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Two millennia ago on the Tibetan plateau

The latest distraction raised a smile on the old abbot’s face as the visitor’s awareness pinged at his consciousness. Simpler it was to ignore such disturbances, leave them to wither and shrivel as the abbot well knew they would, so he dove deeper in his lifelong quest to recall his oneness with the core of reality. This distraction was different, though; the presence approaching was one most holy and familiar, and with a smile he raised his focus back to his chamber. “Issa, please enter,” his voice barely above a whisper.

The young man bowed, his hands bearing a folded cloth. “Thank you, Master.” There followed a pause, one the abbot felt no need to end before its time. “I have brought you something.” Issa knelt and placed the cloth before the abbot’s folded knees.

“This—your prayer shawl?” he asked.

Issa nodded. 

“Then it is time?”

Issa nodded again. “Here have I learned all I could. Now I must return to my people and share this knowledge during the days remaining me.” ‘The days remaining’? The young renunciant was still young, surely he had years, decades left for his ministry! 

But hadn’t young Issa always acted as if he was in a hurry? It was hardly impossible that his young student had insights or forebodings into what awaited him.

“The villagers will miss your healing hands.”

A slight smile brightened the usually solemn face. “I have welcomed the chances to help them and have taught them what I could of techniques and herbs.”

Of course he had. The abbot felt an inner mocking grin as he realized he was delaying, desiring to draw out these final minutes as long as possible. This dialog wound end too soon and Issa would return with a caravan to his Levantine home. Well aware of what he was doing, how his feet were dragging, he suggested tea. “Tea,” he offered, “is a wonderful way of beginning and ending things.” Agreeably ‘in on’ the dawdling Issa nodded and accepted the brew. Each cradled his cup, the simple porcelain vessels among the abbey’s humble treasures. 

“In my land there is an expression of gratitude for bounty. A man says his cup runs over.” His eyes locked on the abbot’s, so deep, so deep. “My cup does indeed run over with your gifts, and I am grateful.” Issa lifted the cup, breathed the vapors, sipped. “Everything is the Father’s will, all is for the best.”

A peculiar sentiment just then, the abbot thought. “Yes, of course,” he agreed mildly. Issa’s behavior strengthened his desire to open himself. “I shall miss you, Issa. You are much-loved here, and your absence will be keenly felt by all.” He glanced down at the shawl, noted Issa’s distinctive six-pointed star decoration, the one he knew as the star of Vishnu, the Preserver. “I pray your people value you as we do and grow spiritually under your guiding hand.”

“All is in the Father’s hands. I shall speak as He wills, act as He desires, and ... suffer as He plans.”   

Of course he would, he could do nothing less, but the words troubled the abbot. Knowing his offer was pointless he hinted to let Issa know his feelings. “You are always welcome here, to rest, to recover from your sufferings. I pray that you return someday and bring a smile to an old man’s lips again.”

Sorrow tugged at Issa’s eyes for only a blink and was gone, replaced by the most serene of smiles. “If I may, I shall. I am grateful for your knowledge and your love, and will carry them with me always, to share with all.” Gently he set the cup down.

What more could an abbot ask for? The young sage’s subtle insights had sundered ancient misconceptions for the abbot and opened portals of wisdom in barriers the abbot had been blind to. “Thank you, Issa. May your journey be pleasant, and your teachings taken to heart.” Then more words came to him. “May the Lord bless you and keep you, may He smile on you, and may his Grace lighten your load; may He give you peace.” The old abbot wondered a bit at what he’d just said, but Issa always brought out unimagined words.

With a suppressed grin the young man rose, bowed again, allowed the grin to flourish for a moment and then departed. The abbot completed the abbey’s records of Issa’s arrival and departure; Issa never returned, but the abbot saved his shawl and cup. Years later came news of his fate and third-hand tales of his far-off ministry were appended to the ledger by an older, less steady hand; still later the ledger was filled and carefully stowed that a fresh one might be begun. 
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In her yurt at the foot of Mount Ararat time’s usual flow melted into something eternal and new, grew rigid as the fogs that sometimes settled in the valley, as binding as the breezes stirring the dust. For a long time or a short time Kate Cameron had drawn water from the well, had slept in the simple hut on the straw pallet, and except for regular food visits by a silent Gurdjieff in his steam-car she’d lived without human contact. This left her with time, too much time, to consider things, too many things, to recall conversations and happenings and to think about nothing or not to think about anything. She tried both, often. 

