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	Previously in the Operant Saga

	 

	Under the protection of MI18, Britain stands as a bastion against Die Reinheit, the German psychic army that terrorizes Europe and threatens the world. During Operation Barbarossa, Die Reinheit death squads follow the Wehrmacht into Russia in order to exterminate all Slavic psychics. To save free psychics from annihilation, the survivors, aided by their British and American counterparts, embark on a guerrilla war along the Eastern Front, culminating in the flames of Stalingrad.

	 

	Francis Allard, head of MI18, travels the British Empire and beyond, recruiting psychics to battle the operant menace. His journey becomes a race to save Europe from the establishment of an Operant Reich. Karl Harkenborg, the leader of Die Reinheit, develops ‘the catalyst’, a psychic weapon that will ensure victory.

	 

	In the United States of America, The Croesus Project must eliminate operant assassins, and recruit enough psychics to defend against an imminent operant invasion.

	 

	 


 

	PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

	 

	Prominent Die Reinheit Operants

	 

	Ruth Burnecker: American Farmgirl

	Hugo Dammers: Retired Soldier & Traveller

	Trude Eckhardt: Medical Doctor

	Adolf Engelborg: Hitler Youth

	Stefan Flur: Gestapo Sturmbannführer

	Eleonore Haguenau: Student

	Karl Harkenborg: Founder of Die Reinheit

	Heidi Kreutz: Band of German Maidens

	Uwe Landmesser: Post Officer Worker

	Maximilian Vogel: SS Obersturmführer

	Erick Von Zollner: Clinical Psychologist

	Gretchen Weiss: Co-founder of Die Reinheit

	Sophie Winter: House Frau

	Lise Wolff: Seamstress

	Ursula Zorn: Band of German Maidens

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	MI18 Psychics

	 

	Francis Allard: Civil Servant

	Christine Bancroft: Chemistry Undergraduate

	Sydney Fletcher: Army Sergeant 

	Evelyn Forbes: Theatrical Actress

	John Hibbert: Antiguan Farmer

	Reginald Hollis: Entrepreneur

	Marlene Kruger: Archaeologist

	Joan Leadbetter: Spinster

	Piotr Majewski: Jewish Medical Doctor

	James Marr: Aeronautical Engineer

	William McDowall: Retired Soldier & Professor

	Olivia Sefton: Heiress

	Augustus Stutchbury: Archaeologist

	Dorothy Travers: Headmistress

	 

	 

	French Psychics

	 

	Mireille Becaud: Free Thrall of Jean Du Lac

	Marie Chalamet: Bookseller

	Albert Lagadec: Fisherman

	Elisabeth Renaud: Granddaughter of Mathilde Renaud

	Henri Vitoux: Nephew of Thierry Vitoux

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	American Psychics

	 

	Roslyn Batty: Adolescent

	Lionel Broussard: Soldier

	Michael Cazale: Convict

	Robert Dawes: Engineer

	Henry Dunford: Sheriff

	Vivian Falconer: Orphan

	Clayton Moore: Actor

	Millicent Quereau: Financier

	John Samms: Soldier

	Walton Schuyler: Government Official

	Emilia Thorne: Photo-journalist

	 

	 

	Russian Psychics

	 

	Maksim Ignatovich: Schoolboy (Twin of Galina)

	Galina Ignatovich: Schoolgirl (Twin of Maksim)

	Sergey Ignatovich: Labourer

	Anastasia Kotova: Tank Commander (Anatoly Kotov)

	Semyon Laskin: Civilian

	 

	Ilya Fetisov: Bolshevik

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Other Notable Psychics

	 

	Sebestyen Farkas: Hungarian Government Official

	Celia Flores: Spanish Criminal

	Luca Graviano: Cosa Nostra

	Agnetha Lindquist: Artist Twin of Astrid

	Gianluigi Marchisio: Italian Industrialist

	Astrid Nystrom: Artist Twin of Agnetha

	Shoichi Onoda: Kurayami Warrior

	Teresa Orsini: Corsican Gangster

	Fayed Saeed: Archaeologist

	Ichika Shigeta: Kurayami Ambassador

	Lucian Spiridon: Romanian Partisan

	Vasyl Stepovyi: Ukrainian Orphan

	Anna Voss: Dutch Refugee

	Simon Voss: Son of Anna Voss

	Raymond Zemmour: Marseilles Milieu Gangster

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Croesus Project

	 


 

	TABLE OF CONTENTS

	 

	Prologue 1938 Al Kufrah, The Sahara

	Prologue 1938 French Indochina

	15 September 1942 West of Stalingrad, Russia

	September 1942 Semiramis Hotel, Cairo

	September 1942 Calcutta, India

	September 1942 New York, United States of America

	September 1942 Shanghai, China

	September 1942 Makan Al Nujum, The Sahara

	September 1942 Chingkang Mountains, China

	September 1942 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	September 1942 Cathay Hotel, Shanghai

	September 1942 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	September 1942 Hang Bầu Trời, French Indochina

	October 1942 Hungerstorf, Germany

	October 1942 Hiroshima, Japan

	October 1942 Kerhornou, Brittany

	November 1942 Stalag Luft I, Barth, Germany

	November 1942 Duluth, Lake Superior

	December 1942 Munich Aerodrome, Germany

	February 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	March 1943 Hungerstorf, Germany

	March 1943 Cincinnati, United States of America

	March 1943 Wewelsburg Castle, Westphalia

	March 1943 Stalag Luft I, Barth, Germany

	April 1943 Brittany, Nazi Occupied France

	April 1943 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	April 1943 Halifax, Nova Scotia

	April 1943 Kerhornou, Brittany

	April 1943 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	April 1943 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	April 1943 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	April 1943 Mountain Lake Lodge, Lake Superior

	May 1943 Makan Al Nujum, The Sahara

	May 1943 Brittany, Nazi Occupied France

	May 1943 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	May 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	May 1943 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	May 1943 Porspoder, Brittany

	June 1943 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	June 1943, Louisiana, United States of America

	June 1943 Eagle Mountain, Lake Superior

	June 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	June 1943 Yorkshire Dales, England

	July 1943 Beynon Park, New Forest

	July 1943 Stalag Luft I, Barth, Germany

	July 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	July 1943 Angers, Nazi Occupied France

	August 1943 The Naval Hospital, Gibraltar

	August 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	August 1943 Stalag Luft I, Barth, Germany

	August 1943 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	August 1943 Hungerstorf, Germany

	September 1943 Baiersbronn, Black Forest

	September 1943 Beynon Park, New Forest

	September 1943 Ajaccio, Corsica

	September 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	September 1943 Beynon Park, New Forest

	September 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	September 1943 Patagonia, Argentina

