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ZARATHUSTRA. 

SANCTUARY OF TENGRI


ANNOTATION
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A daring explorer, Zarathustra Tliyev, accompanied by his ambitious assistant Harold Lloyd, sets out for the vast steppes of Kazakhstan in search of ancient artifacts from the Turkic era. Along their journey, they will face not only their inner demons and human greed, but also the upheaval of civil unrest. How can they convince an anxious and divided people that the legacy of their ancestors still has the power to inspire?
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DISCLAIMER
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Even in this dark world, there must be room for lighthearted adventures — otherwise, how can one go on living? This novel is intended solely as an educational and entertaining work, written with love and deep respect for the heritage and culture of the Great Steppe. All characters and events depicted in this story are fictional; any resemblance to real persons or actual events is purely coincidental.
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All beings so far have created something beyond themselves.
And do you wish to be the ebb of this great tide
and rather return to the state of the beast than to overcome man?
F. Nietzsche, «Thus Spoke Zarathustra».
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PROLOGUE
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He was having a nightmare.

He understood with absolute clarity that it was a nightmare. His analytical mind allowed him to extract grains of rationality from the phantasmagoria of the subconscious.

But that did not make it any easier. The cave into which he was falling in his sleep did not grow wider or brighter from the clarity of thought.

On the contrary, he understood ever more distinctly that the vaults and walls were closing in, ready to bury him here forever.

— Even when my existence ends, my body will wither here — in the darkness. And then the stone will grind my bones into dust. And time will complete the process, weathering all memory of me out of the world.

What was terrifying was not only the thought itself, but also the all-too-real walls of the dry, stifling cave. Walls too tangible for a nightmare, too intense a taphophobia.
Was this his memory? Or had an overdeveloped imagination invented this burial cave — belonging either to some legendary warrior or to his own ancestors?
It did not matter. What mattered was that in this nightmare he was sinking into the stone floor, which had suddenly turned viscous. And the walls became surging waves. Stone, sand, decay — everything pressed down, submerged him, buried him beneath itself.

The man opened his mouth, trying to take a breath of air, but sand forced its way in there as well.

— Will I die here?
He opened his mouth wider and realized that a scream had escaped him.
He woke up drenched in cold, sticky sweat. In his ears there was only his own ragged breathing and the sound of wind roaming through the dark crowns beyond the window.
He looked outside — the trees formed a black, oily band that blocked the entire courtyard. Above, in lighter shades of gray and black, the sky’s haze churned.
The wind swayed the outlines of the crowns like the crests of waves submerged in darkness. And at that moment it seemed to the man that the nocturnal sea was ready to flood this world and swallow everything around — the courtyard, the houses, the silhouettes inside the room, and himself. Yet the sense of this boundless expanse pleased the sleepless man. The nightmare of the burial cave remained in the black abyss of oblivion.

It was stifling. He got up and went to the kitchen.

The coolness of the water spread through his stomach and calmed his thoughts.

He lay down again, now to sleep soundly until the appointed at 6 a.m.
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In the morning, at the very moment the offices of the Department of Archaeology, Ethnology, and Museology of the Kazakh National University were being opened, someone knocked on the door. No one answered the knock.
Then the person entered the office himself.
— Hello? — a young blond man in a neat suit without a jacket but with a vest asked rather than exclaimed.

— Who is it? — came a voice from the neighboring department office adjoining the reception area. A young, sleepy secretary stepped out. — Yes, did you need something?

— Good morning! My name is Hary. I’m here regarding the assistant vacancy.

The girl immediately opened a file on her computer and skimmed the list with her eyes.

— We didn’t post such a vacancy, — the secretary measured the young man with an appraising look: tall, but awkward. Blond, perhaps, though with a faded wheat-colored hue.

— Ummm... — Hary fussed and pulled a smartphone from his trouser pocket. — Here, look.

He showed her an open social media page.

— Aaaah... — the girl understood. — That’s for Professor Tliyev. He... ah... and here he is.

At that moment, a group of lecturers entered the reception area, discussing something as they walked.

— ...Zarik, are you really going to make that foolish attempt again? — an elderly man asked his younger colleague.

— Where else can I go!.. It’s already the third time, Tustra!.. The third time you’re trying to find the burial mound of Bumin Khagan... It’s not on the maps... It’s not!.. Calm down, — a stout man in a hat lectured the younger one. — You’ll just wear your boots out for nothing...

— Gentlemen, colleagues, professors, I’m ready to grind a hundred pairs of shoes into dust. But I will not abandon my goal.

— Oh, Allah... — sighed a fourth lecturer.

