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   Advance Praise for 
The Last of Earth

   ‘A riveting novel that takes on the hubris of exploration, the pursuit of immortality, and the abiding nature of love and friendship. Exquisitely written and carefully plotted, this book is a triumph.’ 

   Laila Lalami 
author of The Dream Hotel

   ‘Imagined with heart-stopping precision and breathtaking scope, The Last of Earth cuts a bold path for a new vision of history and humanity through a story full of big, old-fashioned adventure… A suspenseful odyssey that will remake how its readers understand time, power, and love.’ 

   v. v. ganeshananthan
Women’s Prize-winning author of Brotherless Night

   ‘The Last of Earth rises before centuries of European fantasies about Tibet and unearths an expansive, untold story. Deepa Anappara has walked beyond the edges of history to craft this astounding and necessary novel.’ 

   tsering yangzom lama
author of We Measure the Earth with Our Bodies

   ‘Rich in themes ranging from the motives and blindnesses of empire to the bonds of sisterhood to the depths of loyalty and friendship, Deepa Anappara’s novel The Last of Earth treats us to an immersive journey into the heart of late 19th-century Tibet… This deeply considered and powerful novel showcases Anappara’s immense storytelling prowess. A delightful book to savour!’ 

   melissa fu 
author of Peach Blossom Spring

   ‘An epic story about land, selfhood, intimacy and the psychic damage of colonialism… A deep, profound narrative with many layers of meaning, emotion and history.’  

   rebecca tamás
author of Strangers: Essays on the Human and Nonhuman

   ‘A bold and expressive work of storytelling, The Last of Earth intimately portrays a cast of complex characters recognisable to any historian of the Himalaya; I was pleased to find them fleeing the familiar as much as they are questing for the unknown. Lovers of romance and adventure will be carried away by its powerful dramatic currents, students of history will savour the texture of the region’s storied past.’ 

   daniel light
author of The White Ladder

   ‘A bold retelling of stories of imperial adventurers who crossed in disguise into mid-nineteenth century Tibet... An astonishingly gripping novel.’ 

   tsering wangmo dhompa 
author of Coming Home to Tibet: 
A Memoir of Love, Loss, and Belonging

   ‘Set in 19th-century Tibet, The Last of Earth turns the colonial venture on its head – an Indian man mapping for empire, an English woman defying it. This tantalising, polyphonic novel delves into the unknown, a bold, beautiful book that remaps both the world and the heart. Daring, poetic, and profound.’ 

   ruchira gupta 
author of I Kick and I Fly
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   I am bound by the illusion of Time and Space.

   Rudyard Kipling, Kim

   And still deeper the meaning of that story of Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the key to it all.


   Herman Melville, 
Moby Dick; or, The Whale

   We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
Through the unknown, unremembered gate
When the last of earth left to discover
Is that which was the beginning…


   T.S. Eliot, 
‘Little Gidding’
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   Report of a Route-Survey made by PUNDIT ———,* from Nepal to Lhasa, and thence through the Upper Valley of the Brahmaputra to its Source. By Captain T.G. MONTGOMERIE, R.E., of the Great Trigonometrical Survey, in charge of the Trans-Himalayan Survey Parties.

   Read, 23 March 1868.

   EXPLORATION beyond the frontiers of British India has, for many years, made but little comparative progress, and (as far as Europeans have been concerned) has been confined to points not many marches beyond the border.

   A European, even if disguised, attracts attention when travelling among Asiatics, and his presence, if detected, is now-a-days often apt to lead to outrage. The difficulty of redressing such outrages, and various other causes, has, for the present, all but put a stop to exploration by Europeans. On the other hand, Asiatics, the subjects of the British Government, are known to travel freely without molestation in countries far beyond the British frontier; they constantly pass to and fro between India and Central Asia, and also between India and Tibet, for trading and other purposes, without exciting any suspicion.

   In 1861 it was consequently proposed to take advantage of this facility possessed by Asiatics, and to employ them on explorations beyond the frontier.

   

   
    
     	* The two Pundits still being employed on explorations, their names are, for obvious reasons, omitted.
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   Misfortune on the mountain pass—Unexpected visitors—The captain’s ambitions—Last night at the border

   They were only at the beginning of their expedition, and already they were three men and twice as many sheep short. The captain said the men who deserted the camp, like most natives, lacked nerve. About the sheep no one was certain, but high up on the mountain pass snow leopards were known to sneak into wind-rocked pens at night and vanish with their prey silenced between their teeth. The bearers were spooked because when the white mist lifted at dawn, they saw neither animal tracks nor blood and, behind the boulders, they found no bones or carcasses.

   Balram watched them scuttle away from the camp, their sullen faces reddened by lashings of wind. They mumbled about the smell of the netherworld in the air, creatures that were half-animal and half-human whose knotted fur carried the mustiness of long-buried wants.

   It fell on Balram, as the captain’s right-hand man, to dispel their fears. He supposed he could confess to feeling light-headed himself, a fate inescapable at this height. He could remind them of his previous travels, when he had encountered spectres rising out of the mist only to realise such visions were the work of exhaustion and insufficient air in his lungs.

   All these words he ought to say.

   He didn’t feel particularly inclined to say them.

   A clank caused Balram to turn around. Pawan was packing his knives and ladles, muttering curses to himself. Face as smooth and shiny as a baby’s, though the mouth on that boy could put a drunk to shame. Balram snapped his fingers and gestured that he should hurry. Pawan scowled but hoisted his sacks over his shoulders and walked away in a clatter of pots and pans, a squabble an indulgence neither of them could afford when their breathing was so ragged.

   They were now midway through the Mana Pass, a gap in the Himalayas that was nearly as formidable as the snow-cloaked mountains it cut through to form a passage to Tibet. At eighteen thousand feet above the level of the sea, here they were closer to gods than mortals, but this proximity to the divine had brought them no blessings, only burdens.

   Balram kicked dust over the remains of the previous night’s fire. The light was full of shadows, the sky heavy as a bog. There were no fetters on his ankles. Then why did it feel as if he had been tied down to the coarse logs of his own funeral pyre?

   The captain bellowed at the men to gather around him, his shouts necessitated not as much by anger as the unruliness of the wind. The nine bearers left in their group, and the two shepherds, flocked together, sacks and trunks at their feet.

   ‘If you return home without a formal letter of discharge from me, carrying my signature, you’ll be punished severely,’ the captain warned them now. Plumes of white breath laced his words. ‘You’ll be sent to prison—as your friends who have deserted us will find out soon.’

