
[image: cover]


[image: image]

Colin Falconer was born in North London. He has worked in TV and radio and as a freelance journalist. He has been a novelist for the last twenty five years, with his work published widely in the UK, US and Europe. His books have been translated into seventeen languages. He currently lives in Australia. Visit his website at www.colinfalconer.net


[image: image]

COLIN
FALCONER

[image: image]


First published in Great Britain in 2011
by Corvus, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.

Copyright © Colin Falconer, 2011

The moral right of Colin Falconer to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Hardback ISBN: 978-0-85789-108-2
Trade paperback ISBN: 978-0-85789-109-9
E-book ISBN: 978-0-85789-119-8

Printed in Great Britain.

Corvus, an imprint of Grove Atlantic Ltd
Ormond House
26-27 Boswell Street
London WC1N 3JZ

www.corvus-books.co.uk


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Acknowledgements

Dedication

Map

Prologue

Part I

Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII

Chapter XIV

Chapter XV

Chapter XVI

Part II

Chapter XVII

Chapter XVIII

Chapter XIX

Chapter XX

Chapter XXI

Chapter XXII

Chapter XXIII

Chapter XXIV

Chapter XXV

Chapter XXVI

Chapter XXVII

Chapter XXVIII

Chapter XXIX

Chapter XXX

Chapter XXXI

Chapter XXXII

Chapter XXXIII

Chapter XXXIV

Chapter XXXV

Chapter XXXVI

Chapter XXXVII

Chapter XXXVIII

Chapter XXXIX

Chapter XL

Chapter XLI

Chapter XLII

Part III

Chapter XLIII

Chapter XLIV

Chapter XLV

Chapter XLVI

Chapter XLVII

Chapter XLVIII

Chapter XLIX

Chapter L

Chapter LI

Chapter LII

Chapter LIII

Chapter LIV

Chapter LV

Chapter LVI

Chapter LVII

Chapter LVIII

Chapter LIX

Chapter LX

Chapter LXI

Part IV

Chapter LXII

Chapter LXIII

Chapter LXIV

Chapter LXV

Chapter LXVI

Chapter LXVII

Chapter LXVIII

Chapter LXIX

Chapter LXX

Part V

Chapter LXXI

Chapter LXXII

Chapter LXXIII

Chapter LXXIV

Chapter LXXV

Chapter LXXVI

Chapter LXXVII

Chapter LXXVIII

Chapter LXXIX

Chapter LXXX

Chapter LXXXI

Chapter LXXXII

Chapter LXXXIII

Chapter LXXXIV

Chapter LXXXV

Chapter LXXXVI

Chapter LXXXVII

Chapter LXXXVIII

Chapter LXXXIX

Chapter XC

Chapter XCI

Chapter XCII

Chapter XCIII

Part VI

Chapter XCIV

Chapter XCV

Chapter XCVI

Chapter XCVII

Chapter XCVIII

Chapter XCIX

Chapter C

Chapter CI

Chapter CII

Chapter CIII

Chapter CIV

Chapter CV

Part VII

Chapter CVI

Chapter CVII

Chapter CVIII

Chapter CIX

Chapter CX

Chapter CXI

Chapter CXII

Chapter CXIII

Chapter CXIV

Chapter CXV

Chapter CXVI

Chapter CXVII

Chapter CXVIII

Chapter CXIX

Part VIII

Chapter CXX

Chapter CXXI

Chapter CXXII

Chapter CXXIII

Chapter CXXIV

Chapter CXXV

Chapter CXXVI

Chapter CXXVII

Chapter CXXVIII

Chapter CXXIX

Chapter CXXX

Chapter CXXXI

Chapter CXXXII

Chapter CXXXIII

Chapter CXXXIV

Chapter CXXXV

Chapter CXXXVI

Chapter CXXXVII

Epilogue

Glossary


Acknowledgements

The story of Silk Road was many years in the making and I would like to thank those who finally got it into print. Firstly my agent Patrick Walsh, whose enthusiasm for my story saw it from his submission tray into the hands of the wonderful Anthony Cheetham at Corvus, Atlantic.

I would like to thank everyone at Corvus who worked on the project with me, particularly Nic Cheetham and Rina Gill, who both championed the book, and also my wonderful editor, Laura Palmer, who took it through, line by line. My thanks also to Richenda Todd for her comments and suggestions on the typescript. Thank you all. A special thank you also to Tim Curnow, my lifelong friend, who has been with me through thick and thin and knows this story, and the story of the story, better than anyone.

I would also like to thank the driver who took us out to the caves at Turpan and got us down off the hairpin cliffs after the steering rod on the 4WD broke. I wish I remembered his name now. Traumatic amnesia perhaps. Also many thanks to the bus driver out of Urumqi who somehow missed all that oncoming traffic despite driving on the wrong side of the road with his headlights on. Maybe less whisky at the rest stops next time?


This book is for my bella Diana, who mended my wing and showed me how to fly again.


[image: image]


PROLOGUE
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Lyon, France

in the year of the Incarnation of Our Lord 1293

THEY FOUND HIM in the cloister, lying on his back with ice in his beard. He was half-conscious, muttering about a Templar knight, a secret commission from the Pope, and a beautiful woman on a white pony. His fellow monks carried him back to his cell and laid him on the hard cot that had been his bed for the last twenty years. He was an old man now and there was nothing to be done. His eyes had the cold sheen of death. A brother went to fetch the abbot so that the old fellow might make his last confession.
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It was cold as death in the room. The abbot knelt down beside him. Somewhere in the forest a fir bough crashed to the ground under its burden of snow. The old man’s eyes flickered open at the sound and the yellow glimmer of the candle was captured in the lens of his eye. His breathing was ragged in his chest and the abbot wrinkled his nose at the sour smell of it.

