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Ten years before tragedy, occultism, perversion and murder had insinuated itself into the English Home Counties, and by way of coincidence or symmetry for those on the lookout for such things, October 1922 had already been a momentous month in the history of the world.

The U.S. had seen the election of its very first female senator in Rebecca L. Felton; T. S. Eliot had established The Criterion magazine containing the first publication of his poem The Waste Land; the British Broadcasting Company was formed shortly after and Mussolini’s National Fascist Party rose to power in Italy; while 3,000 German marks were now needed to buy a single American dollar.

This latter currency inflation a development that was to have far reaching consequences for the world hinted at with remarkable prescience by Ferdinand Foch after the Allies imposition of the Treaty of Versailles upon Germany three years earlier in 1919. 

That same imposition the French General had described as being not penal enough while at the same time being of a nature that ensured it was not a peace-treaty but an armistice for twenty-years.

Add in the end of the Russian Civil War and the creation of the Irish Free State in the year to October, together with the arrival of Coco Chanel’s first perfume of artificial origins, Chanel No 5 - created after she had been introduced to the master perfumier Ernest Beaux on the French Riviera by her lover and the murderer of Rasputin, Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich Romanov of Russia – and the twelve-month span had already been eventful.

But, and relevant to the following story, 1922 was also the year heralding the meeting leading to a friendship of three men.

Three men whose association, unbeknownst to them, and though it would hardly register amongst the other momentous events of the period, would eventually prove no less significant in narrower world terms..

Tragically so.

And, not just for them but for a number of the male inhabitants of a small hamlet in Kent’s High Weald in what was known as the “Garden of England”.

And in a dark, intimately disturbing and very personal fashion.

For ten years on from that meeting, the owner of the farm and its holdings on the edge of the hamlet had finally returned from his time overseas and the property was inhabited once again.

With the addition of two mysterious and troublingly exotic women of the Indian subcontinent whose relationship with the holding’s English owner and his friend was the cause of much gossip and judgemental disapproval which soon began to spread out and beyond the hamlet itself.

A relationship that had been consummated in unholy form on the other side of the world not a few months before...
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The Salar Jung

“Bentham wrote to me regularly at the end... Until...”

Professor Wesley Hailsham broke off from his update on our mutual friend to take a sip of water and stepped to the window to mop at a perspiring brow; though the day was not an especially hot one for this region and this time of year and, if the ominous dark clouds outside spoke truly, looked like a day about ready to explode in the kind of out-of-nowhere deluge customary to these parts. 

The man himself was an old friend of mine who was on voluntary attachment from the British Museum to the Salar Jung in Hyderabad’s Dar-ul-Shifa - the museum and art depository formerly housed in the long-time residence of the Salar Jung dynasty of the Diwan Devdi.

A handsome man with a weakness for women who was, despite this, rather prideful when it came to his own intellectual gifts and moral rectitude; even if his academic star had been tarnished by his own words and thoughts for some years now.

Yet despite those failings – and being only too well-aware of those of my own – he was a man I was proud to call “friend”.

I had travelled from the Home Counties at his own, somewhat insistent invitation, and yet he looked, at the moment of my entry into his office, as if he would rather be anywhere else on our planet than here with me discussing our mutual friend.

It struck me immediately that he seemed to have something heavy he wished to impart but was not yet at a point where he felt he could do so.

The mutual friend in question being a man once equally as respected in his own field and no longer held in such elevated esteem for the same reasons as Wesley.

Reasons we will touch upon shortly.

The other friend in question being Professor Jacob Bentham.

And Wesley’s “at the end” did not instil in me a feeling of comfort exactly. 

My name is Bernard Crofton and, having met Wesley back in 1922 and spent the intervening ten years until now getting to know him and the wife who divorced him – though not the Lyon’s Corner House Nippy who precipitated this unhappy event - I knew him well enough to know he would say no more until he was in the right frame of mind to do so. He had introduced me to Jacob and the three of us had formed a bond of friendship cemented by our shared interest in history and the antiquities that went with it.