   Despite his fluency in the language, the manuals he read on masculine and feminine nouns, and the companionship of native women whom white men called ‘sleeping dictionaries’ owing to the twofold nature of their responsibilities, the captain’s Hindustani had a strange inflection to it, the whiff of vast oceans no one could cross without losing caste. His threats sounded comical because of his manner of speaking, but the bearers kept their eyes downcast. They knew the native’s role well; they had played it all their lives. Jumped out of the path into a ditch when a white man’s carriage spat a cloud of dust in the distance. Readily arched their backs when condemned to flogging for improperly greeting an officer. Polished the boots flung at their faces for nodding off after midnight while fanning their English masters.

   ‘If you imagine you can escape detection, say by travelling to Calcutta, and finding employment on the docks, let me remind you, the Survey has detailed records of your families,’ the captain said. ‘They will experience the full force of the British government’s fury.’

   Balram examined the ground again. He saw footprints but no animal tracks. The three missing bearers had most likely stolen the sheep and retraced their steps, having decided the expedition was too perilous for them to undertake. Balram ought to have sensed their disquiet. Gyan would have. Gyan used to say that Balram had spent so much time with white men, he had imbibed their manners and vocabulary, and his thoughts were no longer his own but of a race that would never see him as an equal. The memory of it tensed the muscles in Balram’s back. He wished he could give Gyan a clout on the head and clasp him to his chest.

   He bent down to wipe the ash off his boots. His belongings, tied up in a bundle on his back and fastened across his chest, swayed to the side. The heat of a sharp gaze scalded his face. He looked up, chest thumping, expecting to lock eyes with a snow leopard, its thick tail assuming the curve of a sickle, wool snared between its bloodstained fangs. But behind the creaking rocks, all was still.

   ◆

   Afterwards the captain took Balram aside and said, ‘The men were idle for too long. Their heads have filled with clay.’

   ‘We’re making good time,’ Balram said, an itch beginning in his throat that felt like ants scurrying up to his mouth. ‘Took me the same number of hours to cross the pass last time.’

   ‘How can you speak of hours when we were detained at Mana for weeks?’ the captain asked, his saffron robe flapping in the wind. ‘All that time we squandered, waiting for the Tibetans to decide if India is a fit country to have relations with, you have forgotten it already?’

   ‘The pass was closed on account of snow, sir. The Tibetans couldn’t help it. Besides, they worry we will bring smallpox with us, or war. They want to first ascertain nothing has gone wrong on our side of the border.’

   ‘You don’t have to repeat every lie the Tibetans tell,’ the captain said.

   Balram kicked a pebble into a tributary of the Alaknanda that curved below their path. For much of their journey through the pass, they had followed the river, whose waters swelled the Ganga further down south; but here it was slight, no more than a sea-green vein that appeared to be hewn into rocks. At first its banks had been carpeted with scarlet and yellow wildflowers, but now the earth was bald, and as dreary as the sky.

   ‘When I was a small child, I knew summer was beginning not from the skies but from the sound of sheep bells ringing,’ Balram said. ‘It was the sound of traders guiding their animals to the pass. I used to dread it because it meant my father would leave for Tibet.’ As soon as he said these words, he wished he hadn’t. ‘Our traders sell grains and dried fruit and tobacco. After a long winter, Tibetans wait for their arrival.’

   ‘Not with bated breath,’ the captain said.

   ‘They do take their time once the snow melts,’ Balram tried to explain to the captain again. ‘But they’re merely being cautious.’

   The wind hissed in Balram’s ears, but he heard Durga’s voice, pointing to the lack in his head that kept him from speaking when he should, and garrulous on those occasions when tact demanded silence. He smelled the sesame oil she dabbed on her cheeks each night and wondered if her arms were aching now from hours of thrashing clothes against the rocks by the river.

   Always he carried her reproaches with him as he walked. At first he had believed it to be a certain sign of madness in him. But then, one evening, trading stories with Gyan about Tibet, his friend had put him at ease with a confession: he too heard the voices of those he had left behind. On occasion their laughter and screams goaded him, burning his ears as if gods were shovelling hot embers into them. He said such sounds could tempt you to leap into a crevasse if you didn’t watch out. Just as sailors across the high seas were enticed by sirens, those scaling the Roof of the World were tempted by the call of the abyss.

   Now his friend too was only a voice inside Balram’s head.

   But not for long, Gyan whispered in a rusty tone, and Balram felt Gyan’s ghost thumb draw a damp line across his cheek.

   ◆

   The captain had spent many years surveying the Karakoram mountains, and so the high altitude and the capricious weather on the Mana Pass didn’t bother him. But in the disguise of a Hindu priest, his gait was clumsy. The unfamiliar folds of his robe taunted him and caused him to nearly lose his footing. Seeing him struggle, the bearers discreetly turned their heads.

   Bands of snow, uneven like ribs that had snapped and healed crooked, coated the steep ridges flanking the river.

   ‘I wonder where they have reached,’ Balram said. ‘The three boys who ran away before dawn.’

   ‘Cowards,’ the captain said, waving the notebook in which he sketched their route. ‘Don’t speak of them again. But our provisions, the sheep we lost, we will be all right without them?’

   ‘There will be plenty of butter tea and tsampa once we cross the border.’

   ‘Yes, of course. We will be fine,’ the captain said, as if it was Balram who needed the reassurance.

   Out of the corner of his eye, Balram saw the captain pick at a stain on his robe. Then he licked his fingers and dabbed at it with something like fury. When fretful, the captain took to polishing his own person as if he were a silver goblet, a gesture ill-suited to the disguise he sported to escape detection by Tibetans. Balram couldn’t ask the captain to stop. Or could he? The further they were from Hindustan, the murkier the rules that separated men from their lieges. Balram had never been on a surveying mission to Tibet with a white man.

   It was silent for a moment, then the wind uttered its incantations again, loud enough to raise the dead.

   ◆

   All day Balram waited for the captain’s recriminations, but they never came. White mist rolled down the mountains and pressed its icy fingers against his throat. Had he better prepared the men for their passage to Tibet, perhaps their expedition wouldn’t have gone so awry at such an early stage.

   In the weeks they had spent in the village of Mana, snow falling over the mountains with the steadiness of a heartbeat and every stream turning blue, he had conveyed to the men the broad strokes of the captain’s ambitions but hidden the Englishman’s true mission, and his own too. He told them the sole objective of their journey was to map the course of the river that began as the Tachok Tsangpo, the Horse River, near Mansarovar and meandered through southern Tibet and eventually transformed or didn’t transform—this was the question they were deputed to settle—into the Brahmaputra in Hindustan. The entirety of their journey would pass in the proximity of rivers: here the Alaknanda; beyond the Tibetan border the Sutlej; then the subject of their expedition, a river so great Tibetans simply referred to it as the Tsangpo, the River. As the captain was the deputy superintendent of the Great Trigonometrical Survey, and oversaw all Trans-Himalayan survey parties, he was naturally at their camp to direct their arrangements.