	October 1943 Oberstdorf, Bavarian Alps

	October 1943 Beynon Park, New Forest

	October 1943 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	November 1943 Mountain Lake View, Lake Superior

	December 1943 Oberstdorf, Bavarian Alps

	December 1943 Hungerstorf, Germany

	December 1943 Oberstdorf, Bavarian Alps

	December 1943 Harlingen, Holland

	January 1944 Beynon Park, New Forest

	January 1944 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	February 1944 Kuybyshev, Russia

	February 1944 Angers, France

	February 1944 Kolsky Station, Murmansk

	February 1944 Angers, Nazi Occupied France

	February 1944 Savoca, Sicily

	March 1944 Kolsky Station, Murmansk

	March 1944 Brazil

	April 1944 Lake Baikal, Russia

	April 1944 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	April 1944 Kolsky Station, Murmansk

	May 1944 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	6 June 1944 H.M.S. Largs, Sword Beach, Normandy

	June 1944 Moscow, Russia

	22 July 1944 Jizera Mountains, Poland

	August 1944 Beynon Park, New Forest

	September 1944 Glenfinnan, Scotland

	October 1944 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	November 1944 Beynon Park, New Forest

	November 1944 Baiersbronn, Black Forest

	December 1944 Beynon Park, New Forest

	December 1944 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	January 1945 Cherbourg, France

	January 1945 Beynon Park, New Forest

	January 1945 Beynon Park, New Forest

	January 1945 Beynon Park, New Forest

	January 1945 Beynon Park, New Forest

	January 1945 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	February 1945 All Saints Church, Beaulieu

	February 1945, Colmar, Alsace

	February 1945 Jizera Mountains, The Sudetenland

	February 1945 Beynon Park, New Forest

	February 1945 Kolsky Station, Murmansk

	16 February 1945, Dresden, Germany

	February 1945 Jizera Mountains, The Sudetenland

	February 1945 Espenhain, Saxony

	February 1945 Zeppelin Field, Nuremberg

	February 1945 Jizera Mountains, The Sudetenland

	March 1945 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	March 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	March 1945 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	12 April 1945 Erfurt, Germany

	19 April 1945 Leipzig, Germany

	20 April 1945 The Reich Chancellery, Berlin

	28 April 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	30 April 1945 The Führerbunker, Berlin

	30 April 1945Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	30 April 1945 The Brandenburg Gate, Berlin

	30 April 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	1 May 1945 Schattenberg Castle, Black Forest

	2 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	3 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	3 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	3 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	3 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	3 May 1945 Tempelhof Aerodrome, Berlin

	

	 

	 

	 

	
Prologue 1938 Al Kufrah, The Sahara

	 

	 

	Like any true Englishman, Augustus Stutchbury detested the sun. Give him a cold Pimm’s, a round of cucumber sandwiches and the shade of an umbrella any day. So, if he was so averse to the heat, why was he here, on the back of a stinking camel in the blistering midday sun of the deep Sahara, with nothing to show for his suffering but sores on his backside and sand in every crevice? 

	Noel Coward was right. 

	He could engage his telekinesis to generate a cooling breeze, but to do so during each waking minute would be more draining than the damned heat, and so he endured. He smiled. It was good to complain, if only to himself: unbridled optimism only led to disappointment. 

	And hadn’t he been in worse situations? The Arctic, the Amazon, the Congo, and a dozen other journeys of interminable discomfort. Many of them had been shared with his greatest friends, Marlene Kruger and Francis Allard. It was at times like these he missed them. 

	Marlene would raise a disdainful eyebrow, and say out loud, ‘Was dich nicht umbringt, macht dich stärker.’ What doesn't kill you makes you stronger. He would reply, ‘Marlene darling. At this moment, death is rather appealing.’

	Francis would sip his Pimm’s, consider the situation and drawn some wry analogy from, what was it – three hundred and fifty years of life? 

	‘Could we have arrived?’ Stutchbury asked Fayed who sat comfortably astride his camel. The Egyptian was staring across the undulating sandscape before them. Along the horizon, emerging out of the dunes, was a low range of hills. 

	Stutchbury leaned forward in his saddle and closed his eyes. 

	It was easy to believe that the dunes of the Sahara were barren, but he sensed a living magnetism in them, as vibrant as any root entangled riverbank in England. His mind’s eye stared into the sands, and by God, he was sure an eye was staring back.

	Fayed believed that in ancient times the Sahara was green, with lakes and waterfalls, wide forests and grasslands profuse with wildlife. They had both seen the cave paintings in Chad in which hunters chased game that could now only be found roaming the African savannah far to the south. 

	What was more, in Fayed’s opinion, the temples and tombs of Egypt were built on the sites of a far more ancient civilization. The pyramids of Giza, for example, were magnificent monuments from an age of splendour, but Fayed believed the Great Sphinx was far older than conventional archaeology allowed. 

	Stutchbury agreed. He had inspected the massive limestone statue that guarded the Giza Plateau, and observed how the erosion on the walls of its enclosure could only have been caused by heavy rain over many centuries. It could only mean the building of the Sphinx preceded the pyramids by many millennia. Indeed, Stutchbury thought it likely that the Egyptians had desecrated the original statue of a lion by re-carving the head, the current one being too small and peculiarly incongruous on the leonine body.

	He agreed with Fayed’s hypothesis that although Egypt flourished amid the desert, in a verdant vein made lush by the Nile, a pre-Egyptian civilization was founded in a world in which the desert did not exist. They both hoped that somewhere underneath the dunes were the bones and stones of the people who built the Sphinx, and perhaps even greater monuments to their gods. What was more, Stutchbury believed that they were people like him. Could the eye that stared back at him through the ether be an echo of that time?

	A shout went up: Fayed held up his hand and the camel train slowed to a halt. One of the guides was silhouetted at the top of the dune ahead. His camel loped back over its own tracks.

	‘Haboob!’ he shouted breathlessly. 

	Fayed gave the telepathic order. Immediately the men dismounted and began to erect the tents. Stutchbury and Fayed followed the guide back to the ridge. 

	‘A storm is coming,’ said the guide breathlessly.

	The Englishman had seen many sandstorms before, but this one was monstrous. It was two miles high and a hundred miles wide with streaks of lightning forking across its front.

	‘Why did we not see it?’ he asked Fayed.

	The Egyptian closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘It is this place. It makes us blind.’ He looked again at the approaching sandstorm. ‘It will strip skin,’ he said. ‘The camels will survive but we must get under cover.’

	‘This is why people do not return from the desert,’ said the guide. ‘The storms bury them. Many times we have found ancient travellers in strange clothes looking as if they died yesterday.’

