilessly. Situated at the center of each creature’s wide, flat back was a very human-looking eye, watching Will with an icy, unknowable intelligence.


More of them were emerging from Jikishin’s empty, bleeding eye sockets and now his mouth. Frantically clambering over one another, they birthed themselves from the rinpoche’s face in a chittering stream that circled his head, shredding off his shaved scalp as it went, and disappeared beneath his robe. Their undersides were covered in snapping mandibles, and a few lowered these to Jikishin’s neck, devouring the flesh there, even as their serrated legs continued to whip, stab, and flay his jaws and chin. Blood gushed from his throat to join the widening stains that were appearing all over over his darkly undulating robes.


Still, the rinpoche did not move from lotus position.


“Om mani padme hum,” he chanted, but the ordinarily calming sounds of the mantra were distorted by creatures clawing their way out of his mouth. On either side of his head, glossy, finger-length limbs pierced through his eardrums and commenced to hacking off the earlobes and widening the holes. Finally, Jikishin’s lifeless body fell forward onto the dais. His robe struck one of the scattered candles and caught fire, the flames engulfing him in seconds.


The smell of burning flesh fingered something deep in the primal nucleus of Will’s brain. Recognized in an instant, the stench was revolting in a way no other smell on Earth could approach. He struggled to hold back his retch, but was ultimately unable. With the usual small meal taken the evening before and his having yet to eat breakfast, what came up was mostly water and bile. It sat his throat, tongue, and nostrils afire, breaking him free of the invisible fist that had been holding him fast.


Nearly everyone he knew lay writhing on the floor, faces gashed beyond recognition, bloodied robes jittering and pulsing with the creatures that poured like water from the holes in their heads. Even as the demon bugs dissected his friends and mentors alive, their cold, glistening eyes were all fixed on him.


They watched, but kept their distance.


More inconceivable than the scene before him was that he alone had — so far — been spared. But he spent no time pondering, for flames had spread to the tapestries behind the dais, and the floor had begun to rumble.


The entrance to the zendo seemed unreachably remote, though he knew it was only several tens of meters from the dais. His shortest path was through the center of the hall, which was lined on both sides by slain monks and hundreds of the fiendish, one-eyed creatures that continued to feast upon them. He was preparing to run for it, when his eyes chanced upon the small wooden box, nestled between the koi barrels.


Tied to the box with a length of twine was a yellowed envelope, upon which was written in sprawling loops of ink, “For my dearest William. To be opened at twenty years of age, and not a day sooner. Charles Goodwin Cross.”










CHAPTER TWO

Taking Cover






1

Shen Dao Monastery was built on a steep and rocky slope, its various shrines, halls, and dormitories standing at different elevations within a meandering, but mostly rectangular, stone wall. Well-worn footpaths connected the buildings. Some of these were large enough to admit a horse-drawn cart, though most would only accommodate walking single file or side by side in twos.


Not that there were any members of the sangha left to walk those paths; everyone had been gathered at the zendo for morning meditations and breakfast. Will shook his head, wishing for the second time that day to rid himself of an unpleasant memory.


Feeling the crisp, cold air on his skin, breathing it in, almost made what had happened inside seem unreal, dreamlike. Out here was reality. The briskly gathering clouds above were real. The colorfully adorned, bell-shaped stupas were real. The box in his hands and the letter from his father were real.


Still, the prayer flags along the far mountain’s ridge were gone.


The ground trembled with increasing intensity, but it didn’t feel like an earthquake. More like a stampede of horses. And elephants. A tumbling rhythm growing stronger with each passing second.


“Madata! Madata!” Outside the wall, by the south gate, someone was crying for help and black smoke was rising. Will ran down the path as quickly as he could manage and still keep his footing. His uneven gait made this a tricky proposition, but he reached the wall without incident.


The stables were ablaze.


Smokey pine and burning horseflesh wafted past on a stiff breeze blowing down the mountain and into the valley. Lying in the road was a stablehand, bloody and disheveled, clutching his stomach. His voice was breaking but he continued to cry, “Madata! Madata!”


Will knelt by the man’s side and tried to calm him while assessing his injuries. Even though he was clearly in pain, the man stuck out his tongue in greeting. This was to show that he was not the reincarnated soul of a particularly cruel, black-tongued Tibetan king from the 9th century. While Buddhism had kind aims, it certainly fostered some odd superstitions. He nodded and presented his own tongue, knowing the fellow wouldn’t speak to him until he had.


“Yō ghōḍā malā'ī kulcanchauṁ,” the man gasped, in Nepali. The horses had trampled him.


Hanging open and slamming at the limits of their hinges in the rising wind, the gates to the stables that had not yet burned told the story.


“Hallo,” Will shouted, standing to survey the clutch of ramshackle, clapboard homes. “Hallo, anyone? We need help here!”


No response came. He was looking at a ghost town.


The handful of dwellings situated outside the wall housed laity; the stable hands, field workers, and suchlike that supported the monastery with their labor and boarded what few visitors they received each year. All the doors to the homes he could see were, like the stable gates, swinging in the breeze.


His teeth clacked and every bone in his body vibrated as the shaking of the earth doubled or trebled. He sensed the direction of its source clearly now.


Up.


As usual, the peak of the mountain was lost in morning mist. But the mist was roiling, and soon it began to snow; at first a light powder more common to mid-winter than early spring, then denser, faster, wider.


That wasn’t snow at all. It was an avalanche.


An onrushing mass of loose rock, boulders, and snowpack thundered down from the mountain’s shrouded peak, spawning enormous whorls and eddies in the mist. Suddenly Shen Dao looked very small.


He returned to the trampled stablehand, who lay bleeding on the ground. The man’s pain was forgotten, his eyes now wide with fear. Lifting him gingerly, Will draped the fellow over one shoulder and picked up the small wooden box with his other hand.


Five thousand meters above, on the leading edge of approaching destruction, two eyes — each roughly the size of the zendo — opened. They stared down at him with that same ruthless intelligence he had seen in the demon bugs. 


Will gazed at the openness of the valley below, awash in the shadows of fast-moving clouds, then ran back through the south gate, toward almost certain death.
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An unyielding stone embrace, the walls of Shen Dao felt comforting, like his father’s arms had after he’d been struck by the lorry. When it had been a young William Cross lying broken and bleeding in the street, and not this unfamiliar stablehand.


How often had he longed for the refuge of those reassuring arms when he’d first arrived here? Not an hour had passed that his mind, turning like a wheel, had failed to revisit the journey to Tibet and the weeks leading up to it. Searching for what he had done wrong, what he had said to drive his father to this desperate action. But in time, under Jikishin’s tutelage, he’d learned to let it go. Why the old man had brought him to this remote place and left him, he might never know. But the Buddha had said “Life is suffering,” interpreted by the sutras as meaning “impermanence, therefore suffering.” Life is ever-changing, and although happiness, comfort, and peace exist, no state can last.


Witness to this fact was the tumbling wall of stone and snow raging toward the monastery, less than a minute from smashing the place to bits. Summoning all his strength and pulling the injured Nepali tight to him, Will took off up the mountain, following the path closest to the east wall.


Four plateaus ascended the rocky slope before them like stairs for a giant. Riven from the mountain, the stone had been used to erect the walls and all of the structures within. The zendo, the college, and the dormitories occupied the central ground of the first three steppes respectively. Positioned at either end of each steppe were stupas, each commemorating a different event in the Buddha’s life. Eight in all, these bell-shaped shrines provided a place to meditate amidst ancient relics and the remains of past lamas. One of them should, by the dharma, have come to house the ashes of the beloved rinpoche, Jikishin.


Each afternoon, Kalachakra, the ninth and largest stupa, cast a protective shadow over the monastery from its location at the center of the highest plateau. It was the largest by far — big enough to admit several monks. Jikishin and the most learned students of the college often retreated there for week-long meditations.


That most distant point was Will’s destination.


Reaching the second level, he stopped to adjust the deadweight draped over his right shoulder. At first the stablehand had groaned, then howled as the pace of Will’s awkward lumbering had increased. Then, somewhere between the Lotus Blossom Stupa and the Stupa of Many Doors, Will’s charge had become silent. His body had gone limp, and his protestations had ceased. Will couldn’t tell if the man had finally succumbed to his injuries, or had only fainted. And there was no time to check.


Icy wind and the roar of impending doom from above reached a fever pitch as he passed the Stupa of Great Miracles on the third level. Even with his cumbersome load, he had never traveled so quickly up these steep, winding paths. He glanced at the dormitories — for fifteen years his home — and moving on, tried to ignore the fire in his legs and back. With both hands full, he was unable even to reach out and spin the prayer wheels as he raced past on the steepest path of all, to the Kalachakra Stupa.


When he reached the top of the trail, the mere sight of the shrine, up close, almost stopped him in his tracks.


Ten meters on a side and five meters high, the white stair-stepped base had a strong wooden door set into it. Rising from the platform atop the base, a towering, oxblood red handbell, adorned in gold trim, pointed its handle skyward. The tantric deities depicted around the bell were markedly different from all the pleasant ones on the other stupas. These had fangs, claws, and many arms, and appeared to be dancing in flames.


As a child, when he’d begun walking again and exploring the grounds of the monastery unattended, it had been made clear to him that this stupa was off-limits. “It protects us from those outside our walls who might have ill intent,” Jikishin had explained. “As such, it is important that it be preserved and its contents treated with utmost respect. Only a lama or teacher of the Dharma may enter.” That old conditioning was with him still, all but physically pushing him back as he raced toward the door.


But the laughing, evil face in the chaos of the falling avalanche was stronger.


Stumbling, his breath hoarse and ragged, he burst through the entrance, half-expecting to disturb a room full of meditating monks. He was instead greeted by the echoes of his own heaving gasps for air.


He sat his box on the altar, propped the man as carefully as he could against one of its thick, ornate legs, then went back to seal the entrance.


A heavy rain of ice and stones pelted the ground outside. As he pushed the heavy wooden door shut, his last glimpse of Shen Dao was the roof of the college being destroyed by a huge boulder. All those books, he thought, unable to suppress the sting of worldly attachment. Then a wall of hard-packed snow slammed down, entombing the whole monastery. He nearly lost his fingers as the door clanged back against the iron brace. From outside came a series of muffled thuds, felt more than heard.


The gust of air that blew in as the door banged shut extinguished all but one of the candles on the altar. Another pang of loss stabbed at Will’s heart. The task of lighting all the candles of all the shrines each morning had fallen to Bankei, the exuberant monk who had ultimately convinced him to Take Refuge.


“Come into the fold,” Bankei had said. “Take part in the debates instead of just sitting in the corner with a book all of the time. Your perspective is unique and valuable.”


Exhausted, Will lurched toward the altar in the meager light, and used the lone candle that had withstood the gust to relight all of the others.


Heavy impacts against the outside of the stupa filled the room with echoes. The tremors had grown so strong that the stone wedges forming the smooth, continuous walls of the bell above were grinding against each other, like a man rubbing his hands together. How long until a boulder demolished the shrine or the violent shaking simply tore it apart?


Despite the threat, Will could not let sheer terror unseat mindfulness. “Om mani padme hum,” he chanted over and over, calming himself.


He inspected the altar.


A tapestry hung behind the polished slab of rock — an elaborate mandala surrounded and watched over by the Buddha and other deities. Arrayed upon the altar itself, rendered in gold, were the masks, shields, swords, and other possessions of the deity Kalachakra and his wrathful dharmapala protector Vajravega. The two were represented in life-sized bronze statues that stood upon bases of gold and silver to either side. Kalachakra with his many arms, striking an energetic pose, as though mid-lunge. Vajravega with even more arms, and four terrible faces, each baring its threatening fangs.


Kalachakra was said to embody the wheel of time and all things bound to it, and thus, to be all-knowing. This stupa in his honor was supposed to bring protection against negative outside influences. It was a bit late for that, but Will intended to follow Jikishin’s instructions to the letter. He would have died scrambling down the mountain as surely as coming here. Perhaps he would meet the rinpoche in the next life and report that he had completed the task asked of him.


The dharmapala’s shield resembled a small brolly, such as a child might carry. It rested handle-up on a lotus flower carved of rose quartz. Will fished in his cloth shoulder bag, and retrieved the stone that had been mashed into his ribs by the stablehand’s leg on the way up.


He reached for the shield.


Swiftly, as though a soldier called to battle. Offer the stone in its stead.


The four faces of Vajravega scowled down at him.


At that moment, what must have been a sizable boulder came down hard on front of the stupa, crushing the door as tons of rubble and snow burst through the ceiling above it. The stablehand’s eyes flew open. Taking in his surroundings for the first time, he gaped at the blocked entrance, then began shouting hysterically that they were trapped and that the secret black magic of the lamas had finally gotten the better of them all.


Will ignored him, focusing instead on the task at hand. He tried to imagine a man hurrying off to war, holding this strange shield that looked like a brolly protectively out before him. Finally, he grabbed the shield’s handle and stepped back with it, flipping the glittering gold dome upward.


Accompanied by staccato “ffft” sounds, a hail of darts flew from all eight of Vajravega’s disapproving eyes, clattering against the walls of the stupa. Some of them would have struck Will, had they not been deflected by the shield.


The man on the floor cried out. One of the diverted projectiles had pierced his chest. And still, they continued to rain forth from the dharmapala’s all-seeing head, pinging off the shield and the walls.


Huddling his tall, gangly body behind the tiny brolly, Will approached the altar again, and lay the stone Jikishin had given him in the center of the quartz lotus.


Vajravega ceased firing missiles of wrath from his eyes.


No sooner had Will let out his breath, than a new rumbling began. The avalanche seemed to have subsided, but this renewed grinding of stone upon stone was even more intense than before. And sustained, almost mechanical.