Ever her thoughts returned to wonder what had possessed H. G. Wells to believe it was appropriate, or decent, to use his time machine to steal a woman from her home in twenty-ninety-seven of the common era and deliver her to his bedroom in Victorian London, two centuries earlier? She knew well the story he told himself; his high-minded science side saw her as a specimen revealing the evolution of future society. But she was also a most enticing specimen, so much so that his deep and dark side lusted after her perfect body – but in that he was the same as every other man. 

But now she found herself a widow, friendless and a stranger everywhere she went. Despite the years since her kidnapping, her adventures, her marriage – still she felt like an outsider, looking in, unable to find the door. But hadn’t she also felt that way back in her own time? As a little girl she looked forward to being grown-up, neatly fitting into her social circles at home and her job, ready confidants and lovers always to hand – she laughed bitterly at her naivete. Although she was always ready to use her allure and relaxed modern morals to smooth her path, integrating or assimilating didn’t look to be in her cards. 

In a world of Western individualism she was the individual nonpareil. 

Granted, everything turned out to be for the good. The comforts, sensual entertainments and petty back-stabbing and bickering among her sister-wives had served to distract her from the aching unease always gnawing at her core, and Wells’ kidnapping had rescued her from that low-grade hell. And had Wells not yanked her back two centuries she would never have met and married her Dougray, a man who could not have fit into her time – indeed, he hadn’t fit well into his own. She would never have felt the wonder and mystery of true love, the alchemy where two become one.

Of course her late husband could be abrasive and pig-headed, and he took inordinate pride in his kilt and the manhood it barely concealed – but he had doted on her, and she on him.  How eagerly both had looked forward to the time when Kate’s twenty-first century anti-fertility implants dissolved and they could finally start a family. 

She had felt such happy comfort and finality in their rustic home by Inverness for the first time in her life, the day-to-day meals and chores and occasional treats of rural Scottish life fulfilled her as her old life never had. Five sweet years they’d been granted but now he was gone, killed in the service of the Empire, his death severing everything tethering her to that time and place. 

A few mad weeks pursuing the man she held responsible for Doug’s death across Europe had given her life meaning, given her purpose, even given her some companionship. But once he was cornered that terrible night atop the tower of Trabazon by the Black Sea he had somehow vanished. 

By what strange magic? Had it been simple stagecraft, or had he used his dark powers? Even now she could not untangle who had done what in that murderous masquerade that dark and stormy night. What occult arts let the elf king use his assistant’s death to cover his escape from Kate, Gurdjieff, Tesla and Colonel Mustafa Kemal? 

The furies of vengeance were unsatisfied but at least they no longer howled. She had risked death to satisfy honor, and now she was homeless, purposeless, and camping at the foot of a volcano. Clearly she was meant to live on, but how, and why? Oh, ‘how’ was easy enough – an exotic and beautiful woman would never have problems with life’s necessities, and who knew? Maybe she would find Mr. Right. 

No matter what, for all the dirt and danger and foolishness of the early twentieth century she knew that her own time had felt empty, stupid and pointless. Yes, eight-handed massages were wonderful – she wouldn’t mine one now—but they were not enough, not nearly enough, not nearly enough – and they always came to an end.

Inverness was emptying out because once the young people saw Edinburgh, or London, no longer were they content with the quaint life back home. Kate had a similar problem; she’d seen the future, had lived in the most technologically advanced city in the world, had lived as a guest of the Ottoman sultan in Constantinople – but nothing in Inverness or anywhere else called to her.  Where to go, how to act, what to be? When would her life’s pulse sync up with the calendar?