	Within half an hour they had gathered the team and were battened down under canvas. The men were silent and shivering as the air vibrated and the ground rumbled. The two psychics remained composed, sitting in their midst, transmitting a calming curative energy. A camel lowed outside as the storm struck. With the canvas thumping and the ropes thrumming, the psychics fought the forces that sought to rip the tent away. Men began to mutter their prayers to the Muhammadan god. 

	With grim irony, Stutchbury imagined Scott of the Antarctic in those final hours before Captain Oates went outside into the snowstorm. Stutchbury however, was determined not to lose one soul. Around the two psychics a dim glow expanded, immersing all in a plasmatic shell. 

	Well into the night the dust storm howled before dying in a sudden rush. As the immense and indifferent quiet of the desert returned, Stutchbury opened the flap to see the vast cosmic web of stars above.

	The air felt cleansed and there was euphoria in the camp. A fire was struck and a meal prepared. Only two camels had died, and they were quickly butchered. Over the campfire the men ate quietly, thankful to be alive, their dust veneered faces in awe of the two archaeologists.

	The hours of unbroken mental exertion had drained the two psychics. As they lay by the fire, they fell asleep, watched over by the workers who sensed, rather than knew, it was their masters who had saved their lives.

	Stutchbury awoke under the canvas, a blade of sunlight drawn across his eyes. He cast his mind over the camp to see it was in order, the surviving camels calm, and the men either sleeping or preparing breakfast.

	Fayed had already risen and was standing outside. Stutchbury could feel his excitement. 

	‘God has reshaped the land,’ Fayed said.

	Stutchbury looked beyond his friend. Gone were the dunes. In their place were walls emerging from meagre drifts. These were not the roughhewn walls of some lost agrarian landscape; they were the carved and precisely set stones of an ancient city.

	They were standing in a wide plaza. Avenues ran off in all directions. Stutchbury touched his friends arm and looked up. Fayed nodded understanding.

	The men of the camp did not notice the two psychics slowly rise from the ground – ten, twenty, fifty, one hundred, two hundred feet.

	It was truly a revelation. For miles beneath them was the footprint of a great city, greater than any they had known. It was not a sprawling metropolis, but an ordered place, like the temple complex of Karnak.

	How many times had this place been hidden and exposed before now? How many millennia had it waited for them?

	Marlene should be here to see this, Stutchbury thought.

	As his mind absorbed the patterns below, he was drawn to the centre. ‘Look,’ he said, pointing. There was a wall built of perfectly interlocked stones. ‘Each one must weigh several tons.’

	Fayed was counting. ‘I see ten courses. There may be more beneath the surface, and look.’

	Stutchbury had seen it, a stone was many times the size of the rest. On it, still visible, was carved the clear relief of an open human eye. It was the one they had both dreamed of, the one through which they had looked into the great silence. It was the key.

	‘The eye is upon us,’ whispered Fayed. ‘We have found it, Augustus. We have found it at last.’

	 


Prologue 1938 French Indochina

	 

	 

	French Indochina was a dreary place. Everywhere she looked was decay, the buildings, the roads, the society. Even its people seemed to stoop in their rags and defeat. In her experience, after the Belgians, the French were the most avaricious of the Imperial powers. They cared nothing for the lands they seized, and nowhere was it more evident than here. 

	Even the gates of this plantation, la Plantation de Terre Rouge, seemed to hang sullenly in the heat, not caring who passed through, and unable to stop them. The road beyond disappeared into the trees. Her mind’s eye followed it to a house that would not have been out of place on the Cote d'Azur. Although shrouded in hanging vegetation, the faded walls retained that sullen French arrogance.

	The house had been built overlooking a long valley which stretched into the heat haze above hundreds of rows of rubber trees. An overseer’s dog barked in the distance, and her mind was drawn to the sight of workers toiling in the shade under the trees. The place exuded misery.

	Perhaps Augustus had been right: perhaps this was, as he would say, a wild goose chase. How many other leads over the decades had promised so much only to yield so little? No doubt he would be proving that again in the Sahara. 

	They had said their farewells in Cairo the previous year. Augustus and Fayed Saeed were taking a caravan into the deep desert. Augustus had certain knowledge of a temple in the Al Kufrah region. He was ever the optimist, which was why she had declined his offer to accompany them. 

	‘This is the one,’ he had insisted.

	‘How many times have we told each other that?’ she had asked.

	And then he was gone.

	Marlene Kruger first met Augustus Stutchbury in Bucharest in the summer of 1826. He had come into the possession of the very item she had been seeking – the journal of Vittore Giustiniani. 

	Vittore had been a pioneer in eastern trade during the fifteenth century, making many journeys along the Spice Road to China and beyond. His endeavours had established territories in the East, and the subsequent trade secured vast wealth and influence for the Giustinian family, enough for it to play a central role in building the Venetian Empire.

	Clearly a man of great dynamism and charisma, Vittore would regale the Venetian courts with his tales of vast empires and great cities in the steaming forests. A talented artist, from his journal, Vittore produced many sketches to delight his audiences. 

	It was that journal and those images that Augustus and Marlene sought. Vittore had shared stories of an ancient subterranean race that dwelt in a global network of underground cities. He claimed that their vast wealth of gold and jewels and, what he called, miracle engines, still existed in chambers under the earth. He even claimed to have visited a cave so vast that it had its own clouds and rain. He called it the Sky Cave.

	Hoping to find a way into the world below, Vittore’s last journey had not been to the Far East but closer to home, in the Carpathians Mountains.

	In the years he was away from Venice, Vittore’s younger brother controlled the family interests. Rumours abounded of jealousy and conspiracy, and when the Giustiniani expedition returned a year later, with reports of Vittore’s death, Lorenzo set about erasing his brother’s name.

	The journal however, survived. It had been acquired by various collectors over the centuries, but had since been lost. That was until both psychics traced it to the library of the new Royal Palace in Bucharest.

	Augustus had beaten her to it and she found him sitting under a hooded lantern studying Vittore’s distinctive hand. She had casually thrust a neutralizing stab of coercion into his mind, and was surprised to see him smile and beckon her to join him.

	What followed was a great friendship, even love, and in the first few months together, they completed Vittore’s last journey into the cave systems under the Carpathians.

	They found many caves that bore the signs of human habitation, clear evidence of a prehistorical troglodyte civilization – burned bones, burial offerings, zeenite and their first scarab outside of Egypt. Since then, the scarab had become the talisman of their search for the origins of human psychism.

	How they had argued, even then. Augustus’ wild claims of ancient psychism and her more measured theories had sometimes dissolved into the drawing down of plasma. Yet, the electric lovemaking that followed had rejuvenated their obsession with each other. The peculiar Englishman was as insufferable as he was irresistible. 