That was when he noticed that the floor was splitting open. Not cracking, but shifting. The stonework was so perfect that not a blade of grass could be slipped between the giant tiles at any location. But like some enormous puzzle, they were sliding apart, sinking into the ground. Will’s heart had gone hammer and tongs on him. The Nepali’s words dried up.


A small avalanche of marble fell away from them, a yawning maw of stairs that led downward into a dark chamber.
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When he was young, Will’s mum fell down the stairs. This had happened not long before he came to Tibet. He knew for certain, because she had still been wearing heavy casts on her arms and legs when he’d last seen her.


Swallow Hill Manor, the Cross family’s rambling English country house, had copious east-facing windows and warm sunlight would flood the place each morning, breathing life into the many paintings of distinguished-looking gentlemen bearing uncanny resemblance to his father. It was something in their eyes. A hardness, maybe. An implied distance, as though they had urgent, terrible business elsewhere, and were only sitting for their portraits as a way of proving to future generations that they had once existed. The morning chill usually dissipated by noon, but the eyes in those paintings never thawed.


The cellar however, where the sun’s rays never ventured, had always been dark, cold, and emphatically off-limits to Will. Not unlike the prospect on offer now.


He knelt by the injured Nepali’s side and spoke to him in Tibetan, the common ground between them. “What is your name, sir?”


“Gopan,” the man grunted in response. Still propped against a sturdy leg of the altar, his eyes were rheumy and wild. Blood spread across his shirt in a sagging oval, centered on the golden dart that protruded from his chest.


“I’m Will. Will Cross,” he said, acutely aware that this man might be the last person he would ever know. That they might die together, here inside this stupa. “We’re trapped, and there is nothing here to ease your suffering or to sustain us. I must go and explore the chamber. Rest easy, friend.”


Gopan shook his head, but without much conviction.


As Will descended the smooth marble stairs, so similar to those at Swallow Hill, it felt as if the old memories were taking form, emerging from his head to eat him alive just as surely as those demon bugs in the zendo. 


Mum’s eyes had been warm with love — and somehow, a burning hatred — blazing at him from her sick bed. Fifteen years ago to the day it had been, and that sad, longing, angry glare, leveled first at him then at Daddy, was as fresh as falling snow in his mind. She had been gaunt, a mere suggestion of her former self. In addition to her injuries, Mum had taken sick some months before. The white casts had only accentuated her deteriorating condition. On many a cold Tibetan night since, he had lain awake on his cot in the dormitory, wondering why she’d been up and about at all, particularly going down to the cellar, when she had taken her fall.


Twenty steps led Will down, into darkness.


Echoes of his thin sandals clapping against the marble grew sharper and shorter as he went. Keeping one shoulder to the wall, he cupped a hand in front of the tiny candle’s flame, which revealed a few inches of swirling dust before his face.


Gopan’s groans and ravings followed him every step of the way. Missing children? Secret black magic of the lamas? What was the man on about?


Halfway down, a cold current passed over his arms, raising chill bumps that quickly spread across his whole body. He shuddered, and the candle flame stretched, leaned steeply to one side, then went out. In pitch dark, the continued settling of several tons of rock above him sounded thunderous. Although he was quite strong and stood over six feet tall, Will was, in this moment, mentally reduced to the confidence and stature of that five-year-old child his mother had last laid eyes upon.


“Om mani padme hum,” he chanted, from his chest, where the resonance soothed. Transiency will soon be here, wake up, the han that would never be struck again had proclaimed. Each moment is to be grasped! Leaning against the wall, he continued his descent.


In an alcove at the foot of the stairway, he found a yak butter lamp and a box of sulfur matches. He took one out, scratched it alight on the rough-hewn stone of the wall, and lit the wick. His hands were shaking as he slipped the matches and the unlit candle into his shoulder bag.


Only a few feet were illuminated by the jittering flame. His gut recoiled at the putrid smell hanging in the air. Reluctantly, he shuffled forward, exposing a little more of the chamber with each step.


Doors, each with an intricate carving etched upon it, swept away from him and into the gloom in either direction. The room appeared to be octagonal in shape, and exquisitely embellished with golden deities he recognized from his self-directed studies as tantric, though that level of the dharma was far from his understanding.


He came to a stop at a small altar situated in the middle of the chamber. Made of the same rough-hewn stone as the walls, it was stained with blood.


Fresh blood.


The floor was splattered with it, as well.


Will covered his mouth, swallowed uncomfortably, and backed away.


He stared numbly, feeling his world crumble further still. The altar was short, perhaps large enough to accommodate a goat. Animal sacrifice was something that had supposedly been done away with many centuries ago. But tantric tradition was still shrouded in mystery, even among the majority within Shen Dao’s walls. Only the lamas knew the true extent of its practices.


Turning on his heel to flee, he froze when he saw the heads.


Nestled inside cubby holes arranged around the exit, were the heads of thirteen children. Their shocked, dead eyes glistened in the trembling light, and cockroaches crawled over their faces.
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Renouncing violence

for all living beings,

harming not even a one.

You would not wish it for offspring,

so how a companion?

Wander alone

like a rhinoceros.

 — Khaggavisana Sutra
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Will fell to his knees at the base of the marble stairs. He held his head in his hands, and — once his breath came back to him — wept. He wept for Jikishin, Bankei, Anzan, Enkan, and everyone he had known these last fifteen years. His true family, all dead. He wept for the children who’d been brought into this secret chamber, never to leave again. He wept for the parents, who likely never knew what had happened to their little ones, had assumed the worst, and had still fallen short of the actual horror of it.


Somewhere above, Gopan carried on bellowing, only now he didn’t sound quite so mad. He sounded robbed, hurt, and affronted.


Having grown up inside the walls of Shen Dao, where the experience of one from another varied little, Will was shocked to find how quickly his impression of someone so dissimilar could change. All it took was a bit of information, a tangible fact.


Such as the heads of thirteen brutally murdered children.


Could these sacrifices have taken place without Jikishin’s knowledge? Surely they had. But who could have done it? Will had known everyone in the monastery and could not imagine any of them being complicit to such a depraved and immoral act. And moreover, for what reason? The dharma expressly forbade it. The first of the Five Precepts was abstention from the taking of life.


A ragged cough ripped itself from his lungs; fine rock dust from the avalanche still permeated the air, and he’d been breathing heavily through his mouth. His stomach growled almost continuously now. If he didn’t find food or a way out soon, they would perish in this place.


He could drink the liquified yak butter from the lamp. It smelled fresh. With a little water, salt, and tea leaves, he’d have butter tea, a staple of the Tibetan diet. But there was none of that here, and unless there was more butter to be had, it was more valuable as fuel than food. His stomach protested that starving to death was the same, done in darkness or light.


Each moment is to be grasped!


Never had the words rung truer.


Standing, he covered his face with his outer robe and walked back into the bloody chamber.


This time, he averted his gaze from the altar and followed the wall to the right, trying each of the seven closed doors in turn. They were all hinged to swing inward, and barred from opening by iron braces, just like the one on the entrance above. Only these braces were slotted fast into the stone to either side of the door. He found no obvious way to even budge them.


Carved in the wood of each door was one of the Eight Auspicious Symbols. They represented offerings the gods made unto the Buddha after his enlightenment, and were steeped in abstract meaning that went back for centuries.


The door that stood open, the one surrounded by the lifeless eyes of slaughtered children, bore the sign of The Parasol. This symbol stood for, among other things, protection from suffering. It also reminded him of the dharmapala’s shield; the tiny brolly that had both revealed and opened this door. And if he wasn’t mistaken, some of the other Auspicious Symbols were also represented on the altar above…


“Aha!”


Setting the butter lamp back in its alcove, Will rushed out of the chamber and back up the steps, taking them two at a time.
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Gopan was laying on his side, curled into a ball. His tirade had devolved into a series of thick, hoarse coughs.


Will rolled the ailing stablehand over and inspected the dart that was impaled in his chest. The bloodstain had doubled in size. If the weapon were removed, the fellow would surely bleed to death.


“My muscles, they cramp,” Gopan cried, his eyes pleading for mercy he knew would never come. “My skin, it burns!”


What if the darts had been poisoned? After all, they were too small to mortally wound, and why go to the trouble of merely annoying intruders? Will would have to remove the golden projectile and hope for the best. But a vein had obviously been struck. He could use his outer robe to bind Gopan’s chest, but unless constant pressure was kept on the wound, he would die.


As often happens when the recent visitation of one memory hoists a passel of others to the surface of mind, Will recalled, seemingly apropos of nothing, his mother’s passion for Junipers. A friend from the East had introduced her to the art of cultivating miniature ones. Nearly every room at Swallow Hill had been graced with one, perched upon a mantel or corner table. As vividly as the bleeding man before him, he saw Mum hunched over her workbench, pruning an errant branch. She lay down her sheers, picked up a candle, and dripped wax onto the exposed cut.


He jumped to his feet. “Hold still, Gopan. I think I can help you.”


The dust was much heavier here in the main room of the stupa, settling on every available surface. Several candles had already been extinguished by drifts of it, heaped up on their wicks. Will grabbed one that still burned and knelt again by the side of his new acquaintance.


They both chose that moment to take coughing fits.


“I’m going to remove the dart,” Will said, once their gargling hacks had subsided.


He had to place a knee on the man’s arm to keep him from curling back up again, as an unrolled scroll that has been stored for many years will tend to do.


Gopan’s eyes were glazed over. There was no indication as to whether he had heard Will or not. But he didn’t protest as Will ripped apart his shirt, widening the hole around the dart.


When he tugged at the projectile, it resisted. He looked at the ones scattered on the floor. They were cylinders, blunt on one end, and bearing a sharp point at the other. They had sharp, back-slanting barbs at the pointy end, and blackish fluid dripped from the small holes in their tips. It would rip the man’s flesh apart if pulled out, but kill him slowly with poison if left in.


Will stood and took off his outer robe. The sweat from his recent exertions chilled as the air passed more readily through his gauzier inner and upper vestments. All three were the white garb of the novice. Today, had the Refuge ceremony proceeded without incident, he would have donned the maroon and ochre.


From the altar, he carefully moved the candles down to the floor, blowing the dust off the surface of the molten wax, and relighting those that had gone out. When he was done, he had to roll Gopan back over and hold him down. He grabbed the exposed end of the dart, and positioned himself such that he could pull straight up and not at an angle.


“Brace yourself, Gopan.”


No reaction. The man was breathing shallow, his eyes distant. His muscles still clenched, but in a way that was clearly disconnected from his mind.


Will yanked the dart upward with all his might.


Gopan’s back arched, his eyes widened, and he bellowed with a harsh, cracked voice. Will threw the dart aside and pressed the poor fellow to the floor with one hand, while taking up a candle with the other.


A cross of sliced flesh two inches square had appeared, centered on the hole. Blood welled in the cuts. Before it could spill over, Will tipped the candle, spilling hot wax directly into the wound. Gopan screamed and struggled, but Will, being much larger and stronger, held him fast to the floor. Cycling through each of the candles in turn, he managed to seal the wound, but blood still seeped out around the edges. The second round went slower, since there was less molten wax to work with. Eventually, the edges of the wax poultice were to sealed to his chest and the blood stopped flowing.


Will sat the man up with some difficulty, pressing lightly but firmly against the wax, should it come loose. He wrapped the stablehand’s chest with his outer robe, criss-crossing it over the shoulders to ensure that it would not slide off.


When he was satisfied that the mound of wax was securely in place, he placed one arm behind Gopan’s neck and the other under his knees, then gently lifted him. He carried the man carefully down the stairs.


His eyes had adjusted to the dark, and as he reached the bottom, the light of the butter lamp guided him into the chamber.


Gopan had fainted.


Will propped him against the wall by the butter lamp’s alcove and rushed back up the stairs. 


Taking up the dharmapala’s shield once again, Will interposed it between himself and Vajravega’s glowering eyes. Would the fusillade of darts resume if he disturbed any of the deity’s other possessions?


He did not want to find out. Somehow he had miraculously survived one lethal attack after another today. Luck like that was bound to run out eventually.


By examining one of the small golden projectiles, he found that the barbs could be retracted by squeezing them, but they sprang back out once he let go. He stuck the pointy end through one of Vajravega’s eyes and heard the barbs snap into position once they were fully inside the statue’s head. The dart didn’t come back out when he tugged, but it hung loosely in the opening when he let go. He collected seven more from around the room, and after plugging all the other eyes, used candle wax to fix them in place.


It felt safer than hiding behind that tiny brolly.


Arrayed on the altar were the rest of the dharma-defender’s tools, and the parcel his father had left for him. His cloth shoulder bag was much to small to hold any of it. But the tapestry hanging behind the altar was large and made of a thick cloth. It would make a fine sack.


Will grasped the big red mandala and yanked it down. It was a necessary matter, of course, but for an instant, as when Jikishin had razed the shrine in the zendo, Will was shocked. This time, at his own act of desecration.


Lifting the silver conch shell from its own lotus flower base, he heard mechanisms click inside the head of the dharmapala, but no darts flew.


With the rest of the items gathered in the middle of the tapestry, he extinguished all but one of the candles, tipped out their wax, and added them to the pile. Grabbing his makeshift sack by the corners, he carried the lot back down to the chamber.
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Weak though it was, Gopan still had a pulse. His seizing muscles had nearly wrung the life out of him.


With the butter lamp in one hand and dragging the makeshift sack with his other, Will returned to his inspection of the chamber. Cut into the stone beside each door was an alcove with a hanging lamp and a small rose quartz lotus.


Taking a candle from the sack and lighting it on the butter lamp, he passed the flame on to the wicks of all the hanging lamps. Sufficient light now pierced the floating dust that he could see the whole room at a glance.


His eyes were drawn, as if by yoked oxen, to the bloody altar.


Little more than a butcher’s block, it stood in stark contrast to its ornate surroundings — a relic from some distant, barbaric past. Like something that might be found in a museum.