   When the captain dyed his hair black with Chinese ink—perhaps the same indelible ink that officials in China used to brand the faces of criminals—and stained his skin brown with iodine and the juice of black walnuts, Balram said white men did this everywhere, in America they painted their faces black and sang on stage, and people paid money to watch them, and he couldn’t explain such madness—could they? The bearers took him at his word. Away from the captain in their tent at night they laughed about the captain’s costume when they thought Balram was asleep, but one night he said, ‘Should I tell him about the giant bald spot on the top of his scalp? That he ought to paint it black too?’ He was mocking the captain for the first time, a thrill coating his tongue thick and sweet like jaggery, but his tone must have been severe, because the bearers were quiet.

   Only on the morning of their journey, in the death-blue darkness before dawn, had Balram revealed to the men that the captain too would be accompanying them to the land that expressly forbade those of his race. The bearers objected. Hadn’t a lama from Shigatse been sewn into a sack and flung into the Tsangpo, the very river they would follow, for helping a Christian missionary? Hadn’t bandits shot an English explorer in the head in the Changtang grasslands and attacked his servants? Balram said Tibetans themselves spread such tales to keep white people away. They didn’t want the British or Russians preaching Christianity, or annexing their country and calling it a colony. He said Tibetans wished to remain free, and the men agreed that was a good thing. He said the terrain of Tibet—the unbridled currents of the Tsangpo, the winding gorges and steep glaciers in its path—was harsher than its residents, and the men grew anxious. He said he knew the land well. If only the men who fled that morning had believed him.

   Now Balram observed the bearers, but none behaved suspiciously. They walked in single file on the narrow path that appeared to hover above the Alaknanda, their eyes fixed on the ground until the trundle of a stone, the sputter of the wind, or the crackle of the mountains caused them to look around as if a beast stalked them. He had condemned these men to their possible deaths—and for what? So an Englishman could map the path of a river. So he could find his friend who had travelled to Tibet three years ago on a surveying mission and never returned home.

   Anyone who went that long without sending word was most likely dead. But one morning Gyan’s parents had interrupted Balram’s lesson at school to tell him a trader had sent word that their son was a lama’s slave in Shigatse. Not long afterwards, other traders had come home with similar stories: Gyan was being held in a monastery in Shigatse, on the path of the Tsangpo; Tibetans had caught him spying for the English. Balram had to find out if it was true. How could he not? Between them was a bond men and gods couldn’t name.

   They had grown up in the same village and trained as surveyors together. When they were children, Gyan’s mother had glistened rotis with butter for Balram, said, poor boy, how you must miss your parents, you have been tested by the gods so early in life, and tilted his chin to the sky with a thumb as coarse as a woollen blanket. She parted for a few moments the heaviness that curtained his eyes even at noon, hushed some kind of want that otherwise rumbled inside him. Gyan, fretful when his mother’s attention wavered from him, once upturned a pot of milk and, as his mother and sisters mopped the floor on their blistered hands and rasping knees, smiled wickedly at Balram, brought his toes to his mouth, and licked the white drops spattered on his feet. Envy went both ways. At their school below a banyan tree, Gyan was always the first to solve sums and, each time the teacher praised him, Balram nudged him in the ribs as if to cheer him but with such vigour Gyan’s wiry frame collapsed.

   Balram wasn’t one for wistful reminiscences. But if not for him, Gyan wouldn’t have disappeared.

   The captain had intended for Balram to follow the Tsangpo three years ago, but when Balram’s son’s illness worsened on the eve of his journey, Gyan had volunteered to go in his stead. Some might call it the will of the gods. Some might call Balram fortunate, but when had fortune favoured him?

   Be quiet, Durga whispered, her breath warm in his ear.

   A fine story, but it’s not the whole truth, is it, Gyan said.

   Balram spat out the dust the wind propelled into his mouth. In one of those slow-turning hours at the village of Mana, when the sun’s appearance had lent a golden glow to the slate roofs of houses, and butterflies whorled above scarlet rhododendron flowers so rich with honey it slickened the petals, he had dared to hope for an unremarkable journey through Tibet. It wasn’t in his nature to hope and, now that his miscalculations were laid bare, with the ease of a bird returning to its nest at twilight, dread folded its wings and slipped right back into the groove it had carved in his mind a long time ago.

   ◆

   The captain halted their march as the hours advanced towards dusk. He ordered the bearers to camp for the night, rested his back against a boulder, and asked Pawan for tea. To keep the captain occupied, Balram told Ujjal to fetch the captain’s drawing materials, hidden in the false compartment of a trunk. But Ujjal dawdled.

   Conversation had been scant from the time they entered the Mana Pass two days ago, the air being treacherous and the paths overlaid with patinas of ice and frost. But now Ujjal stood with the other bearers, talking freely of the men who had vanished that morning—into the mouths of monsters perhaps. The mist curled thick around them, its whiteness turning them into black silhouettes.

   ‘Ujjal, the captain is waiting,’ Balram snapped.

   The young man crossed his hands over his chest and, half-squatting, pulled his own ears like a child atoning for stealing butter from his mother’s kitchen. Though he was short and as thin as a reed, Ujjal’s hands could wring rainwater out of stone, and his exertions made him look ridiculous.

   ‘Stop that nonsense,’ Balram said, and Ujjal stood still, his carriage so upright he could have passed for a sepoy. ‘Go and open the trunk.’

   The others looked amused by Ujjal’s antics; smiles plucked at the edges of their blood-spotted, wind-scoured lips.

   ‘The tents and sheep pens’—Balram’s gaze shifted from one flustered face to another—‘do you expect them to go up by themselves? Who’s going to collect dung for the fire?’

   The bearers dispersed. Balram followed Ujjal to the spot where sacks and trunks had been heaped together in a slovenly manner. The captain would be angry if he saw that the men had ignored his instructions to pursue order at all times. Ujjal rescued the captain’s trunk from the tottering jumble and set about opening it.

   By the slender loop of the Alaknanda, the lone pony in their group kicked a bearer and made to jump across the river. The shepherds, running after the animal, clacked their tongues and cursed. In the uproar, almost all of them missed the two strangers walking towards them with nervous smiles. With the tip of his boot, Balram nudged the open trunk shut. Its lid nearly slammed against Ujjal’s wrist.