	Marlene smiled to think that she had once thought she could tame the wild-haired, blue-eyed eccentric, but whenever she asserted her will, he creased his brow in that crooked way of his, and did exactly what he wanted. 

	For many years the world was theirs alone. The Amazon, Egypt, India and China, every place they travelled offering another tantalizing clue and another dead-end.

	They did agree that some forgotten cataclysm had occurred in the past. How long ago was difficult to determine, but something had happened that changed mankind, and imbued him with powers beyond evolution. 

	‘It was an intervention,’ she had said.

	‘By the Gods themselves,’ he had enthused.

	For both of them, the pursuit of ancient psychism allowed them to escape the growing tensions on the ether. They had endured numerous wars over the years, but this coming war promised to be truly global. While it lasted, it would be better to lose oneself in one’s work and let the bombs fall elsewhere.

	Her only concern was the rise of the so-called operants, a band of young German psychics who, by all accounts, were envisioning a German Reich in which they ruled. She had met Hugo Dammers in Rome. Always good company, he was travelling back to Germany to reunite with Florian Sperber. Florian was a little stiff, but he was a moral man and a fine psychic. If he had fallen-in with the operants, perhaps they weren’t so bad. 

	Augustus, who knew Sperber, was less forgiving. ‘Sperber is a bitter idealist. If he is persuaded that psychism can rejuvenate Germany, then he’ll join them, but no good will come of psychics meddling in the affairs of men. You know this, Marlene.’

	She did know it and had no intention of returning to Germany while the operants were at large. 

	That spring she had eavesdropped on a conversation in the lounge of the Lutetia in Paris. An industrialist had invested in a vast rubber plantation in French Indochina, and was looking forward to the profits he would recoup as the demand for rubber was increasing daily. Kruger thought him naïve. The Japanese Empire, with few natural resources of its own, would see the peninsula as a primary target. His friends in government would be impotent if the Japanese invaded.

	She had little interest in who controlled the country. What intrigued her was that the plantation came with substantial buildings, which included an extensive library. The investor claimed that the library contained scrolls dating back to the early Khmer Empire. He had boasted that some of the scrolls even dated back a thousand years. It was difficult to believe anything could survive for that long in the sapping humidity, but she was intrigued.

	Indochina had long been part of her conversations with Augustus. She did not dispute that the cradle of psychism was in the Sahara, and both agreed that if an important ancient site had been established in the deep Amazon, then another might exist eastwards and equidistant to the Sahara. If it was the case, that could well be in or around Indochina.

	Unseen by the servants and office clerks, Kruger entered the house through the main doors. Though the air remained stifling, it was at least cooler in the building, which funnelled a breeze through its corridors. Standing there, she scoured the rooms and found nothing that resembled a library. 

	Her mind went out into the wide walled garden to the rear. There, beyond a long pool, was what appeared to be a temple. With the carved dragons guarding the doors and its ornate cornices, it was certainly a native building and one of ancient design.

	As she approached, her mind went inside. There, at an empty table sat one man. His sleeping mind was a dull melange of regret.

	Standing before him, she revealed herself and he awoke, leaping to his feet and immediately lowering his head deferentially. His mind now focused, she saw that he was the librarian, or at least the custodian of the place. The previous plantation owner had been an amateur historian and collected text from temples and palaces across the peninsula. 

	This was a rare find. The political turmoil of colonial oppression across the world had seen many ancient artefacts looted or destroyed. This collection would soon go the same way. The new French owners, rather than dismiss the man, had, for the time being, allowed him to stay and maintain the collection before its value could be fully ascertained and the contents sold off.

	The librarian was fifty years of age. Kruger saw that he had married young and for love, but lost his wife when she died in childbirth. The following thirty years had been spent in the gloom of lantern light and candle flame. Despite his pain, he possessed a deep knowledge of the records and yearned to share it. 

	She sat him down and took a seat before him. 

	Reviving pure memories of his young wife, and enriching them with a curative salve, she watched his face move through sorrow to joy and then to a sad acceptance. She waited as his mind resolved and he eventually opened his eyes and looked at her again.

	‘Who are you?’ he asked.

	‘My name is Marlene Kruger,’ she replied in his mind. ‘I am an historian. You have scrolls here that are said to be a thousand years old. Is that true?’

	He shook his head. ‘No. They would never survive, but there are later copies and many that refer to texts far older.’

	‘I am searching for knowledge. Long ago, travellers came from Europe and told of cities under the earth. I have heard of one place called the Sky Cave. Do you know of it?’

	‘Yes. There is an old Khmer legend which refers to it,’ he said. Then intoned, ‘The cave reached to the sky. The waters were deeper than the earth. Neither fire nor the ice could reach them there.’

	She saw that his mind was already in the scrolls. He abruptly held up a finger, stood up and turned away.

	When he returned it was with a leather cylinder, desiccated by the centuries. She watched as he reverently unrolled the thick vellum. Kruger’s heart beat faster. 

	The image depicted rolling hills on which animals roamed. She recognized, elephants, lions and antelope. The animals grazed on green hills that rolled down to a great lake on which many ships sailed. She and Augustus had seen similar landscapes represented in rock art on the cliffs in Chad, the ice caves in Siberia, and the catacombs of Anatolia.

	Under the hills was a vast cavern in which stood a shining citadel. On the tallest spire, a many-pointed star seemed to give light to the space.

	The librarian stared at the image for some time, as if remembering a far-off place.

	‘I have not seen this scroll since I was an apprentice of records in the palace,’ the librarian explained. ‘I saved what I could from the looting and the fires. It depicts the city under the earth, Hang Bầu Trời – the Sky Cave. The cave is so vast it could fit an entire city. The ceiling is so high there were clouds. It is said that the old people lived below the earth in fear of the shadows above.’

	‘The shadows?’

	He shrugged. ‘Spirits or outsiders. They were powerful demons.’ He went on. ‘The shadows took the people and enslaved them. That was until the Gods came. They fought the shadows and built a city in the Sky Cave. The surface was burned into perpetual night. Animals were slaughtered, and those people who did not believe in the Gods, perished. New Gods eventually defeated the shadows and restored the land. It is a fable that lost favour with kings and priests who wanted to claim everything as their own.’ He whispered the last part.

	On the highest hill was a figure, but he was not Asian. He was young, with European features – wide eyes and pale skin. He held his arms wide as if to embrace the world below. In his chest, like the Sacred Heart, was a light. It swirled like plasma, and from it, beams shot in all directions. Was it a weapon? Was it what Vittore described as a miracle engine? Was the figure a god? Was this evidence of ancient psychics? Her ancestors? 

	The robed figure wore a torc that clearly held a scarab at his throat. She wished that Augustus was with her to share the moment. 