The secretary intervened.

— Professor Tliyev, there’s a young man here to see you... about the announcement.

From the group stepped out the very young professor, wearing light black trousers and a blue checkered shirt with the sleeves rolled up, à la a Norwegian lumberjack. He cast a sharp look at Hary. For a moment it seemed to the young man that green sparks flickered in the scholar’s gray eyes under the bright morning light. Or maybe it’s just the lighting in here?.. The building is old...

— Young man?.. — Professor Tliyev clarified with a sudden smile. — That’s wonderful. But why aren’t you carrying a backpack? Did you really read my announcement?

— Yes, yours, Professor Tliyev. I saw the information saying that I should take everything necessary for a trip connected with an archaeological study...

— Not just a trip, but a long journey, — Tliyev interrupted him. Though he looked younger than all the colleagues standing in the reception area, when he spoke, everyone fell silent.

— You’re a master’s student. Your accent isn’t local... The British Isles?.. Curious... Your name...

— Hary, sir... I’m from southern Cornwall. I came last year on an exchange program. This year I transferred from history to archaeology.

— Heh, following in your footsteps, Zarik, — the old lecturer chuckled.

— There are no “sirs” here, young man. Your full name.

— Harold Lloyd, Professor.

— Harold, — the scholar sharply extended his hand in greeting. — Are you ready for a long journey?

— Umm, yes...

— Excellent! Then for you I am Zarathustra Tliyev, or simply the Professor. I expected we’d be able to leave in an hour, but since you’re without luggage, we’re setting off immediately. All the details on the way.

— But, Professor, I would still prefer to stop by the dormitory for my things... I decided not to haul them to the department.

Zarathustra Tliyev looked at him again with his gray eyes from beneath dark brows.

— Very well... half an hour. The service car is in the parking lot. I’ll be waiting there. Yes, Harold, don’t forget to sign the necessary papers with our lovely Aliya.

— “Papers”? — the secretary suddenly tensed. — Is that what you call important travel documents, Professor?

— He means it affectionately, Aliyusha! — an elderly scholar whispered loudly.

The colleagues burst out laughing.

— Then your payroll sheet, Professor, will also turn into a “paper” and will “accidentally” get lost with me for a month, — the young secretary retorted.

— The fire of work ignites your beautiful eyes, my dear, — Tliyev parried with an unreserved smile on his gaunt face.

— He’s all yours, Aliya. Harold, I’ll be waiting by the car.

And he left the office.

Hary dashed to the dormitory campus for his already packed backpack and then returned to the reception area for the documents.

— Excuse me, but Professor Tliyev... is he always like that? — the young man asked quietly.

At the moment, only Aliya and he were in the office — the faculty members had dispersed.

— Zarathustra? — Aliya repeated. — Yes. I’ve been here three years now. And he never changes. Always looking for undiscovered treasures, solving unsolved mysteries. For the past six months he’s had a new obsession — a trip to Semey.

— And what’s there?

— Some kind of another sanctuary... this time Tengri. He thinks he’ll amaze everyone. And we know better, — she lowered her voice slightly, — the professors told me there’s nothing there.

— We’ll see about that.

— Are you going to sign or not? — plump Aliya handed Hary the documents. — You won’t get any further until you sign the papers.

She smiled.

— Listen, — Hary switched to tu as well, — I’m new at the archaeology department... tell me, with Professor Tliyev, is it possible to... well, come to an understanding? Communicate normally? Or is he like the others...

— ...a snob?.. Hard to say, — the secretary shrugged. — He’s a law unto himself. With a name like that, it’s hardly surprising.

— By the way, yes. Why Zarathustra? A nickname or something?

— Doesn’t seem so. It’s written that way in his ID — I’ve seen it myself. He told me his parents were fond of digging into Zoroastrianism.

— I see... Still, it sounds strange for a Kazakh...

— Hey, that’s disrespectful!

— Sorry.

— I’m kidding, — the girl smiled again, moving her chair a little closer to Hary. — He’s as much a Kazakh as I am an Englishwoman... ah-ha-ha-ha!.. But his head is definitely not quite right.

— Why?

— Well, going to the Abai Region, knowing what’s going on there...

— What’s going on there? — Hary asked again.

— Well... how should I put it... haven’t you heard?.. They’re striking there, together with East Kazakhstan... industrialists want to break away...

— Honestly, no. I’m not local. A year isn’t enough to learn all the nuances of life in Kazakhstan.

— And where are you from again?

— Cornwall. In the south of the United Kingdom.

— Oh, how interesting! And you look unusual too... rather handsome, actually.