   ‘Should have acted quicker,’ Balram said. That was the teacher in him speaking, unable to let a moment vanish without retrieving a moral or a precise lesson from the faint scuff of time.

   ‘Compass-wallah, you heard what everyone thinks about the captain’s disguise,’ Ujjal said. ‘He’ll be found out.’

   Balram glanced at the strangers, bowls tucked beneath their sheepskin coats, above their cummerbunds. Must be in need of milk or flour. They were already speaking to the bearers beating down tent pegs into the rocky ground.

   ‘Isn’t the wind dreadful?’ the older of the two men said as Balram approached him. His accent was that of a man from the hills, and he seemed to have noticed that the bearers deferred to Balram. Grey gathered in his hair, above his temples; his teeth, when not black, were tainted yellow.

   ‘Are you from Badrinath?’ Balram asked.

   ‘Joshimath. A day’s walk from Badrinath as the crow flies. How did you know? Are you from there too? I don’t remember seeing you before.’

   The man’s questions needed no answers. He seemed nervous, and eager to fill silences. Sure enough, deterred not at all by Balram’s uninterest, he said, ‘The old woman we’re serving, she’s from Punjab. She’s travelling to Mansarovar to go around the holy lake.’

   ‘Mount Kailas too,’ the younger of the two said.

   ‘And you have run out of milk already?’ Balram asked.

   The older man smiled but looked mortified. The younger man held Balram’s gaze and said, ‘We can see you have many sheep. Can’t you spare any milk?’

   ‘We have fewer sheep today than we had yesterday,’ Ujjal said unnecessarily. ‘Snow leopards maybe. Demons maybe.’

   In front of them the shepherds caught up with the skittish pony and threw themselves against its saddle.

   ‘Ujjal,’ Balram said, ‘get them some milk, will you?’

   The men brought their wooden bowls out of their coats. Ujjal pointed them in Pawan’s direction. Pawan turned a jug upside down and shook it vigorously to make a point of its emptiness. ‘These animals don’t make enough milk for us to share,’ he said.

   But the sheep were strong and hardy. They had grazed on the rich grass of Mana and gathered together now to form a circle of bleating, dirt-caked fleece, the worsted packs they carried still slung across their backs. The process of tying the bags was time-consuming, so the bearers chose not to relieve the animals of their burden each night. If the sheep minded, they gave no indication. The ewes that stretched on pebbles had the manner of memsahibs lolling in their parlours.

   ‘See what you can do,’ Balram told Pawan.

   ‘What’s the reason for your journey to Tibet?’ the old man asked.

   ‘Don’t be fooled by their size,’ Ujjal said, pointing at the sheep. ‘They’re carrying weighty loads of wheat and rice, which we will trade for borax and wool.’

   ‘You’re traders then?’ the younger man asked, his eyes considering their well-worn clothes.

   ‘Traders, yes, but pilgrims at heart,’ Ujjal said, looking at Balram for affirmation, or praise. Their secret hadn’t been revealed.

   ‘If you’re headed towards Mansarovar,’ the older man said, ‘we can make our way together. Our numbers will stop bandits from attacking us.’

   ‘We have to stop frequently,’ Ujjal said, repeating the words Balram had taught the men so that their group could avoid scrutiny, and company. ‘You’ll tire of our traders’ ways, and your old woman won’t be pleased if she has to wait with us for weeks.’

   Balram felt the hair on the nape of his neck prickling, and he prodded at it with his fingers. No one was watching him. The burning in his gullet must spring from his fears—not of wild animals and bandits, but those he couldn’t bring himself to express.

   Don’t be afraid, I’m not dead yet, Gyan said.

   But I could be, Gyan said.

   Balram saw the captain bearing down upon them, the scowl imprinted on his face so vicious it cut deep furrows between his eyebrows. Here was a man unaccustomed to waiting, whose every other utterance was an order of some sort, who even in his sage’s costume couldn’t hide the superiority he had gained solely by the circumstances of his birth.

   The bearers bowed, involuntarily perhaps. Balram excused himself and hurried to the captain’s side. He stood in front of the captain to block him from everyone’s view, and drew himself to his full height, though it still left him a foot shorter than the captain.

   ‘Sir,’ Balram said in a whisper, ‘Pawan couldn’t bring your tea because we have visitors. They may gather from your Hindustani, or the colour of your skin, that you’re not who you claim to be.’

   The captain bristled, as if it was unfair of Balram to have such a poor opinion about his disguise. With his notebook he pointed to his voluminous robe, his skin stained brown if only in jagged patches by iodine and walnut juice and the sun, and the wire-gauze spectacles that hid the green of his eyes. ‘I look like you,’ he said, stepping forward and nearly tripping over a rock.

   ‘Please, sir, do oblige this humble servant’s request,’ Balram said. Durga would have told him it was the right thing to say. The captain’s forehead smoothed.

   Balram ushered the captain towards the bearers closest to them and placed him in their midst. They stood a few feet apart from the captain, fearful. The captain leaned away from them, nostrils quivering as if they stank of rot. It occurred to Balram that his mission was foolhardy. He didn’t know how he was going to rescue Gyan. He had thought that once he found his friend in Shigatse he would convince the captain to part with his gold coins and pay for Gyan’s freedom. But what was a native’s life worth to an Englishman? A single cowrie shell, an anna, a gold coin, or nothing?

   The visitors were preparing to leave, the younger man holding a bowl between his hands with such care he could have been carrying a diamond-encrusted crown. Balram dashed back to their side to bid them farewell.

   ‘It appears the snow leopard, or the demon, took your best sheep,’ the younger man said. The volume of milk in his bowl was modest. ‘For your sake, I hope it doesn’t return.’

   ◆

   Balram wished for silence that night. Each hour of the day had been tallied, as if life was an extended entry in an accountant’s ledger, measured in paces taken, distances bridged. Now to sleep. But how could it come? The blanketed bodies of the men lay side by side, another ear no more than a whisper away. Their numbers had reduced by three, but the tent didn’t feel any roomier. Gusts of wind sent shivers up spines that throbbed from carrying sacks and trunks. Balram had unwrapped the puttee around his legs in the evening to check for signs of frostbite. He wished he had thought to enfold his feet in cloth again before lying down.

   The air smelled foul, all reeking mouths and armpits. The shepherds were outside, sitting by a fire whose flames cast shadows that skimmed the tent’s fabric like stones on water. The bearers chattered, unable to sleep, the panic of that morning clinging to them still.