	‘Who or what is the figure embracing the world?’ she asked.

	‘He is the Redeemer, the first of the new Gods. The inscription reads, “the Destroyer will lead the world into darkness until the Redeemer wakes from sleep.” It is an old saying in some villages.’

	‘And what is that at his throat?’ she asked, pointing to the scarab.

	‘That is the symbol for the shadows. I sometimes see it in the ancient texts.’

	‘The question is, is the Sky Cave still there?’

	‘In the mountain forests there are many caves, enormous caves and some are sacred.’

	‘Is this Sky Cave one of them? I have heard it said that the Sky Cave is no more than a creation myth, a fable at best.’

	He looked over his spectacles and smiled. ‘These are historical documents, Miss Kruger.’



	




	 

	15 September 1942 West of Stalingrad, Russia

	 

	 

	Situated south of Krasnaya Sloboda on the east bank of the Volga, Bobrov airfield offered a clear view of Stalingrad on the western bank of the river. Karl Harkenborg waited in the hangar as the creeping dawn revealed the ten-mile-high tower of black cloud that shrouded the hellscape of the city. The Wehrmacht was on the cusp of victory. It should also have been a victory for Die Reinheit, but instead of annihilating the Russian psychics, the operants, led by Florian Sperber, had been ambushed and slaughtered by MI18. 

	The expanding light revealed the corpses of commissars strewn across the airfield. Killing them had been a petulant act, he knew, but even gods can be brought to anger. The Soviet ground crews, he kept alive. They stood ready to accept the two Junkers Ju52 transports that were coming in to land. No flak burst or machine guns rattled as the planes descended and bumped along the runway. 

	On the transports were the remnants of Florian Sperber’s force. After the previous night’s debacle, the survivors had regrouped at Pitomnik airfield to the west of Stalingrad. 

	Composing himself, Harkenborg watched the two transports taxi in, and the groundcrews set to work. Vogel and Dammers were the first to jump to the ground and make their way into the hangar. 

	He greeted them. ‘Max, Hugo.’

	‘There is no excuse,’ declared Vogel. ‘We ignored your warnings and fell into their trap.’

	‘What do you say, Hugo?’ Harkenborg asked, turning to the older man. He was pleased to see that, for once, the sardonic smirk was gone.

	Dammers glowered. ‘I have no excuses. It was hubris. McDowall used the psychic distortions of the battle to approach undetected. It was our failing, not their success. They had total surprise, superior numbers and,’ he paused, ‘a weapon.’

	‘The weapon was a factor we had not anticipated,’ admitted Harkenborg. ‘We encountered it in England. We will need to replicate or neutralize it.’ 

	‘Now we have the numbers,’ said Vogel, ‘surely we should chase them down. Their weapon will be useless against so many.’ 

	Harkenborg switched to private mode. These two men were senior operants and a public reprimand would not do. ‘This is not the time for rash actions or recriminations,’ he said. ‘We will not pursue them. They have already faded from the ether. We have lost a great friend and many other powerful operants, not least Gustav Glage and Kurt Eierle. I mourn them. Each of us must learn from this reversal. We will find them in time. Besides, I have other matters to attend to.’

	They both nodded.

	‘Now, I must speak to our people.’ He strode out to stand before the gathered operants. ‘My friends,’ he said. His mind-voice was like the dust on a moth’s wing. ‘Florian Sperber is dead, as are a number of our brightest minds. Florian was a man of great honour and a true soldier of the Reich. I spoke to him before he passed. He accepted his failure and urged us to fight on. Though I mourn the loss of every operant, I intend to honour Florian Sperber above all, and continue the fight until every enemy of operancy is defeated. Only then will Florian be avenged. The MI18 psychics have drawn operant blood, but in doing so they have revealed their numbers. We outnumber them many times. We merely have to find them and draw them to battle, for the final victory to be ours.’

	‘It’s clear that MI18 will now join with The Croesus Project.’ This was Celia Flores, the Spanish psychic. ‘Now the threat from Britain is gone, Europe is ours. We could return there and consolidate our position before invading America.’

	Harkenborg eyed her. ‘That is a viable proposition, and it may well be that we face them in America.’

	‘So, we will be returning to Germany?’ said Marchisio, the Italian industrialist.

	‘No. Once the transports are fuelled, we will be continuing east.’

	‘But the psychics have disappeared, not even the catalysts can locate their transports,’ Marchisio argued.

	Harkenborg smiled. ‘They have escaped, but we know their final destination. We will not waste time pursuing them when we have business to attend to in the East. Once that is concluded, we will turn our attention to America.’

	‘Business in the East?’

	‘The Kurayami have called for us.’

	There were murmurs of agreement from the operants, but not the auxiliaries.

	‘What about the newly emerging minds across Europe?’ Flores continued. ‘We cannot afford to leave them without guidance.’ 

	‘You are right to be concerned, Celia. Therefore, I have tasked Trude Eckhardt to lead a small band of operants who will return to Schattenberg. They will ensure that scanning and recruitment is maintained in our absence.’

	‘Should we assist General Paulus and kill the key Soviet generals here?’ asked Ursula Zorn. ‘This will at least secure victory before we move on.’

	‘No. If we break the pact of non-intervention before total victory is achieved, our enemies will intervene in other theatres and we will be drawn into Hitler’s war, at the cost of our own. We all saw the reprisals in the aftermath of Reinhard Heydrich’s assassination in June. The scale of reprisals after we eradicate the world leaders, would plunge the world into further chaos. The psychics would quickly disperse and retaliate and we would have years of guerrilla warfare. We want them in one place so that they can be eradicated as one. When we have defeated MI18 and The Croesus Project, we will turn our minds to the war of non-operants, and it will be quickly resolved. Have no doubt, the world will soon be ours.’

	Gretchen Weiss spoke next. ‘The fighting here is bloody and desperate, but the German forces are on the brink of victory. As we speak, the Reich battle flag is standing on the ruins of the Central Railway Station. It is far better to let the Wehrmacht win by means of its innate superiority.’

	As she spoke, the wave of death and pain surged on the ether. Across the Volga, the day’s killing had begun.

	 


 

	September 1942 Semiramis Hotel, Cairo

	 

	 

	The two Lisunovs flew south over the Caspian Sea, the psychics working in unison to maintain an illusory veil. Those psychics who had suffered in the tunnels of Stalingrad, and under the shield dome, sat in mute exhaustion. Their survival had cost too much to celebrate the death of Sperber.