Will remembered museums. He and his father had spent loads of time in them. So much so, the doormen at the British Museum knew them by name by the time they left for Tibet. Will always begged to see the dinosaurs, but the old man forever insisted they spend their days looking at dusty old dioramas of Zulu witch doctors or dog-headed Egyptian gods. And all the time, scribbling away in those small, leather-bound notebooks of his. He often passed an entire afternoon sketching some ancient artifact in meticulous detail, while Will bombarded him with questions about the superstitious tribe or civilization under scrutiny.


“The world is almost never what it seems,” his father had told him once, as they wandered through a gloomy gallery of shrunken heads. “Superstitions are a way of acknowledging that. Magic, however… real magic, is a way of acting upon it.”


“Then why do we only ever see it in museums?”


“Because we have civilization, son. That’s a way of denying the truth altogether.”


As he stared blankly at the altar, Will began to feel light-headed. His knees buckled and he sat down quickly, only partially of his own volition. Some of the butter from the lamp spilled on his robe.


He was panting.


The air was too thin; he couldn’t get enough of it from breath to breath. Coughing to clear his lungs of dust, he spat in the direction of the altar. There was no fire left in him. He wanted to sleep.


Transiency will soon be here, wake up!


When he idly sampled the butter that had spilled on his robe, the delicious-smelling liquid became too much to resist. Now that the other lamps were lit, and he wasn’t reliant upon this one as the only decent light source…


He he lifted the brass chalice, removed the wick, and sipped.


The clarified yak butter warmed his insides and provided an immediate boost in vigor. When he felt he could stand again, he went to Gopan and with an effort, shook the man awake.


“Here,” he said, raising the lamp to the Nepali’s mouth. “Drink.”


Once the butter was gone, Gopan lay his head back against the wall, appearing somewhat aware of his surroundings. His eyes eventually fixed on the altar and widened, but he didn’t have the wherewithal to comment.


Returning his attention to the problem of escape, Will examined the etching on the first door to the right of the stairs: The Eternal Knot. It symbolized Samsara, the endless cycle of suffering.


From the plunder of Vajravega’s ceremonial belongings, he plucked the corresponding sacred object: a pewter amulet whose halves were composed of the crossing bars of the Knot. It a resembled a cage for a small bird.


As Will lay the amulet in the cupped leaves of the lotus beside the ironwood door, his eyes darted from side to side, looking for another deadly trap.


The heavy bar clanked, then retracted slowly into the wall beneath the alcove.


He leapt backward, tripping over Gopan’s legs, and fell hard on his bottom, his teeth clacking so loud it echoed in the chamber.


Startled, the stablehand cried out. He stabbed his finger at the altar and held forth, haltingly, on the subjects of Lamaism and black magic. His hoarse voice cracked and strained. The butter had given him spirit enough to inflate his chest with indignity, even as his feet kicked at the floor in a futile attempt to push himself further from the altar.


Will rested his hand on Gopan’s shoulder, squeezing gently.


Knowing that the man wasn’t mad and that there was a foundation to his claims made all the difference in Will’s attitude toward him. That, in and of itself, was a lesson in how far he had left to achieve unconditional compassion for all other beings.


Still, it was better for Gopan that the cubby holes above his head and arching over the exit were safely out of his line of sight. From them, thirteen pairs of cold dead eyes, filled with horror and reproach, watched Will stand and face the unbarred door to Samsara.
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The handle, like all the others in the chamber, was an ironwork elephant’s head whose trunk formed a sturdy pull. When Will touched it, a shiver scampered up his spine. Still fearing a trap of some sort, his eyes crawled like spiders over the walls and arched ceiling of the chamber.


“Om mani padme hum,” he chanted repeatedly, but failed to find his calm center. Like his father and everything else he had known, it seemed to have abandoned him. Emotions — fear, confusion, anguish, rage — warred for dominance. The sacrifices that had taken place in this room, and the near surety that Jikishin had been complicit, negated the very premise of Buddhism as he understood it. In this moment, when all that had been familiar was gone and everything certain was suspect, the dharma should come to his aid. Yet even the teachings had been undermined.


Will held his breath and pulled open the door. Dry hinges creaked, and cool but foul air issued from the opening.


Rather than the expected closet or room, two chipped stone walls met at a ninety degree angle. Either way, slim corridors led off into darkness.


The butter lamp was empty, so Will took up the candle that he had lit the hanging ones with.


“Hallo,” he shouted down one of the corridors. Echoes diminished, then, as if by magic, returned to his ear from the other corridor. The paths were long, but connected!


Gopan was watching intently, having lost his steam and given up on the altar as a worthy focus of his limited energies.


“May I move you a little closer to the door, so that you can hear me better if I shout?”


The Nepali nodded, resigned to being moved about like furniture.


Lifting the man gently, Will sat him under the alcove by the newly opened door. But from there, the cubbies around the exit might be visible, so he arranged Gopan to sit with his back against the doorjamb. That would be best for listening, anyway. If Will got in trouble, he doubted Gopan could help, but at least they could keep each other company with anecdotes as they faded away.


“I’ll call to you if anything goes wrong,” he said, and squeezed Gopan’s shoulder again.


Cupping a hand before the flame, he stepped across the threshold, into the right-hand corridor. 


Light from the chamber had dwindled to a speck, and and Gopan’s outline — head leaned back and feet resting against the door — was no longer discernible.


The way was rough.


Hard labor and exacting stonemasonry had built the monastery, but hard labor alone had been responsible for this tunnel. Jagged stone jutted from the uneven floor and walls. Will had to stoop to keep from hitting is head on the low ceiling.


What’s more, that putrid smell that he had been moving away from since leaving the chamber was on the rise again. His footfalls came back to him in shorter and shorter intervals.


“Gopan,” he shouted, suddenly longing for contact.


Nothing.


“Are you awake?”


“Gnnnh.” Barely audible. Could have been his imagination. Or his stomach.


He had just decided that if there was food in here, it had gone bad, and was considering whether to return to the chamber and try another door, when he tripped over a jutting rock and fell forward.


The candle flew from his hand and into a rock wall, going out and falling to the ground just as a loud, swinging screech and metallic clang occurred behind him.


Still falling, his torso hit something roundish, knocking the wind out of him and he dropped to his knees.


As he fumbled about for the candle, a bug — fairly large from the feel of it — skittered onto his hand and he shook it off. This happened several times before his fingers grasped the familiar shape of the candle. From his shoulder bag, he retrieved the box of matches, took one out and struck it alight.


With a lit candle in one hand and the still-burning match in the other, he stood to discover the source of the loud noise.


A hinged iron gate, mounted to the top of the tunnel had swung shut, blocking the way back. And it hadn’t been a rock he’d tripped over at all, but rather a lever. The gate was sturdy, resisting his pushes and tugs, and the lever was out of reach.


He had locked himself off from the chamber.


Crying out and informing Gopan of the predicament would be of no use. Worse, he might extinguish any hope of survival the man had left.


“Owwww!” 


The match had burned down to his fingers. He flung it at the wall. 


Something ran up his leg.


It was followed by another something.


Will reached beneath his robe and swiped the bugs off his legs. As he rose, the candle’s dim flame revealed a barrel. The rim of it had nearly cracked his ribs.


The smell was coming from the barrel.


He covered his nose and mouth and turned away. Wanting only to turn down this new corridor and run, his mind returned to Jikishin, and the grace with which the rinpoche had comported himself, even as the demon bugs had devoured him.


If it was his time to face the creatures then so be it.


He gazed into the barrel. 


Staggering toward the fourteenth turning, the place where he’d entered this maze, Will’s body was dehydrated, but his mind was sharper than when he’d sat out. Aside from continual encounters with the headless remains of the young ritual victims, it was like walking meditation — extended kinhin, at the beginning of a fast.


Even the barrels bore their teachings.


Apart from the entrance, there had been thirteen turns in all. Each had a barrel.


Some of the tunnels were long, others were longer. A count of paces confirmed that there were only two corridor lengths.


None of the other turns had trap gate, but all were at ninety degree angles, and the pattern of their directions revealed that he was passing through an enormous replica of the Eternal Knot. After a time, he discerned that each corridor was sloped very slightly up or down, and thus the self-crossings never led him to a juncture where more than one forward direction was possible.


He slept and rose three times, each time stopping in the middle of a long corridor, as far from the barrels as possible.


The bugs had turned out to be only cockroaches and scorpions, and not all that interested in him. They were busy picking clean the bodies of the thirteen sacrifices. 


With each barrel he passed, he learned to give the bugs wide berth and move along. They were thriving where life is bitterly hard. They knew nothing of those children’s lives, of their parents, of the grief and horror that had brought about this bounty. They knew only of their need for food and water. 


Will was no different, trapped in a maze with no way out, thirsting and starving.


He was lower even.


They had others — society, if it can be called that. Gopan, his final, tenuous connection with the fellowship of man, was probably dead.


He hadn’t a clue about the ritual, but the message seemed to echo the sutras: Within the Endless Knot — this cycle of life, death, and rebirth, of eternal suffering in ignorance and attachment — death and loss lies in wait at every turn. And once you are born, there is no going back, you can only go forward, watching it unfold. Impermanence, therefore suffering.
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The candle’s wick had burned down several turnings before the midpoint, and so Will had been walking in utter darkness for most of the way. His counting told him that he should be in the last corridor, but no light shone at the end of it.


Of course, the lamps had gone out and Gopan had no way to relight them. If he was still alive.


Will tried to shout, but only a dry croak came out.


The echoes of his footfalls told him he was arriving at the end of the tunnel. He thought he detected the slightest hint of flickering light, and then there was a cavernous echo at his right ear.


He’d reached the chamber. He knelt, but Gopan was no longer in the doorway.


“Did you see what your beloved rinpoche has done?”


The injured man’s Tibetan was clipped and his voice broken, but the meaning would have been clear in English. He sat with his back against the bloody altar, a single candle lit before him on the floor. In his lap, he cradled the head of a small girl. She had been no older than five.


One of her eyes was missing.


A lump formed in Will’s throat. “I am sorry, Gopan. I admit that it is likely Jikishin Rinpoche was aware of — possibly involved in — whatever happened here,” he said. “But that is of no consequence, now. He and the others are all dead.”


“As is my daughter,” Gopan said, stroking the child’s hair. Lip trembling, but eyes ablaze, he pointed to the other cubby holes. “And her cousins, and her friends.”


Will hung his head. “Yet, somehow we live.”


Something flitted past the stablehand’s foot, just outside the circle of light. The man stomped it with his boot, picked it off, and ate it.


“Cockroaches,” he said. “They go better with butter, but alas, we are out.” He gestured to several of the dark hanging lamps. “I did not think you would return.”


There were no more tricks or traps to be found behind the remaining doors.


The one with the sign of the Dharma Wheel revealed an extensive library, containing all the standard sutras, and also the tantras of the Vajrayana. Unfurled on the study table and held in place with jade elephant statues at each corner was a delicate old scroll. Will could barely make out the words, and most of the references were lost on him anyhow.


But it did call for sacrifices.


It was a request for protection against some terrible, unknown enemy. This hadn’t been a mad grab for supernatural powers by a deranged lama as Gopan believed. The forces that had destroyed the monastery were sent by that mysterious enemy, not a deity summoned with greedy intent. Out of respect for the dead, Will chose not debate the point further.


Behind the door of the Treasure Vase, lay a room of such tightly-fitted stone that not even a cockroach could slip in. There, wrapped in sackcloth, was all of the butter they could eat and burn for several weeks. And fish jerky, and rams’ bladders filled with water.


Having fasted before, Will knew better than to drink too heavily. But after eating several strips of fish, Gopan drained an entire bladder of water, and soon was groaning as badly as when Will had found him.


There was also Tibetan money.


Shelves were lined with pots of gold coins in “20 srang” denominations. Will had no conception of their worth in commerce, but there were quite a lot of them. He put some into his cloth shoulder bag. If they made it out alive, he would need to secure the services of a physician for Gopan.


When Will found the palanquin in the room behind the door bearing the Banner of Victory, he and Gopan both rejoiced. The elegant covered cot, secured to two long poles was undoubtedly meant to carry a lama to some relatively distant location. For it to be stored in this secret underground chamber suggested the possibility of a way out that wasn’t overland.


The Lotus Blossom room was a veritable apothecary. Roots and herbs, extracts and oils, tinctures and tonics. Sacks of leaf and powders. Sadly, neither of them had any understanding of the healing arts, or, as Gopan insisted it was for, black magic.


Will had to admit, the Nepali could be right, for all it mattered. Up was down and down up now. He didn’t know what to believe. Gopan’s take on the tantric ritual outlined on the scroll had been, “Even if they were seeking protection, it was surely from the wrath of some god or demon that they had angered.” That made as much sense as anything else. Will couldn’t bring himself to consider it further.


Spreading of the dharma was symbolized by the Right-turning Conch Shell, so it was appropriate that the map be located in that room.


Inked on a tanned yak hide, it depicted Shen Dao at the top, oversized for the map. A dashed line stretched from the monastery down to the Thanlyin river, which entered at the left, from the direction of Nagqu, flowed past Biru, and exited to the lower right, toward Burma. Marching south from Shen Dao, the string of maroon-and-ochre dashes cut straight through the mountains. It neither veered nor jogged. The range was sketched in sufficient detail to suggest that no regard had been paid to ridges or topography in the construction of the indicated path.


The final door bore the sign of the Two Golden Fish. They symbolized a practitioner of the dharma being free to choose the station of his rebirth, like migrating fish. The symbol had once also represented — more literally — two great rivers.


Unless the Two Fish offered a way out, Will and Gopan would die.


As things stood, they would run out of oxygen before food and water. The fetid air from the passages of the Knot had helped, or they would be gone already. Still, it would only be a matter of days, perhaps a week.


“Go on, open it,” Gopan said.


