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PROLOGUE

The Monastery of the White Elephant, Louangphrabang 

1986

The man made his way silently along the corridor, his body almost hugging the wall. His head was covered with the cowl of his robe and his movements were quick and jerky. He needn’t have been quite so furtive; the whole monastery was asleep and there were still two hours left before bleary-eyed young acolytes began sounding the gong to awaken the other monks. The man’s heart was pounding so hard he could hear it beat above the murmur of the Mae Nam Khong, the Mekong River, which ran along the monastery’s stone walls.

When he came to his destination, a room to the right, he pushed aside the curtains and stepped in without sparing a glance at the dark corridor he had sneaked through. He stood silently in the doorway for some time, till his eyes had adjusted to the dim light in the room. The tiny glow of light in the corner from a brass lamp, half-filled with butter, failed to reach the low wooden bed in the centre, where the Teacher lay deep in slumber, his bulky form half covered by a white sheet. The intruder stared at the sleeping man and listened intently to his soft, whistling snores. His eyes darted to the room’s single window; the shutters had been thrown open and the smell of the river, flowing two storeys below, wafted up to him.

When his eyes had fully adjusted to the gloom, he saw that the Teacher was lying in a foetal position, buttocks slightly raised; the position made him look somewhat ridiculous. The man stood absolutely motionless, making sure the Teacher hadn’t stirred and was still fast asleep. After several minutes had passed, he crouched forward and knelt at the foot of the bed. From the folds of his robe, he took out a pair of khems – needles – one of the eight worldly items mandated to all Buddhist monks. He also brought out a small glass bottle, half-filled with a translucent, viscous fluid. Opening the bottle carefully, the man dipped the needles in the liquid till they were half-submerged. He pulled the needles out and placed the bottle gently on the floor. 

With a needle in each hand, he leaned over and pricked the sleeping man just above the ankle with surgical precision, making sure that one of the needles went into the artery and that the two pinpricks were half an inch apart. As he pulled out the needles, he held his breath, crouching on the balls of his feet and ready to spring up and flee should the need arise. But the Teacher merely stirred to change his position and straighten his knees so that he was now sleeping on his stomach.

Crouching at the foot of the bed, the intruder forced his breathing to return to normal and maintained his vigil. Forty-five minutes. The Kammu medicine man had said it would take that much time for the poison – the venom of the ngu tab tan, the Blue Krait, sixteen times more potent than the cobra’s – to take effect. The alpha neurotoxin would paralyse the victim as it moved up through the artery. The medicine man had been right about the victim not feeling the jabs of the needle; many victims of the ngu tab tan died in their sleep without ever knowing they had been bitten.

After an hour had passed, the intruder felt certain that the poison had taken effect. The snores of the sleeping man had subsided ten minutes ago and there were no visible signs of him breathing. The intruder now moved to the head of the bed, rubbing the stiffness from his legs. Leaning low over the Teacher, he gingerly felt his neck and found the cotton thread from which a single key dangled. Taking the key between his fingers, he carefully removed the string, pulling it over the man’s head. Suddenly, he froze; the Teacher’s eyes had opened and were focused on him! He felt his insides turn to water as the prostrate man’s lips moved, trying to form words. Involuntarily, the intruder leaned forward to catch them.

‘You will embrace the third sister as well,’ the dying man’s voice rasped, sounding very tired, his eyes devoid of expression. Then his eyelids drooped and the Teacher slumped forward, saliva dripping in an uncontrollable stream from his mouth.

Clutching the key in his trembling hand, the assassin knew he should be elated, but instead felt tears streaming down his cheeks. He knew the curse of the dying man would haunt him in the days to come.


CHAPTER 1

Yorkshire, England

AUGUST 1986

It had not rained very heavily the previous night; the ground, though damp, was still firm. Henry Ashton got off the trail, running through the woods and on to the tarred road that wound its way uphill to Stiles, the manor house that had been with his family since the Boer War. His boots were wet, plastered with the leaves of ferns and gorse he had been tramping through, and he shrugged off the droplets of water which had dripped from the trees onto his waterproof. When he left the house after lunch, it was foggy and overcast; the weather had improved since. It would be nightfall soon enough, but it was still bright; the light lasted a mite longer this time of the year. Ashton took the incline slowly. Not that he was tired, but the leg was giving him trouble again; it did in wet weather.

Soon, he had reached the manor’s tall wrought-iron gates. One stood open; a car had evidently passed through. He could make out its muddy tyre marks on the gravel drive. Someone is visiting, he thought. Quite unusual. People usually took the trouble to call in, considering that Stiles was at a dead end, six miles from the village through wooded country. He walked through the open gate, pulling it shut after him. His grandfather, Lord Mortimer Ashton, the man who had built Stiles, had been something of a recluse. He had chosen his house wisely, if you went for that sort of thing. Ten-foot-high lime-and-stone walls, crowned with broken glass, enclosed the property, the only access to it being the gates his grandson had just passed through.