	Russian psychic Anastasia Kotova stared through the fuselage at the mountains and deserts below. Seething anger and the pain of her injuries had kept her awake. Her spinal column had been fractured at the hands of Maximillian Vogel, and she would require surgery and intense curative intervention. Being bettered by Vogel had been humiliating, but it was the loss of Yuri Bortnik and Alexei Voronin that tormented her. Alexei was like a brother and Yuri, the father she never knew. It was he who had rallied them in the face of the operant death squads that hunted and murdered Slavic psychics during Operation Barbarossa.

	When the MI18 transports landed in Cairo, the decision was made to rest overnight. Long-range scans indicated that the Die Reinheit transports, rather than pursue them, had continued eastwards, towards Tehran.

	The psychics made their way to the Semiramis Hotel on the banks of the Nile. It was there, amidst the throng of the great city, that Kotova finally allowed herself to slip into a fitful sleep.

	The following morning, she awoke disorientated, and confused by the strange calls and hoots of the city. Slowly, the terrible events at Stalingrad seeped back into her consciousness. 

	It was already sweltering and the ceiling fan in her room did little to disturb the stultifying air. She reached out, scanning for other psychics. Most were among the military and civilian guests in the vast dining hall several floors below. 

	Lucian Spiridon beckoned her to their table when she entered. She levitated to him.

	‘Give me a Siberian blizzard rather than this,’ Kotova complained. ‘We should have returned to Moscow. We could still alter the course of the war.’

	Spiridon’s voice was quiet. ‘Stalin’s death would cause instability and lead Russia to defeat. It’s far better to wait with our allies. We’re in no fit state to fight alone, not yet.’

	She stared at him as a waiter served her coffee. Her childhood friend, he was the only other psychic whom she considered her equal.

	‘What I have witnessed over the past weeks makes me ashamed to be a Russian,’ she admitted. ‘The Soviet leadership does not deserve the noble fury of the Soviet Red Army.’

	‘But a Russian you are,’ he replied. ‘Yet, we have more pressing concerns. Harkenborg arrived in Stalingrad within two hours of our departure. Die Reinheit outnumbers us three to one. If we delayed any longer, we would have been over-whelmed. When we reach The Croesus Project, we’ll have a chance – you’ll have a chance to fight. Harkenborg cannot afford to allow the status quo. A battle is coming sooner than you think.’ 

	He made no mention of her injury.

	Semyon Laskin dabbed his mouth. Since Spiridon had saved his life from Kurt Eierle’s kill-squad, he and the Romanian had shared a single objective. It had been achieved the previous night when both psychics had chased down and killed Kurt Eierle in the mud of Stalingrad. Kotova was indifferent to that, but it irked her that Laskin assumed he was one of them. Still, he was Russian, and that mattered.

	‘Lucian is right, Anastasia,’ Laskin said. ‘If we are to honour our friends then we must choose the field of battle, and prepare it well. McDowall and Allard have proven to be men of their word and we should respect that.’

	‘Well, I’m thinking about what happens afterwards.’

	Spiridon smiled darkly. ‘That’s the Anastasia I always knew. Imperturbable. We face the high probability of absolute annihilation, and you’re already making plans for victory.’

	‘I mean it, Lucian,’ she insisted. ‘Look around you. MI18 has not suffered as we have.’ 

	Most of the Allied psychics had arrived for breakfast. 

	‘Unless we’re to become beholden to the Westerners, we must make plans,’ said Kotova.

	‘Who says I’m going to join you?’ Spiridon replied. As a partisan in the Carpathians, he had fought both the fascists and the socialists, and was at best ambivalent to her cause.

	She raised an eyebrow. ‘We are Slavs, Lucian, and I have come to realise that there are no borders any more. There are only allegiances and enemies. If we are lucky, those allegiances can be based on friendship.’

	He sighed. ‘I will not abandon the Fellowship, Anastasia. You are right about MI18. They are our allies for now. We must see where their true interests lie.’

	Kotova turned to Laskin. ‘Are you with us?’

	He nodded.

	‘What about Stepovyi?’ she asked, looking over the tables to the Ukrainian adolescent who sat with some of the younger MI18 psychics.

	‘That’s a different matter,’ said Spiridon. ‘I will speak to him again, but the death of Jones has hit him hard, and he has no love for Russia. He may come back to us as time passes, but for now I think he intends to leave it all behind.’

	Merion Jones, a British agent, had sacrificed himself in the tunnels of Stalingrad.

	‘You still have the Ignatovich children,’ Spiridon added.

	The Allied psychics had rescued the three Ignatovich children from the tunnels under Stalingrad. The twins’ powers were strange and formidable. This morning they remained in their room nursing their older brother whose psychic transformation had been triggered by the death of their parents. 

	‘We are with you.’ 

	The three psychics gave a start, thinking their private telepathic exchange impenetrable.

	‘That was poor manners,’ Spiridon admonished.

	Neither child responded, and the adults intensified their telepathic barriers.

	‘That they are on our side is a consolation, at least,’ said Laskin wryly. ‘There is another concern we must discuss. You both saw the weapon Marr has developed. It’s a device that is equal to Harkenborg’s coalescence. 

	‘We must acquire that technology,’ Kotova stated. ‘And Harkenborg’s technique.’

	There was agreement.

	‘The attack on Sperber was emphatic,’ Laskin went on, ‘but two MI18 psychics are missing – an Indian girl and a psychic they liberated from the cells of Schattenberg.’

	‘Not killed?’

	‘No death surges were detected.’

	‘Stalingrad is a maze. Their deaths could well have been obscured by the turmoil of battle.’

	They ate in silence until, from the end of the dining room, a spoon was rapped against glass. All looked to see William McDowall, the cadaverous MI18 Commander, stand-up. At McDowall’s side sat Christine Bancroft and James Marr, two formidable psychics who had led the devastating charge against Sperber.

	The Irishman spoke openly to the assembled psychics. ‘Our long-range scans confirm that the operant force has continued east in the direction of India. Our guess is that they assume that is where we have gone, or that they intend to fly on and rendezvous with the Kurayami in Japan.’

	‘Whose side are the Chinese psychics on?’ This was Hibbert, the stalwart Antiguan.

	‘As far as we know they are split between the socialists and the Nationalists. Francis Allard attempted to make contact last year, but his overtures were met with suspicion, and came to nothing.’ 

	‘The Chinese psychics are few in number,’ said Spiridon privately to his companions. ‘Bortnik spoke of them. He thought that the socialist psychics had won out in the region, but it had cost both sides dearly.’

	‘The Chinese are in for a rude awakening if Harkenborg arrives at their door,’ said Hibbert.

	There was a smattering of laughter.

	‘If Die Reinheit is not following us, in which direction are we going?’ asked Laskin.

	‘We cannot return to Europe yet,’ McDowall replied. ‘Our aim was always to join The Croesus Project. The transports will be ready this evening and we will be returning westwards to cross the Atlantic. Combining our forces is the only chance we have of defeating Die Reinheit.’