He whispered something; a name perhaps, but it was unintelligible.

‘William,’ the abbot murmured, ‘I can hear your confession now.’

‘My confession?’

‘You will be absolved of all sin and this night you shall see our Blessed Saviour.’

William smiled, a ghastly grin that chilled the abbot to his soul. William, who had come to them in such mystery, would leave them now in the same manner. ‘Water.’

The abbot lifted his head and moistened his lips from a wooden bowl. So cold in here. William’s breath rose to the ceiling in a thin vapour, like a spirit leaving the body.

‘The Blesséd Saviour will not see me.’

‘You must make your confession,’ the abbot repeated, anxious now that it be done before the soul was taken.

‘I see the Devil. He warms the brands for me.’

The abbot felt a thrill of dread along his spine at his invocation of the Beast. ‘You have lived a holy life. What do you have to fear from Beelzebub?’

William raised a hand from the bed, touched the sleeve of the abbot’s robe. ‘Come closer,’ he said. ‘Come closer and I shall tell you . . . precisely . . . what I have to fear.’
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Acre to Aleppo
1259–1260


I
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Fergana Valley

in the Chaghadai khanate of the Tatar

the Year of the Sheep

SHE HAD ALWAYS dreamed she could fly.

She imagined that the earth was laid before her, as in the eye of an eagle, could feel the updraughts of the valley in the sweep of a wing, could believe for that moment that no silver bond tied her to the earth . . .

Khutelun reined in her horse, turned her face to the north wind, the cold burning her cheeks. The snow peaks on the Roof of the World had turned a glacial blue in the late afternoon sun. Below her, in the valley, the black yurts of her tribe huddled like thieves on the brown valley. Nothing stirred on the plain. She was alone up here, alone with the great silence of the steppes.

This is my birthright, on the back of a good horse, my face burned by the wind. But if my father has his way I will be given to some upstart boy who will give me his babies and have me tend his yurt and milk his goats and I will never ride at the head of my father’s touman again. I am born to the wrong sex, with the heart of a stallion and the tail of a mare.

If I had been born in the body of a man I would be the next khan of the high steppe. Instead my consolation is that one day one of my sons will rule the high grasslands. Even for this I must one day go to pasture with a man.

The thought of submitting herself made her feel sick inside.

Of course she wanted children of her own. She also hungered for the physical comfort of a man, and lately she had listened to the lewd chatter of her married sisters with more than a passing interest. But to take a husband – though she knew that one day she must – would consign her to his yurt forever.

Her father had found a new suitor for her, the son of a khan from north of Lake Baikal. It was her father’s duty and it was also good politics. But as a Tatar woman it was also her right to refuse, as she had done many times before. This time, however, she had made a bargain with him. If he found her a boy who could prove he was worthy of her by besting her on horseback, then she would submit to marriage.

It was not outright refusal.

She heard a faint cry and looked up, saw a falcon flick its wingtips in the face of the wind.

Look at her brothers. Gerel was a drunkard and Tekudai had the brains of a goat. They could not match her in wits, or in spirit.

I was born to be more than a receptacle for some man’s seed.

She made a promise to herself then, shouted it to the Spirit of the Everlasting Sky. But her words were lost on the wind.


II
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KHUTELUN’S FATHER, QAIDU, had made his camp that winter in the Fergana Valley, below the Roof of the World. Black crags rose into the sky on every side, like the fists of the gods, the slopes below dotted with silver poplar. To the north, a high col cupped a dark lake. Above it loomed the ridge called The Woman is Going Away.

The night before he had placed the headless bodies of two white goats on its crest. To win the challenge, Khutelun, or her suitor Jebei, must be first to place one of these carcasses at the door of his yurt.

Everyone had gathered to watch the spectacle: the men in their fur coats and felt caps; the women clutching snot-nosed children. There was an eerie silence. Breath from a thousand mouths rose in the still morning air.

Jebei’s escort mounted their horses and waited, a little way off. Their broad-shouldered Mongolian ponies stamped their hooves in the dawn cold.

Jebei himself had the body of a man but the face of a boy, and his quick, untidy movements betrayed his nervousness. His father watched him, frowning.

Qaidu strode from his yurt, went to his daughter and placed a hand on her horse’s mane. She was tall and slim for a Tatar, but the slenderness of her body was hidden under her thick coat and boots. She wore a fur-lined cap and there was a scarf wrapped around her nose and mouth so all that was visible was her eyes.

‘Lose,’ he whispered to her.

The dark eyes flashed. ‘If he deserves me, he will win.’

‘He is a fine boy. You do not have to ride your best.’

Her pony stamped its foot in excitement, eager to begin.

‘If he is as fine a boy as you say, my best will not be good enough.’

Qaidu frowned at her defiance. Yet he wished Tekudai or Gerel had inherited some of her spirit. He looked around at the silent, bronzed faces. Most of the women were smiling at his daughter. They wanted her to win.

‘Whoever brings me the goat has their will!’ he shouted and stepped back.

Jebei nudged his horse forward so that he stood head to head with Khutelun. He smiled and nodded at Qaidu. He thinks he can win, the old man thought. He does not know my daughter.

Qaidu raised his right fist in the air. When he brought it down the race was under way.

A hard gallop through the crowd, then out beyond the yurts, towards brown hills dusted with white. Jebei stood in the stirrups, riding hard, the wind in his face. His pony’s hooves drummed on the frost-hard plain. He looked over his shoulder, saw Khutelun’s horse veer suddenly away; in moments it was two hundred paces distant, heading towards the steepest slope of the mountain.

He wondered if he should follow her. The broad shoulder of the col loomed above him. He had decided on the cleanest way up the ridge when he walked the course the previous day. Too late to change his mind now. What was the girl doing? Perhaps she had chosen a longer way; it must be her strategy to ensure he would win. He kept straight for the col.