There were two cars parked in front of the house. He recognized one – the Panda belonged to Constable Heron. The other was a Bentley with police markings he hadn’t seen in the village before; he guessed it was from the County Headquarters. What the devil was going on? A young police constable in uniform stood next to it, with the police radio on. As Ashton passed by, she mumbled a greeting. He nodded in acknowledgement, although he hadn’t seen her before. He thought about asking her what this was all about, then quickly changed his mind. The people who had arrived in these cars were probably already inside the house. He assumed that if they had taken the trouble to drive all the way here, they were going to tell him what had brought them. He also wanted his tea.

He climbed up the front steps and used the old-fashioned knocker on the heavy oak doors. Duggy, his house manager, had no doubt been waiting in the hallway, for he opened the door almost instantly. Henry Ashton raised his eyebrows enquiringly, but the other man simply shook his head. Behind him stood another police constable.

‘I don’t know, sir. They wouldn’t tell me,’ Duggy finally offered in response to Ashton’s unasked question, then added, ‘there was a call while you were out. From a Mr Liu Than who said he had come from London and urgently wanted to meet you. I took the liberty of calling him over for tea. It could well be about that.’ 

Ashton glanced over his house manager’s shoulder at the young constable who was staring blandly at the hallway, but probably taking in every nuance of their exchange. 

‘They are waiting for you in the library, Mr Heron and an inspector whose name I didn’t quite catch,’ the house manager now informed Ashton. ‘Go on, sir. I’ll send Martha with the tea.’

‘Thanks very much, Duggy.’

Ashton hung his waterproof and slouch hat on the coat hooks and took off his overboots in the hallway. He ran his fingers through his short but thick salt-and-pepper hair and straightened his scarf as he walked into the library. The police inspector and Constable Heron, who had been seated at the table, rose to their feet as he entered. Ashton nodded at George Heron who was looking flushed. His companion, a tall, dark-haired man, flicked the constable a sideways glance before holding out his hand.

‘Good evening, Sir Henry. I’m Peter Orwell,’ the man said, taking Ashton’s hand in a warm, friendly grip. ‘Just taken over as inspector at Bromwich and haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you, sir.’ Turning to acknowledge the presence of the constable, he added, ‘George here tells me how well regarded your family is in these parts. And, indeed, you yourself are held in high 
esteem, sir.’ 

As they shook hands, both men sized each other up. The inspector’s voice was deep and sincere. He looked younger than George, though Ashton guessed he was older. The inspector had noticed that Ashton was about his own height, only more powerfully built. His amiable expression and twinkling grey eyes offset the strong rugged features and square jaw which would otherwise have made the man distinctly imposing. To the manor born, he thought wryly. 

‘Indeed,’ Henry Ashton reciprocated, turning from the inspector to the other man, whose hand felt somewhat moist in his own. ‘Please sit down, gentlemen.’

Ashton and the two men sat facing each other across the table. He had noticed they were already halfway through their tea.

‘Well,’ he said, looking at the inspector, ‘how can I help you gentlemen? I take it this is not a social call?’

‘You’re right there, Sir Henry,’ the inspector admitted. ‘There has been something of – how shall I put it – an incident hereabouts. You wouldn’t mind if I asked you some questions, would you?’

Ashton cocked his head to one side, an amused smile on his face, and replied, ‘I don’t think my minding would make much difference, Inspector. But please go right ahead.’ 

He poured himself a cup of tea from the pot which Martha had carried in on a tray and placed in front of him.

The inspector didn’t smile back. ‘Were you expecting anyone?’ he asked. ‘I mean, the man your house manager would probably have told you about when you came in? A Mr Liu Than?’

‘No, not really,’ Ashton replied. ‘Can’t really say I have ever heard the name.’

‘Take your time, sir,’ the inspector persisted. ‘Perhaps someone you had asked to come by a while ago and had forgotten to tell your house manager about?’ Orwell paused, then added, ‘A young, slightly built, clean-shaven Oriental man with long hair? A student type?’

The inspector turned and stared pointedly at the assorted figurines of the Buddha on the shelves.

Ashton shook his head. ‘During my days in the army, I’d been around in the East and met many people of that description.’ He smiled politely. ‘But no, I don’t think I know the man. Maybe if I saw him, it would ring a bell.’

‘How about your house manager? Does he have relatives or friends who drop by?’

‘Duggy? Surely you’ve already asked him that question? Well, none of his relatives have ever come here to visit. And then he’s a Gurkha, while this name you just mentioned – Liu Than – is not a Nepali name.’

There was a silence. Ashton took a sip of his tea, then looked at the inspector and asked gently, ‘Now, shouldn’t you be telling me what this is all about?’

‘Yes, of course,’ the inspector agreed, though his hesitation suggested he might be weighing how much it would be prudent to disclose. 

He took out a small spiral-bound diary from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of him. He flipped through the pages, referring to his notes. 