Her dear Dougray had understood and patiently explained the way some things were just so and others weren’t. How coyly he’d explained his foggy-morning jaunts in the mechanical Loch Ness Monster that brought tourists to the region, pounds to local shopkeepers and inns, and bread to their table. Maybe the spare hours he’d trained Kate in self-defense bartitsu of His Majesty’s Secret Service had been because he sensed the shadow on their future, the same foreboding that fired their lovemaking.

That dark deceiver Crowley said Dougray lived yet, that he’d somehow survived his fall. Kate smiled; she knew too well how stubborn her husband was, and believed that if any man could live through that plunge her husband could. But as she replayed that horrible holo in her head once more she knew that not even Doug could live through that. 

Could he? What if ...?

No! That life she’d had was in the past now, it was history, and her future was formless, adrift. How long would she linger at the foot of Mount Ararat? The crunching gravel under Gurdjieff’s tires whispered her contemplation was done, any meditations on God, Divine Mother, Fate and Human Nature would be done on her own time. Was she ready?

Of course she was! She had to be! Fear was the fazer that would sap her will. Fear was the killer, and one glorious truth of her situation was that she once again had nothing to lose, just as when she’d first arrived in eighteen-ninety-seven. Maybe that freedom was the gift Gurdjieff meant her to discover.

Now – what ought she do with this freedom? With a future untethered to a man, a land, a well-trod path? When first she’d found herself in Victorian London she spread a bit of mischief. The desirable foreign woman of dark skin and voluptuous curves proved unconstrained by the norms of modesty and chastity. Though she had enjoyed countless flirtations and experimentation, all those countless shallow sexcapades and some great adventures,  she’d finally ended up in the greatest adventure of all with the love of her life, a short Scot with a giant personality. 

A tear leaked down her cheek.

Gurdjieff’s steam car wheezed to a halt nearby with its hisses and gasps and billowing pressure release valves. His tread on the gravel followed the parking brake’s ratchet and the springs’ creaks. Only at silence’s renewal did she open her eyes, surprised at the simplicity of his wordless announcement, for this time her mentor had brought no provisions. 

Mentor and student agreed, it was time to go; she had been given all the time to mourn her husband and plan out her life that the world might allow her. On impulse she vowed, she would take her freedom and re-engage life in a wholly new way that she would create herself, moment-by-moment, casting off her dour Presbyterian shroud to dive headlong into the dark churning waters of life in the Edwardian world.

There were no words. She rose, thought a moment, stretched and then gathered up her few things and mounted the car. Gurdjieff smiled and nodded, fed more coal into the feeder, released the parking brake. With little more noise than the rubber tires on crushed stones they drove off. As the great sleeping volcanoes receded behind her Kate felt their solemn gravity weakening, shifted into a different form by Gurdjieff, or was it shifted into Gurdjieff himself? 

“What have you learned?” he asked. Her mentor’s questions were never so simple as they seemed.

“Learned?” she wondered. How odd—she had not managed, or bothered, to pigeonhole her experiences yet, had not settled on the taxonomy of life for her situation. She sighed; “The mind is very noisy. My old life is not quite closed. I do not yet understand. There are parts I would not care to re-live.”

He shrugged with disdain. “Regrets, pah! It is the difficult times we remember, that forge us, when we are called on to decide, to act! Those are the times when we are most awake. The quiet times, the times of peace and contentment and serenity? Then we sleep. If ever you find yourself embracing easy peace stir it up! Dive then into your mind, your memories, your foundations. Be then sincere with yourselves, even though it is so much more difficult than with a friend. Realize then that there is no single ‘I’. Each ‘I’ changes with your thoughts, feeling and moods, and it is a profound mistake to think the Kate of your past is the Kate of now. Learn from her, she is yet with you, will always be – heed her experiences, but do not heed her as a model. You are wiser now.”

Kate had savored the simple peace at Ararat but now heard that she’d done it wrong! “Why didn’t you tell me this before? When I might have benefitted more?”

“People have been told for epochs that their purpose in this world is to grow in wisdom and strength. Surely you have heard this too. Asleep you do not grow, but slowly die. Did you hearken to these words, the wisdom you have swum in always?”