She did want him to win. Didn’t she?
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Khutelun grinned as she imagined Jebei’s confusion. Really, he had no choice. If he followed her now he would put himself behind her in the race and he could not close the gap between them unless her horse fell. What else could he do but keep to the obvious course?

She rode around the spur towards a defile in the cliff called The Place Where the Ass Died because of the steepness of the slope. Her horse’s hooves slipped on the loose shale. She urged him on. She knew his pumping heart and sinewy muscles were equal to it. How many times had she ridden this path before, in other races, for sport?

Poor Jebei.


III
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KHUTELUN PICKED HER way back down the mountain, the carcass of the goat hanging limp from her right hand, bloodying her horse’s flank. Jebei sat astride his own black mare, waiting for her, a grin on his face. So he had followed her after all. It was immediately clear to her what he planned to do. He thought she was weak and that he could wrestle the goat from her, here in the defile, where no one could see them.

She reined in her horse.

They stared at each other. ‘You are not as stupid as you look,’ she said to him.

‘Would it be so bad to be the wife of a khan?’

‘I am the daughter of a khan. I am content with that for now.’

He held out his hand. ‘You may be swifter on horseback but you are not as strong. Do you think you can pass me with your burden?’

Her shoulders sagged in defeat. She had not thought he would have the wits to trap her this way. She walked her horse forward and held out the kid’s carcass.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Before I take my prize, I must know what I have won. After all, I have never seen your face. Perhaps I might not want your goat.’ The women of the steppe were not veiled, for they were Tatars before they were Mohammedans, yet she had always taken care to keep her scarf of purple silk coiled around her face, both to irritate and intrigue him. He waited as she reached for the silk with her free hand and pulled it aside.

He stared at her. ‘But you’re beautiful,’ he said.

Beautiful, she thought; well, so men tell me. A worthless gift for a Tatar princess. Beauty is the gift of submission.

‘I’m also stronger than I look,’ she said and with one fluid movement of her right arm and hips she swung the bloodied carcass of the goat into his face and knocked him out of the saddle. He lay groaning on the frost-hard rock.

Khutelun did not spare him a glance. She walked her horse over him and trotted back through the defile.
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Qaidu stared at the dead goat lying at his feet. He nudged it with his boot, almost as if expecting the lifeless meat to spring to life. Finally he looked up at his daughter. ‘So. You won.’

‘Jebei is a fool.’

Qaidu looked at Jebei’s father, sitting stone-faced on his horse, by providence too far away to hear this summation of his son’s character. ‘He is the son of a khan.’

‘The wind blows cold on princes and goats alike.’

Khutelun saw her brothers watching from the doorway of her father’s yurt, their disappointment at the outcome of the contest plain to read. ‘If only Tekudai was more like you,’ Qaidu said to her under his breath. Khutelun grinned beneath the purple scarf. He could not have paid her a higher compliment.
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After Jebei had left the camp with his father and escort, to return to the frozen wastes of Lake Baikal, the clan decided to rename the defile where Khutelun had won her ride. From that day it was no longer known as the Place Where The Ass Died.

It became, instead, The Place Where the Ass Was Felled by a Goat.


IV
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the Templar fortress at Acre

in the year of the Incarnation of Our Lord 1260

the Feast of the Epiphany

JOSSERAN SARRAZINI, ALONE and on his knees. A single oil lamp burned in the pre-dawn darkness of the chapel, its flame reflected in the black and gold image of the Madonna above the altar. This giant with close-cropped chestnut hair bowed his head, lips moving silently in prayer as he asked for absolution for that one sin for which he could not forgive himself.

In his mind he was far from the dusty streets and olive presses of Palestine; instead he heard the creaking of snow-heavy boughs, the smell of damp furs and the chill of cold stone walls.

‘I knew it was wrong but I could not resist,’ he murmured.

It had happened one morning soon after the feast of the Nativity. She had wanted to go riding in the forest and, at his father’s request, he had agreed to escort her. She rode a chestnut mare, its disposition as haughty and silken as her own. Ever since she had come to live with Josseran and his father at the manor, scarcely a friendly word had passed between them.

She gave him no outward sign that his presence made any deeper impression on her than did her groomsman’s.

They rode deep into the forest and her mare found a rabbit’s burrow and stumbled. She fell from her horse and lay still on the frozen ground. He leaped from his own mount, fearing she had broken bones. But as he bent over her, her eyes blinked open, wide and black as sin, and he felt his belly turn to warm grease.

She smiled. He would never forget it.

She said that it was just her ankle that was hurt, and commanded him to help her back into the saddle of her horse.

Was the temptation irresistible or was it simply that he did not resist? Even as his arms went around her he felt the heat of her body and on an impulse he tried to snatch a kiss from her lips. He thought she would push him away, but instead she pulled him on top of her. He groaned, unable to stop himself. His manhood, as yet untried, was hard as oak and the frost-hard ground might as well have been a bearskin rug and a feather bolster.

Suddenly and to his great astonishment, he was inside her.

And what did he now remember of their encounter? Just the drumming of blood in his ears, the stamping of the horses as they pawed at the hard ground, the salt taste of her hot tongue in his mouth.

She racked him on the sweet stretching of her intimate flesh. Her lips were drawn back from her teeth in a grimace that was more pained than pleasured. Like an animal.

He tried to hold back from the peak but he was swept along with it, cursing his youth and inexperience. He spilled himself quickly, the oily warmth emptying his belly, leaving him hollow and weak.

She pushed him roughly away and he lay panting on his back, staring at the washed blue sky, feeling the cold frost melting into his cambric shirt. She pulled down her skirts, limped to her horse and remounted, without his assistance. Then she rode away, leaving him there with the juices of their bodies smeared on his thigh.