	 


 

	September 1942 Calcutta, India

	 

	 

	Even under his catalyst, Harkenborg was unable to locate the fleeing MI18 transports. There had been echoes over the Caspian Sea and then nothing. He continued eastward, stopping to refuel in Tehran and Delhi before, two days later, reaching Calcutta.

	It was agreed that the operants should rest in the Great Eastern Hotel, a popular destination for British military personnel. Orders were sent ahead to clear the rooms. When the operants invisibly entered the hotel foyer, it was in turmoil. Red faced officers were foaming in consternation to find their luggage unceremoniously dumped at their feet by harassed porters. While most of the Die Reinheit party entered the dining hall for much needed refreshments, several loitered just to savour the evictions of the pompous English. 

	Apart from the clink of cutlery, and distant calls from the kitchens, at breakfast the following morning, the dining area was silent.

	Harkenborg sat back. The telepathic conversation was convivial but he was not fooled. 

	Flur, who was at his table, eyed the Indian waiter.

	‘They really do all look the same,’ he observed. ‘Do you remember the Indian psychic we captured in Cherbourg last year?’

	‘Yes,’ Von Zollner replied. ‘He had considerable ability.’

	Flur turned his eye on the professor. ‘So much so he was able to escape from his cell.’

	Von Zollner did not look up from his plate. ‘Security is not in my remit, Stefan. It is yours.’

	Flur shrugged. ‘It still amazes me that he got so far.’

	Von Zollner looked up slowly. ‘Straps can fray. Buckles can break,’ he reminded

	 ‘But it turned out to be a great evening, chasing him down in the forest,’ Weiss reminisced. ‘You know, he almost got away.’

	‘Who caught him?’ asked Burnecker.

	‘Landmesser,’ Weiss informed.

	Flur looked over at the young operant several tables away. Uwe Landmesser was looking at the fare placed before him, lifting the meat with suspicion. He was a capable operant, but not an exceptional one.

	‘The Indian had already burned two operants before Landmesser brought him down,’ Weiss went on. ‘I have my eye on him.’

	Harkenborg delicately sipped his coffee. He had been sitting with his eyes closed. ‘India is a vast country,’ he said. ‘There are psychics here, but fewer than in Europe.’

	‘It is as we expected,’ said Von Zollner. ‘An agrarian economy, low technology, uneducated masses, a religious stranglehold. Not even the British Empire’s railways and civil service could affect such societal torpor. It is no place for psychism to flourish.’

	‘And yet there is psychism here,’ said Harkenborg. ‘As the Indian prisoner attested to.’

	‘There were three psychics in his party when they were intercepted in Cherbourg. Three among tens of millions,’ said Flur.

	‘There are more,’ said Harkenborg. ‘Did the prisoner not admit that Allard recruited him?’

	Flur nodded.

	‘I think Allard missed one,’ Harkenborg revealed.

	They all looked to him, and he projected what he was seeing.

	‘A psychic – would you not agree?’

	‘I think,’ Flur smiled, ‘we should form a hunting party.’

	 

	*

	 

	The mind was undisciplined but strong, emitting unconscious amorphous traces between absolute invisibility. Von Zollner suggested the obvious. 

	‘The psychic is nearby, and its traces are being distorted by our own.’

	With that in mind, all operants were ordered into complete suppression, and within minutes, there was an emphatic hit.

	‘Sealdah Railway Station,’ said Harkenborg. ‘One mile: due east.’

	From the hotel, a team of six took rickshaws, and were soon standing outside the station’s art deco façade.

	Weiss held the handkerchief to her face. The deprivations of war-torn Stalingrad were nothing when compared to this open sewer. Calcutta thronged with hawkers and beggars and workers of all kinds. The air was thick with every excremental drop of their waste and breath that seemed to be cooking in the searing heat. 

	‘These people are vermin,’ Weiss grumbled privately as Harkenborg homed in.

	Dammers sighed. ‘They are tough. To live like this and survive, requires an indomitable spirit.’

	‘At best they are like beaten dogs,’ she insisted. ‘They should turn on their masters.’

	‘There is a movement for independence,’ Dammers explained patiently. ‘This Mahatma Gandhi has shown them that revolution does not have to come at the end of a gun.’

	Weiss sniffed. ‘The first thing Gandhi should do is clean the streets.’

	Harkenborg began to move away from the station towards a bazaar. Along a mud rutted thoroughfare were open fronted shacks. The fronts were crammed with wares of all kinds: fruits and vegetables, pots and cloths, lamps, baskets and souvenirs for travellers.

	Vogel made the mistake of momentarily dropping his illusion. He was immediately accosted by child beggars who pawed at him. 

	‘No food, no money, no poppa.’

	‘You good rajah.’

	‘Baksheesh, Sahib. Please, Sahib.’

	Disgusted, he disappeared, and for a moment the children were left grasping air before scattering in terror.

	Harkenborg walked on. Down a side alley there were more stalls, less substantial than those of the main course.

	Outside one shack was spread a begrimed mat. On it, bent over a boiling pot, crouched an elderly woman. She looked up as Harkenborg revealed himself. He smiled and she smiled back uncertainly. Her face was ashen and drawn, but the smile was an echo of lost beauty.

	Harkenborg was looking past her into the shadows of the shop where a pair of eyes was staring back. They were unafraid. 

	‘My name is Karl,’ Harkenborg said, putting his hands together and bowing respectfully, the way he had observed the servants do. ‘I have come to talk to you. What is your name?’

	‘It’s a cripple and a beggar. Kill it,’ said Weiss, her voice muffled by the handkerchief.

	Harkenborg waved for her and the other operants to stand back.

	‘My name is Srijit.’ The psychic’s telepathy was strong. 

	‘May I sit with you?’ Harkenborg asked.

	‘Yes.’

	Srijit indicated to a cushion before him and Harkenborg took it.

	The boy gathered the blanket he was wrapped in. Harkenborg did not look beneath it for he guessed what he would find. Srijit’s mother silently placed two cups between them and poured steaming tea. 

	As he blew across his cup, Harkenborg took in the boy’s pain ravaged face. He saw that Srijit was handsome, even beautiful, and though he was still young, pain had aged him. Harkenborg blinked, fascinated that this psychic possessed a coercion close to his own.

	‘I am here with many others like me,’ Harkenborg said, ‘and like you.’

	‘I know. I have watched you.’

	‘You can see us?’

	‘Yes. The woman there with the cloth on her face. She is angry.’

	Harkenborg looked back at Weiss and smiled. ‘She is, and has reason to be. Tell me, have you ever seen others like us before today?’

	‘Yes. There was a grey man a year ago or more. He was here with me. We spoke. He offered to take me away.’