   Not for the first time, Balram wondered if it had been an error on his part to hire men of the same caste who spoke the same dialect and worshipped the same gods. By tradition smelters of iron and copper, they had observed the ruinous conditions of their fathers’ lungs and purses and decided to forgo the vocations fate had imprinted onto the lines on their palms. Recasting themselves as porters and coolies, they ferried pilgrims from plains to temples on the summits of mountains. They were inured to the altitude and bitter cold, and willing to brave landslips and snowstorms, but apparently not what they considered to be interventions from another world. None of them had been to Tibet before, but when Balram sent out a call for bearers in Dehra and Mussoorie, promising high fees half of which would be paid in advance, he hadn’t insisted on men with knowledge of that land; he had in fact considered their lack of experience an advantage. They had no friends in Tibet with whom they would be tempted to share the captain’s secret, thereby guaranteeing, in as far as such things could be guaranteed, their silence.

   Englishmen picked men whose castes forbade them from consorting with each other, thus eliminating the likelihood that the bearers would join hands and conspire against their masters, but Balram had pursued the opposite course of action. He had persuaded himself that the bearers would get along if they could eat and drink from the same bowl, and sleep under the same canopy. The journey was arduous and long—three months to Shigatse, where he might find Gyan, a year or two if they were forced to carry out the captain’s plan and follow the Tsangpo into the gorge. Either way Balram had deemed it unlikely they would last even a week without fellowship and good humour. But his plans had come to nothing. Three men had already broken rank. A revolt was brewing. He could hear it now in the voices rising around him.

   They were right to leave.

   You wish you had joined them?

   You might as well wish to spend the rest of your life being chased by the police.

   It’s not like them to leave in secret.

   Perhaps their brains were addled by the heights.

   They have climbed mountains before, as have we.

   They have been killed.

   All three, by one leopard?

   They ran away, is all.

   Not without telling me.

   We were friends.

   I know his parents well.

   I knew his wife.

   A spell of nervous laughter followed the last claim, but it stilled quickly. Ujjal usually sang or hummed at this hour, until his voice faltered or his tunes were smothered by snores. But there were no songs in the tent tonight. Only waves of fear, rising, ebbing, rising again. They were like soldiers on the night before a battle: alert, fearful, seeing everything, seeing nothing, mere flesh to be cut down by swords.

   ‘Will we suffer Gyan’s fate?’ Ujjal asked. Balram recognised his voice in the dark, and guessed the question was addressed to him. The men had heard about Gyan at the Survey. It was Balram’s job to reassure them, but he didn’t know what saying Gyan’s name might do to him—cut his tongue in half, burn his eyes, paste a smile on his lips, stick in his throat like a horse in a crocodile’s jaw.

   ‘That bastard is dead,’ Pawan said.

   How dare he, Gyan hissed in Balram’s ear.

   ‘He’s too strong to die,’ Yogi said.

   ‘How can you be certain?’ someone else asked.

   ‘The captain said Gyan fought a snow leopard with his bare hands,’ Yogi said. ‘The captain tells me things.’

   ‘Everyone knows you’re a liar, Yogi.’

   ‘I bet Gyan chanced upon a goldmine in Tibet and decided to stay.’

   ‘Maybe he has a dozen wives there.’

   ‘I have one wife, and she drives me mad.’

   ‘He’s dead. Dead,’ Pawan pronounced at the top of his voice.

   ‘I heard he’s a prisoner,’ Jagan said.

   ‘Better to be dead than to be locked up in a Tibetan prison, isn’t that right, Compass-wallah?’ Ujjal said.

   ‘How many times must I tell you not to call me that,’ Balram said, sitting up to scratch his chest, his parched skin crumbling to powder like a dead moth’s wings. Gyan had been the first to call him Compass-wallah, a title reserved for English surveyors, but now even the captain and the bearers had picked it up. ‘If the Tibetans find out the true nature of our—’

   ‘We know,’ Ujjal said.

   The wind rustled the tent again. Balram grasped the edges of his blanket. The sensation was of being in a goatskin raft spun around by vicious currents. He remembered the Tibetan myth that all of earth was once submerged under the sea, a story that must have begun when nomads found marine fossils on mountain peaks. The nomads believed Tibet had surfaced when the sea waters retreated. It seemed to Balram that the sea was returning now to claim what once belonged to it. All the journeys he and Gyan had undertaken to chart rivers and mountains so that the captain could fill the blank space that was Tibet on his map—what purpose had they served? Certain claims, imperious ones, had been made, about defending the British Empire from Russians who would annex Tibet to conquer Hindustan. But the lines the captain drew on paper appeared to Balram to be no more than a child’s scribbles on mud. If the earth shrugged, mountains would cleave, rivers would surge, seas would swallow cities and fields alike, and every map would be rendered incoherent.

   Balram gathered his blanket around his shoulders, stood up, and stepped over the men and sometimes on them, eliciting curses and screams. He was glad to part the tent’s folds. The animals were quiet in their knee-high enclosure hurriedly built with stones and rocks. The shepherds now turned to face him, their hands raised to the fire for warmth. He looked over to where the captain sat by another fire that blazed orange. He didn’t have to share his tent with nine men like Balram did, but sleep was eluding him too for whatever reason.

   The captain wasn’t the first white man to attempt to enter the Forbidden Kingdom. Missionaries and explorers had slipped into Tibet before him. Those who survived had written accounts of their faith or daring. If Tibet opened its borders to foreigners, Balram suspected these explorers would lose their interest in the country; its appeal lay not only in its isolation and altitude but also this prohibition.

   ‘It’s in the nature of white men to believe they own the world, that no door should be shut to them,’ his father had said when Balram was a little boy. His father had been a trader who called no man his master. But as a teacher at the Government Vernacular School for Boys, Balram drew his salary from the British government. For eight years, he had absented himself from the school every so often to conduct secret route surveys across Tibet for the captain, and now the captain wanted to see Tibet with his own eyes.

   ‘Sir,’ Balram said. ‘Can I get you something?’

   The captain gestured at Balram to sit.

   A metal contraption glinted in the captain’s hands. His compass. He liked to say that it had been in his pocket when he sailed from England at the age of twenty-one to join the Bengal Sappers and Miners, from where he was assigned to the Survey. The captain looked his age now, perhaps the same age as Balram, three or four years shy of forty. But the compass shone as if it had been purchased yesterday, the glass unmarked and wiped clean of grime and smudges. The captain slipped on its brass lid and placed it on a leather-bound book.