Will did.
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As Will readied the palanquin with what supplies and effects he thought they could manage, Gopan didn’t speak; he just lay on a sack of herbs, stroking his daughter’s hair.


“I believe there is room left in there for you,” Will said, spreading the maroon-and-ochre curtains on the sturdy passenger tent. “The yak hide will keep you warm.”


Gopan held his chest with one hand and let out a ragged cough. His expression was tortured.


“Please, go.”


“I cannot leave you here, you will die. This passage is the only way out.”


The Nepali only smoothed the matted, black hair of his decapitated, one-eyed child and gazed at the heads of her twelve friends. The wax poultice had broken loose from his chest in one spot. Pus and blood seeped from it.


“Everyone I know has died today, as well,” Will said. “But we must attend to ourselves, Gopan. Our paths are not theirs, though they were once intertwined.” It was a hard truth to accept, he knew. Jikishin had spoken this wisdom to him often, and it had taken years to sink in.


“Some may live, but I doubt it,” Gopan said, his bushy eyebrows rising and collapsing as he dismissed the idea the moment it occurred. “Everyone fled. I stayed behind to be certain all the horses got away. One kicked over a lamp, got spooked at the fire, and trampled me when I opened its gate. My wife, my uncle, and my brother had already gone. They were among those on horseback. Others simply ran.”


“Why did they all leave?”


“The old woman. She saw a portent that morning, on the far mountain. It spoke to her, in Nepali.”


“Was it the prayer flags?”


“Yes! Did you see it, too?”


“I did.” The words had been in English, though. We pursue. No mercy. Somehow, Jikishin must’ve known it was coming, even before the portent. Foreknowledge — even an inkling — of this enemy’s power, could explain why he had resorted to the barbaric ritual. He had been in possession of no greater magic.


Will shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Look on the bright side,” he said. “There is a chance your wife and your brother and uncle have made it to safety. If they were on horseback, they might have had enough of a lead. You might see them again, but only if you get out of here alive.”


It was clear he believed no such thing, but Gopan nodded.


“Let me mend that poultice,” Will said. “And I believe those herbs you’re lying on are Rhodiola. The rinpoche gave me that for my injuries when I was young. I remember the rosy smell.” 


Will hoisted the poles and entered the tunnel. Long and ominous, his shadow led the way, sloshing to and fro with his uneven gait and the bobbing of the wick. A swinging lamp mounted to the front of the passenger tent provided light while ensuring that the butter would not spill. Still, the palanquin was meant to be carried horizontally by two or more persons, not dragged ahead by one end of the poles. He had to bend down though, owing to his excessive height, so it wasn’t raised to a very steep angle. And he had tied sacks of herbs so that the they swung beneath the poles, resting the cot at nearly the same incline when he sat it down.


They could be entering another maze like the Endless Knot, but he didn’t think so. What’s more, it didn’t matter. If this was a trap or diversion and not the maroon-and-ochre path marked out on the map — the one that led to the Thanlyin river — then they would die anyway. Whether that happened in the stupa or this narrow tunnel made little difference.


Similar to the corridors of the Knot, the passage was rough in the extreme. A little more care had been taken with the footpath, but not much. However, the air was fresher and less thin, it wasn’t as cold, and above all, it offered their only promise of survival.


“Are you comfortable?” he called to his passenger.


“Yes.”


“Baggage secure?”


“Yes.”


“Rest, then. I will wake you when it is time to eat.” 


The tunnel was long and straight. Invigorated by fish strips and yak butter, Will dragged the palanquin for hours. How many, he couldn’t say. Aware only of the ground before him, the smell of the wick burning, and the shuffling, scraping sounds of their passing, he existed in a timeless state of walking meditation. He stopped when his body finally demanded it.


Gopan was fast asleep, so Will walked back down the tunnel for some distance and relieved himself. When he returned, he unfastened the herb sacks and lowered the palanquin to the ground.


“It is no trap,” he told Gopan, waking his traveling companion with a gentle shake.


The Nepali sat up and coughed, but not so severely as before. “I think the herbs may be helping.”


“More tea, then,” Will said.


He lit several candles and arranged them on the ground around the palanquin. In two cups taken from the apothecary, he mixed Rhodiola and water, then split the melted butter from the lamp between them. The herb would help his own aches, too. Those acquired in the ascent to the stupa and exacerbated by the foot-taxi work. 


“Tell me what brings a young Englishman to a place like Shen Dao?” Gopan asked, biting off a hunk of fish jerky.


What, indeed.


Will adjusted his position on the soft sack of herbs. “My father brought me here when I was very young,” he said, dredging up memories he had long since learned to leave buried. “We flew in an aeroplane for part of the way. I caught a few exciting glimpses out a window, but my medicine kept me asleep the rest of the time. Broken leg, you see. Mostly, I remember the smell of fuel and the noise of the engines. And it shook like thunder… Anyway, after that, we rode overland in the back of a truck for several weeks with some men my father hired. Brutish chaps. I think he was afraid of them. I know I was.”


“What sort of man would bring an injured child out into these climes, and with questionable traveling companions?”


The old knot had already begun to form in Will’s gut. “He was doing valuable research for the British Museum. That’s what he said, at least. We went there a lot, to study various things, but I’m not sure I ever actually believed he worked for them. In fact, I always suspected he was a bit mad. Mum did, certainly.”


That look. The one Mum had flashed at them. Love and hate, all mixed up. Tears streamed down his face and pooled on his lower lip. Salty. The taste of sorrow. Of loss.


“Perhaps he grew weary of the streak of bad luck we were going through at the time. Maybe there’s only so much a man can take. Whatever the case may be, he said he had to forge on, but feared it wasn’t safe. And so, that’s how I came to be at at Shen Dao. He was supposed to come back for me when he completed his work. If he survived.”


Gopan’s tone was soft, circumspect. “That is quite a burden, Will Cross.”


“Only if I let it be,” Will said. “Whether he didn’t survive or just never meant to return is something I can never know. Nor would I want to.”


“In some ways, you are lucky, my friend. You have the luxury of not knowing. When our little Rupa disappeared, we did not know if she was alive or dead. But now I know. Far more than I wanted to.” 


Meditation was no longer possible.


Numbness and shock may have allowed Will to clear his mind at first, but that had worn off days ago, to be replaced by pain from the blisters on his palms and feet. The further they went, the more his mind wandered. It was trapped in its own Eternal Knot.


He tried to recall how long it had taken his father’s expedition to reach Shen Dao. They must have followed a similar route, but overland. It was frustrating. His memories were of poppy-hazed wakings at different times of day followed by food, water, more medicine, and sleep. It could have been a week or a month.


There had been a small boat that stunk of fish, left behind at a town by the water’s edge. That must have been Biru. Nestled at the base of two steep ridges, a notch of valleys rose up from it but never ended. Craggy mountains climbed higher and higher on either side until they disappeared into mist.


“Are you awake, Gopan?”


“Yes.”


Will slowed to curb the noise of the dragging poles, the tips of which had already been worn down to flat spearheads. “You have been to Biru?” he asked.


“Certainly. My brother and I often go there with my uncle to sell wool and barley and to fetch supplies.”


“How long does it take to reach on horseback?”


“Depends upon the time of year. The ride is easy except for a few difficult passes. A week, give or take.”


It had been five days already.


“I wonder, with valleys leading straight down to the river, nearly parallel to us, why would the monks cut this underground passage through the mountains?”


Gopan laughed. “To escape.”


“Escape from who?”


“Forty years ago, it was the British. Two centuries before them, the Chinese. And the Mongols came long before anyone, in the thirteenth century. Shen Dao is very old, and there has been much bloodshed in Tibet. Monasteries in particular never seem to fair well.”


Then why hadn’t Jikishin used this escape route? It made no sense.


“If the lamas knew something terrible was coming, why not retreat to safety?”


When Gopan spoke, his tone was grave. “He knew what you apparently do not. You cannot run from black magic, my friend.”










Part Three

Jackdaws and Highwaymen

Thanlyin River

West of Biru, Tibet

May 1942




For a sociable person

there are allurements;

on the heels of allurement, 

this pain.

Seeing allurement's drawback,

wander alone

like a rhinoceros.

 — Khaggavisana Sutra










CHAPTER FIVE

Taking a Leap
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After twelve days spent in near-total darkness, to gaze upon the tunnel’s distant exit was not unlike staring into the furnace of the sun.


Will kept his eyes on the ground.


In the hours following the appearance of the unwavering pinprick of light, its oncoming blaze had grown steadily until it overpowered the glow of the swinging butter lamp, splashing the stone and dirt around him with rays of hope.


The odd scorpion, rat, or jackdaw had made its home near the exit, and scurried or flapped away as Will and his great, grinding foot-taxi approached.


His eyes gradually acclimated.


Still, when he rested his poles and stepped out into the late-morning light, he was momentarily blinded and almost fell off the ledge. Terrified, he whirled awkwardly to regain balance.


The sun had risen to such an inclination on his left that it graced the opening in the cliffside with its maximum brilliance. With eyes shielded under cupped hands, he peered over the edge. Rushing eastward, the Thanlyin appeared no wider than his thumb. But he recalled its banks being terribly far apart as his father’s party had approached Biru. The sheer, unbroken drop must be several hundreds of meters. As he slowly raised his head, the pulse thudding in his ears skipped a beat.


The view was breathtaking.


Far below, a soaring blue heron pulled together its gangly wings and dove toward a stream that branched from the river. The bird scooped up a fish, then snapped its wings out flat, and sailed on, swallowing the fresh meal in a gulp as it went. Sated, free, and self-reliant. Could enlightenment be more than that?


The stream weaved its way south, through green foothills that either tapered away like lizard tails, or rose to jagged, rocky peaks. Shadows tumbled across the valley. On the horizon, snowcapped mountains scraped at the bottoms of the clouds.


“Agh! So bright,” Gopan bellowed. He had managed to extricate himself from the palanquin, and stood propped against the tunnel wall, arms crossed over his face.


Will helped him out onto to the ledge. They sat with their legs hanging over, palms flat behind them on the rocky shelf.


“Close your eyes,” Will said. “Let the sunshine filter through for a bit, and then try opening them.”


The natural ledge jutted out a few meters from the mouth of the tunnel. It slimmed to almost nothing several tens of meters to the east. A mountain goat teetered on its hind legs at the thinnest extent, chewing leaves off a branch that protruded from a high crack.


West of the tunnel, the ledge sloped downward for quite some distance before switching back. Where it would have grown too narrow for the palanquin to pass, the mountain had been cut back.


“Sundara, sundara,” Gopan cried. Tears streaked down his dust-covered face.


Will recognized the Nepali word. “Beautiful, indeed.”


“No… well, yes. Yes! It is my wife!” Gopan pointed down at a group of people and horses standing on a sandy berm by the riverside. “That is her scarf, the bright blue one, flapping like a prayer flag. I would know it anywhere. Sundara is her name, and I do believe she is more beautiful now, the size of an ant, than she was standing beside me on our wedding day.”


“Hallo!” Will shouted, and swung his lanky arm madly about over his head.


Several people looked up and scanned the face of the cliff. The woman with the blue scarf was among them.


“Sundara, Gopan is here!”


Cheerful noises rose up from below, and a good deal of back-slapping and arm-waving commenced. Horses pranced and reared, sensing a change in the group’s mood.


Standing carefully, Will helped Gopan to rise and step back from the edge. The trampled stablehand was showing signs of being on the mend, and seeing his wife again had filled him with vigor. If they could get him to Biru and find a physician, he might survive his injuries.


It was clear Gopan’s hopes were similarly high. He favored Will with a smile for the first time, and it was warm and genuine. “You saved my life, Will Cross. And you have carried me to the only one who can make the rest of it worth living. I am forever in your debt.”


Will’s heart swelled within his chest, and in that moment, with the rising sun warming their faces, he felt this injured acquaintance and fellow survivor truly become a friend.


That was when he noticed the cobra.


It sat coiled by Gopan’s right foot, its hood flaring. There was something odd about the pattern on its underside, but Will couldn’t make it out because the snake became a blur.


In a flash, it struck Gopan’s leg. Will’s friend staggered back and fell to the ground.


The cobra dodged. A yellowish fluid streaked with red dripped from its fangs. When Gopan grew still, it coiled itself upon his chest. Rising to its full height, it flared its hood again, exuding menace.


Now Will saw what was odd about it.


It had no eyes on the sides of its head. Rather, a single large one gleamed from beneath its hood. A human eye. A cold, calculating human eye, damning him with its glare.


Backing up slowly, he re-entered the tunnel. The cobra’s unblinking gaze tracked him as he worked to free one of the sharpened poles from the palanquin. He eased forward again, raising the shaft to a thrusting position, and tried to ignore the shouts from the villagers below. They had grown sharp and questioning.


Gopan began to convulse.


His back arched and twisted. His legs kicked and thrashed. His hands clawed at his chest and throat. Still perched on the poor fellow’s chest, the serpent’s balance was uncanny. As though dancing with him, or conducting the errant orchestra of his muscles, it bobbed and weaved. Its hooded, soulless ice chip of an eye taunted. Hatred and dark intelligence dwelled there.


Will lunged.


The makeshift spear landed in the center of the demon-cobra’s eye and there was a satisfying resistance as the pole drove through. But the cobra’s hood merely split, forming two heads. Now two glassy black eyes held him transfixed as Gopan’s body continued to spasm.


Without warning, the snake dove. It sunk the teeth of its twin heads into either side of Gopan’s neck. The Nepali grabbed it and attempted to fend it off, but his arms were too weak. Trying to roll over and presumably crush it, he only ended up on his side, teetering at the edge.


Falling to his knees, Will reached for his friend just as the the cobra pulled back, snapping its heads to and fro like a dog. Flesh ripped away. Blood gushed and sprayed everywhere from torn arteries in his throat. Will recoiled from the hot splash to his face, spitting out the poisoned blood.