— Well, — Hary felt awkward. Though he was used to attention from the opposite sex, that didn’t make it any less embarrassing. — I should get going.

— Heh. The semester’s just started, and they’re already going on business trips... lucky ones.

— Goodbye.

— Goodbye.

The master’s student, his head full of thoughts about the journey with his new lecturer, went down the wide staircase and, hurrying through the lobby of the building, stepped out into the parking lot.

How many roads lie waiting at my feet.
Go on, my friend! My legs are set to run, to meet.

With these words, Zarathustra Tliyev greeted his new protégé. He was standing by a car loaded with everything necessary for the expedition.

— Are we really driving straight from Almaty to eastern Kazakhstan... to Semey?! — it suddenly dawned on Hary.

— Hm. I thought you were a more perceptive young man... Of course! We’ll go in this “swallow”!.. No planes, no trains!.. Just us, the road, and the “swallow.”

— It’s an old Ford...

— And here, Harold, you are absolutely right. This is not a Rolls-Royce.

For the second time since their acquaintance, Zarathustra smiled and, giving the young man a pat on the shoulder, got behind the wheel.

— Are you coming with me?

— I’ve already signed the documents...

And again the professor smiled.

— An excellent answer.

Crossing half the country wasn’t the most appealing prospect, but Hary didn’t want to abandon his goal. Besides, the charge of energy from this peculiar lecturer had somehow been transmitted to the student himself.

An hour later, having “collected” all the traffic jams of the metropolis along the way, the professor and the master’s student drove onto the Kapchagay highway.
The journey ahead was long — almost fifteen hours without stops. Zarathustra decided to devote this time to immersing his new assistant in the material.
— I’ll tell you everything, Hary, about the purpose of our visit to the Abai Region. But first, I need to make one call.

— Professor, are we allowed to use You?

— We’re no longer within the university walls. Appreciate the privilege.

— Understood.

Zarathustra dialed a number on his smartphone and put it on speaker.

— Yes, Professor Tliyev.

— Raf, greetings. You’re on speaker. Say hello to our new colleague, if you would.

There was a sigh on the other end.

— Hey, hi... whoever you are. I’m Raphael. I help the professor with equipment setup, — the voice sounded tired and resigned.

— And I’m Hary, pleased to meet you. For now, I’m just getting used to the company and the surroundings.

— My condolences.

— More enthusiasm, Raf! — Tliyev interjected.

— Well, anyway, I’ve already set up everything necessary at the camp. The software’s running perfectly. I’ll be supervising you remotely.

— Raphael is based in Semey, — Zarathustra clarified.

— And us?

— We, Hary, will be spending the nights at our camp, right by the excavation site... not used to that?

— You don’t say...

— And once again, my condolences, — came the technician’s sleepy voice.

— I’ll call as soon as we arrive on site.

— Good luck, Professor.

One conversation ended, the next began. First, Zarathustra warned that there would still be stops along the way, then conducted a brief inquiry.

— Tell me, Hary, you came to Kazakhstan and joined the archaeology department. The reasons aren’t all that important. But I see the fire in your eyes. That means the subject matters to you. I want to know why.

Hary, sitting in the passenger seat, looked out the window and remained silent for a few moments.

— Do you... do you want an honest answer?

— That’s what we live for.

— At first I wanted to lie, — the young man exhaled and continued very seriously. On this subject, he couldn’t speak otherwise. — To tell you how my father — a well-known archaeologist in Britain — reproached me, and out of spite I decided to go as far away as possible... to Kazakhstan. But that’s not true... or rather, not entirely true. I came here and sought you out for the sake of my mother’s memory.

Zarathustra took his eyes off the road for a second and looked intently at his assistant.

— And what happened to her?

— She was born here and met my father here. But she died already in Cornwall. She loved Kazakhstan with a special kind of love... She was an archaeologist too and told me a lot about the beauty of this country, about its memory and its history.

— So you decided to honor her that way?

— Something like that, — the young man shrugged.

He turned back toward the side window and lowered the glass. The fresh autumn wind gently brushed his youthful face, as if a loving hand had tousled his light hair.

Early September is a perfect time to travel across the steppes of the nomads. And Harold Lloyd, who had never before left Almaty, was now absorbing the grandeur of this beauty, balancing on the edge between admiration and languid wonder.

A warm sadness flowed in waves from his fingers to his heart and back as Hary looked at the meadows beginning to yellow, at the trees dancing with their crowns, at the sun glints flashing from passing cars.

This was probably how his mother had seen these places when she lived here. Perhaps even his stubborn father could admire these landscapes, forgetting for a moment the gloom of “Foggy Albion.”