‘Well, sir,’ he began, ‘there has been, as I said earlier, an incident, to put it mildly. A young man – Oriental, Chinese, whatever – who gave his name as Liu Than arrived this afternoon, possibly from London, in a taxi and made his way to the Wordsworth Arms in the village.’ The inspector paused before continuing, ‘According to the landlady, Mrs Harris, the man, who had a student ID from the London School of Economics, had checked into one of the rooms at the inn before coming downstairs and asking if you lived nearby. When she told him you did, he made a call from the desk to Stiles and spoke to your house manager. He then asked Mrs Harris to help him call a cab that would take him to your place. We had his name checked out with LSE; they don’t have any student by that name. So the ID was probably forged. We have also asked Scotland Yard to help us trace the cab the young man hired to get to the village.’

The inspector rocked back in his chair and continued, ‘Liu Than took the local cab at around 3.30 p.m. and started off for your place. Talked a bit on the way, asked about you, according to the cabbie, who turned out to be quite chatty himself. Quite an anomaly hereabouts, I would imagine.’ 

The inspector paused, his amused glance straying in George’s direction. The constable remained impervious to the implied dig and continued to stare stolidly at his pad. Ashton observed that George’s face was still flushed. Something had rattled the man and that was unusual; he didn’t rattle easily.

‘May I smoke, sir?’ the inspector asked politely.

In response, Ashton took his cigarette case out of his pocket, snapped it open and held it out to the other man. The inspector accepted a cigarette. Taking one himself, Ashton shut the case and put it back in his pocket. Meanwhile, the inspector had fished out a lighter. Leaning forward, he lit Ashton’s cigarette before lighting his own.

‘Thank you, sir,’ the inspector said. ‘Well,’ he continued, ‘it seems the cabbie knew you.’ He glanced at his notes. ‘Jimmy Holmes?’ He looked at Ashton enquiringly.

‘The local grocer’s son. Yes, I do know him; he has been accepted at Sandhurst. Frightfully keen to join up, he had asked me about the army. I shared some of my experiences, though I did warn him I was frightfully out of date,’ he replied. ‘I imagine he’ll be leaving for Belfast at the end of the month for his military training before joining Sandhurst.’

‘I see,’ the inspector replied, looking thoughtful. ‘Well, Jimmy and Liu Than were apparently followed on their way here by two Land Rovers. Jimmy initially assumed it was just his passenger’s overactive imagination at work. But when the vehicles followed them right up to the place where the bylane leading to Stiles branches off from the main road, he was convinced that something was up. At this point, the Oriental gentleman apparently became terribly agitated and urged Jimmy to hurry, whereupon our young man led those Land Rovers on quite a chase. At the lay-by after the arch bridge, one of the vehicles overtook them, almost pushing them into the gulley so that they were forced to stop. It was here that the Oriental gentleman jumped out of the vehicle and made a dash for the woods, with seven or eight men wearing ski masks in hot pursuit. Interestingly enough, although they were armed, they didn’t fire at him.’

‘Needed to get him alive,’ Ashton murmured softly, not wishing to disturb the flow of the inspector’s narrative.

‘Precisely. Well, they approached him from all directions and began closing in. Then comes the interesting part. Our Oriental friend sits down on the ground, pours something on himself – lighter fluid, possibly – and sets himself on fire. Jimmy says it was quite a blaze! The trees nearby were charred and if it hadn’t been for last night’s drizzle, putting out that fire would have been quite a job for the forest chaps.’

The hair on the back of Ashton’s neck bristled. He could feel his temples throbbing. No wonder George was looking rattled! He brought his cigarette up to his lips and squinted through the smoke.

‘That’s something,’ Ashton remarked, relieved that his voice sounded steady. Don’t think about Saigon! He turned away and stared at the fireplace, knowing that the inspector was watching him.

The ensuing silence was broken by the lady constable who walked in with an update. 

‘The lab people have finished at the site and they say it’s all right for us to come by, sir,’ she informed the inspector.

‘Thank you,’ he said, then turned to Ashton. ‘I shall have to request you to accompany us, sir, just to check if you can identify anything. Not that there is much to go by; it’s quite grisly, really.’ He paused. ‘Once you’ve finished your tea, of course.’ 

‘That all right,’ Ashton said, pushing his cup away. 

The group trooped out to where the cars were parked. Ashton saw that Duggy had taken their car out of the garage and was at the wheel, parked behind the Bentley.

‘We don’t really need to take another car,’ the inspector said authoritatively, waving at Duggy and gesturing for him to step out. He then turned to Ashton. ‘You can both come with us, Sir Henry,’ he offered by way of explanation. ‘It won’t be any trouble dropping you back home.’ 

‘I would rather take my car, if that’s all right with you?’ Ashton said quietly, but crisply. 

Peter Orwell picked up the tone and saw that Ashton’s affable face was set in a firm line, his grey eyes staring back expressionlessly at him. ‘As you wish, sir,’ the inspector replied, quickly backing off. 

They set off in the three cars, Ashton’s following the Bentley and the Panda. The moment they were on their own, Duggy and Ashton lapsed into Gorkhali, the language of their regiment.

‘Yo keko barema ho? What’s all this about, Sergeant?’