Two things happened in his moment of involuntary weakness. The snake slithered off into the dark of the tunnel, and Gopan went limp, rolled forward, and fell off the ledge.


Terrified screams rose up.


They stopped, punctuated by a wet thud.


Several horses whinnied.


A woman screamed in horror.


An angered shout answered her cry of pain. “Lamas, come out! You must pay for what you have done.”


More shouts. More cries.


Several of the horses had jumped into the river and were struggling to make it across. Most fled eastward, back into the valley.


A woman with a blue scarf knelt beside a contorted, bloody body. She was alone.


Moving as one, angry villagers advanced on the cliff. Some carried sticks, some stones. Others shook their fists. All were chanting: “Lamas come out!”


“I am no lama,” he called down to them in Tibetan. “Only a novice.” He tugged at his upper vestment. It had been pristine white on the morning of the Refuge ceremony, seemingly ages ago. Now, though, the front was mostly crimson with the blood of Jikishin and Gopan. Would the laity even know the difference? Would they care? He probably looked as if he’d torn out poor Gopan’s jugulars with his own teeth.


Sundara only held her husband’s lifeless body and wailed. The cracking in her tiny, faraway voice stabbed more fiercely than any cobra at Will’s heart.


As if to drown out her pitiful cry, the mob’s strident chant redoubled. They had reached the cliff wall and were ascending the lowermost leg of the snaking, switchbacked path.


They were coming for him.
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Stunned, Will sat down. Hard.


A jackdaw with one good eye fluttered up and landed beside him. He peered into the bird’s solitary eye, but perceived no malice. From the other side, a still-drying socket regarded him. In the tacky slime there, maggots writhed and wriggled. Something was hauntingly familiar about this bird, but for the life of him, Will couldn’t suss it.


The chanting of the villagers, though still far away, was growing louder. “Black magic? Bloody sacrifice? Lamas must die!”


“Om mani padme hum,” Will tried. It didn’t work. His heart raced, and his mind refused to clear.


Flapping across the ledge in a labored fashion, the jackdaw entered the passage. Perhaps it had injured a wing. It didn’t look healthy, in any case.


Will remembered that the serpent was back there somewhere, and suddenly felt protective of the bird. He rose to his feet and followed. It cast a glance at him with its one eye, fluttered over to the palanquin, and hopped inside.


No serpents in sight. This did little to allay his fear.


He spread the maroon-and-ochre curtains wide to better inspect the passenger tent. On either side of the yak hide where Gopan had lain were provisions; cloth-wrapped butter, bladders of water, candles.


The jackdaw rested on the wooden box at the foot of the cot. With a frail claw, it scratched at the letter, affixed there with twine. When Will reached in, it hopped onto the yak hide. Slowly, he took the all-but-forgotten box under his arm, and the bird began to claw at the hide and cackle.


What did this thing want?


He put his hand on the hide. The bird fluttered out onto the floor of the tunnel. It cocked its head, looked back at him with that one woeful eye, and limped out to the ledge.


Wrapping the hide around the box, he was able carry them both under one arm. Out on the ledge, he picked up the staff he’d stabbed the snake with in the other.


Bellows were now reaching his ears from the west. The villagers were just rounding the topmost switchback. Their faces were red with exertion and rage.


The spear balanced loosely in his hand.


Could he bring himself to use this weapon against an innocent person, even in self-defense? It went against everything he’d sworn to in the Refuge ceremony. But did that even matter in the face of all this? After the deceit and despicable actions of the lamas — of Jikishin himself most likely — the wrath of these villagers was understandable. They had done nothing more than farm and barter to provide for the monastery, only to have their children stolen and their homes destroyed by some god or demon, enraged by the lamas.


He lay down the pole.


A small oval rock hit him in the shoulder, though without much force. Several cheers went up from the advancing mob. They were within a stone’s throw from the top now. 


“Lama, you killed Gopan. Now you will die!”


“I am no lama,” he repeated. “And Gopan was attacked by a snake.” Albeit one that had conveniently disappeared.


The jackdaw limped over and clutched the oval stone in its claws. It cackled again, fixing its eye on Will. He watched in rapt confusion as the bird tortuously raised itself into the air, hauling the rock in tow. Positioning itself just a few meters away from the ledge, it dropped the stone.


Moments later, a tiny splash could be seen in the river below.


Near that spot, on the sandy berm, Sundara clung to Gopan’s broken body. Thick fingers of blood spread out around them to sink in the sand, mirroring the few rays of sunlight that still pierced through the gathering clouds.


The one-eyed jackdaw had flapped back over to the ledge and lay at Will’s feet, cackling and wheezing.


Another rock hit him. This time in the back, and much harder. The man who threw it was taking his time, clearly exhausted from the climb. He was close enough for Will to notice his eyes were brown.


“Caw,” the bird crowed. Its one good eye pleaded with Will, but it was the maggoty one that finally jogged his memory.


“Rupa,” he said, “It is you, isn’t it? Gopan’s daughter.”


The eye closed, then slowly opened again, but only part way. Rupa turned her beak toward the river.


He reached out to touch her, but a wisp of smoke drifted up from that pitifully vacant eye socket and the frail jackdaw collapsed into a pile of ashes. They blew away on a whipping wind. Several surprised maggots were left to writhe on the ledge, in search of their meal.


There was a scuffling noise, close by. Will glanced over his shoulder and saw the brown-eyed man, preparing to lunge. Three others were coming up behind him, their haggard faces contorted with rage.


Remaining in his kneeling position, he whirled to face his attacker. As he lay the wrapped box on the ground, the man charged, his arms spread wide.


Years of martial arts training took over, its fabled imagery transforming the scene on the cramped ledge. Will became the white crane, and the brown-eyed man lunging at him a stooping ape, swinging its long arms in an effort to grab and crush.


Will swept his arms upward and outward, deflecting the man’s embrace, then followed through with a sharp stab to the solar plexus. Swift deflection and vital point striking lay at the heart of the Tibetan White Crane style.


The man dropped to the ground, disabled and gasping for air. Owing to the width of the ledge, his body blocked the advance of his compatriots, but one had taken up the sharpened palanquin pole and now thrust it at Will.


With a side-sweeping motion, he deflected the pole, but the man recovered and strengthened his hold on the weapon.


Another knot of villagers had reached the top of the rocky path. Unable to proceed further, they were jostling for a view of the action. They chanted, “Kill the lamas, kill the lamas.”


This time, when the man thrust the sharpened pole at Will, he grabbed it, pulled to take the man off balance, and pushed back with everything he had.


Dropping the pole, the man tumbled back into the person behind him, a thin boy of perhaps thirteen or fourteen. The boy caromed off the wall of the cliff and fell from the ledge. His bloodcurdling scream on the way down froze them all in place.


Will didn’t wait for it to stop.


Tucking the package tightly under his arm, he turned and pushed off from the ledge, twisting his ankle sharply.


“Owwww,” he cried, as the cold wind rippled through his hair and boomed in his ears. He barely had time to wonder if he’d managed to get far enough from the cliff when the river hit him.
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The hands that pulled Will from the Thanlyin were meaty and strong. They were attached to forearms as thick as the trunks of small trees.


Clutching the wrapped box to his chest, he had floated on his back like an otter in the cold muddy river for what might have been an hour or more. Exhaustion had set in and he’d nearly drifted off to sleep when he heard activity off to his right.


Then came a hearty laugh. And another.


Soon thereafter, a loop of rope landed around his head and he felt himself being pulled toward the bank.


“Well, well. What’ve we here, then?”


Will was hauled up to a standing position, his sight still blurry from the silty water in his eyes. It took him a second to register that the man had spoken English.


“Looks a bit monkish to me, Ras.” This voice was nasally and came from a shorter man to his side.


When he could finally see, Will took measure of his two rescuers. Ras, the bigger of the two, was bald and almost Will’s height, but easily twice his weight, most of it being muscle. His mate was greasy-haired and thin, with beady eyes that sat too close together behind a pointy nose. They both wore tattered, jungle green uniforms and holstered sidearms.


Ras looked Will up and down. “Though it pains me to say as much, you may be correct, Mister Toppa.”


“You are too kind, Rasmus. Far too kind.”


The noose they’d dragged Will in with was still draped around his neck.


Ras tightened it.


“What’s a monk doing out for a swim, I wonder?” He tore the package from Will’s grip, handing the rope over to his slim friend. Beady-eyes tugged at it and flashed Will a predatory grin. His teeth were mostly black.


“But what really piques me curiosity, Mister Toppa, is what a monk swimmin’ in the Than would be carrying with ‘im, all pinched tight to his chest and swaddled up like the baby Jesus.” Ras unwrapped the yak hide to reveal the wooden box, busted from the fall.


Will glanced around. They were alone on the northern bank of the river, just before it went around a sharp bend. Tall, reedy grass lay between the bank and the foothills beyond.


“ ‘For my dearest…’ I can’t make that bit out, ‘To be opened…’ something, something, ‘Charles Goodwin Cross.’ ” Burly Ras ripped open the letter and, seeing that it contained only a partly legible piece of correspondence, tossed it aside.


He shattered the rest of the wooden box and several small, rectangular tins fell out. Will recognized them at once.


“There is nothing of value in those,” he said, and choked as Toppa leaned down with the rope to pick up the letter.


“Ello. Our monk has a voice,” Ras said, standing to face Will with one of the tins in his hand. “Thought your ilk was sworn to silence.”


“I am only a novice,” Will said, indicating his muddy, drenched, and only slightly less bloody vestments. “Or was, I suppose. Not that it matters. The monastery is gone and everyone there is… dead.”


The strong man’s brow-less eyes went up. “Is that so?” he asked, grinning at his partner. “Set upon, were they? Plenty o’ rough types about, and up to no good, I hear. Highwaymen and suchlike.”


“Avalanche,” Will said, feeling he’d jumped out of the kettle and into the fire.


“And when was this, then?”


Will thought of all those days in the passage, dragging the palanquin until he could not take another step. Butter tea with Gopan by wan lamplight. Allowing himself to be foolishly buoyed by the man’s slow but continual improvement. And before that, the days spent in a forced march past all those bodies in the Eternal Knot, driven by hunger and thirst — both his own and Gopan’s, for he’d felt responsible for keeping the poor fellow alive. Or had it been fear that he would have to die alone?


“About two weeks past,” he said, finally.


“Aha,” rat-nose said, looking up sharply at Ras from the letter he was attempting to decipher. “Told you I ‘eard something, dinni?” He cocked his head and pointed to one ear. “Got a keen sense o’ hearin’, me.”


“That you do, Mister Toppa,” Ras allowed. Then to Will: “So ‘ow’d you come to survive, mate?”


Given his upbringing, the thought of lying didn’t even occur to Will. But his exhaustion was such that he could not bear a rehashing of recent events.


“I suppose it was just my lucky day,” he said.


The muscle-bound man grunted, then returned to his inspection of the tightly-sealed tin. “Got a name, do you, monk?”


“William Cross. And those are my father’s old notebooks,” Will said. “Nothing of value in there, I assure you. Only to me.”


“Went to some trouble to keep them dry,” Ras said, continuing to prize at the tin. “Too bad the same can’t be said for the missive, eh Crossie?”


“It’s Will—”


“Wot’s this, then?” Toppa held up the letter. “Says something ‘ere about a curse. And… a family fortune?”


Ras arched an eye, his bald head wrinkling, but kept at the tin.


“A curse?” Will asked, shivering and suddenly chilled to the bone.


The lid of the tin popped off and a small notebook tumbled out onto the muddy riverbank. When Will reached for it, Toppa jerked the rope back.


“Permit me.” The nasally fellow said, and fetched the notebook, tossing the letter to the side. A stiff breeze lifted the corners of the damp, ink-stained paper.


“Gimme that,” Ras said, snatching away the notebook.


“I were only retrieving it for your perusal, mate.” The short man regarded his partner in dubious doings with a timid eye.


“Thank you, Mister Toppa.”


“You don’t cross Ras, anyone knows that. Well, ‘ceptin Danforth. And Carlisle.”


“That will be enough, Mister Toppa.”


“Err, would you mind—” Will said, pointing at what amounted to his father’s last words, about to be carried away on the wind.


“Bah. There’s no reading that tripe,” Toppa said. “What’s dry makes no more sense than what’s soaked.”


“That’s as may be, but I’d like to hold onto it just the same.”


Seating himself on a large stone outcropping, Rasmus grinned, the notebook laying open in his big hands. “Weren’t you monks meant to renounce worldly attachments?” he asked.


Will took a deep breath. “The letter said something about a curse. Meanwhile, I have just seen everyone I’ve known for the last fifteen years killed. And not by the avalanche. That only buried them. Now, if you please.” He held his hand out patiently.


The grin on the burly man spread from ear to ear. He glanced at his companion who quickly snatched up the paper, tucked it away in its rudely torn envelope, and handed it over. Ras simply folded it up and tucked into his uniform’s breast pocket, then returned his attention to the notebook.


Flipping through the palm-sized diary, Ras shook his head, the look of incredulity on his face growing with each page. He stopped on a sketch, let out a long whistle and turned it around, looking to Will for a reaction.


“That’s a witch doctor. Probably from Ecuador. Those are shrunken heads on his belt.”


“What sort of chap was your old man, exactly?”


“Quite the world traveler, it would seem,” the shorter man ventured.


“No, not really,” Will said. “I mean, he brought me here, yes. But he never went to Ecuador, or Egypt, or any of the places mentioned in those books. When I was a child, we would visit museums and cabinets of curiosities. Those are his notes.”


The wind made him shiver again, and this time, there was the unmistakable sound of metal clinking against metal in his shoulder bag.


Rasmus promptly lost interest in the notebook, which he returned to its tin and tossed to the ground with the others. “What’s in the rucksack, Crossie?”


“It’s Will, if you please. And if you’ll agree to give me my father’s letter and notebooks, I’ll gladly hand over whatever I have of value.”