Where temperament went, however, they were quite similar in their sober view of life. Except, that is, when it came to women. The differences between myself and my friends resulting, possibly, from the allowance I had received at a young age from a deceased uncle that took the sting from the cares of the world my friends suffered under.

Namely: work and career. 

The above boon much appreciated and one that allowed me to be more... 

Easy-going ...shall we say.

Staring distractedly from his open window at some stragglers leaving the museum before it closed its doors for the evening, it took a few minutes of introspection before he could bring himself to continue bringing me up-to-speed with the mutual friend who was the subject of our conversation.

“Jacob’s letters were sent from a place in the foothills above Rawalpindi,” he said finally, still staring out of the window.

When he suddenly turned to face me his face had a certain harrowed look upon it I had not seen since his wife had informed him of her Sapphic rebirth and subsequent intention to leave him for the Corner-House waitress.

“Judging from these,” he continued, “success appeared to be almost within his grasp respecting the tomb of Tanisha, the ancient peasant Queen of the region and...”

“The mythical peasant queen of the region,” I corrected him, disappointed he was still nagging at this old, and to me, discredited chestnut that had already tarnished his own reputation for intellectual rigour and, along with that of Bentham’s, substantially reduced his former high-standing within academic circles. 

Antiquity and history remained interests we shared, however; though, surprisingly given our contrasting temperaments and my dilletante status in their regard, his level of interest functioned at a far more credulous altitude than my own.

“If you wish, Bernard,” he answered wearily, usual irritation when his belief in the subject was questioned absent. “Unlike you however, and as you know, Jacob was as convinced as I that her existence was no myth and was devoting the whole of his energies to the task of finally solving the mystery of this lost dynasty; both from the inscriptions we had found in ancient scrolls and those we had discovered carved into rock formations.”

Alas, I did know of Jacob’s interest. An interest that ran to a level far deeper than even Wesley’s. My even more credulous friend going so far as to attach credence to the old Indian wives tales in regard of the power exercised by the Rawalpindi Kalas - or “Kalasa”, as it is known locally. 

The above being a spear shaped metal object attached to the dome of Hindu temples that, for reasons unknown, has a special relevance confined to Rawalpindi itself. 

The tale being that the woman who is favoured by the Kalas possesses the power to rule over men.

And men of all kinds – low or great; should they prove susceptible enough to the female in receipt of the Kalasa’s bounty.

A mostly evil, it is purported, bounty as well as a belief, in opposition to my highly-educated yet surprisingly credulous friends, I regarded as being a long, long way short of empirically proven.

And by “long” I refer to a distance somewhere between earth and the outer rings of Saturn.

For Jacob, even more so than Wesley, there was a strange fascination with the stories of this mythical peasant queen I found so risible. A queen, if these myths were to be believed, who was to men as a cool cordial to the dehydrated and whose beauty was not the subject of songs and poetry. An ordinary peasant girl, in fact, whose rise to power owed more to the favour of the Kalasa than any natural cunning or superior intellect.

And a queen so steeped in every human debauchery and vice all trace of her had been obliterated of her existence upon her death.

Leading to the myth that she was but resting until the man chosen to free her from the underworld sought her out and ensured her life of decadence and cruelty might continue in a manner of her choosing.

Supposedly, the peasant queen – whose influence had begun to affect the women of the area who came in contact with her and poisoned their relations with their own men – came to be seen as something of a saviour to these women and their behaviour became so disrespectful that, finally, a group of men banded together in such numbers as to prove too much for Tanisha when they confronted and killed her. After which, the eradication of her existence began. 

I had lost count of the times Bentham had recounted to me these preposterous and apocryphal tales of the physical and emotional destruction she had inflicted upon men with the help of the aforementioned Kalasa.