No, she hadn’t. She had heard about the need for growth before, many times. Why, in all the days and night she’d had on the mountain’s flanks, had she not recalled those, but had instead endlessly re-hashed all that had gone wrong? Gurdjieff continued. “It was my fault, I made it too easy for you. In this world it is suffering that causes growth, and voluntary suffering has the greatest value. It is like baking, from which the bread you eat comes. Our soul knowledge is the water, the body’s knowledge is the flour, but it is suffering which provides the fire.”

“So all that time alone was for nothing?”

“Not for nothing. You learned the difficulty of learning, of real thinking. You learned you could tolerate your own company. And you needed a rest, a time to order what had happened to you since you thought your husband was killed.”

‘Since I thought he was killed?’ Hope and doubt wrestled in her breast. “Are you saying Dougray lives? What do you know?”

“I know life always has surprises, and those who sell certainty are frauds.”

Such a trivial-sounding but massive question – ‘what do you know?’  Indeed, what was knowable? Kate wasn’t positive but considered that Gurdjieff might be the most aggravating man in the world to talk to. She changed the subject, wagered this topic would not be so opaque. “Where are we going?”

He smiled, happy that her mystification was done for a while. “I have founded a center for the fourth way in Tbilisi. We drive first to Yerevan and there take the train. You will like it. Very pretty.”

“What will I do in Tbilisi?” she stumbled on the name.

“Whatever you want, the same as anywhere else! If you stay you will teach your body to do the work the will orders, without mercy. When the body is mastered the feelings are mastered and then the mind may be mastered. But first—you work until you drop, then persist by using the will. St. Francis named his body Brother Ass, like a simple beast one must tolerate and tame. When you live beyond the ‘first wind’ where everybody else lives, you will create conditions where you will find your ‘second wind,’ and there you may live with Sister Ass as your slave. Permit no failures – they diminish you.”

What ordeal had she signed up for? What tortures did her mentor have in mind? “What kind of work is this?”

He grinned madly – Kate had already learned to mistrust his enthusiasms. “Dancing!”
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The skeletal hands with their prominent blue veins lay upon the frail man’s chest. On the clinic bed his breath was steady and slow, but his cheeks were too hollow, his eyes sunken and dark, his long beard mere white wisps. On his bald skull was a simple embroidered cloth cap. 

On opposite sides of the bed stood two men, their eyes evaluating the patient from head to toe and back. “Heard he staggered into town two weeks ago and hasn’t said a word since. Looking at him I can well believe it,” said the larger in a harsh east German accent. He wore a blue-and-white seersucker, removed his hat and fanned himself.

“He is recovering,” said the other, a native of northwest India from his features, comfortable in his simple dhoti. 

“Bitte, Fräulein, why is that chest on his – chest? Doesn’t that make it more difficult for him to breathe?” the German asked a passing attendant.

Her head shook ruefully. “We’ve tried relieving him of it but he gets violent. You’d think it had his heart in there. So on his chest it remains.”

“He is recovering well,” smiled the Indian.

“Where d’you suppose he’s from? What’s he doing here?”

The Hindu shook his head in amusement. “Ask your questions when he awakes. During his recovery he will have much time to share his tale.” His hand swept over the patient from head to foot. “Obviously he is a man of the west; from his beard he may have been exploring in the Orient for some time. From his sunken cheeks we can suppose he suffered great privation also. But,” he gestured at the chest, “it appears he also found what he sought, so he may be at peace.” 

Impatient, the German’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. “You want to delay our voyage to Europe, awaiting this stranger’s recovery? Why? What is he to you?”

“He has a precious gift,” nodding again at the box. “He will still be weak. Many will try to take the gift from him. It appears that you, Eugen Sandow, the strongest man in the world, and Swami Ram Tirtha are meant to serve as his guides and protectors.”

Sandow’s lips thinned; he had to admit that by calling him the strongest man in the world the swami had cannily ensured his cooperation, even if the swami did talk about himself in the third person. Sighing, for he already knew he was beaten, Sandow persisted. “But how do you know?”