Jumping to his feet with unexpected agility, Ras grabbed the rope from Toppa’s hands, and pulled Will’s face down to meet his own. From the smell of him, the man hadn’t bathed in some time. His chiseled jaw clenched. “How about you hand it over, and then I think about it?”


Will took off his cloth shoulder bag and handed it to Ras, who fished around inside it, producing a couple of candles, a soggy box of matches, and a handful of “20 srang” gold coins.


Discarding all but the coins, Ras brightened considerably. He removed the noose from Will’s neck, and motioned to the pilfered items on the ground. “Mister Toppa, gather Crossie’s personal effects, if you would. This is no way to treat a client. And fetch the boat!”


“Right away, Ras.” The shorter man sat about his task with alacrity.


Behind them, the Thanlyin flowed east, paying them no attention.


“I’m sorry, did you say a client?”


“Crossie—”


“Will, it’s Will.”


“Right. It’s a good thing you came along when you did, Will. These mountains are chock full of cutthroats and highwaymen. A veritable gallery of rogues, it is. But Mister Toppa and I, we’ll assure your safe passage, see?”


“If it’s all the same, I think I’ll just take my chances.”


“Nonsense,” Ras said, slipping the coins into his trouser pocket. “You’re English, mate. We Brits have to stick together, what with a war on and all. Although you’d never know it from the brutal bastards who abandoned us here.”


“A war?”


“You don’t know about the war?”


“To tell the truth, I’ve led a fairly sheltered life…”


The short man emerged from the high grass dragging a small coracle. Yak skin stretched over a lashed-up frame of branches, it looked capable of holding the three of them. Just barely. Toppa placed the rolled-up hide into the boat, then pushed it to the edge of the water and threaded the oars through the oarlocks.


“It’s a hell of a war on,” Ras continued. “Everywhere, just about. But we can help each other, see? If you’ve lived here for fifteen years, you must know the language.” Ras waved his arm around at the trees and scrub and the snow melting along the riverbank. “Plus, it’s not like you have a lot of options, is it? Now, let’s find you some proper duds.” He rattled the coins in his pocket. The ones Will had taken from the stupa in hopes of securing a physician for Gopan.


The sun was now behind the Boren mountains and the wind had grown biting. The cold had sunk into Will’s bones. He had to admit, the idea of suitable clothing was attractive.


Will shouldered his bag, now filled with his father’s notebooks, and followed Ras down to the river.


“Seeing as how you’re already wet, how about a shove, then?” Ras asked.


“Alright,” Will said, and stepped back into the frigid waters of the Thanlyin.


When he hoisted himself, dripping wet again, into the coracle, he noticed that the hide map he’d protected the box with was nowhere in evidence. And Toppa’s rucksack bulged.


As for the letter, he decided it was probably safer in the bald man’s dry uniform pocket for the moment. The tins were form-fitting and there wasn’t room for the letter inside any of them without removing the notebook it contained. They at least held memories, however meaningless.


But the letter could only hold an excuse.


As had been the case in the long passage from Shen Dao, Will found he had neither the energy nor inclination to fuel even a passing interest in what it said. Charles Goodwin Cross was a magic-obsessed kook who left his wife and son — both injured — behind, all for some mysterious quest that only he could understand.


Words could not suffice.










CHAPTER SIX

Taking Control
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“Keep the change, mate,” Ras said to the short man with the wide, weathered face. He tossed the merchant one of the gold coins he’d liberated from Crossie. The boat and fifteen srang had clothed the three of them. Five more would remove all evidence of their passing. “Remember, no selling. You have to—”


The man nodded and smiled, but his eyes showed no comprehension. A stiff but sporadic wind pushed at the flaps of the three squat, hide-covered tents behind him.


Ras pointed to the discarded uniforms and the gangly monk’s robes. “Crossie, tell him again he has to burn the lot.”


The monk was absorbed in a sort of ecstatic commune with his new duds. Goose-stepping around with giant, off-balance strides. One short leg, poor sap. Having been wrapped in a sheet all his life, he was gobsmacked by trousers. Not even proper trousers; they were made of burlap.


“Crossie!” Topsham shouted, eager to assert his role of second in command.


“Sorry, what?”


“Kindly impress upon this gentleman,” Toppa said, kicking the heap with his boot, “the importance of torching these ‘ere uniforms.”


Ras stepped away, scanning the shantytown while the monk translated. Shacks of varying sizes and states of upkeep spread from the river and up into the sloped notch where two mountain ranges converged less than a kilometer away. The streets of Biru — little more than goat trails, really — were dimly lit by home fires, and the air smelled primarily of woodsmoke and goat dung. That smell wouldn’t get any better as they entered town, but gold would go far in a place like this. Considerably farther if there weren’t three of them, true, but Crossie might be loaded. And Topsham… well, what good’s a leader without at least one follower?


A crackling fire rose behind him, and Ras felt its warmth through the back of his trousers. He pulled his yak-leather jacket tight and turned to see their old duds going up in flames, stoking the riverside vendor’s fire pit. Good riddance. It wouldn’t do to be caught in those, by Nazis or Brits.


“Cripes,” he shouted, and rushed up to Crossie quick-like, pointing at the blaze. “Your letter was in me pocket, mate!”


Crossie stiffened, closed his eyes, then relaxed. “No matter.” 


The sun had long set. Stars twinkled like sapphires and broken glass, scattered on the black felt of a smashed jeweler’s case; there for the taking. A pregnant moon rode low in the distance, its scarred, grey belly resting on a snowy mountaintop. Could be the self-same one they’d come up hard against, for all Ras knew.


Hints of stew and incense drifted from the occasional open door or window as they passed by. And another smell filled the air. Like a pub at the end of the night.


“Ello. Do me olfactories detect the presence of alcohol?”


“That would be chang,” Crossie said. “A brew I’m told is similar to ale, but served hot. I’ve never tried either, but the smell often wafted over the wall from the village.”


“Wot, a big lad like you, never hoisted a pint?”


“A bloody travesty, that,” Topsham put in.


“I’m not allowed,” Crossie said, his deflection sounding more like a question than a statement of fact. “I’ve taken certain vows.”


Topsham nudged Crossie with an elbow. “Thought you weren’t so sure ‘bout all that?”


The physical act of shedding those lousy robes and donning normal duds had put the lad in high spirits. Now his face clouded. “It’s getting late,” he said, and shuffled on in that queer way of his. “We should find this inn that the merchant spoke of.”


Up ahead and off to the right of the main thoroughfare — if a muddy rut left by the comings and goings of livestock could be called that — was a stone building, two stories high, its walkway lined with colorful paper lanterns. Barrels were stacked along one end, and muted sounds of merriment and debate drifted out into the crisp night air.


“I’ll wager Mister Toppa’s boots she’s that one there,” Ras said. 


Inside, the place smelled like a Guinness brewery, afire in downtown Bejing. Fermented rice and barley mingled with pungent, burning sage, roasted meat, and the thick scent of butter lamps. Stone walls and well-weathered beams formed a long hall, filled with short, stocky mountain folk, having incomprehensible chats while sucking at oversized wooden tankards through bamboo straws. A lusty young tavern wench fetched them spirits and victuals.


“Bit rustic, but a proper establishment, nonetheless,” Ras proclaimed.


“Right as rain,” Topsham agreed, and led the way to a table at the far end of the room. Ras took up the rear, just in case Crossie decided to run.


Like the fisherman who’d happily traded them his boat in exchange for his life, the local gentry wrapped themselves in the drab layers of peasantry. The exception was the barmaid, who wore bright red silk with embroidered flowers.


Colored rags hung in rows from the beams. Crossie brushed them with long, bony fingers as he passed underneath.


Once they’d seated themselves, the barmaid came over and lilted at them in Tibetan. Though she acknowledged all three of them, her eyes never left the young monk. 


Crossie stared at his hands.


Toppa nudged him. “What’d she say?”


“I need to sleep.”


“She said that, did she?”


“No, it’s just that I’m quite exhausted, and—”


“Go on, spit it out, Crossie.”


“Will, alright? It’s Will. Or in your case, William!” He slammed his fist down on the table in a distinctly unmonklike fashion.


“Easy mate. Will. What did the buxom bird have to say?”


Crossie cleared his throat. “I believe she said that a room ‘with company’ is fifteen skar. But she winked at me during the ‘with company’ bit, so I didn’t hear the rest clearly.”


Topsham crowed and worked over the goofy lad’s ribs again. “Blimey, I think she fancies you, mate.”


Across the room, a daft little woman with one tooth sat laughing on a stool beside the fireplace. Between pulls at her straw, she prattled constantly. No one took notice.


“Tell her we’ll have what the old bag’s having,” Ras said. “And some of that stew I smell.”


A man seated near the door shouted and raised his tankard. The barmaid waved vaguely in his direction and continued to drink in the lad.


“Get on with it, mate,” Topsham said, when the thirsty goat-farmer shouted again.


Reluctantly, Crossie translated.


The lass smiled at him and went away. She stopped at the bar on the opposite side of the hall, whispered something to the innkeep, kissed his cheek and laughed, then slipped out through the doorway behind him. These people all looked alike, but the family resemblance between those two was unmistakable.


“How much is fifteen skar, exactly?” Ras asked.


“One hundred skar to a srang.”


“Then that bloody merchant robbed us blind! Why didn’t you say something?”


“Because I know how to count coins does not mean I know anything of their worth. Shen Dao operated solely on the charity of others. No commerce took place within its walls.”


Ras idly fingered the pouch of coins in his left jacket pocket. It was nearly as heavy as the Webley service revolver in the other.


Gold and lead.


Those were two of the three keys to survival in this godforsaken wasteland.


The third was strategy. He was running low on that.


Like most of the sun’s rays, the front lines had yet to reach Tibet. They would, of course; the Axis would have it all or die trying. Until then, his plan was simple: Live off the fat of the land. Take up the highwayman’s life.


Crossie’s gold would keep them boarded here for a short while. With company, even. But it wouldn’t last through the war. Not the way things were going. Sooner or later, they’d have to bug out.


Sooner, maybe.


For slim though it was, there was still the chance that a search party might show up. He and Topsham had given up on that well before they’d killed Danforth and Carlisle. But one could never be certain about anything. 


Bowls of stew steamed away quietly before them. Unrecognizable chunks seductively beckoned. If recent events had taught Ras anything, it was that it is not always best to know from whence one’s sustenance springs.


Inside their tankards, fermented barley and rice steeped in boiled water. Smelled like a grain silo. Tasted like heaven.


He pulled at his straw and eyed the bowl of muddy liquid in front of the monk.


“Wassat, Crossie?”


“Water,” the lad said, eyeing the bowl suspiciously. “I’m not meant to imbibe spirits.”


“You’ll be a spirit if you drink that, mate. Have some of this. It won’t kill you, and it might loosen you up bit.”


The poor sap looked drawn and quartered. Pulled in all directions at once and at his wit’s end.


“Look, mate, those bloody trousers feel good, yeah?”


Topsham spewed hot mash from his nose and fell out of his seat.


“All I’m driving at is maybe you monks don’t always know what’s best for yourselves.”


“I told you, I’m not a—”


“Right. Drink up,” Ras said, setting Topsham’s tankard before the lad.


“Hey, that’s my pint.”


“What say you go and procure another one, then, eh? Reconnoiter a bit. Strike up a conversation with yon innkeep. I have matters to discuss with our client.”


“Right you are,” Topsham said, getting up and shouldering his rucksack. He made it half way across the room before turning back. “Wait a minute. What if he don’t speak English?”


Ras pointed to the bar. “Push off.”


Crossie took a pull at the straw, gagged, then took another.


“Good lad,” Ras said, and tried a spoonful of stew. Rancid goat or yak, and tasteless root vegetables. Still, it was like dining at Buckingham Palace after subsisting for weeks on strips of human flesh, sun-baked on the fuselage of a downed Bristol Blenheim.


At the bar, Toppa mimed a chug, pointing at the barrels behind the innkeep. The curvy bird in the red silk dress laughed at him. He pointed to the table, then sat down and tapped the bar in front of him. The tavern wench laughed again and waved in their direction. Ras waved back amicably, though her eyes were only on the goofy lad.


The goofy lad who just might be the goose that laid the golden egg.


“So Cr— Will. What’s all this about a family fortune, then?”


“Fortune?” Crossie barked and rolled his eyes. “My father left my mum and abandoned me here when I was five. Does that sound like a fortunate family?”


Ras was, perhaps unavoidably, reminded of Danforth and his endless nattering. How his rich father could have gotten him out of service, but it wasn’t the Danforth way. Integrity above all. Honor, valor. And with a dash of salt, he would’ve had flavor, too.


“To be fortunate and to have a fortune are two distinctly separate endeavors, mate.” He took another bite of stew and decided to shelve that line of inquiry for the time being.


Crossie looked delirious. Positively starkers, if the truth be told. No more so than Ras felt himself, but there was opportunity here. He could smell it. And a much-needed translator.


“Eat your grub,” he said. “I dare say you could use it. Bloody heaven after the ordeal Toppa and yours truly have just been through.”


“What sort of ordeal?”


With another pull at his straw, Ras drew the last of the chang from its crude wooden vessel. He looked up to summon the barmaid, and what he saw plunged an icepick of fear into his heart.


He leaned back against the wall, moving into the lee of a plump, fur-clad Mongolian brute seated at the neighboring table.


Standing at the bar and engaged in heated conversation with Topsham was a Nazi SS officer. The man’s back was to Ras, but the death’s head on the gleaming, peaked cap clamped under his shoulder, and the red armband set against a black as pitch uniform were enough to set his heart racing.


Two Jerry foot soldiers stood by the entrance.


They were trapped.


Ten paces from the table — halfway twixt Ras and the daft old bag by the fire — a staircase led up, presumably to the rooms for let. There’d be no way out but to jump. The Jerries probably had the place surrounded anyway. Best to ignore them and hope they went away. In his jacket pocket, a sweating hand clutched the Webley’s grip. His finger hovered by the trigger.