‘Thaha chaina. Haven’t a clue.’ After they had been driving for a while, Duggy added, ‘Liu Than, the man who rang, said I should tell you that the Teacher has asked you to redeem a promise you had made.’

It was the second time that evening that Ashton experienced a prickle of unease and even though Duggy was looking straight ahead and couldn’t see his expression, he could tell something was wrong. 

‘Are you all right?’ the sergeant asked.

‘Fine, just fine,’ Ashton replied. ‘You didn’t tell the police about Liu Than’s message, did you?’

‘They didn’t ask.’

They had travelled four miles from the house when they came to a small clearing, where the dense growth of trees on either side of the road thinned out. Police cars and an ambulance were parked off the road. On one side, the ground fell away to a rocky stream about nine or ten yards below the level of the road; on the opposite side, the ground sloped upwards. The police had fenced off the area with yellow tape and Ashton could see what looked like a media crew huddled behind it. He recognized one of the reporters, who began approaching him, but a constable quickly intercepted the man and sent him back. The inspector came forward, took Ashton by the arm and, lifting the tape, guided him through to a clump of bushes on the high ground at the top of the slope. He turned and pointed to the clearing behind them.

‘This is where the first car overtook the cab,’ he explained. 

They could see the tyre marks, deeply embedded in the moist earth, giving the road a wide berth before getting back onto it thirty yards or so ahead. Since the car to which those tyres belonged seemed to have climbed back onto the road almost at a right angle to it, it could be inferred that its driver had been attempting to block the road and intercept an approaching vehicle. 

‘Since it was uphill the bigger vehicle could generate more power then the cab,’ the inspector went on.

There were other tyre marks too, criss-crossing each other and indicating that the vehicles which had left those telltale tracks had reversed and got back on the road. 

‘The cabbie says the men in the first vehicle were getting off, when his passenger, who was in the back seat, jumped out, stumbled and made a dash for the high ground there.’ The inspector turned and pointed back up the hill. ‘The cabbie tried braking to avoid ramming into the vehicle ahead and swerved off the road instead. He says the next thing he saw, once he had got a grip on himself, was that his passenger had reached the top of this mound and was near that clump of bushes. The next moment, there was this big fireball.’

‘How can you be sure the men chasing him didn’t set him on fire?’ Ashton asked, knowing what the answer would be.

‘Thought about that,’ the inspector replied, ‘but no, that wasn’t the case, because the cabbie reported that none of the men were close to halfway up the mound when his passenger burst into flames. Also, the dead man’s body shows no signs of a struggle.’ The inspector stopped and looked keenly at Ashton before continuing, ‘It makes you wonder why Mr Liu Than didn’t try to make for the woods when he was ahead, eh?’

Ashton refrained from comment, merely nodding in response.

As the two men climbed further up, a man in a lab coat approached, nodding to the inspector before stepping aside to give them an unimpeded view of the body. The head and upper chest were so badly burnt, the skin so charred and mottled, that it was hard to believe they had once belonged to a human being. The figure, although it had toppled over to one side from its seated position, was still cross-legged. Part of the lips had burnt away, exposing teeth and gums in a way that gave the corpse a frighteningly feral expression. Bits of charred cloth clung to the body. One hand lay in the corpse’s lap; the other rested over its left breast, as if the man it had belonged to had been taking a pledge with his dying breath. The burns were concentrated on the head and upper torso; from the waist downwards, the body was almost intact, suggesting that the man had emptied the bottle of inflammable fluid over his head. A light breeze brought a disturbing whiff of burnt flesh their way. 

The constable whom Ashton had seen in his driveway had followed them up. She gagged at the sight and turned away.

‘Not a pretty sight, sir,’ the inspector said grimly. ‘Any chance you can place him?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ Ashton managed to reply, his voice hoarse, as the memories threatened to flood back. But in the present circumstances, that’s okay, he thought, my reaction will seem natural.

‘Thought not. No identification on the body either. The cabbie says all the man was carrying was a cloth satchel; what’s left of it is on his lap. The lab boys will go over it as a matter of course, but I wouldn’t bet on them finding anything worthwhile. I had someone go through his things back at the village, but again I’m afraid there’s nothing that could offer us a lead.’

The inspector looked back and summoned the paramedic with a wave of his hand. The man came up and knelt by the corpse. Ashton knelt alongside and watched as the paramedic pulled the corpse’s right hand off its chest with some difficulty; rigor mortis was setting in. The skin on the chest covered by the hand was pale and unmarred, Ashton noticed, marked only by a tattoo of the Buddha. The colours of the figure changing from red to blue and to many, many more hues. A series of images flashed in his mind and he felt he was tumbling into an abyss. Ashton’s head whirled and he stepped back, pointing and muttering incoherently. I have seen that image before – in the book at the monastery!

The inspector held him by the shoulders and asked urgently, ‘What colours?’ Then realizing that Ashton was in no state to respond, he shook him and said soothingly, ‘It’s all right, sir.’

