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Introduction

 

The Talisman is, in many ways, a departure from my earlier writing under the Aycliffe name. It leans more towards horror than to the ghost story, and I must confess that it was written partly in response to a publisher’s suggestion that I target a more youthful audience. Whether it actually will appeal to younger readers remains to be seen; but I don’t think my older readers need worry that the story is any less effective because I chose to write with a younger audience in mind.

For one thing, I have from time to time employed elements of physical or semi-physical horror in some of my ghost stories (notably Naomi’s Room and The Matrix). For another, this is not my first departure from the ghost story formula (see The Lost). As M.R. James demonstrated so brilliantly, there is no hard and fast demarcation between the two genres (and by one interpretation, you might say he never wrote a proper ghost story in his life).

There are ghosts in The Talisman, lots of them, in fact. And there is horror of the sort that owes not a little to The Exorcist. I have trawled the past to demonstrate the depth of ancient evil. If Satan originated anywhere, it must have been in Babylon. With a Satanic presence, we know where we stand from the start of the narrative: the normal ambiguity of ghosts is abolished, replaced in some measure by the figure of Adam, the child through whom the evil is largely channelled.

Be assured that the Babylonian bits (for the most part) are accurate, as are the Arabic and Persian references. I share with James the tendency to give in to temptation and provide my readers with authentic incantations and historic personages. I like to think it makes the unbelievable a little bit believable. And maybe someone, pronouncing the words correctly, will conjure up our worst fears and unleash yet another plague on our heads. Mosquitos in New York today, the flies of Beelzebub in Bloomsbury tomorrow.

Jonathan Aycliffe

Newcastle Upon Tyne

September 1999


THE TALISMAN


Prologue

Baghdad,

The fifth day of the month of Safar in the year 318 from the emigration of the Prophet, corresponding to the ninth day of March in the year 930 of the Christian calendar.

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Praise be to God, Lord of all the Worlds.

I have looked upon the face of Satan. Let me set this down before anything is forgotten, that others may know and understand, and that the evil I have seen may be averted, if it be God’s will.

My name is Abdullah the son of Isa, vazir to his Excellency, the Caliph of the Muslims, Sultan of the Empire of Islam, al-Muqtadir, may God prolong his life and grant him paradise. My parents were Christians, but in my youth I embraced the true faith and entered the school for scribes in Basra. On reaching manhood, I came here to the Abode of Peace and was enrolled among the scribes of the vaziral palace and soon after came to the attention of the lady Shaghab, who is now Queen Mother.

I am now fifty-three years of age, and my hair and beard have grown grey, but until today I was never afraid of death. Now, I recoil from it, as a child from the dark, or a bird from fire. I fear God, but I fear Azrail, the angel of death, even more.

Ten days ago, my Nubian slave Bilal came for me shortly after I had recited the dawn prayers. I was then in the seventh courtyard of my palace. The first rays of the sun were climbing over the east bank of the Tigris, like gold melting in a coiner’s vat. I remember it as though from a great distance, as if all that happened, happened a long time ago.

He whispered into my ear, bending low while I sat on the edge of the pool, watching the early light draw patterns on the still water. I nodded wearily, sensing no danger in what he said. It was a day like any other: the sun had risen as on any other day, I had recited my prayers faultlessly, as I had done since I first reached the age of responsibility, Bilal had come to me as he came every day, with the first tidings of the city and its people. I thought nothing was amiss. How easily may we be misled in this life.

He told me the shurta had arrested a group of fourteen heretics shortly after midnight, that the men were being kept in the dungeon of the Hasani palace and the women—who numbered five, all of them reputedly of very great beauty—in the New Prison at the Qarar. The Chief Qadi had already issued instructions for the first depositions to be made next month. But first it was necessary for those of us most intimately concerned in the matter to visit the place where the condemned had been known to assemble for their worship of the devil.

I asked Bilal where this might be, thinking it somewhere in the city itself, but he told me it was a week’s journey, a distance of twelve farsakhs to the south, to an old city that lies in ruins: Babil, that the Christians call Babylon. When he told me this, my heart shook within me, for I had heard the name many times from my father. It is mentioned in the holy books of the Jews and Christians as a place of great evil and infamy.