He wished Topsham would stop glancing over nervously. It was contagious.


“Ras?” Crossie looked on expectantly, oblivious to the danger.


“Wot? Oh, right. Bottom’s up, lad,” he said. “I’ll regale you of our plight.”




The Bristol Blenheim was a bomber, but their mission had been long-range reconnaissance. It was a Mk V, the high altitude model. With room for a second gunner. And his ammo. Overkill really. But she was the only sardine can in the 1st Airborne Division’s arsenal deemed capable of crossing that great bloody hump, the Tibetan Plateau.


Not content with superior firepower and endless ranks of dead-eyed Nazi foot soldiers to carry out his mad plan of world domination, Hitler was said to be thoroughly chuffed about all things occult. Limitless, otherworldly power — it was a lure his insane mind could not ignore. He was rumored to be searching the mountains of Tibet for a network of secret tunnels. Supposedly, they led to some magical underground kingdom called Shambhala.


Churchill thought it more likely that the Jerries sought to secure an overland route into Burma. With the Nips controlling most of the South China Sea, supplies flowed through Burma on their way to India and points west. Disrupting those supply lines would have disastrous consequences for the European Allies.


Whatever the case, Ras, Topsham, Danforth, and Carlisle were meant to have a look see and report back. A flyover, nothing more.


Below them, endless stretches of desert and patchy forest gave way to steep, rocky terrain as India fell behind, Nepal interrupted, and Tibet loomed. All the while, Danforth piloted the big empty bomber with the grace of a drunken elephant.


Then he grew punchy and unresponsive.


Rasmus, the mission’s co-pilot, demanded to be given control, but the ignorant git would not relinquish the seat. It surprised no one but Danforth when he got lost in fog and plowed the Blenheim into the side of a mountain.


Miraculously, the crew survived.


Supplies consisted of two days’ rations and a long ton of ammunition. And although it was springtime, the temperature fell well below freezing that night. The next day, they argued.


To hike down the mountain in search of civilization, or to stay and wait for a search party, that was the sticky wicket.


It was clear to Ras that they should strike out and take their chances. “There’ll be no search party. Not before we’re pushin’ up the daisies.”


“We’ll die either way,” Danforth insisted. “At least if we stay, they’ll find our remains when they do come along. Give us a proper burial, eh?”


“In bloody England!” Carlisle put in.


Ras looked at Topsham, their diminutive navigator.


“If we can make it back down to that river,” Toppa said, taking out his map book. “The Thanlyin. We passed over it about an hour before Danforth…” He trailed off, tracing a finger along a snaking line on his map. “Due east. Looks like a town. Biru, says ‘ere.”


“Right. Let’s get cracking, then.”


Danforth rolled his eyes and looked to Carlisle for support. “He’s mad! You all know that, right?”


“Look, mate, we’re not without means. We have our sidearms. And from the air, I saw goats and yaks roaming about.”


It was at this juncture that the recounting of events diverged somewhat from the precise nature of reality. 


“I went in search of food. Bagged a good-sized mountain goat, and Bob’s your uncle, we made it through the first week.”


The young monk was thoroughly pissed for the first time in his life. Eyes lidded, elbows on the table, he rested his chin on threaded fingers, listening in rapt attention.


Across the tavern, at the bar, Topsham and the Nazi officer were speaking in more civil tones. That concerned Ras even more than their earlier argument. He leaned further into the Mongol’s shadow and continued.


“We took turns fetching the firewood.”


“Gets a bit cold, doesn’t it?”


“Bloody ‘ell. Nearly froze our bollocks off. Anyhow, it was me and Toppa, beatin’ about in the woods one day, when he puts his hand up. Cups his ear. I don’t hear a thing, but after a bit I do. Toppa, he dumps his load of twigs and branches, goes tearing off through the snow. Twists an ankle and goes down.”


At this, Crossie winced, as if feeling it for himself.


“I get to him quick-like, but he’s too short to throw an arm over my shoulder, so I carry him.”


Ras sensed he was spinning a good yarn by the way the lad’s eyes got wider and wider as it went. It was the flimsy cover story he and Toppa had discussed while coming down off the mountain, only expanded. Given color.


“The roar of twin radial engines grows louder as we approach the tree line. We make it there just in time to see the arse end of an RAF plane, taking off from our crash site.” In truth, it had been the other two unfortunate fools who’d emerged from the forest to meet the sound of the twin Webley .38s that laid them low.


“Yours?”


“Nah,” Ras waved his hand, and sucked again at his straw. “Search party. Danforth and Carlisle were gone. The bastards must’ve told them we’d been killed in the crash. There wouldn’t have been enough room in that can for all of us, not and the crew as well. So they left us for dead.”


Crossie pushed himself back up from the table, shaking his head. “That’s awful.” He was slurring a bit.


Meanwhile, something had happened to Topsham and the Nazi. They were no longer at the bar. Slowly, he turned his head toward the door, doing his best to stay eclipsed by the wooly mammoth at the next table.


The foot soldiers were gone. Jerry had bugged out, with Topsham in tow.


Ras wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or terrified. Topsham may have kept his pie-hole shut about his old mate Ras, and that was commendable. But if they tortured him, he’d sing a song of sixpence.


A flash of red caught Ras’ attention back at the bar. The barmaid had returned from the kitchen with bowls of food, which she distributed duly about the tavern. When her gaze wandered back to the monk, Ras waved his tankard. She brought more grain and water.


“Ask her what happened to our mate.”


Turning to speak, Crossie appeared to notice for the first time that Topsham was gone. He had a bit of a chat with the woman, after which he reported that Toppa had left willingly with some German visitors.


When the tankards were refilled, Ras flashed one of the gold coins and caught the barmaid’s eye. He indicated the upstairs with a glance then tilted his head in the monk’s direction.


She smiled and shook her head knowingly, taking the proffered coin.


“You look knackered, mate. We’ll lay by here for the night.”


The monk nodded drunkenly.


“This lovely young lass can escort you to your bunk. I’ll have a look round and see where Mister Toppa’s gotten himself off to. Soon as I’m around this pint.”


Crossie’s delirium was heightened by what was clearly his first encounter with a female since reaching puberty. Across the lad’s forehead, monkish morals did battle with youthful humors, like Thespians upon a stage. Eventually he gave up and allowed her to lead him away.


Once they’d made it up the stairs — the monk leaning heavily on the number in red, she handling him with the seasoned ability of those who can right the very wobbly — Ras returned to his pint of chang, keeping one eye trained on the entrance. That became easier once the Mongol and his mates shoved off.


When he was certain Crossie was gone for the evening, Ras reached into his pocket. The one with the Webley.


Beneath the gun was a crumpled piece of paper. He took it out, unfolded it, and did his best to decipher what hadn’t been washed away by the lad’s swim in the Than. 


When Topsham returned, Ras had already finished both pints and burned Crossie’s letter in the flame of the table’s butter lamp. An interesting and deeply disturbing read, that. The ink had run, so the trick was to feel the scratches in the paper, like a blind man.


The lad was indeed loaded, but if there was any truth to the rest, getting a piece of it would be a dangerous proposition. The Lady, or the Tiger? Which door would he choose? But he could walk away. Choose no door at all.


Bollocks.


The tiger, or in this case the curse, was purest superstition. There was no real choice here at all. To London with godspeed and Crossie in tow; that was the plan now. And to that end, it might be necessary to cast off some unnecessary ballast.


Speaking of which…


“Bloomin’ ell, Toppa. Where’ve you been?”


“A little gratitude? I just saved your arse, mate.”


Ras cast a wary eye toward the entrance. “Alright, out with it.”


“Right, well.” Topsham tossed his rucksack onto the bench. The map book slid out, and he replaced it, then sat down, his eyes darting about nervously. “Jerry came in, right? Offered a reward for information about underground passages.”


“Since when do you speak German? Spy for the krauts then, are you?”


Topsham presented his palms. “No, Ras. Honest. He spoke English. Like as if he’d graduated bloody Oxford.”


“That so? What’d he have to say about a Briton kicking around this frozen hell-hole?”


“I told ‘im I were only waiting out the war. But he didn’t believe me. Started asking questions, so I… well I had to give him somethin’…”


“What, exactly?”


Topsham looked away.


Ras waited.


“I was going to tell you, I swear.”


“Tell me what?”


“The hide that the monk’s box was wrapped in. There was a map on the back of it.”


“What kind of bloody map?”


“Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Ras. It weren’t real. Just some Buddhist drawing. But it looked like a map. There was a path through the mountains, straight as an arrow. Jerry got excited about that. ‘A tunnel,’ he says.”


“And where did this tunnel lead?”


“Heaven, I wot. Walls, the Pearly Gate, maybe. Sodding handbells.”


Cripes, Ras thought. He should shoot the puny little bogtrotter right here and be done with it.


“Of all the stupid monkish things he could carry with him, why, Mister Toppa, do you think Crossie would be clutching this hide like the bleeding baby Jesus as he came floating down the Than?”


“Blimey! You don’t think it was a map to Shambhala?”


“No, you stupid git. The monastery. He wants to be able to find his way back. There’s more gold.”


Topsham scratched his head. “How d’you figure?”


“He had gold, but no understanding of its worth. Furthermore, he said there was no commerce inside the monastery. So why would he have any money at all? He must’ve discovered it on his way out. QED.”


Ras took the small sack of coins from his pocket.


“But this hardly seems like a lama’s secret stash of gold, though, does it? He only took as much as he could carry, mate. There must be more where this came from. Maybe even enough to wait out the war in style.”


The error of Topsham’s ways finally sank in. He wasn’t the fastest hound on the hunt. “Ah, bollocks. I wasn’t thinking. But, I had no choice, you have to believe me. I needed something to barter. He was a very severe chap, Ras.”


“If you’d told me about the bleeding map when you first saw it, we’d be half way to the gold by now.”


“But Ras—”


“How long do you think the three of us will live on this,” Ras dangled his tobacco pouch by the cinch, feeling the heft of the coins. Perhaps enough to brain this imbecile, perhaps not.


“Let’s see. If there’s one hundred skar to each—”


“It was a rhetorical question, Mister Toppa. The answer to which is not bloody long.”


“I’ll wager Crossie can find his way back.”


“Except the Nazis will be there to meet us, you blithering idiot.”
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Will pressed his face to the sweet shop window, and gazed longingly at the jar of licorice whips. Why was father taking so long?


Clack, clack, clack. 


That sound. It was familiar…


Across the street, father was having a chat with the newsagent.


Strangely, the man wore a feathered headdress. A long curved bone jutted from his nostrils, and shrunken heads swung from a rope tied around his waist. He was striking a wooden slab with a mallet.


Wake up! Each moment is to be grasped! 


The shop, for all its clutter of newspapers and magazines, appeared upon closer inspection to be the entrance to the zendo. Beside the witch-doctor newsagent — who Will now recognized as Gopan — father was waving his arm, inviting Will to enter.


But there were screams happening inside. Lots of people screaming, all at once.


Clack, clack, clack, clack. 


Still, father waved him on. “Come along, Will. There’s a bloody curse on, haven’t you heard?”


As he stepped off the curb, he heard a loud clang behind him.


Bars! He was trapped. No way back, only forward.


Before him stood a stinking barrel. 


Crushing the scuttling cockroaches and scorpions beneath his feet, he walked toward it. He tried to feel compassion for them, but there was nothing. Only fear.


Bile rose to his throat. His stomach churned.


When he peered over the rim, a jackdaw flew out and landed on his shoulder. The rotting bird was silent, for it had no beak. Instead, above its wings sat one of the newsagent’s shrunken heads. The mouth was sewn shut and maggots crawled inside its empty eye sockets.


Clack. Clack, clack. 


The sound of the han echoed through endless corridors.


Will walked on. At each turn, a barrel, and another jackdaw. The birds now sat three-astride on his shoulders, two on his head, and even more clung tenaciously to the burlap of his strange new clothes.


As he approached the end of the corridor, there was a wan light. An exit!


He hurried ahead, birds fluttering their wings and grasping with their claws to maintain balance.


In the opening stood a woman, dressed in red silk. Lhamu. She was radiant. Waves of pure sexuality — something he finally understood — bowed the air around her visibly. Her face was Tibetan. Wide cheekbones and downturned eyes. Features once uncomfortably strange to him were in this light breathtaking. He longed to kiss her.


“Why do you have birds?” she asked, laughing.


“They are my armor,” he said, unsure why she would ask such a question. “Haven’t you heard, there’s a curse on!”


She slipped out of her dress and came to him, shooing away the birds and placing her hands firmly on his shoulders. She would know what to do, just as she had the night before.


“Wake up!” she said, in Tibetan. But it was a man’s voice that came out.


Will opened his eyes and became aware of a dull throbbing at the back of his head. Lhamu was gone. It was the gruff innkeeper looking down at him.


The man reminded Will of his friend Anzan, the peaceful giant of Shen Dao. But peaceful wasn’t the first word that leapt to mind when gazing upon this giant.


“Your friend is dead,” the man who was not Anzan said.


At which point, the fermented contents of Will’s stomach erupted from his mouth without warning, spraying the innkeeper’s trousers.


Were it not for the vile burn that lingered in his nasal passages, Will would have thought himself still asleep. Of course Anzan was dead. But how did this man know? 


The stench of chang in the tavern sent Will into gagging spasms, and the innkeeper rushed him along to avoid another incident. Once outside, he vomited again. This time into an empty barrel. Since it also reeked of fermented barley, the episode was prolonged. Eventually, he felt firm hands on his shoulders, turning him and guiding him back down the path that led to the main thoroughfare.


Will recognized those strong hands.


Raising his pounding and preposterously heavy head, he saw that it was indeed Ras. The innkeeper remained behind, busying himself with the task of wiping Will’s mess from his trousers with a bar rag.