Ashton felt his head clear slowly and realized that both the inspector and the paramedic, who had dropped the corpse’s hand and risen to his feet, were staring at him. His eyes strayed back to the dead man’s tattoo, which was now partly obscured from view. He saw no images this time.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ashton said, ‘can’t make out what came over me.’

‘It’s all right, sir. Did something to me too, the first time I saw the body,’ the inspector said sympathetically. 

He took out his packet of cigarettes and offered one to Ashton, who gratefully accepted it. They lit up and the inspector indicated that they should walk down to the road.

‘Was there something in that tattoo you recognized?’ the inspector asked as they walked down. ‘It seems as if Liu Than had wanted to protect it – as if he wanted to ensure it would be seen.’ 

So he had noticed, Ashton thought.

‘No, nothing,’ he now said, replying to the inspector’s question. He drew on his cigarette before adding, ‘Apart from the fact that it’s a Buddha figure. You would have got that, of course.’

‘Yes, we did, as a matter of fact, but there’s nothing unusual about that. A lot of college students of the dead man’s, well, ethnicity sport such tattoos. It’s either that or Bruce Lee.’ 

They had reached the road. 

‘Well, then, sir, thank you for your trouble,’ the inspector said. ‘Actually, we had to follow all the leads.’ 

He indicated the ring of reporters and photographers waiting for him. Some of them were recording the proceedings on movie camera. 

‘This,’ he said, gesturing in their direction, ‘is evidently going to be the biggest story in the county tonight.’

‘Jimmy, I mean, the cabbie,’ Ashton asked. ‘He’s all right?’

‘Aye, he’s a strong lad. Just a bit shaken. He’s the one who broke the news. Had to walk back to the village – the masked men knocked off two of his tyre valves. Couldn’t even use the spare. But they didn’t harm him.’

‘Lucky they didn’t go for him. They appear to be quite a desperate crew,’ Ashton remarked.

‘Professionals, really. They must have realized that bumping off the cabbie would serve no purpose. Their quarry, the guy – or whatever they were after – was back there,’ the inspector said, looking back up the slope. ‘Also has something to do with keeping the police interest low. The story is big right now, but the fuss will die down soon enough. There isn’t likely to be much of an outcry over an unidentified Oriental who apparently committed suicide. Killing a local boy would have been a different bag altogether.’

‘Would have shaken Jimmy, though,’ Ashton said.

‘Must have, but he seems a level-headed lad. You can have a word with him if you want to. He must be in the ambulance,’ the inspector said, pulling away as a constable indicated that his presence was required near the Rover.

‘Thank you again, Sir Henry,’ the inspector said before he left. ‘Do tell us if you get to know something.’ He reached into his pocket and handed over his card. ‘Seems like gang rivalry to me, though can’t really see where you come in.’ 

Ashton met the inspector’s quizzical eyes with his own steady gaze. The inspector nodded and extended his hand. The two men shook hands before the police officer turned away.

Ashton walked up to the ambulance and found Jimmy standing near it with a Styrofoam cup of coffee in his hand. He patted the young boy reassuringly on the back. Jimmy’s face was still pale from shock, but when he spoke, his voice was steady.

‘Good evening, sir,’ the boy said in greeting.

‘Good evening, Jimmy,’ Ashton responded. ‘Strange happenings, eh?’ 

‘You could say that again.’

Ashton saw Duggy approaching. ‘Hamiharu jaoon huzoor. Let’s go, sir,’ he said.

Ashton was keen to stay for a while. He wanted to talk to Jimmy, but noticed that Duggy’s expression was firm, almost obdurate.

‘I’ll talk to you later, Jimmy,’ he said feebly.

They shook hands and Ashton walked down to where Duggy stood waiting.

‘Now what was all that about?’ he asked sharply.

‘I’ll tell you once we’re in the car.’


CHAPTER 2

Cambridge, England

AUGUST 1986

‘So what did Jimmy tell you?’ 

They had been on the road for a while before Henry Ashton asked the question. Concentrating on his driving, Duggy did not reply. Ashton grew impatient. Duggy could be really quite trying at times.

‘Nothing really,’ the house manager finally answered. ‘He’s got his call letter. Off to Belfast next week, I was told. With six six.’ 

This was a reference to the Sixth Battalion, the Sixth Gorkha Rifles. There was no point pushing, Ashton told himself. Duggy was going to take his time.

‘Oh, that’s good,’ he said, playing along. ‘Jack Mitchell is commanding. I’ll have a word with him. Who’s the RSM?’

‘Tara Bahadur,’ Duggy replied, then observing Ashton’s difficulty in placing the man, added, ‘he was an instructor at the Infantry Battle School at Brecon – the one with a scar below the right eye.’

‘Jimmy will be all right,’ Ashton declared, remembering the RSM as a hard but fair man.

‘Yes, sir.’

Ashton remained silent, but his fingers drummed on the dashboard and he contemplated reaching for a cigarette.

‘The Oriental gentleman told Jimmy something, though,’ Duggy volunteered after some time. 

‘Ah, yes?’ Ashton affected unconcern.