Of the journey there I shall say little. The road passes through desolate country empty of inhabitants, where only wild beasts and madmen venture. The few villages we passed were wretched, their people sunk in misery. We were a party of ten, accompanied by guards and servants, making fifty or more in all, yet I confess I felt afraid. It was not that I expected bandits or rebels so close to the capital. But the nearer we drew to the ruined city, the darker grew the sky and the bleaker the countryside. At night, we pitched our tents in open country, taking refuge in God from the perils of the darkness.

We made slow progress, for the roads in those parts are poorly kept, and our animals were weak after the winter. On the ninth day, we came at last to Babylon, nestling near a bend of a small river that is a tributary of the Euphrates. For a moment, seeing its walls in the distance, I thought we had come upon a true city, for all that I knew there could be no city of men in that wilderness. My next thought was that it might be a city of the jinn, inhabited by a race of demons, its walls the work of magic, its houses built of smoke. But as we drew near I saw all this was an illusion. Babylon’s great towers had fallen long ago, its gates had crumbled, and its ramparts lay in tatters. We came to the largest of the gates in a great silence, broken only by the rise and fall of our camels’ hooves and the jingling of their bridles.

On the advice of Ibn Mujahid the Qur’an reciter, we left the slaves and bodyguard beyond the walls, and entered on foot. There were matters here, he said, that the common people should know nothing of, lest they come to question the faith of God and spread sedition among their fellows. I thought him over-cautious at the time, but no longer. My own faith has been tested, and I fear I may never sleep properly again.

There was a guide with us by the name of Salman, a Persian, a dwarf with a face marked by smallpox. During the journey he had kept to himself, even praying apart from the other servants. I was suspicious of him, and I think with cause. He it was who brought the shurta to the house of the heretics in Baghdad, and I am told he had betrayed many to the authorities. He is paid money for his services, but I believe him tainted by the heresies with which he comes in contact. When we return to the city, I shall have him arrested and questioned on his own account.

The gate through which he led us was flanked by the coloured images of false gods, some in the form of bulls, others shaped as creatures I did not recognize. We kept our eyes averted from these idols, but I know that my heart was beating uncomfortably as our steps took us further inside the first enclosure.

On every side we saw the signs of ruination. It was even as God has written in the Qur’an, concerning the Overturned Cities and Iram of the Lofty Pillars: ‘We destroyed them and their people, all of them. Behold their dwellings, all in ruins for the evil that they did.’

What evil was done in that place? I smelled it the moment we set foot inside. He sensed it too, the guide Salman, I could see it in his eyes. I stumbled over rubble and reached out for the man next to me, Ahmad al-Tustari. He steadied me, but when I looked into his eyes, I could sense the fear in them.

Salman brought us to a low archway, the only one still standing. In its upper part was carved a symbol that I did not recognize: seven stars set beside a dragon. On the other side of the archway a great slab had been moved aside to reveal steps leading downwards into the earth. We all hung back at first, but the dwarf explained that the purpose of our journey lay here, in an underground chamber. I nodded in acquiescence. Torches were brought and lit, and Salman handed them round.

The steps were ancient and very worn, and we could only climb down one at a time. The dwarf went first, and I followed him, being the chief of those present. A dark smell came from below, like decay, but mingled with other, more recent perfumes, as though incense had been burned there recently. At the foot of the steps a narrow corridor continued beneath the earth for several spans: the dwarf walked upright along it, but I was forced to bend, holding my torch out in front of me. From the walls, the painted figures of demons stared down. I recited prayers for protection, seeking refuge in God from the devil.

Finally we came to a chamber with a high ceiling. This room was circular in form, and was not unlike the warm room of some public baths in the city, except that this was cold and damp, and painted with the figures of ancient devils. The figures were faded and had crumbled away in places, but in spite of that they made me uneasy, for their eyes had a semblance of life in them, and their mouths were open, as though they were on the point of speech.

On the floor at one end of the room lay several corpses.

‘Come close,’ whispered Salman, and I noticed for the first time that he too was frightened. ‘You will be asked of this in the trial.’

I followed him to where the bodies lay in a tangled heap. Behind us I could hear the sounds of my companions entering the chamber. The flickering lights of their torches cast strange shadows on the walls, and at moments it seemed as if the figures painted there strove to come alive.