If it had been one of the servant girls there would have been no harm in it. But she was not. When he finally dragged himself to his feet he heard the Devil’s laughter ringing in his ears and the weight of guilt had already settled in his belly like an ingot of lead.

On the way back through the forest he cried for what he had done. Yet within an hour of his return to the castle he was plotting to do the Devil’s work once more.


V
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WILLIAM OF AUGSBURG had been in the Holy Land for just two days and he was scandalized.

Acre was part of the Crusader state of Jerusalem and he had come here expecting to find a bastion of piety; instead the knights and lords charged with the protection of this sacred place disported themselves no better than Saracens.

He had arrived on a Venetian merchant galley a few days before. As he stood on the poop beside the captain, watching the great fortress rise from the sea, he was overcome. Here was Palestine, ‘Outremer’ – ‘Over the Sea’, as the Franks called it – the sacred birthplace of Our Lord. At last he would step in the footprints of the prophets. He gripped the wooden rail, his knuckles white.

My Lord, my God, let me serve Thee. Let me die for Thee, if it is Thy will.

The sails whipped in the wind as the helmsman leaned on the long tiller. Sailors clambered up the rigging to their positions on the fore and main masts. As they entered the harbour, he watched the waves send sprays of foam high up the walls of the great fort.

Beyond the Crusader turrets and barbicans William saw the domes of the Mohammedan mosques and the towers of the minarets. Their presence served as a reminder that even here the Lord was under siege. The Saracen halls had long since been consecrated as Christian churches, but the thick castle walls were all that lay between the pilgrims and the godless hordes. With Jerusalem lost, Acre was a symbol of hope to everyone in Christendom, an outpost of God among the heathen.

And he was to be its saviour.

But the heady promise of his arrival had not been fulfilled. Far from being an outpost of the sacred, the city was just another stinking, hot Saracen town. The narrow streets were crowded with heathen, the turbans and chadors of the Jews and Mohammedans bobbing everywhere, the alleys choked with their filth and excrement, the stench that rose from the cobblestone alleys almost tangible. The bazaars were clamorous from dawn to dusk with the jibber-jabber of the hawkers.

The swarthy, hook-nosed Mohammedans stared back at him from under their keffiyehs, their hawk eyes glittering with venom. He felt sullied by their looks, if not threatened, for the Templar sentries stood watch at every gateway of the city, distinctive in their white surcoats with red cross pattée.

The number and brazenness of the heathen astonished him. But it was the lords of Acre themselves who confounded him, as they would any good Christian. The palaces in which they lived were decked with marble, the walls furnished with silk carpets and high ceilings. They lived lives of sumptuous decadence, an offence to any God-fearing Christian.

They had even insulted him on the evening of his arrival by offering him a bath.

They wore loose silk robes and sometimes even turbans, in imitation of the Saracens. Their wives dressed like Muslims, with veils and jewelled tunics and flowing robes, and they employed kohl and perfumes like the common houris of Damascus.

It was hardly what he had expected to find when he left Rome.

The holy cause in Outremer had met with disaster upon disaster over the last two decades. Jerusalem, which had been wrested from the infidel at the urging of the Pope two centuries before, was once more lost to the Saracen, sacked by a horde of Turks in the pay of Sultan Ayub in 1244. It was just a decade ago that Louis IX of France had himself taken up the Cross to save the Holy City from the heathen but his expedition had found disaster in the Nile delta and Louis himself had been taken prisoner and held for ransom.

William had thought to find those beleaguered garrisons yet in Christian hands – Acre, Antioch, Jaffa, Sidon – expending all their might and energy on the recapture of the Holy City. Instead they seemed more taken with commerce, trading openly with the Saracens and keeping friendly relations with them. The merchants of Genoa, Pisa and Venice even battled with one another over trade routes.

The great mosque of Acre had been converted, quite properly, into a Christian church, but to William’s horror he discovered a side chapel that had been set aside for the Mohammedans to worship in. He had been further outraged to discover that the mosque at the Oxen’s Well had not been consecrated at all and that the Mohammedans still prayed there openly; there was a Christian altar alongside that of the heathens.

The city was not the repudiation to the Saracen that he had expected to find. There were even prostitutes and vendors of hashish on the streets.

But he was on the Pope’s special embassy and he could not allow the decadence that had insinuated itself here to deter him from his commission. And judging by the news he had just received, he had not a moment to lose.

[image: image]

The Kingdom of Jerusalem was governed by a monarch, with the aid of a council made up of the leading barons and churchmen of the realm. But there had been no council for two years, as the Crusader states of Acre and Tyre were at war over the succession.

For three years now, the Tatar armies had been making their way westwards, had torn down the mountain citadel of the dreaded Hashishim at Alamut, and had then sacked Baghdad, where they had massacred countless tens of thousands, fouling the air so badly with the stench of corpses that even their own soldiers had to withdraw from the city. Now, under their prince, Hülegü, they had reached the gates of Aleppo in Syria.

After Aleppo, the Holy Land lay open to them.

Perhaps that would get the barons of Jerusalem out of their baths.


VI
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A MARBLE CHAMBER with vaulted ceilings, the walls hung with silk carpets. It opened on to a shaded courtyard with a fountain bubbling at its centre. On the other side there was a fine view of the winter sea. An onshore breeze raised whitecaps under a washed blue sky. In Rome there would be snow on the fir trees and ice in the wells.

The barons sprawled on divans, in their Saracen robes, while olive-skinned women in silk qamis, their wrists and ankles adorned with gold bangles, served them sherbets from silver jugs. There were little tables with copper salvers of melons and figs for their further refreshment. Other Saracens played drums and lutes in a corner of the room.

They all watched William stamp across the room, every inch a Dominican in his black and white habit and tonsured blond head.