“My friend, when I was in America I heard a story about the great falls in Niagara. Two men fell in the waters; one grabbed a heavy log for support. The other found the lightest of cords dropped in his path and he took hold of it. Soon strangers pulled him to shore. The other fellow, and his great log, went over the falls into the boiling waters below.

“The certainty you demand is not possible in this world of delusion. Extend your vision and your grasp. Take up the divine cord and let it lead you.”

Sandow answered this with a well-thought out “Harrumph.” Just then the attendant returned. “A thousand pardons, sirs, but I overheard that you intend to accompany this man on his journey home. Is that not so?”

Did the swami have the gall to wink at Sandow then? “Yes, it is so. Why do you ask? Have you some news for us?”

A quickly bowed head acknowledged the question. “In his pack was a journal. The doctors say it tells a fantastic tale, which, were it not for the condition of our patient and his chest, they would not credit. Would you care to see it?”

“In what language is it? How long is it?”

“It is in English, sirs, and it is not long. The doctors believe it to be the final entry in the journal which recorded the expedition this man was part of.”

“Yes, please,” answered the swami. Smiling at Sandow he said, “Perhaps your answers will not have to await his wakening.” Once the journal was in Ram Tirtha’s hands they retired to a shady verandah, settled in and Ram Tirtha read aloud from the tattered manuscript.  
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Final Journal Entry of the late Nikolai Alexendrovich Notovich, from Notovich-Roerich Expedition to Tibet 1904-1905:

So long, so long have we been away from all we hold dear. From the moment we debarked from the Trans-Siberian Railway the world has lost track of us, perhaps even forgotten us. I have no doubt but that to all excepting our dearest ones any mention of our expedition brings about nothing more than a momentary pause, then “I wonder whatever happened to them?” followed by idle speculation, and soon thereafter conversation moves on to more immediate concerns. 

I still recall bittersweet memories of the band music and the dignitaries’ accolades at our departure, the many rumors and tales of the great things our expedition would achieve—hints that we would undermine the British Raj in India, that we would confirm reports of unimaginable mineral wealth among the Uzbeks and Kazakhs; whispers that perhaps there we might even find shamans who would cure the young Tsarevitch of his mysterious malady. Some among the more conspiratorial and politically-minded suspected that our true purpose was to aid the dissidents already in internal exile in their efforts to overthrow the Tsar. 

The academic world abhors the absence of verified truth just as much as any gossip and fills that absence with any and all wild tales, and were all the whispered conspiracies of aether blended they might have lofted the grandest of airships. 

But all that buoyancy and bright promise withered so long ago, so very far away now. Across the high desert we trekked, distant horsemen shadowing us always, small silhouettes on ridges and hills apparent whenever the winds calmed enough to see more than a verst. Winter was relaxing its icy grip just as we finally arrived at our plateau destination. Yes, it had been hard on us all, but the animals had borne up, the guides had been true, and our expedition eagerly anticipated the next stage, fulfilling our mission’s true purpose.

Smoke curled from humble chimneys in the village, and while we puzzled at what the people could be using for fuel in this land of stone and snow the mists beyond parted and our eyes were overwhelmed and gratified by the fantastic palace looming just beyond the chimneys and their smoke. Even then as we stared at it the mists swirled and clutched at the towers and windows that appeared to meld with the dark face of the bleak precipice rising behind. Surely, we thought, this must be an hallucination, brought on by the thin air or exhaustion from struggles the we had endured. Cautiously we planted one foot before another, over and over, our minds and senses addled by hypoxia and fatigue yet our steps drawn on by the fanciful pleasure dome before us, seemingly grown of the dark rock of the high plateaus. 

We learned the palace was that of the lord of the land Bimulikar, a name muttered only in the most discreet tones. So artfully was the structure wrought that it appeared almost natural, as if the crags had smoothed themselves into turrets, the clefts into windows, the rockfalls into thresholds. As natural scientists we examined those formations closely, but the closer










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LINDSAY PETERSEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