‘Asked Jimmy to tell you that he found Cambridge very pretty.’

‘What sense does that make?’ Ashton asked, his voice edgy.

‘None, but perhaps if you link it up with this… ’ 

Holding the steering wheel with one hand, Duggy fished out an open envelope from his coat pocket with the other before handing it over to his employer.

Ashton took the envelope from him and noticed that it had a Cambridge postmark. Inside was a receipt for a single piece of baggage, issued that very day by the left-luggage service at the Cambridge railway station. The receipt was valid for three days. At the top of the sheet of paper, someone had marked the figures ‘078’ in pencil.

‘What the devil!’ he exclaimed.

‘Came in the evening mail, just before the police arrived,’ Duggy said.

As a rule, the house manager would open the mail and sort it out, placing the ones requiring Ashton’s attention on the table, along with the tea, by the time he got in from his walk.

‘What made you put this in your pocket?’ Ashton now asked Duggy, his tone absent-minded, his eyes still on the baggage ticket. 

He checked the envelope again to see if it had anything else written on it. But all he saw was his name – Lieutenant Colonel Henry Ashton – followed by the address inscribed in a neat, precise hand.

‘I don’t know,’ Duggy replied. ‘I thought it curious enough when I took it out of the envelope and put it with the rest of the mail for you to go through. And after the police arrived, I knew there was definitely something more than ordinary about it. So I went back and picked it up; thought you should see it before they did.’

‘We should let the police know about this,’ Ashton said.

‘We could.’ Duggy’s voice was non-committal.

They drove on for some time in silence. Ashton knew that Duggy was leaving the next move to him. 

Finally, it was the house manager who spoke again. ‘Did you ask yourself why a man who’s being pursued jumps out of a car and runs uphill?’

Henry Ashton mulled it over and grimaced. ‘Makes no sense – unless he wanted to get caught?’ he suggested.

‘Exactly. And the bonfire was really a way of telling his pursuers that they had now reached a dead end.’

Ashton knew that was what it was; that and another message – which he alone would understand. He suddenly felt overwhelmed by fatigue.

They had driven up to the house by now and as he stepped out of the car, Ashton instructed Duggy, ‘Tell Martha to bring a plate to my room.’ He paused before adding, ‘Let’s be getting along to Cambridge tomorrow, shall we?’

‘Yes, sir,’ the other man replied with what Ashton surmised was the faintest trace of a smile.

The next day, they were on the morning train to Cambridge. For Ashton, the place brought back happy memories of his life as a student from the time he had returned from Malaya. The Cambridge railway station had not changed much over the years, barring an increase in the number of young people with spiky hair. The two men followed the signs and soon found themselves in front of an open door with a sign above it that said, ‘Left Luggage’. Ashton halted. Taking the receipt out of his pocket, he handed it over to Duggy.

‘Not that it’s going to matter,’ he said, ‘but just in case.’

‘Well, I am Oriental-looking,’ Duggy acknowledged, catching on fast.

Ashton walked across to the kiosk and bought a paper. The news he had been anticipating was there on the very first page. ‘Self-immolation by unidentified man’, the headline screamed. The incident, Ashton realized, had been reported as a suicide. The details were, at best, fuzzy. The inspector had found a mention and the police were reported to be investigating the matter further. Ashton discovered that along with Jimmy and Mrs Harris, he too had been included in the list of people questioned by the police. He looked up to see the girl at the left-luggage counter glancing absent-mindedly at the receipt Duggy had presented, while carrying on a conversation with a young man who had apparently come to chat her up. Nothing to worry about there, he thought.

About five minutes later, Duggy came out carrying a small leather briefcase and handed it over to him. It had a small combination lock of three digits. Ashton looked at Duggy who suggested, ‘Let’s find a quiet place.’

Sir Henry nodded in agreement and the two of them left the station and walked into a small Chinese restaurant, its door chimes ringing out and signalling their arrival as they entered.

The waitress approached to take their order. The men asked for a pot of jasmine tea. Once she had moved off, Ashton placed the briefcase on the table and rotated the lock to ‘078’ – the numbers pencilled at the top of the receipt. The lock clicked open. Before taking out the bag’s contents, Ashton cast a cautious glance around him. They were the only customers in the restaurant; the lunch crowd had yet to appear.

He placed the bag’s contents on the table one by one: a well-worn olive green canvas army satchel, with ‘US Marine Corps’, ‘JC Wando’ and a service number stencilled on the flap in black ink. Inside it was an unsealed envelope containing a letter. Ashton unfolded the letter, scanning its contents to the very end. A small exclamation escaped his lips. He read the letter again, slowly and carefully this time, mouthing the words and coming back to the beginning, forcing away the images that were forming in his mind, so he could concentrate. It was written in a neat, unhurried hand, which was somehow incongruous with what it had to say:


My dear Colonel,

Pardon me for not having corresponded with you over the years, but you who know so much about us will understand. See how much liberty one can take with friends? If you are reading this, then surely the Divine is gracing us with His benevolence.