“Something’s happened,” the bald man said. He indicated a small group of men down by the junction, gathered around a hay wagon. “But I can’t understand a word they’re saying. It all sounds like dropped cutlery to me, mate.”


As they approached, the men spread apart, fully revealing the hay wagon. The two oxen it was yoked to stamped their hooves restlessly in the mud.


Stretched out on the cart lay the remains of Mister Toppa. His skull had been bashed in — quite severely, at the temple. Blood had trickled from his nose and hardened, black as cinder, on his face. His eyes were wide with perpetual surprise. Instinctively, Will reached out and closed them, but they only sprang back open when he let go.


“We found him near the mountain,” one of the men said, in Tibetan. He pointed up the road, where it rose into the notched slope. 


“What did he say, mate?”


“They found him up there,” Will said. And to the Tibetan, “Does anyone know who did this?”


The stout young man shook his head. “No, no, sir. The goats found him, actually. I was rounding them up for milking.” He swept his hand to indicate the crowd. “These are only neighbors who saw the body as I passed by.”


Ras was eyeing the motley group nervously. “Well, well?”


“No one knows who did it. His body was discovered by this man’s goats.”


This seemed, quizzically, to calm Ras. He arched a brow-less eye. “’Twere the Jerries. That’s who did it.”


“Jerries?”


“The Germans. From last night? He left with them, but never came back. Bloodthirsty bastards! But they must not have seen us. We’d better bug out before they do, mate.” Ras glanced about, indicating the Jerry threat that could be crouched anywhere, lying in wait.


The world was spinning, ever so gently. But gathering speed.


“Bug out?”


“Surrender our tickets. Exit stage left. Give Biru a miss,” Ras said, clearly impatient with Will’s poor grasp of the colloquial. “Go, Crossie. We must leave at once.”


Will’s spinning top lurched to a halt. “No, I’m afraid I can’t. You see—”


The bald man interrupted, grasping his shoulder with a stern squeeze. “Of course you can, Crossie. Will. You remain my valued client. I’ll not stand idly by and let another fellow Brit die on my watch. It’s back home to London with you, post haste. Rest assured, my fee will be modest, and payable only upon your safe arrival at Swallow Hill.”


Memories of the previous night were hazy, but Will couldn’t remember telling Ras anything about the manor he grew up in. He did remember, however — and in great detail — everything after going upstairs. Those memories would accompany him to his grave. And as they flooded back, he was swept away by an intense, irresistible emotion.


“I think I love her, Ras.”


“The innkeep’s daughter?”


What? Lhamu had to be someone’s daughter, of course. But the innkeeper looked formidable. Did the man know what they’d done? What she’d done, really. Will had merely been clay in a skilled potter’s hands…


Just thinking of her caused his heart to swell again.


Back up the hill, inside the inn, that tough-looking man commenced bellowing at the top of his lungs. The sound was heartbroken and murderous, all at once.
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Will arrived first. When Ras collided with his backside a few moments later, he was still standing at the threshold, frozen in shock. Thus pushed into motion, he loped across the tavern with long, uneven strides.


The scene before him was a gruesome reprise of his final moments at the zendo. Only this time, it was romantic love being desecrated. He’d had a deep, physical connection with this woman, now sprawled on the floor by the fireplace. Lhamu had conferred upon him nothing short of a mystical awakening. Naive though it may be, he felt what he felt. And what he felt now was his heart breaking, and his world coming to an end.


Her clothing was simpler than the elegant silk of the previous evening. Chore clothes. But they were in tatters, sliding off her. She’d been stoking the fire. Split logs were strewn all around. Her blood was draining away, and with it, her precious life. It pooled between the logs and swelled outward, resembling the petals of a deformed lotus.


Lhamu continued to writhe, though her exertions were flagging.


She said nothing; her vocal cords had been cut. The only sound was the gurgling spray of fluids and air as it escaped through the wide gash in her throat.


Demonic creatures were methodically reducing her to shreds. The same razor-sharp, slashing, whirling legs flung chunks and bloody mist into the air, prompting Will to shield his face with an arm. The same profusion of darkly-knowing eyes cast its penetrating gaze at him. The same foul odor rose from her steaming entrails, causing his recently emptied stomach to tie itself in knots.


But there was one perverse twist. The appalling feast was also an orgy.


Once one of the bugs had ripped apart her flesh with its ring of sharp teeth, they retracted, and a crude phallus extended from inside the mouth, plunging again and again into the wound. When the hellish copulation was complete, the fist-sized demon would shudder, retract its prong, and move away, whereupon the skin would bulge, then burst open, vomiting forth scores of baby spiders, which sat about consuming the pulpy, exposed tissue.


Nearby, with bloody hands, her howling father flailed at several of the creatures that had anchored themselves to his arms. They didn’t tear and slash. Instead, they merely stabbed at him through his clothing with their needlelike appendages. His swipes were deftly avoided. It was as though they were only playing with him.


Finally, the man gave up. He too, seemed to understand they were only holding him at bay. His glare fixed on Will.


“You did this to her,” he wailed, in Tibetan. “What evil have you impregnated my Lhamu with?”


Before Will could speak or even think, the man was rushing at him, disregarding the needling bugs, and whipping one massive arm around for a haymaker punch.


Will ducked and jabbed the innkeeper in the groin as he passed. As the man doubled over, Will delivered an elbow strike to the pulmonary plexus between the shoulder blades.


All the wind exploded from Lhamu’s father in a blast. He started to rise, then crumpled to the floor. A series of gasps and wheezes ensued.


Fortunately for the innkeeper, Will had tempered that blow. Of all his studies at Shen Dao, he’d put forth the most effort in martial arts, taught by the dob-dobs.


Familiar hands were on his shoulders again.


“Time to bug out, mate,” Ras said, then lowered his eyes. “Bollocks. Poor choice of words.”


The fumbled but desperate entreaty barely registered with Will. The innkeeper was right. It was his fault. Somehow, he’d brought this about, just by loving her. He recalled the warm feeling that had come over him just before the snake had bitten Gopan. His friendship alone had killed the stablehand. And the merciless slaughter at the monastery.


It was all on him.


There was no escaping it; the curse was real. But with the letter gone, he’d never know where it came from or what his father knew of it.


He reached up and grabbed a prayer flag, ripping it from the line. Clutching it in a balled fist, he wiped away the tears that were streaming down his face.


Through bleary eyes, he saw that Lhamu’s body had ceased to move. Moreover, it had ceased to be a body at all. The evil arachnids now gorged themselves on an unrecognizable heap of flesh, blood, and organs. They had even hacked her bones down, like so much firewood.


Will grew dizzy and short of breath. The tavern walls pressed in, making his embarrassment and sorrow physically too much to bear. Just as he turned to leave, a jackdaw flew in through the door and fluttered drunkenly past. It landed by the remains of Lhamu’s head.


The devil spiders, who seemed sensitive to any movement, oddly paid it no attention as it hopped around, collecting some small white flecks, as if to adorn its nest.


Slowly, Will moved closer, to see what the bird was up to. Like the one that had visited him on the cliffside, its feathers were falling out, and patches of decaying skin were exposed. It did, however, have both its eyes. And when it had completed its strange task, it locked them with Will’s. Then it flew into the fireplace, where it briefly fueled the waning flame, and was gone.


He turned to Ras. “You saw that, right?”


“Saw what?”


Lhamu’s jawbones were neatly separated from her skull. The teeth had been removed, and crushed into bits in the process. Scarcely breaking the surface tension of the crimson puddle, they were arranged to form the words:


Charles Goodwin Cross lives.


Will gulped. All the heat left his limbs. His fingers and toes turned to ice.


“Look at this,” he said, pointing to the gory message.


Ras followed his gaze. “Bloody awful, I wot.” He shook his head. But when he looked up, his eyes were cold black flecks. “Let’s make tracks, Crossie. I’ve seen enough. They’ll be on us, soon. Them, or the Nazis.”


“You don’t see that message?”


“I see a message. It says we don’t belong here, mate. What are we waiting for?”


“Here,” Will said, kneeling by the hearth. “Her teeth.”


“Thorough little buggers, I’ll give you that. But we’re not undertakers. Not our mess to clean up. We’d best be on our way.” Ras turned and took up a brisk march for the exit.


And just like that, Will was in motion. He caught up with Ras, grabbed a shoulder strap of his rucksack and ripped it from his back. Throwing it to the floor, he commenced pummeling the military man’s vital points with sharp, vicious punches. He pulled none of them.


At first, Ras attempted to defend himself, but Will easily deflected his blows, Tibetan Crane style. Finally, the bald man folded and dropped to the floor, heaving for air.


Straddling him and mashing his head to the floor, Will shouted into one ear, “How did you know about Swallow Hill?”


“Er, you told me about it last night, mate. You probably don’t remember because you were—”


Will resumed punching. A barrage of strikes to the neck and kidneys sent the man into a spasmodic fit.


“Wait!” Ras spat blood onto the floor. “The letter. I read the letter.”


Standing again, Will glanced back to the fireplace at the far end of the room.


The remains of Lhamu were scarce. She’d been almost entirely devoured by the black-and-red sea of undulating demon bugs that now surrounded her father. They crawled over his body, stabbing and slicing him whenever he moved or made a sound. He huddled in the corner, stanching a wound with the same towel he’d used to wipe off Will’s vomit earlier. Tears streaked his angry, red face.


Spreading out, the fiendish swarm moved as one, flowing like water around the legs of chairs and tables, toward Will and Ras. There was an almost childish glee in their multitude of eyes.


“C’mon, mate,” Ras said, his voice high and pleading. His body quivered. Beads of sweat dotted his bald head. “I’ll tell you everything if we can just get out of this place.”


Thousands of spindly, chitinous legs clicked against the stone floor. Closer and closer.


“No. Tell me now.”


Click, click, click, click… 


“Alright, alright! It’s a curse on the men in your family. ‘Everything you love will be taken,’ it said.”


Will swallowed. “And?”


“He apologized,” Ras said, wrinkling his nose. But Will knew it wasn’t at the smell of offal that filled the room. “For having you. And for leaving. Said it was the only way for a man to be rid of it, but it passes on, see? To the kid. On his twentieth—”


Will turned away, no longer listening. He strode into the midst of the advancing horde. They parted, and he lay down on the floor among them.


Here, today, he would erase his father’s mistake.


“Oh mani padme hum,” he chanted, over and over. With eyes closed and hands crossed over one another upon his chest, William Cross prepared to die.


But the roar of chitinous clicking came to a halt.


He opened his eyes, and from his vantage on the cold stone floor, he saw ranks of shiny, black creatures, standing at attention, like a battalion of soldiers. Blood dripped from their teeth, and some had erections, reminding him at once of their heinous defiling of Lhamu, and of his own intercourse with her. Even the joyous memories, they would take from him.


But not his life. They made no move to harm him.


Those eyes. He could feel them plumbing the depths of his mind, looking for plunder.


Enraged, Will got back on his feet and sat about smashing the creatures underfoot. Their crablike exoskeletons made a satisfying crunch, but when he stepped away, the black, oily remains would regroup, forming several smaller bugs.


“Leave off, leave off!” Ras had pulled himself to a standing position in the doorway. “You’re minted, Crossie. Your family is one of the richest in all of Britain. If we can only get you home, the world is your oyster. You’ll find a way to beat this bloody curse.”


“Like my father did?”


“He thought he would find the answer before you were grown.”


“As did my grandfather, no doubt. And his father before him.” Will recalled the portraits of grim, distant men hanging on the walls at Swallow Hill. How the morning sun had always failed to warm their frigid stares.


“Right. So, don’t have any children, QED.”


“And live a life devoid of love? Of friendship? What sort of life is that?”


“Did you ever know a rich man who loved anything but his money?” Ras asked, then shook his head. “No, I suppose not. But what I’m driving at is this: the truly rich rarely seem aggrieved for want of love. You’ll be fine, Crossie. You just need to put all this behind you and get home.”


“Why would I want to do that? I don’t care about money. And I detested Swallow Hill manor.”


“Then you’ll be at no risk of losing them to the curse, will you? It can be you what puts an end to the Cross family curse, mate. But you won’t do it stumbling around in this godforsaken place. You’ll need resources, eh? Funds. Those are waiting for you in London. And to get there, you need me.”


Ras unshouldered his rucksack and fished around inside it. He pulled out a thick pad and riffled its pages for Will to see. “Topsham’s map book. Within these pages lies all of East Asia, rendered in great detail,” he said. “Mister Toppa was our navigator, and a damned good one. May he rest in peace.”


Several moments passed. Complete silence had descended. Even the bugs from hell had ceased their constant motion.


Dimly, Will seemed to recall Toppa taking his own rucksack with him when he’d left the table the previous night. But if he’d never returned, why would Ras be carrying around what was likely his most prized possession?


“If we can just find a plane,” Ras said, continuing his pitch, “I’ll fly us home. Or we could split the gold, and go our separate ways. But we both know you’d be robbed blind before you made it out of Biru. Luckily, you’ve got me. Before the war, I was in accountancy. I can add like a bloody abacus.”


Will nodded. “Perhaps you’re right.”


Choking on his own tears, the innkeeper coughed, and the creatures stirred into restless motion again.


Ras narrowed his eyes and pointed a finger at Will. “Don’t misapprehend, Crossie. I’m in this for my own skin. You are my client, and in return for my services, upon your safe arrival in London, you’ll pay me a fee — amount to be determined — that will set me up to live out the war in style, somewhere safe and out of the way. I am not your mate, nor will I ever be. It’s strictly business.”


Again, Will nodded his assent. They shook hands.


Ras put away the map book, shouldered his rucksack, and stepped out the door.


“One thing, though,” Will said, glancing mournfully back at the tragic scene.


“Yeah?”


“My father is alive. I have to find him first.”
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