‘Brother William,’ one of the them said, after his commission from the Pope had been read, ‘I am sorry we are not properly ready to receive you. We have no bed of nails prepared, just these soft cushions, I fear.’

There was a bubble of laughter.

William ignored the jibe. In the last few days he had come to expect no less from this rabble, despite their noble birth. He looked around at the great gathering: counts and constables, bailos and barons, a handful of Venetian merchants – fops and sodomites the lot of them – as well as the patriarch of Jerusalem, Reynald.

A surfeit of jewels and indolence. Only one sober presence, that of Thomas Bérard, the Englishman, Grand Master of the Knights Templar. He had with him an escort of ten soldiers, who waited, a silent but ominous presence, by the door, distinctive in their white surcoats with the splayed red cross pattée on the left breast. They had cropped hair and wore beards, in contrast to the long hair and clean-shaven faces of the other nobles.

The Templars were the best soldiers in Christendom. Unlike the other knights and lords they owed their loyalty to no king; they were answerable only to the Pope himself. Yet because service in the Order guaranteed remission for all sins, the Templars also attracted rapists, heretics, even murderers to their ranks.

Malcontents and assassins. He didn’t trust any of them.

Especially that giant with the chestnut beard, lounging against the wall, his face creased in a smile of detached amusement. William detested him instantly.

Geoffrey of Sargina, the bailo, brought the meeting to order. He described the latest news from the East and the sweeping gains the Tatars had made in the last few months.

‘The question that faces us,’ he concluded, ‘is whether we confront these Tatars as a threat to our own sovereignty in these lands, or embrace them as allies in our fight against the Saracen.’

‘Perhaps we are a little tardy,’ one of the barons said, sucking on a fig. ‘Bohemond of Antioch has already rushed to submit to this Hülegü like a dog begging for scraps.’

Hugues de Pleissy, Bohemond’s representative at the meeting reacted angrily. ‘It is a prudent alliance, no more! In return for his cooperation Hülegü has offered to march with him to retake Jerusalem!’

‘Retake it, yes. But will he let us keep it?’

Count Julian was their host here in Acre. It appeared to William he spent more time fighting to stay awake than fighting for God. He lounged on the divan and offered them all an unctuous smile. ‘Bohemond got what he wanted. Hülegü has granted him extra territories.’

‘Which the Tatars have looted and burned just the same.’

‘The Tatars claim their khan has the right to universal domination!’ another of the barons shouted. ‘It is blasphemous! It is as much an affront to the Christian Church as the presence of the Saracen in the Holy Sepulchre!’

Thomas Bérard, the Templar, was the voice of sweet reason itself. ‘Our position here is not strong. If we treat with them we may yet turn the tables on the Saracens.’

‘Treat with them?’ one of the barons shouted. ‘Are we to forget what they did in Poland and Hungary? It is only two decades since they laid waste half of Christendom and burned and raped their way almost to the gates of Vienna. And you say treat with them? It is like getting rid of an unwanted dog by inviting a bear into your house!’

William had been just a child when these events had taken place, but he had heard the stories. The Tatar hordes had appeared without warning in the East, cutting a swathe through vast tracts of Russia, laying whole cities to waste and slaughtering tens of thousands. They took Moscow, Rostov and Kiev, and then decimated the armies of Poland and Silesia. At the battle of Liegnitz they had cut an ear from every corpse and worn them as necklaces as they rampaged on through Hungary and Dalmatia.

A plague of black rats followed the Tatars into Europe. It was said at the time that the devil horsemen had sprung from Hades itself, to punish those who had not been faithful to Christ. Everyone in his home town of Augsburg had taken sanctuary in the church, thinking it was the time of the final judgement.

But just as suddenly the Tatars disappeared, riding back the way they had come.

‘These Tatars are not men,’ one of the Venetians was saying. ‘They eat their prisoners. The women they ravish until they die and then they cut off their breasts as dainties. They eat snakes and drink human blood.’

‘Did you hear what they did at Maiyafaqin?’ another said. ‘They took the emir as their prisoner and cut pieces of his flesh away, toasted them over a slow fire and forced them down his throat. It took him hours to die.’

‘Of course we have never stooped to such barbarous acts in Outremer,’ the giant with the chestnut hair said.

The conversation stopped for a moment and the others stared at him, unsettled by this pricking of their own consciences. But Bérard did not reprimand him. Instead he smiled indulgently into his beard. ‘They also say that this Hülegü’s general is a descendant of one of the Three Kings who brought gifts to Our Saviour. Indeed, did not William of Rubruck report that Hülegü’s own wife was Christian?’

William remembered this Rubruck, a Franciscan monk who had been sent as emissary to the Tatars by King Louis. He had travelled through Russia to the Tatar capital some five years before and returned with tales of Christians living among the barbarians.

What credence could be given to his claims was another matter.

Anno von Sangerhausen, Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, spoke next. He had no love of the Templars but on this point at least they were of one mind. He slapped his leather gauntlets into the palm of his hand impatiently. ‘I say we offer them a parlay.’

Geoffrey of Sargina stroked his chin, disturbed by the clear divisions among them. ‘Before we decide on this, I must tell you all some further news. We have received, under flag of truce, a message from the Saracens, from their prince, Baybars. He wishes to offer us an alliance against the Tatars.’

‘Of course he wishes it,’ Bérard exploded, laughing. ‘He doesn’t want his ear on a Tatar belt!’

‘I say we do not make alliance with either of them,’ Count Julian said. ‘Let their two armies fight each other. When they are both exhausted we may think again. Side with the victor if he is yet strong; crush him if he is weak. Then, whatever happens, we cannot lose.’