The bearer of this letter has no knowledge of its contents and it is best that it remain that way. If he is with you now, please do not divulge anything to him. His loyalty is beyond question, but we feel it is not right for him to be burdened with what I am going to tell you. If he is not with you, I can assume he has somehow managed to have this letter delivered.

Coming, as you would say, to the point. In the summer of 1966, soon after you had visited us, there came to the monastery a young US Army major from, I think, the Marine Corps. Though on leave, he wore his battle fatigues and was accompanied by a local guide. It was, as you realize, a trying time for all of us, with the war making our position difficult. We did not encourage people in uniform to come to us, but realized that this American was different. After all, he had come to our door alone and unarmed.

I was the one instructed to interact with him; there were then, as you are aware, very few of us who could speak English. He said he had heard of us and wanted to make a gift to the monastery, a memento his grandfather had apparently wanted to send us. The request seemed innocuous enough. He was in a hurry and needed to leave immediately, but before his departure, he insisted on having a picture of us both taken with his camera to record the moment as he handed the satchel over to me. I duly got one of the younger monks to take that photo. The American said he needed to send the photo back home. After that, he left.

I delivered the satchel and its contents – a narrow golden strip with symbols etched on it – to the Teacher. I remember the day well; it was the first time I had seen so much emotion on the Teacher’s face. Being much younger then, I took the liberty of asking him about the plate; I was simply told that it was a gter ma – a treasure. The Teacher did not say more and I did not press him for further explanations and soon forgot all about it.

Coming closer to the present, to the time when we were overcome by tragedy and evil. I had been appointed the Teacher’s personal assistant. He had not been keeping well for some years and the senior monk, Hieu Mi Che – I do not know if you have met him – had taken over most of the day-to-day affairs that running the monastery involved. Things have changed, as they often do, and not all of us feel it is for the best. There is now much more interaction with the outside world.

On the morning of that evil time, the boy who took the morning tea to the Teacher found him sprawled on his bed and rushed to call me. He had been stabbed with a needle, which was working its poison. The doors of the steel cupboard in the room were ajar. The satchel still lay inside, but the gold plate was gone; it was what the evil-doers had been after. We administered an antidote to counter the effect of the poison that had entered the Teacher’s body, but it had been working for too long. We were able to revive him only temporarily. The Teacher’s last wish was that I should ask you to help prevent the people who had taken the gter ma from using it to find the Burqan Qaldun. He repeated this over and over again as he lay dying, anxious that they should never find it. He also said the key to your journey would be found with the dogs at the seat of the Mar Yul and that once you entered the Gates, the Jhagun would assist you. All this is not clear to me, but I have tried to faithfully record and pass on the last words of the Teacher in his mortal form; he has foreseen that you will be the person to confront this peril, and I have boundless faith in his wisdom. The image of the Buddha has been tattooed on the messenger in the prescribed manner and the spirit of the Teacher will guide you in times of doubt.

His death has left us bereft of guidance. Those who control things here want us to accept that there was no evil in what happened. But they know that some of us believe otherwise and your task will, therefore, be fraught with danger. Trust no one; do not communicate with us or with anyone you do not have absolute faith in.

In your culture, I know that this missive would be regarded as an unwelcome imposition. But in ours, it is fated and we must all play our parts in what must unfold. I entreat you to assist us, but if you do not, I will understand. Please do not share the contents of this letter with anyone you do not trust implicitly.

Om mani padme hum.

Ru San Ko

PS: Mr Solomon Avery of the Cambridge branch of the Oriental Bank of Commerce may be able to assist you.



Henry Ashton put down the letter. He realized that the tea they had ordered had already been served and Duggy had poured out a cup for him. The delicate fragrance of jasmine soothed him and he slowly picked up the cup and sipped the amber liquid. He pushed the letter towards Duggy, who took out his spectacles and began reading it.

So this is what it’s all about, Ashton thought, those flashing images that passed through my mind when I saw the body.

Duggy put down the letter and looked up.

‘He’s asking for my help; what do you think?’ Ashton 
asked him.

‘Well, you’re the one who knows this man, Ru San Ko, the writer of this letter, as well as the other, the Teacher. They have asked for your help. It is for you to make the decision.’

‘They are – or were – good men, with whom I stayed when I was at the monastery in Laos,’ Ashton said. ‘But that was twenty years ago.’ He picked up the letter again and read from it. ‘I can make neither head nor tail of some parts! I mean, this gter ma and “Burqan Qaldun”; do you have any idea what they could be?’

Duggy paused, collecting his thoughts. ‘My grandmother, whom you have met, was a devout Buddhist,’ he said. ‘When I was a boy, she would tell us many tales that were beyond our wildest imagination. She would talk of these gter mas – hidden treasures, apparently – that would be revealed to particular individuals at specific times as part of a preordained destiny.’

‘And this Burqan Qaldun?’

‘I don’t know, but my guess is that it’s some secret, possibly, mythical site like Camelot, the location of which, as the letter says, would be revealed by this gter ma.’