   Something screeched in the darkness, startling them. But the sheep were quiet. The harsh noise stopped.

   The captain tapped the book with his knuckles. ‘Herodotus claimed that he wrote The Histories’—the captain cleared his throat—‘in order that the actions of men may not be effaced by time.’

   Balram said nothing. In his papers about the Tibetan explorations that the captain submitted to the Royal Geographical Society in London, which he had read out to Balram, he had described Balram as a ‘Pundit’, a title inspired by his other life as a teacher; an ‘intelligent Asiatic’, a creature apparently so unusual as to be considered with the same curiosity as a talking monkey; and ‘a promising recruit’ who nevertheless remained nameless, though the captain insisted this was only so Balram’s safety wouldn’t be compromised in Tibet.

   ‘If Gyan’s mission hadn’t taken such an unfortunate turn,’ the captain said, ‘he would have charted the course of the Tsangpo—from the gorges of Tibet to the north-eastern frontier, if that is indeed how the river flows.’

   One of the shepherds, the youngest of their group, a boy still, sang in a low voice as he raked the fire. The older shepherd pissed into the rocks, an unending stream. Balram raised a brow.

   ‘Is it Gyan who has you in such a bad temper?’ the captain asked in a genial tone. ‘You’re grieving his absence still, as you would, I suppose.’ His beard girded his cheeks and concealed his neck, but his ears were long and protruded outwards unflatteringly, giving the impression that he was listening avidly even while sleeping. When he moved his face into the darkness, these peculiar features merged with the shadows. The fire revealed only patches of his hands.

   ‘I always imagine the worst at the beginning of an expedition like this. But the more I walk, the less I fear the outcome,’ Balram said.

   ‘I thought by now you would have changed your mind about me being part of this expedition,’ the captain said.

   ‘It’s dangerous, sir,’ Balram said. Durga would have told him to keep his mouth shut, so he added, ‘If you’ll pardon me for saying so.’

   ‘Yet here we are,’ the captain said, pocketing his compass. Then, tapping The Histories again, he continued: ‘You think me arrogant for wanting my name in a book like this. For wanting to be the first man to chart the route of the Tsangpo and discover where it meets the sea. The first to answer one of the most perplexing questions of our times: is the Tsangpo in Tibet the same as the Brahmaputra in India?’ He rolled the words in his mouth before he uttered them, as if judging their taste and finding them flavoursome on the whole. ‘But why have you left your home?’

   ‘Why, sir?’

   ‘Don’t play the fool, Compass-wallah. It doesn’t suit you. You could have refused when I asked you to travel to Tibet the first time. How long ago was it now?’

   ‘I don’t remember, sir.’

   ‘But plenty of years to change your mind, wouldn’t you agree?’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘I didn’t summon you with a blade at your neck, did I? You agreed of your own accord. It’s in your bones, you see, as it’s in mine, this restlessness that torments us so. Why else would you choose to be here when you could sleep in your own bed, be dry when it rains, warm when it snows? Your teacher’s salary is meagre, I know, but it’s more than adequate to fill your stomach with wine and meat, or whatever it is that you like to drink and eat.’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘And yet: you spend a month in comfort, and you find the world has become dull. You can’t rinse the chalk off your hair, the ink from your fingers. Your students are too loud, your children too.’ Balram glanced at the shepherds, who seemed to be listening intently, but he could be wrong. They were dark forms behind the sputtering flames into which they threw the occasional twig. And was that a head peeking out of his tent, or was he imagining that too? ‘You’re fond of your wife, but even she—’

   ‘Sir, you speak the truth, sir.’

   ‘Some men are happiest when they don’t have to move an inch from their hearths. But for some of us, to sit still is to feel the weight of six feet of earth on our chests.’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘I didn’t leave England because I was an undesirable in my own country.’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘This charade of yours may trick your wife, Balram, but it has no place here.’

   ‘Yes, sir.’

   ‘Listen, I don’t claim to be without vanity. If a hundred years hence, say history remembers my contribution, say the Tsangpo were to be named after me—not that I seek such an honour, bear in mind—but say it were to happen, I imagine my spirit will be pleased. But my ambitions alone, they’re not worth much. The reason we risk our lives, it’s for—’

   ‘Queen and country, sir.’

   ‘Yes, think of how it will extend our trade. And the Russians who advance closer to Tibet every day, snatching any khanate they can? Our maps will help repel them. But first and foremost, we’re here as men of science. Across the world, as we speak, explorers are commanding boats through pewter waters to discover the mouths and sources of the Nile and the Niger, the Zambezi and the Mekong, all of us merely following in the footsteps of the ancient Persian king Darius. According to Herodotus, Darius the Great sent an expedition along the Indus River to find where it joined the Indian Ocean. He understood that the routes of rivers are significant—they change how we ferry goods and people, what crops we cultivate, and what we eat. Our little drawings will one day reshape the world.’

   Flames twisted in the captain’s eyes, set too close to each other, sunken and intense like a fanatic’s. Balram was glad the captain couldn’t see his expression in the darkness.

   ‘The routes you and Gyan mapped for us, the descriptions you brought back from your previous journeys to Tibet, they’re easily the best we have. Father Desideri toured these parts in 1715, but there’s little in his account about Tibet that’s of interest to the geographer, and a great deal instead about how he crossed rivers by holding on to a cow’s tail. Indeed, you’ll find that the most useful piece of advice in his recollections is that cows help travellers ford rivers.’

   Balram smiled, but he stopped the smile from brightening his voice. ‘We don’t have cows, sir.’

   ‘And we will know soon enough how we fare.’
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   24 July 1869

   I have marked the date of this entry with great confidence, but I must confess the secret to you, Ethel admit that M— and I can no longer be certain if it is a Monday or a Friday. We are fortunately much more competent at telling the time by the sun and shadows, though I suppose even a child could perform this task with sufficient instruction.

   I could not write last night owing to a storm. All of yesterday we marched on the Nirpani, or Waterless, path, which has gained a reputation for being treacherous. For long sections, it is less than half a foot in width. A stumble and we would have fallen down a thousand feet or more. I did not find the track particularly difficult.

   We came across a waterfall, whose presence on the ‘Waterless’ path M— could not explain. He has walked this route many times before, as a bearer and guide for pilgrims and traders, but does not think to warn me of what lies in wait.

   Saw no animals except goats. No birds. Spectacular views. Mountains brightened by filaments of cirrus clouds in unexpected colours: salmon, violet, crimson, gold. We encamped by the Kali River at sunset. The dreadful storm arrived soon after. I had to hold on to the posts of my tent to keep it from collapsing.