Men she had enjoyed tormenting.

Physically as well as mentally.

Taking sustenance from the obedience she demanded of her abject and humiliated male thralls as those thralls themselves took sustenance from the scraps of food thrown to them from her table.

When she was in a giving vein, that is.

It was a fixture of puerile and mostly male imagination - along, perhaps, with some downtrodden women with fantasies of dominion along the same lines – that had existed from the moment the less straightforward of the male species first decided coitus alone was not enough to drive their desire and began requiring the supply of a less... homogenous ...narrative. 

Not an unworldly man or unread man, I was familiar with this sexual malaise and the fascination with a mythical woman of such temperament led me to suspect certain similar eccentricities in the temperaments of my friends themselves.

It had often struck me that, where women were concerned, there was something of the masochist about both Hailsham and Bentham and this obsession with a native woman of such a kind stoked my suspicions in regard of at least one facet of their... sexuality. 

There was, after all, no shortage of men of such a type. 

And men willing to waste good money to experience their perversity into the bargain.

Money as well as physical and intellectual effort.

Why else would my two friends have been so obsessed with a woman and a supposed queen of such moral perfidy that no word, statue, or written reference should have been spared for posterity?

What could have triggered the obsession they shared when all that was available was a few lurid and half-baked stories lumped in with some allusions and wall scratchings – together with some whispered references in regard of her second-coming amongst the uneducated peasants whose lives were brightened by such low-grade folklores?

The only likeness of the peasant queen herself an imagined impression from the mid-nineteenth century.

And that by a visiting artist.

A visiting and similarly besotted English artist!

The evidence mentioned above hardly empirical, I’m sure you’ll agree, and nowhere near enough to explain why my two previously level-headed and intellectually rigorous friends remained so fanatical in pursuit of what had become no less than a debilitating idee fixe.

And yet they, in common with the peasants of Rawalpindi, hungered for the merest scrap of oral or cave wall reference to this apocryphal and degenerate fixture of the imagination.

And hungered for it with a fever at least matching scientific and academic curiosity in the immortal riddle of Gîzeh.

“You know my views upon the matter, Wesley?” I reminded him unnecessarily, having held forth at some length – despite my amateur status in his eyes – after having read the monograph based on Bentham’s research he had presented on the subject.

And what a dish of tepid unsatisfying water it had been.

“Tanisha the Sorceress” had run Wesley’s less than doctorial title for the piece.

A piece, to my mind, which spoke more to his unhealthy infatuation with the mythology rather than any investigation prompted by academic objectivity and due diligence – even if Bentham was loyal enough to lend it his support. 

As one might imagine from the words above, it was a piece that had been received with much scepticism – even ridicule – in professional quarters; yet even this slap in the metaphorical and learned face had not diminished the belief and obsession of my two friends one iota. 

Though it had diminished their professional reputations.

In short, and based upon no discernible and credible evidence, the piece opined that the power responsible for“Tanisha’s” rise to power all those many centuries ago came from the gift bequeathed her by the Kalas and the ability it endowed her to influence and rule the lives of men. No matter how great.  Or considerable and vast their own power.

As might have been expected, with nothing but their obsession and a few snippets of local folklore to back up these beliefs, Wesley soon found himself an object of some mirth. And more than a little ridicule. Many even attributed the loss of his reason to the trauma of losing his wife to a waitress of the same sex.  

Fortunately for Wesley and Jacob, they both had tenure at their respective universities and were safe in their positions. But neither their lectures nor their classes were any longer in such high demand with the student body and their attendance as part of the faculty whittled down to doing as much as was needed to retain payment of salary. Wesley accepting a spell with the acquisitions section at the British Museum; while Jacob took a sabbatical to attempt a rescue of their beliefs with various digs and explorations in the Punjab itself.

It certainly came as no surprise to me and was met by visible relief from his superiors when Wesley applied for the attachment to Hyderabad.