‘This is all quite unbelievable. It’s almost like a hoax,’ Ashton muttered, releasing his breath in a great whoosh. ‘Except that if it is, it’s a rather macabre one. We already have two people dead.’ He paused. ‘The time has come for us to go to the police,’ he said softly, glancing at Duggy for approval.

The other man shrugged. ‘Timro saathiharule arkai bhanethyo.’ he said. ‘That was not what your friends wanted.’

Ashton looked at him across the table. ‘You can’t be serious!’ he said testily. ‘What do you think I can do to help?’ He composed himself and continued in a calmer voice, ‘These people, they are monks in a remote monastery. Something valuable has been stolen from them. Logically, they have turned to me, a Westerner, for help.’ He took a sip of tea. ‘It’s not as if our going to the police means that we will give up investigating the case on our own. We’ll pursue it till the very end.’

The two men stared at each other. After a while, Duggy spoke up. His voice was soft, but his words were emphatic. 

‘It is not a matter for the police, huzoor,’ he said. ‘You know that. And they don’t want the help of the police; they want yours. In their time of trouble, they have turned to you for help. You may choose not to respond to their plea, but then, that would be a cowardly thing to do.’ Duggy paused before saying slowly, ‘Kaayar hunnu bhanda marnu raamro.’

Ashton sprang to his feet and struck the table with his fist, making the crockery clatter. He was livid.

‘Timi durvyavahar gardaichau! You are crossing the line, Sergeant!’ he shouted. 

The lady at the counter looked up in alarm, but Duggy reassured her with a nonchalant wave in her direction. Ashton glared at him and stormed out of the restaurant.

Duggy had touched a nerve; he had just reminded Ashton of the Gurkha motto, ‘It is better to die than to live a coward.’ A simple motto that had won their regiment the Victoria Cross twenty-six times, almost all of them for hand-to-hand combat.

After a short interval, Ashton walked back in and sat down opposite Duggy who had, by then, ordered another pot of tea. They looked at each other calmly. Neither man uttered a word. Duggy poured out a cup for Ashton. He picked it up and took a sip.

‘You know you are being quite obdurate, don’t you?’ he told his house manager.

Duggy reached out and squeezed his forearm in response.

‘Good,’ Ashton said. ‘Just so long as you know that. Let’s go and meet this Solomon Avery. I just found out where this bank is located.’ 

He drained his cup and put some money on the table. Then they both got up and left.

The two men walked down the street and came to the Cam, where they were greeted by a horde of undergrads offering a punt ride. Ashton smilingly waved away a pretty girl in jeans with a pronounced American accent before entering the bank and asking for Solomon Avery, the man whose name had been mentioned in the letter. They were ushered into a cabin with ‘Senior Manager’ marked on the door. A florid, silver-haired man got up from behind his desk and offered them comfortable leather-backed chairs. Introductions followed.

‘Good morning, Mr Avery. I’m Henry Ashton and this is my associate, Durga Bahadur.’

The banker narrowed his eyes for an instant, trying to place the men. Then, almost immediately, he beamed in recognition. ‘Yes, of course, Sir Ashton!’ he said. ‘Indeed, what a pleasure! I’m sorry, my secretary is new to the job and didn’t quite catch your name when you were ushered in.’

Ashton found Avery’s effusiveness puzzling. This was, after all, his first visit to the bank.

‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘I, ah, was told to meet you.’ 

‘Yes, indeed, sir. Actually, it’s really a formality. Your associate, what was his name again?’ The banker tapped his temple with a finger, trying to jog his memory. ‘Ah, Mr Than. Yes, Mr Than had given all your details, along with the introductory letters from our Hong Kong branch, but we still need you to fill out some forms and will require, as the Americans call it, a mugshot, before we can authorize you to operate your joint account.’

Henry Ashton looked at him and nodded slowly. ‘Yes, of course.’

The banker paused and coughed delicately. ‘Sir, I must trouble you for some form of identification.’

Ashton responded by taking out his driving licence and putting it on the table.

Avery looked at it and rang a buzzer. When his secretary came in, he asked her to bring the relevant forms.

‘When can I operate this joint account?’ Ashton asked, keeping his voice even.

‘Oh, immediately. Just as soon as we get this formality behind us,’ the banker said smiling. ‘They keep talking about the paperless office of the future, but I don’t see it happening any time soon!’ He let out a guffaw that he obviously reserved for just such occasions.

Ashton accepted the forms from the secretary and took out his pen. Without looking up from the papers, he asked, ‘And what amount did you say Mr Than put into the account?’

The banker didn’t seem taken aback by the question. ‘Well, it was a money transfer from Hong Kong,’ he replied easily. ‘Converting the sum from the dollar rate for that day, it amounted to about £200,000. I remember it well, because as you can understand, we normally don’t get such large accounts here, sir.’ Clearing his throat, Avery asked, ‘So are you setting up business here, Sir Henry?’

‘Yes, indeed,’ Ashton replied, nodding at him.

‘You won’t regret it,’ the banker said with visible enthusiasm. ‘This place is really looking up.’
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