   We will reach Garbyang tomorrow. Then: Tibet.

   M— is certain I will escape detection because I look like a native. He speaks as if this is a compliment. Ethel, do you remember how often Mother called me Mongrel? Once or twice you protested when she cast a slur upon my appearance within your earshot. You claimed a kinship with me that I did not deserve or earn, I who did not even see you die. Your husband told me that towards the end of your life, you were in such pain that your lips curled into a permanent frown, but he also said no weakness emerged in your character. In the face of the hardships you endured, my own challenges with the weather and wilderness appear unworthy of setting down on paper.

   ◆

   A month after her fiftieth birthday, Katherine Westcott walked on a mountain track that was as narrow as the snake king coiled around Lord Shiva’s blue-tinted throat. She was dressed in an ankle-length Tibetan robe inconvenient for the demands of her day but preferable to the corsets and petticoats she had to wear in London or Darjeeling. Over her long grey hair she had tied a bonnet picked up from the ground on a previous journey through Tibet. It was a ghastly thing, the bonnet, lined with fur that must have been white when it was sewn and was now brown and fell out in tufts that remained threaded in her hair like wilted jasmine. But she was willing to wager it had talismanic powers after a ruffian servant had failed to harm her within a week of it coming into her possession. The bonnet lent her appearance an air of frail bones and unseeing eyes, but she could still match the pace of the young man who accompanied her.

   The path was tedious. They had to climb up stairs carved out of rock, numbering in hundreds, only to descend twenty steps or more, then undertake yet another ascent. The folks who lived near these parts called the track Nirpani, or Waterless, on account of the lack of springs for the traveller, though below them coursed the Kali, the roar of its swift waters a taunt to the thirsty. If one peered over the cliff, the river would appear as molten silver, but neither Katherine nor her companion were keen to risk a fall.

   ‘Careful,’ Mani said, turning to watch her ascend the steps.

   ‘I don’t need you to tell me that,’ Katherine said, waving him forward. She spoke sharply, discerning in his tone his fear that her feet, flecked with purple veins where the blood ran cold, wouldn’t carry her much further.

   Mani smiled as if he approved of her mild rebuke, and ran his hands over his scalp, shaved before they started their march three weeks ago and already covered with an outcrop of bristly, short hair. His skin stretched taut over his frame, emphasising, on his face, the hollowness of his cheeks, but in sharp contrast, the muscles on his arms were thick and firm owing to the nature of his employment. He claimed to be eighteen, looked younger, acted as if he was much older, and received Katherine’s enquiries about his home or family in silence, only stating that he intended to renounce the world soon and become a monk. She suspected he had agreed to accompany her (a woman!) because she had spent a year at a monastery in Kalimpong studying Buddhist scriptures.

   ‘It’s going to rain, mother,’ he said now, gesturing at the opaque, grey clouds rising above distant peaks like a groundswell of the ocean.

   ‘This is why we have a tent,’ Katherine said with more conviction than she felt.

   It had fallen on Mani to carry the tent, though she expected him to sleep outside come rain or snow. If Mani thought this arrangement unjust, he had not said so. In keeping with their disguise of mother and son, he addressed her as mother with the reverence of a devotee paying obeisance to his favourite goddess—perhaps a hint of mockery smudged his courteousness, but she who was no one’s mother didn’t care to dwell on it.

   The two of them were at the very edge of the maps men had made. Lines that traced villages, towns, mountains, and rivers, ended here, and Tibet, a space that appeared as smooth and white as a pearl, began. The river that corkscrewed below them split the land into Kumaon and Nepal. On the Kumaon side, where they now marched, the rugged mountain slope was grey-hued and barren, excepting the occasional green bursts of shrubs, dewdrops on their bare branches crystallised into startling ice flowers in the shade of overhanging rocks. Across the river in Nepal, trees sheathed in creepers directed their branches towards the water. Wild goats balanced precariously on rocks to feast on the shrubs growing out of every cranny.

   Katherine paused to catch her breath, and Mani stopped too, sticking his little finger in his ear to scratch some itch he couldn’t seem to reach. Then he patted a boulder. ‘Come, sit,’ he told her. ‘Get some rest.’ He wiped his fingers against his coat and, from his sack, brought out a long strip of dried meat, tore it into two, and offered her the bigger portion. Such a gesture would be unimaginable in an expedition group where servants had their own food and utensils and rules of caste and class and religion; they wouldn’t dare sit next to their English masters, or speak to them, as Mani did. ‘Take it, mother. You need the strength,’ he said, and she accepted without looking at him. ‘Why did the monks in Kalimpong agree to teach you?’ he asked, having determined perhaps that he knew her well enough now to enquire about private matters. ‘Usually they don’t even speak to women.’

   ‘You’ll have to ask them.’

   ‘They must have given you a reason.’

   ‘Maybe they taught me because they’re kind. Learned. Devoted to prayer.’ Katherine chewed the meat, which was salty and tough. ‘Witty too.’

   Dark clouds loomed over them like demons threatening to possess their souls. Mani’s manner reminded her of the way natives enquired into each other’s affairs without shame or embarrassment. Accompanying her ayah as a child, Katherine had heard about the pustules on a teacher’s scrotum, and a maid who had children with three different neighbours, her husband surprised none looked like him but never suspecting his wife of infidelity. The native’s curiosity, and appetite for gossip, were galling, but perhaps without malice.

   ‘The monks knew I wanted to visit Lhasa,’ Katherine said now, ‘but that I didn’t even make it to the Tibetan border because a British officer refused to let me pass. They must have felt sorry for me. I imagine they were also impressed that a foreigner, even if only a woman, knew about Buddhism and wanted to learn more.’

   ‘But what’s the reason for your interest in our books when you have the Bible?’

   Katherine clicked her tongue in annoyance; really the boy ought to know his place. ‘Why do you want to be a monk?’ she asked.

   ‘It’s a kind of freedom,’ Mani said as thunder rumbled in the distance. ‘To belong to the whole world and not just a village. To pray for everyone on earth instead of just me, or my family.’

   His freedom sounded like servitude to her. At the Kalimpong monastery, she had hoped for deliverance—but for herself. She had imagined that being around monks who forsook every desire known to man would calm her restive mind, but that hadn’t come to pass.