“Most likely, it was so.”

Small towns gave way to auls, the auls were replaced by forest-steppe belts, and so it went all the way to the horizon.

And somewhere behind them, fading into the thinning backdrop, loomed the mighty ridge of the Zailiysky Alatau.

Power behind, vastness ahead.

— You gave a good answer, young man, — Zarathustra suddenly said in a calm voice, still not taking his attentive eyes off the road.

— Listen, Professor, forgive me, of course, but I didn’t tell you the truth for approval... it’s just easier for me that way. No need to lie.

— I understand and I approve. Well then, a revelation for a revelation...

— ...will you tell me the secret of your name? — Hary even sounded surprised.

Laughter spread through the cabin.

— There is no secret here, Hary. But later. For now, I’d better tell you about our trip. The reason I pulled you out of the unpretentious life of a student lies in assistance. We are looking for a sanctuary of Tengri hidden from sight, presumably dating back to the early Turkic Khaganate.

— From the time of Bumin Khagan, or later?

— I see you’re thinking in the right direction. Well done!.. It is precisely Bumin Khagan who has become the focus of my current research... And how do you generally feel about Tengrianism?..

— I don’t want to sound like a sycophant, but in my view it’s a rather proto-religious system. Zoroastrianism is more comprehensible to me in terms of beliefs.

— You think logically, Hary, — the professor nodded, — but to hell with logic and the dogmatic razor that cuts off fragments of shamanism from so-called primitive beliefs for now!

— Do you really think, Professor, that we can find such an ancient site on the territory of Kazakhstan?.. Do you... do you believe in it that much?.. In this Tengrianism?..

Zarathustra smiled slyly, or so it seemed to Hary. The scholar raised a finger and only after a couple of seconds spoke.

— What matters is that Bumin Khagan believed.

— What are you getting at, Professor?

— Listen carefully. While studying his life, I came across late medieval records. At first, chroniclers of Ablai Khan spoke of the ruler’s journey to the eastern borders of the state. The Khan personally wished to find the ancient sanctuary of Tengri, opened by Bumin.

— This part of the history of the Kazakh steppe is unfamiliar to me, — Hary tore himself away from the scenery outside the window and began taking notes. Zarathustra continued.

— Later, I found a similar note about Tengrianism in the diaries of Shokan Ualikhanov, who often visited Semipalatinsk and its surroundings, — Zarathustra glanced briefly at his student and saw how completely absorbed he was. — According to historical records, during the war with the Rourans, Bumin set out on a campaign against his enemies. But his army was defeated and scattered across the steppes of the Khaganate. The ruler himself fled to Suyab. On the way, something happened to him, for he returned to the capital not as a great Khagan, but as an ordinary shepherd — in tattered clothes and without his expensive armor.

— And what happened to him?

— As it seems to me — and I am convinced of this — Bumin, in order to avoid being discovered by his pursuers, hid his precious belongings in that very sanctuary of Tengri. He himself then exchanged clothes with local shepherds to return secretly to Suyab.

— So we are looking for a cache, not a burial.

— Correct. But the matter is complicated by nuclear tests. You do know about them, don’t you?

— Yes. During the Soviet period there was the so-called Semipalatinsk Test Site for underground testing.

— The area there is rather heavily irradiated, — Zarathustra licked his lips, — that’s why I need you.

— Hey! What am I, a rat in a maze?.. Or bait, like in that science-fiction novel?!..

— Have you really read the Strugatskys?.. Mmm, my respect!

— I’m not going to put myself on the line, Zarathustra!

— There’s nothing terrible there, lad... besides, you signed the documents... ah-ha-ha-ha!

— Damn it.

The first half of the journey passed in conversation. When they stopped at a small bazaar in one of the auls along the way, it was about five in the evening. Dusk was preparing to descend upon the world.

The air, cooled to a pleasant degree, was filled with the aromas of shashlik, fresh vegetables, and fruit.

The scholars had dinner at a nearby roadside eatery.

While they sat on the summer veranda, heavy trucks, intercity buses, and cars passed by. People stopped, bought produce, and went on their way.

— Karbyz qansha turady? — a man asked from his car without getting out.

— Huh? — the distracted vendor asked.

— Karbyz qansha?

— Ah! Watermelon — one hundred tenge per kilo.

— I’ll take it. That one there.

To the left of the scholars there was another table with a bench. A man and a woman sat down there.

— What time will we be in Almaty? — she asked him.

— Already at night. Call Alash, tell him to meet us downstairs — I won’t be able to carry your suitcases up to the fifth floor by myself.