And so it went on, hour after hour, until the shadows crept across the courtyard and the first bright stars appeared on the velvet horizon. William felt his frustration growing. Privately, he agreed with those that said that the Tatars were as much an abomination as the Saracens. But he had his sacred commission from the Pope himself and, regardless of the outcome of this meeting, he must see it through.

‘So, what say you, William?’ Geoffrey of Sargina said at last, appearing physically exhausted by the arguments that had raged around him for the last two hours.

‘My opinion in this is of no account,’ he said. ‘I am not here to sanction your actions. I have on my person a letter from the Pontiff for the prince of the Tatars, to be delivered by my hand.’

‘And what does it say?’ Geoffrey demanded.

‘I have been charged to bring the letter to the Tatar prince, not to the bailo of Jerusalem. It is also my trust to bring the reply direct to the Holy Father in person. Further than that, I cannot say.’ William was delighted to see the anger and dismay on the faces of the nobles around him. ‘The Holy Father has also charged me with preaching the doctrine of our faith to the Tatars,’ he went on, ‘and he has given me the authority to establish churches and ordain priests among them.’

‘The Pope thinks he can convert the Tatars?’ Count Julian said, his voice choked with disbelief.

‘I do not deem to know the mind of the Holy Father. But, like you, he has received reports that there are Christians among them and feels that it is time to exercise God’s will and bring all believers into the arms of the Holy Mother Church.’

They all muttered into their beards. Christians they might be, but not all of them regarded the Pope with the veneration that they might.

A gloomy and profane silence fell on the discussion.

‘What of Prester John?’ someone said.

Prester John was the legendary priest-king, a descendant of the Magi, who many believed would come from the East to save Christendom in its darkest hour. His name had first been spoken in Rome 150 years before.

‘Isn’t he a little old to save us now?’ the giant Templar muttered.

William glared at him but the Templar stared him down. ‘Some believe that John may have been vanquished by the Tatars,’ William went on, ‘and that their king then married John’s daughter. It is their descendant who now sits on the Tatar throne and this is why we hear talk of Christians among them. We may yet find our salvation there.’

‘It is a possibility we should not ignore,’ Geoffrey said.

Thomas Bérard nodded. ‘If Father William wishes to arrange a meeting with this Hülegü, then we shall be happy to accommodate him, as our charter requires us to do.’

‘What do you suggest?’ Geoffrey asked him.

‘We can arrange for him to be escorted to Aleppo under flag of truce to deliver his message. One of my own knights can serve him as escort and interpreter. This man might also serve as our spy, so that we may better know the mind of this Tatar before we proceed.’

Geoffrey nodded, thoughtfully. ‘Do you have someone in mind for this charge?’

‘Indeed, I have,’ he said. ‘He speaks Persian, Arabic and Turkic, and is as accomplished at diplomacy as he is at arms.’ Bérard smiled and looked over his shoulder at the giant knight with the chestnut hair. ‘May I present to you Josseran Sarrazini. This man I would trust with my life.’ Then he added: ‘He may even save yours, Brother William. If it suits him.’
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When they left meeting Bérard took Josseran aside. ‘Try not to slit his throat the moment you are outside the castle walls.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘I know what you think of churchmen like him.’

‘I came here to fight for God not the Dominicans. But I also took an oath of obedience and if you say I must escort this fool on his errand, then that is what I shall do.’

‘You have almost completed your five years of service. You could ask to be relieved of this duty.’

Josseran thought about it. For a moment he was almost tempted. A long journey in the company of a Dominican friar was not a proposition he relished.

‘I have nothing to hurry back to France for. I am not sure I know how to take up my former life. Besides, France is full of men like this William now. At least here there is only one.’
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The smells of the city were themselves an assault on the senses. Gasping from the stink of ordure, Josseran took two more paces along the alley and smelled jasmine; taking a deep breath he caught a whiff of offal left to dry in the sun on the bare brick window of a butcher, but then was immediately seduced by the heady scent of cardamom and cumin at a spice merchant just another step further on.

Veiled women, arms jingling with gold hooped bracelets, hurried past him, hugging the walls. The huge brown eyes behind their veils betrayed hate and fear in equal measure. Long-bearded Armenians in blue turbans and barelegged water carriers jostled him and he was as careless of them as he would have been of any French burgher or peasant in Troyes.
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The street was so steep it was like a stone ladder, but he could have found his way along it blindfold. He ducked his head into a dark vaulted passageway, emerging suddenly into a small square courtyard, fringed with yellow sand. Three servant girls were squatting on straw mats spinning wool. They looked up as he entered, but he was a familiar presence here, and they quickly returned to their work.

A broad square of red cloth had been stretched over the court to shade it from the worst of the midday sun, but the heat radiated from the whitewashed walls like a brick oven. A rampart looked out over the harbour where the tips of yellowed sails drifted past, but the sea offered up only a scrap of breeze.

The light was intense. It was the one thing that he would miss when he returned to Burgundy. Even on its fiercest summer days the light was never like this.

The striped curtain that had been drawn across the door was flung aside and Simon stepped out. He looked like a bear in a djellaba and skullcap, and was almost as tall as Josseran himself. His salt and pepper ringlets and beard framed a broad smile.

‘Friend,’ he said and embraced him. ‘Come inside. Drink tea with me.’

It was blessedly cool inside, the thick stone walls keeping out the worst of the heat. It was dark, and redolent with the frankincense that burned in copper censers hanging from the ceiling. There were rich carpets on the walls and the floor. Simon clapped his hands and a woman brought tea and a tray of almonds.

‘So, you are leaving us?’ Simon said.

‘You know already?’

‘All everyone does in this city is gossip. I probably knew about the envoy from Rome before you did.’

‘Then I did not need to come and bring you the news.’

Simon clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You came because we are friends and you wanted to say goodbye.’

Doves fussed and fluttered around the window. ‘I am going to miss this,’ Josseran said.