The bodies were old and shrivelled, and when I looked closely I saw they were the remains of children of varying ages.

‘They brought them here from the burial grounds of Wasit and Basra,’ said Salman. He was shaking. I could see the fear written on his face. I wondered how he knew this.

‘For what purpose?’

‘To make them live again.’

‘Only God can give life,’ I said.

He shook his head.

‘Satan gives life,’ he whispered. ‘Whether it is life or the semblance of life, who can say? But I have seen corpses walk. And I have heard dead men speak, though in tongues I do not understand.’

By this time the others had assembled in the chamber with us. We examined the corpses, and Ibn Mujahid prayed over them, reciting the fatiha and the salat al-mayyit, as was fitting. When this was done, I turned to Salman.

‘I think we have seen all we need to here. Are there other chambers beyond this?’

He looked at me like one who hesitates to speak in the presence of the Caliph, for fear a word out of place may cost him his head or the lives of his children.

‘Well?’ I asked. ‘What holds your tongue? Speak if you value your life.’

‘There is another room,’ he said. ‘A smaller room than this.’

Still he hesitated.

‘Yes?’

‘Is . . . is this not enough?’

I shook my head, growing angry with him. If we were to execute these rebels, we needed whatever evidence we could find. There have been riots over the price of bread. The Sufis and the Carmathians spread their heresies everywhere. There is unrest at the heart of the empire. When men are restless, they cast aside truth and obedience.

‘What is this place,’ I asked, ‘that you are so afraid of it?’

He tried to look away from me, but I held him fast and would not let him go until he answered.

‘It is the realm of ghosts,’ he said. ‘I dare go no further.’

‘Ghosts? What ghosts?’

‘The spirits of the dead and the undead.’

‘Show me.’

He fell trembling to my feet, and though I threatened him with punishment, he would not move. It was then that Hasan al-Wasiti, Chief of the Upright Witnesses, drew my attention to a doorway in the wall opposite.

‘Through here,’ he said. ‘I think we should look.’

It was a wooden door, very ancient, perhaps as old as the city itself. My hand shook as I took hold of its handle. God forgive me, but I know now I should have listened to the promptings of my heart and left that place at once.

I opened the door. Hasan came forwards and lifted his torch. Dimly, I could see another chamber, smaller than the one we were in. Bracing myself, I stepped inside. Not for a moment did I consider that anyone else should go before me; I was the highest in rank, it was my responsibility to enter first. But God knows I did not enter that place willingly.

It was a small room, such that only three or four men might enter it comfortably at one time. The ceiling was low, forcing me to bend my head slightly as I stood at its centre. The walls were of brick, unpainted, and appearing much older than those of the chamber from which I had just come.

I raised my torch, and as I did so drew in my breath sharply. Facing me from a low platform in front of the wall opposite was a statue. Even now, my hand trembles as I write of it. It was as tall as a youth, with a man’s body and the head of a horned beast. Great black wings rose from its curved shoulders. I needed no one to tell me its name. Iblis. The Great Satan in all his foulness. I shut my eyes and began to turn.

As I did so, I heard a sound behind me, a sound that made the hairs stand upon the back of my head, so out of place and unexpected was it. It was a child’s laugh, perfectly distinct and unmistakable. I looked round in bewilderment, but could see nothing other than the statue. The laugh came again, and I turned to Hasan, who still stood in the opening. He did not answer, but when I looked in his eyes I could see that he too had heard it.

I joined him in the doorway and prepared to close the door. At the last moment, I looked back and saw once more the horned figure of Iblis, and by its side a second figure, a small boy dressed all in white, his hair bound with a fillet of silver. He was pale, and his eyes shone strangely. He wore a long white robe, like the Sabaeans of Basra. I staggered back into Hasan’s arms.

‘Shut the door!’ I cried. Even as he did so, I heard another sound—a dry rustling, like the rustling of wings.

We shall not return to Babylon. When we are safely in Baghdad again, I shall write an edict forbidding all, be they Muslim, Jew, or Christian, to enter that place, on the pain of death. Before we left, I instructed the captain of the bodyguard to break the earth above that accursed chamber, and to fill it with sand until there was no more to be seen of it. No one shall ever set foot in there again.
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