	So, Allard had been here.

	‘But you stayed. You have powers; why do you live like this?’

	Srijit smiled sadly. ‘I am Dalit. I am untouchable. This is all we are allowed.’

	‘But that is not the only reason.’

	Srijit shook his head and he too smiled. His teeth were perfect.

	‘I am broken. I should not be in this world. She,’ he indicated to his mother, ‘refused to give me up when everyone cast us aside.’

	‘You are broken?’

	‘Look.’

	With permission, Harkenborg looked beneath the blanket and saw the twisted back and emaciated legs.

	‘I use my powers to move. It makes me tired but we survive. I have enough left to compel travellers to give us a few rupees.’

	‘But something has changed,’ stated Harkenborg.

	The boy nodded and looked at him with reverence. ‘You have insight, Karl.’ 

	Srijit nodded to his mother again. ‘She has an illness in her bones and unless I take it from her, she will die in great pain. Sometimes, in the night, when I am too tired to help her, she cries. If I die the pain will take her.’

	Harkenborg thought of his parents in Dresden, and how his father, a porcelain painter with delicate fingers and a precise eye, had been forced to fight the Kaiser’s war, returning home a broken man. Die Reinheit was formed as much to heal the likes of him as it was to heal Germany itself.

	‘Can you take the illness away?’ Harkenborg asked.

	‘I have tried but it comes back. It always comes back.’

	‘So you bear the pain of two people.’

	Harkenborg felt utterly unworthy of this young man. 

	‘Come with us, Srijit. Perhaps we can help you. Bring your mother. There are those among us who have healing powers.’

	Even as he made the offer, Harkenborg knew it to be impossible.

	‘No. This illness is ready to take us both, and we want to go. The God Yama has punished her enough.’

	Neither spoke. There was only the hissing of the stove outside.

	‘I have seen you before,’ said Srijit.

	Harkenborg frowned. ‘You have remote-view?’

	Srijit frowned.

	‘You can see far away?’ 

	‘Yes, but it was in a book,’ Srijit replied. ‘There are many books in the market. The booksellers lend me them.’

	‘And I was in this book?’

	‘It was an old book about an ancient time when the world was dark and the human race was lost. It was saved by a man they called, the Redeemer. He led them out of the darkness.’

	It was no the first time Harkenborg had heard the name.

	‘How do you know it was me?’

	‘There were pictures, beautiful pictures. It was you – white skinned, light hair and blue eyes.’

	‘There must be thousands of Europeans who have come through Calcutta who fit that description.

	‘Yes, but none were you.’

	‘What about the grey man who came before me?’

	‘He was old. The Redeemer is young.’

	‘This Redeemer is a character in an ancient myth.’

	‘The story told of how he will come again.’

	Harkenborg was at a loss. He was the leader of the most powerful army to have ever existed, and here he was sat in a hovel with a stinking cripple. Was this part of his destiny? Before he died, Jürgen Hassel had called Harkenborg “Redeemer”. It seemed too fantastic – too preposterous, but could it be true?

	‘I want to end this, Karl,’ Srijit whispered. ‘I would end my mother’s life without pain, and then my own, but I cannot. I have tried but my mind won’t allow it. Is that how it is for people like us?’

	‘Suicide is possible, but it is difficult.’

	The boy hesitated. ‘Can you help me?’

	Harkenborg flinched as an image entered his mind. He could see how the blackness in the mother’s bones had entered the son. There was no curative power that could save either of them.

	Harkenborg looked at Weiss.  

	‘I will do it,’ she offered privately.

	He saw no pity in her eyes. 

	‘No. It must be me,’ he replied. 

	The operants removed themselves and Harkenborg was left with the mother and son. Srijit held out his hands, the blanket falling away to reveal his twisted body.

	They all watched as the mother went to her son and embraced him. She rested her head on his shoulder and breathed a last contented breath.  

	With glistening eyes, Srijit nodded, and Harkenborg entered his mind, encasing the cerebrum. 

	‘You have led an honourable life, Srijit. You are not untouchable: you are higher than the Brahmins.’ Harkenborg’s voice was not tender but it was sincere. ‘I will remember you.’ 

	It was then that he struck, instantly killing the mother, and flooding Srijit’s mind with a fatal light. Srijit’s death surge, when it followed, was not a gale of pain and rage, but a grateful sigh.

	 


 

	September 1942 New York, United States of America

	 

	 

	Allard was leaning against the rail and stared into the bleak glass facades of New York, allowing his mind to travel down the darkening avenues. It was never a place he would choose to go. Even amidst wartime austerity, the streets exploded with that callous bravado, its people possessing the best and the worst traits of humanity. When he considered a quiet afternoon on the Beulieu River, a dragonfly buzzing through his reverie, and a trout leaping midstream, this place was monstrous. 

	The ship’s horn blared and the reversed engines rumbled against the quayside. 

	New York was a place of life, raw and heady. It was the future, Allard supposed, but not one that he saw himself in. As far as he knew, he was the oldest living psychic, and he felt it. In his lifetime he had met psychics who had survived for more than a thousand years. His younger self had felt awe in their presence. Their serenity had made them seem angelic: now he remembered them as ghosts. He had lived a mere three hundred and fifty-four years of life, but he knew their torment. He had watched so many friends die young, and many more grow old and fade away. How many more psychics had they seen? On the deck of the destroyer, staring at the interminable Atlantic horizon, he had sensed the unending void, and he too yearned to die.

	Centuries before, every horizon held the promise of a new discovery, but was there anything left to find? Perhaps the ancient temples Augustus and Marlene dreamed of. That would be something, he supposed, but he could leave that to them. Those two had over two hundred years of life between them. To them, life was still a wonder.

	In his pocket he had the telegram from Cairo. It was some comfort that the plan to escape Die Reinheit had worked. Though exhausted, he had taken his mind into orbit that morning and looked east. He saw the lights of cities, and the lightning strikes of storms. He even saw a funnel of plasma erupt into orbit over Stalingrad, and felt a pulse of the ether, but so far away he could determine no more. 

	In those transports that had escaped England and flown to Stalingrad, was the future of free psychism – Bancroft, Marr, McDowall, and among the vanguard in Stalingrad itself, Fletcher and Jones were no less important.

	He wondered if Augustus would come out of the desert if he sensed so many psychics at the Hotel Semiramis. Probably not. They would remain under heavy suppression and he could be a thousand miles away.

	Was his friend even alive? Allard was sure he was very much in the world. Augustus had disappeared many times in the past, once for an entire decade, only to return with more tales of ancient civilizations and lost bloodlines. It was a mania.

	The Hotel Semiramis had, in recent decades, been an important spot for both of them. Located
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