— I already texted him. He’s not replying yet, — the woman threw up her hands while the man sipped beer from a large glass.

And with such conversations — small, drifting past, yet so engaging and warm — the roadside steppe was filled.

Zarathustra and Hary set off again at six in the evening. The master’s student took the wheel, while the lecturer decided to take a nap.

At midnight they crossed into the Abai Region, and closer to four in the morning they arrived at their destination.

They were greeted by a torrential downpour.

— Pull over there, by that tent, — Zarathustra ordered.

The heavens split, their sorrow pouring down in streams,
And still we race straight through — no pity for those heavens’ dreams.

Hary declaimed.

— Not Shakespeare, — the sleepy professor remarked gloomily.

— No, not him. I dug this up in the trunk of our “Ford,” — Hary handed Zarathustra a small book.

— “Our Ford”? Young man, it’s a company car. So drive carefully. What book is that?.. Edward M. Gray.

— Never heard of him...

— But I remembered the lines...

— Yes, they fit the moment.

— You’re right. Come on, let’s go to the tents. For the next month, this will be our abode.

The downpour filled the small tent camp with coolness and the scents of steppe herbs: feather grass, thyme, dry stalks. The road dust had been beaten down, and the air was cleansed. The asphalt had ended a good ten kilometers back.

The scholars were in the open steppe.

They entered the large tent. Inside stood two cots, a table with equipment, a mini-fridge, and other utensils.

— Well, we’ll thank Raphael tomorrow, — Zarathustra said, satisfied with what he saw. — For now, let’s turn in. We’ve been on the road a long time. We need to regain our strength.

Hary was indeed exhausted, so he didn’t argue.

They lay down to sleep.

And the raifall kept asking to be let in until morning, steadily drumming large drops against the tent’s canvas.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

II

[image: ]


By early morning, Hary awoke. It was still dark. The sky was barely gray, yet already hinting at a pink dawn to come.

In the dim light of the tent, the assistant made out the silhouette of his professor. He sat at the table, absorbed in his laptop. The hunched figure trembled slightly, and the ghostly whisper of Zarathustra’s voice made the scene even more surreal. It was as if he were chanting a dark spell from long-forgotten times, his muttering rising and fading like wind through empty corridors. In a half-dream, Hary could only catch fragments — “Tengri... Symbols... Petroglyphs... Mystery...”

The sight was frighteningly surreal, yet Hary could not fully grasp it and drifted quietly back to sleep.

His full awakening came only when the sun blazed overhead, its rays spilling into the tent and dancing across the ground onto Hary’s cot. At first he squinted, then surrendered to the light and rose.

Zarathustra was nowhere to be seen in the tent.

Hary washed at the small basin and straightened himself. Camp life was not new to him; as a child he had traveled across the British Isles with his parents, visiting the stones of Stonehenge, the heathered fields of Scotland, and the cliffs of Cornwall.

Stepping into the crisp morning air, he immediately spotted his professor speaking with three men in suits. Hary approached.

— Ah! — the professor squinted. — This is my assistant, a very capable student. He’s come all the way from the United Kingdom.

— It’s an honor, — one of the men of solid bearing extended his hand.

— Hello, — Hary greeted in turn, shaking hands.

— I think we understand each other, Professor Tliev, — the visitor addressed Zarathustra, — your assistant has already registered you online. But I’d be glad if you could visit my office personally. We could sit, discuss your research, very important for our region.

— Thank you for the invitation, Serikzhan Rakhatovich, — Zarathustra smiled, and Hary noticed that the polite words came with visible effort.

— Jaqsy, — the man nodded, gesturing to the others to move toward the Toyota parked nearby. — Let’s go.

Within minutes, Hary and Zarathustra were alone.

— Who was that important visitor? — the student asked.

— The regional akim, — the professor replied dryly.

— The local governor? I’m still getting my bearings with the Kazakh system.

— Yes, Hary. That’s the top.

— What did he want?

— They all want the same thing — everything to go according to their orders.

— And us?

— We are historians and archaeologists, Hary. Our task is to dig and study, — Zarathustra smiled, patting Hary on the shoulder, — and we’ll deal with officials later.

— Heavy hand you have, professor, — Hary rubbed his shoulder, — though you look lean!

— Joking? — Zarathustra squinted, his gray eyes sparkling. — Good that you’re relaxed. But don’t get cheeky. Let’s go. Breakfast first, then business.

Morning fare was eggs, fresh vegetables, strong tea, and dry rolls. Appetite briefly stifled, the historians set off on their search.

— Zarathustra, forgive me, — began
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