   The first raindrop brought Mani to his feet. Katherine returned her half-eaten ribbon of meat to him and he folded the whole of it into his mouth. Then he helped her hoist her sack, and she said, ‘The young monks in Kalimpong were not at all like how I imagined monks to be. They made each other laugh, even during the debates about Buddhism they held every afternoon in the courtyard. Or as they polished stone floors—you must have seen how difficult that task is. They have to drag a large rock, wrapped in sheepskin, from one end of the room to another. They would be bathed in sweat from the effort. Still, they were always cracking jokes.’ Mani, his cheeks swollen with meat, couldn’t speak, but pointed his thumb at his own chest as if to say he could be witty too.

   They walked in silence, the clouds sprinkling raindrops, a choppy wind hissing in their ears, Katherine remembering her time in Kalimpong. Her sister had been alive then, even if bedridden in Edinburgh.

   Katherine had written to Ethel about the Buddha’s gospel, and the monks at the monastery who were sometimes only six or seven and already learning to be indifferent to life and death but not gossip, asking her if it was true that she was going to marry a Bhutanese prince visiting Kalimpong and wasn’t he much younger than her? Ethel found these letters so delightful she convinced her husband to share them with one of his friends who ran a small publishing house in London. To everyone’s surprise, including Katherine’s, Letters from the Foothills of the Indian Alps had done well, bringing her a hint of fame, and suspicion too—how could a woman travel alone without a husband, or chaperones?

   Her mother had asked Katherine this question when she first sailed to the East at the age of nineteen, utilising a small portion of the inheritance Father had left her. Ethel had said Katherine could look for a husband in India, but it was curiosity alone that prompted Katherine’s return to the country of her birth, which she remembered only in jagged fragments. On that journey, she discovered that the traveller’s life, without responsibility or attachment, suited her. Watching the grey ocean from a ship rocked by furious waves, or the emerald of paddy fields as her shoes sank into mud, she felt anchored to the universe by some vital force she couldn’t describe. Since then she had explored the Orient at every opportunity and, in all those years, she hadn’t troubled herself with the task of letter-writing. Weeks passed before she even remembered she had a sister. But fate, that impertinent burglar, had connived to repair their frayed bond with Ethel’s illness.

   Katherine had written to Ethel during her second attempt to reach Lhasa too. This time her journey had begun on the banks of the Mekong in Burma and concluded in a town in eastern Tibet from where she could glimpse the sacred peak of Khawa Karpo. Her good fortune ran out there after her thieving servant revealed her identity to soldiers, who escorted her back to the border. They could have hurt her or killed her. Instead they were polite. The bonnet she had picked up from the dust during that expedition must have acted as a charm and saved her.

   On her return to London, Katherine published the letters written during her expedition, and miraculously this compilation too did well, despite Katherine confessing in the preface that the letters had been delivered to Ethel by her own hand, there being no post fit for purpose in Tibet. The second book firmed her reputation of being a female explorer, as exotic and dangerous as a Bengali tiger or an African elephant. Katherine welcomed such acclaim as a woman explorer could be expected to receive—never on a par with men. But in her letters she portrayed herself as modest and religious and insisted that even on a mountain she dressed like a lady.

   Then Ethel died.

   Katherine had been in Calcutta at the time, planning a third tour to Tibet. In the bright heat of grief that scalded her flesh, she thought she would never write again. She didn’t want to enter into a correspondence about her travels with Frederick, though she wasn’t averse to sending her husband notes requesting money or expressing gratitude for supporting her financially. Frederick brooked no ill will against her for her absences, or her indifference to household matters. Some said he encouraged her to travel so that he could entertain a certain fine-looking cousin in her absence, but that didn’t strike Katherine as a great calamity. She had married him at the late age of thirty-five, when her inheritance was dwindling.

   She missed Ethel’s funeral, but guilt made her return to London. She set about making her home with Frederick, as if God would forgive her once she had remade herself into a good wife. She visited Ethel’s husband and her nieces often, and they responded politely but not with warmth. She longed for Tibet, but didn’t admit it. Instead she sought the thrill of entering a new world by writing fiction for the first time.

   Her novel, only loosely inspired by Walter Scott’s Waverley, told the story of a misguided English boy in India who befriends a prince and has to choose between his friendship and country when the prince rebels against the East India Company. It was published quickly and enthusiastically, but received with disdain. An unsuccessful addition to the world of fiction, wrote a reviewer, and Katherine, her face flushing with indignation now as these red-stained words drifted towards her like feathers torn from a bird’s wing, wondered if her keenness to become the first Western woman to reach Lhasa was spurred by pride and notions of revenge, or by her desperation to be far from a world that she cared for but little. In London she was forced to acknowledge the lack in her life, the absences that furnished her dreams with the shape of the sister she had lost, the mother who had never known how to love her, and her own failure to be a successful addition to society. But—and here she breathed deeply and exhaled as if to recover full command of her nerve—she had never yearned for what others wanted, not the comforts of children and marriage or cashmere and diamonds. Her place was here, in movement, in desolation. (And if the publication of her letters had given her a taste for fame, a possibility that her name might remain on earth after her last breath, was that so wrong?)

   Mani was watching her again, with concern. She reverted her gaze to the path that slanted down towards the river. One step in the wrong direction and her foot would find no purchase. Her heart fluttered, but she charged ahead.

   An hour, or two, passed. Darkness seemed to descend along with them. Raindrops pattered down, confining her vision to no further than a few feet. Thunder rattled the mountains and shook a few boulders loose, rendering their passage even more unsafe. Her bonnet channelled the rainwater into two rivulets that ran down her cheeks.

   ‘Mother, why don’t you take my hand?’ Mani asked.

   Katherine shook her head, though the slope was far more precipitous than she had imagined. She wondered if her ambition would be her downfall, as some in London had prophesied. What was she thinking? A woman in the winter of her life scaling the steps of the Potala Palace?

   The rain quelled the sound of their footsteps. It seemed to Katherine that the earth was moving, sliding under her feet like a reptile. The river sounded closer. But it was a thousand feet below, or had they already descended that far down the mountain? The path seemed to have evened out.

   ‘See the gorge?’ Mani shouted to make himself heard over the rain. ‘Once we pass through it, there will be an incline where we can camp.’

   The rain lashed down on her with such force she felt she was drowning.

   ‘Waterfall,’ Mani said. ‘Here the track goes under a waterfall.’

   ‘I thought this was meant to be a waterless path,’ Katherine said after they had arrived on the other side, unable to convey the full extent of her irritation on account of her chattering teeth.

   ‘Only when the weather is dry,’ Mani said. ‘In the rain, waterfalls are common—I warned you about this several times, mother.’

   Katherine reminded herself that she ought to trust him. Mani had walked on this path before and crossed the Lipulekh Pass to reach Mansarovar and Lhasa. Besides, she had hired him on the
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