After all, Jacob was already ferreting around while working on various minor digs in the Rawalpindi region and such a position would put Wesley closer to him if there were any... developments ...that might go some way towards resurrecting and restoring both their reputations and their careers. 

And now I had decided to accept Wesley’s invitation that seemed more like a plea to visit.

Mainly I confess, in the hope their obsession might have abated and we could return to that happy camaraderie we shared pre-Tanisha.

As you have gathered from the words above, this was not to prove the case.

“According to one of Jacob’s letters,” Wesley finally began, “a striking looking girl from a sect in the Paswal Sharif went to him at the encampment by his most recent dig and presented herself at his tent to beg protection.”

I was immediately suspicious.

“She was frantic and clung to him while trembling like a leaf; so much so that Jacob was concerned for her mental well-being.”

I nodded. Nothing he had told me so far was unheard of in this region of the world exactly. Quite the reverse, in fact.

Heedless of my unspoken reaction, he went on:

“He managed to get from her that she had heard he was offering money for information regarding Tanisha and had told a young friend that she was going to steal away from their village and use this money to begin a new life out of poverty.”

Again I was unimpressed by what I knew from the lips of others was pretty much a common experience in this area of the world. 

A region where poverty was of a far more common currency than that found in ours – and a sight more drastic. 

Poverty ensuring those suffering under it became far more inventive when it came to extricating themselves from its tyranny.

“Pretty standard behaviour for a destitute young local girl, wouldn’t you say?” I asked, winning myself a look of deep irritation for the observation; though it was hardly enough to prevent me from finishing. “I just hope Jacob wasn’t persuaded to part with too much for whatever nonsense she was peddling.”

Apart from his usual look of exasperation for my cynicism, he went on as if I hadn’t spoken:

“She would not leave his tent, had nowhere to go and knew nobody locally. According to Jacob, she feared for her life if she were to return to her village and they discovered she had visited him – and for what reason.”

Again, I came in; it not being difficult exactly to see where this was leading:

“And so he listened to what she had to tell him and then reimbursed her,” I sighed, shaking my head from side-to-side to emphasize my disappointment in the levels of my friends’ gullibility.

And, knowing how their reactions to... certain ...women ran, their susceptibility also.

“You say she was a striking young woman,” I began. “So it hardly requires a leap of my imagination to guess that Jacob also allowed her to stay in his tent that he might... protect ...her.”

This was not a question and I think it was my certainty more than the voicing of such an eventuality that angered Wesley the most.

“It is gratifying to learn that someone so close to them for so long holds his friends in such high esteem.”

At that moment, seeing the real anger upon his face and hearing it in his words, I felt the first pangs of remorse for having voiced my suspicions in such a rude and insensitive fashion. 

I immediately backtracked:

“Please pay me no mind, Wesley,” I apologised in an attempt at damage limitation. “My concern for our friend – for you also – makes me unreasonable.”

To my relief, he gave me a small but understanding smile.

“Anyhow,” he went on, “it was not a sizable dig – around ten native excavators in six or seven tents besides the one Jacob reserved for himself. So he was presented with a rather delicate situation, given how readily the natives gossip and spread rumour – and not just amongst their own people.”

I nodded a genuine concord.

“She is, he led me to believe, and as you yourself hypothesised, an extremely attractive and personable girl for one brought up in such poverty. Which is why he had a sort of lean-to rigged up at a distance from his own tent. But, as you might imagine, even that was hardly likely to prevent loose tongues wagging with all kinds of inaccuracies.”

Feeling even more embarrassed by the nature of my earlier and uncharitable questioning of my friend’s motivation, I mentally steeled myself to simply listen and not make such knee-jerk generalisations.

Or at the least, not aloud.

“He did not say in that first letter what exactly the girl had to sell by way of information regarding Tanisha – though he did repeat the folklore we knew already: that she had been sealed in her tomb and waited only for the appearance of the man who would free her to again resume his allotted role and become her earthly chattel.”