‘I will still be here when you return.’

Josseran shrugged his shoulders. If I return.

Simon must have known what he was thinking, for he said: ‘Is it dangerous, what you are about to do?’

‘Being a Templar is always dangerous.’

‘Not as dangerous as being a Jew.’

Josseran smiled. ‘You are probably right.’

‘Before I forget!’ Simon said and jumped to his feet. He opened an iron-banded chest in a corner of the room and took out a small crimson velvet pouch. He handed it to Josseran. ‘For your protection on your journey.’

‘What is it?’

‘Something of no use whatever to a Jew like myself.’

Josseran loosened the drawstring. A heavy crucifix fell into the palm of his left hand. He held it towards the light. It was made of burnished copper and inset with garnets. ‘How did you come by this?’

‘It was given to me as part of a transaction I made a long time ago. It is very old, I believe, five or six centuries, perhaps more. The man who sold it to me said his father found it many years ago near a convent high in the Languedoc. He believed it has a certain magic to it.’

‘Why did he sell it?’

‘He was dying and he had no further need of magic. He wanted the money instead, to give to his concubine. Would you like it?’

‘I should never shun good fortune, or a gift from a friend.’

‘Now you have both.’

Josseran put the cross around his neck. It felt curiously warm against his skin. Then they drank tea and sampled sweetened almonds from an enamelled dish and Simon tried to explain to Josseran the rudiments of al’jibra. At home, Josseran thought, I should drink myself senseless on ale, tear at a joint of beef with my teeth and talk endlessly about jousting. Perhaps I am getting soft living here.

He said goodbye to his friend and made his way back up the alley towards the castle. How strange that I should feel so at home here among these hawk-eyed traders and veiled women. I speak Latin more often than I speak French and Arabic more than I speak Latin. His best friend was not a soldier but a heathen and a usurer and, thanks to him, he knew the Talmud, the Q’ran and the Kabbalah as well as he knew the Gospel. He had found more kinship with a man whose ancestors had murdered Jesus than with his own kind.

He feared he was becoming a stranger to his fellows and a foreigner to his friends. But should he not return from Aleppo he yet hoped to find heaven. At least there he might find a corner where he belonged.


VII
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Fergana Valley

THE STEPPES WERE dusted with snow. The air was brittle, under a sky of endless blue. Two figures, wrapped in furs, were silhouetted against the morning sun, their broad-shouldered ponies at the walk.

‘You had to win,’ Tekudai said. ‘He would have made as fine a husband as any other. Father wanted it. His father wanted it. I think perhaps you even wanted it. But no. You had to win. You always have to win.’

She ignored him. Her breath formed white clouds on the air.

‘You have to get married some time,’ he said, pressing her.

He is jealous, she thought. It burned in him, this envy, for he was not like Gerel. Gerel was drunk on black koumiss all the time. He cared for nothing else. Tekudai was a warrior with a warrior’s soul. But simple. He had neither the brains of a general nor the athleticism of a good horseman. She knew she had been favoured by the gods with both and it rankled with her brother that she was the better hunter and the better horsewoman.

And that she was their father’s favourite, as her mother had been. Her father had three other wives now, as well as concubines, in the Tatar custom, but it was still Bayaghuchin he grieved for.

She had died when Khutelun was ten years old. Bayaghuchin had been Qaidu’s first wife. Khutelun remembered her as strong and straight and with a temper to match. She was a woman in the mould of a true Tatar; it was said that even Chinggis Khan had been afraid of his wife. But Khutelun had not only inherited her mother’s fire; she had her gifts as a seer as well.

Suddenly there was movement on the steppe. Two marmots, ground squirrels, perhaps two hundred paces distant, whistled in perplexity at the appearance of these intruders in the vast emptiness. One scampered underground, the other hesitated, head jerking quizzically, tail erect.

Khutelun had her bow to her shoulder first, the arrow already in her right hand, her movements so swift and practised it was as natural to her as blinking. Her first arrow – there would not have been time for a second – took the small creature cleanly through the skull, death swift and merciful. More food for the pot that night, some meat for the winter stew.

Tekudai had yet to draw back his own bowstring. He replaced the arrow in the wooden quiver at his waist. Their eyes met.

He hated her.


VIII
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the Templar fortress at Acre

A SARACEN MOON rose over the lighthouse, a perfect crescent. Josseran stood on the parapet, staring at the sleeping city. He could hear the rush of the ocean against the rocks below.

The great monastery of San Sabas loomed in the darkness, on a hill between the Venetian and Genoese quarters. It had been abandoned by the monks who lived there several years before and had immediately become a point of contention between the two rival merchant communities. Each had tried to gain possession of it, first by legal wrangling in the Haute Cour, then by force. Pitched battles in the street had led to a full-scale civil war, with the barons and military orders being forced to take sides. The survival of the Crusader states themselves, after all, depended on the sea power of the Italian merchants.

The war had culminated in a naval battle off Acre just eighteen months before in which the Venetians had sunk twenty-four Genoese ships. An uneasy truce had been patched together by the Pope. But the dispute still simmered, with the Genoese having now abandoned Acre for Tyre, to the north.

We were supposed to be fighting the Saracens.

Josseran picked out other landmarks in the darkness: the tall, graceful silhouette of St Andrew’s Church; the palace of the governor in the Venetian quarter; the cathedral of the Holy Cross; the Dominican monastery in Burgos Novos; and in the distance, on the northern walls, the Accursed Tower and the Tower of St Nicholas.

He knew this city now better than he knew Paris or Troyes. Five years he had been in Outremer and he barely recognized himself as the zealot who had first stepped on these shores, fervent, conscience-weary, afraid. On leaving France he had secured a loan of two thousand shillings from the Templar preceptory to make his way to Acre. In return he had pledged his properties to the Templar lodge should he not return from his pilgrimage.