Manfully, I supressed a sigh of irritation at hearing this twaddle again as Wesley recited yet more of the nonsense before finishing:

“After that, it was nearly a month before I heard from him again.”

Expression troubled once more, Wesley again mopped at his perspiring brow before he felt able to continue:

“Then sometime later came another piece of correspondence. The writing almost fevered in its excitement.”

In spite of my aforementioned cynicism, I found my buttocks edging towards the edge of my functional but less than comfortable wooden seat as the growingly agitated Wesley mopped his brow before speaking again..

“He had been, he believed, on the eve of a great discovery when... when without either being forewarned or suspecting it, his native staff deserted the camp to which he had moved them.”

Wesley stopped to pour some water from a carafe on his desk and was about to drink when, ever mindful of decorum, his eyes flicked me an invitation.

I shook my head.

“Did he have any clue as to why they should have deserted in such a way?” I asked.

“He had suspicions but no more than that,” my friend replied, looking no more refreshed and cooled than he had been before downing the water in one gulp. 

“Upon information from the girl – information he did indeed pay her for, before you remark on it -  he had made a remarkable discovery in a small and unwelcoming valley to which the girl had led him. A valley reached only by foot and some two days walk from the camp he had just vacated.”

Wesley was pacing now and I finally caught on to the fact that he was genuinely worried.

And something else despite that...

Excited!

“Two days’ work,” he wrote, “would have seen him successful in his endeavours. From the many indications in his first few days camped there, he was convinced that the girl had indeed led him to a spot connected to the oft-described, ‘mythical’ Tanisha. Jacob became utterly confident he would soon be entering the excavated tomb of the lost queen herself and proving to the world that we had been correct all along.”

A bitter look transformed Wesley’s features and it was obvious he was angry at the desertion of his friend by these natives.

“Which was when,” he continued, “that he woke up one morning to find the tents all remained standing but every man-Jack of his diggers was missing!”

He threw up his hands in exasperation and I smiled sympathetically – though, as yet, I was not entirely sure of just what he found so momentous. Even I knew that the desertion of a dig manned by uneducated and superstitious diggers was not exactly a rarity in the archaeological world.

“Well, you know Jacob as well as I,” he went on. “In a towering rage at their desertion of him, he went down into the village where a lot of them lived.”

He shook his head as if at some great mystery.

“And what do you think he discovered?”

I kept my counsel, not so knee-jerk I didn’t recognise the rhetorical when I heard it.

“Not one of his diggers were to be found and their relations and other locals professed complete ignorance respecting their whereabouts... And, adding to his consternation, was the fact Saanvi - the young Indian girl who had led him to the new camp - had vanished also.”

“And with a great deal of his money too, no doubt,” responded my derisive thoughts.

My friend stood deep in thought for some moments, before rousing himself and concluding:

“Jacob ended what I titled his penultimate correspondence with the statement that he was making tremendous efforts to secure a new gang and assured me he would finish the excavation ‘with my own hands if need be’.”

Seating himself behind a desk uncharacteristically cluttered with the detritus of opened and unopened mail and various official looking museum papers, Wesley held up a piece of handwritten notepaper from their midst.

“This is his final letter to me and contained even stranger matters than the two preceding it. A little later I received another letter that... ”

His voice broke and an intimation of imminent doom transfixed me.

I was so far forward upon my chair by now that I had either to stand up or find myself on the floor with my own derriere for support.

I stood as he made to go on.

“...A letter that informed me of something...” 

Wesley willed himself to continue, “Something of a far more devastating nature.”

Fearing the worst, a sudden weakness at the knees compelled me to return to the chair I had only just risen from.

“In his last letter, he informed me he had succeeded in borrowing a few of the native diggers being employed by a British Archaeological excavation in nearby Dhok Chaudrian. But,  just as he was getting his own project
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