Five years!

He had changed so much. At home he and his fellow Franks had dressed in furs and gorged themselves on beef and pork. He rarely washed his body, believing that he would make himself sick with chills. What a savage I was! Here he ate little meat and supped from copper salvers of oranges, figs and melons, drank sherbets instead of mulled wines. He bathed at least three times a week.

He had been taught from a child that the Mohammedans were the embodiment of the Devil himself. But after five years in Acre he sometimes wore robes and turbans in the Saracen manner, and had learned from these same devils a little of mathematics and astronomy and poetry. The Temple even kept Mohammedan prisoners as artisans or armourers and saddlers. Over time he had formed tentative friendships with several of them, had come to see them as men like himself.

I don’t know if I can ever go home now. I don’t even know where my home is.

His regime as a Templar was strict. In winter his day began just before dawn; after prime he would check his horses and their harnesses, inspect his weapons and armour and those of his sergeants-at-arms. Then he would undertake his own training and that of his men: the constant practice with lance, mace, sword, dagger and shield. He would eat his first meal at noon and not sup again till the evening. He would recite a dozen paternosters each day, fourteen every hour, and eighteen for vespers. It was the life of a warrior monk.

He had thus made his pilgrimage, done his penance, almost served the five years of his pledge. The chaplain said he was forgiven all his sins. So why then did he still feel this heaviness in his heart? Soon it would be time to return to France and resume the patrimony of his father’s lands. He should be more eager for that homecoming.

He heard a footfall on the stone in the darkness and turned around. His hand went instinctively to his sword. So many assassins in this accursed city. ‘Put away your sword, Templar,’ a man said, in Latin.

He recognized the voice. The Dominican friar, William.

‘They told me I would find you here,’ he said.

‘I often find comfort in the night.’

‘And not in the chapel?’

‘There are fewer hypocrites up here.’

The friar came to stand at the battlements and looked towards the harbour, his face in silhouette. The Dominicans. Domini canes, as some wits would have it, ‘the bloodhounds of the Lord’. The order had been founded by the Spaniard, Guzmán, the one they now called St Dominic, during the crusade in the Languedoc. They had set themselves the task of eradicating heresy and bringing Europe under the heel of the clerics.

They had the Pope’s ear. A Dominican had held the position of Master of the Sacred Palace, personal theologian to the Pope himself, since the days of Guzmán. In 1233 Gregory IX had entrusted them with the holy work of the Inquisition.

They were all meddlers and murderers, in Josseran’s opinion. The one thing you could say about them was that they were not hypocrites like the bishops and their priests; they did not get their housemaids pregnant and they kept to their vows of poverty. But they were cruel and joyless creatures. The tortures and burnings they were responsible for in the Languedoc were simply unspeakable. All done in the name of God, of course. Josseran hated every single one of them.

‘It seems we are to be companions,’ William said.

‘It would not have been my choice.’

‘Nor mine. I have heard of the vices and treachery of Templars.’

‘I have heard the same things said of priests.’

William gave a short, barking laugh. ‘I have to know. Why were you chosen?’

‘You heard what Bérard said of me. I know how to use a sword and I ride passably well. And I am skilled in certain languages. It is a gift it pleased God for me to possess. Do you have anything besides Latin?’

‘Such as?’

‘It is hard to make any commerce in Outremer unless you speak a little Arabic.’

‘The language of the heathen.’

Josseran nodded. ‘Our Lord spoke Latin, of course, when he strolled through Nazareth.’ William did not reply and Josseran smiled to himself. A small victory. ‘So you speak only Latin and German. A fine ambassador the Pope has chosen for the East.’

‘I speak French passably well.’

‘That should be useful in Syria.’

‘If you are to be my interpreter I expect you to serve me faithfully.’

‘I am to be your escort, not your servant.’

‘You should know that I shall tolerate no interference in my plans.’

‘Should I get in your way, you can always go on alone.’

William reached out his hand and touched the crucifix that hung on a silver chain at Josseran’s throat. Josseran knocked his hand away.

‘A pretty piece,’ William said. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘That is none of your business.’

‘Is it gold?’

‘Gilded copper. The stones are garnets. It is very old.’

‘It is just that you do not appear to me to be a man of much piety. And yet you have come here to fight in Christ’s army. Why the Templars? They shelter all sorts of criminals, I hear.’

‘I may not be a man of much piety but you do not appear to be a man of much diplomacy. And yet they have sent you here as an ambassador.’

‘I hope your master knows the kind of man in whose hands he has entrusted my life.’ William turned on his heel in the darkness. Josseran scowled. Priests! But the charter of the Templars required that he guard him well and endure his arrogance all the way to Aleppo. With God’s speed the journey should take no longer than a month.

He turned back to the night and its stars, wondering where fate might bring him by the time the moon waxed full.


IX
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THE NEXT MORNING, at dawn, Josseran arrived at the wharf with his sergeant-at-arms, one Gérard of Poitiers, and provisions for the journey. He brought three horses. His big war horse, his destrier, he left behind but he had brought his favourite white Persian, Kismet. Gifts for the Tatar prince were locked in an iron-bound money chest; there was a damascened sword with gold quillon and motifs in Arabic script, an ebony inkstand ornamented with gold, a suit of chain mail, a mail helmet, some gauntlets of tooled red leather and a handful of rubies. He also had a quantity of golden Arab dinars and silver drachmas at his disposal, to use as he saw fit.

They boarded the two-deck galley and joined the captain on the poop deck. The morning was still and the flag with its red cross pattée hung limp at the stern rail. Their supplies were unloaded from a creaking wagon. The packhorses that would carry them were led up the gangway, followed by the servants he had brought to mind them and cook the food.

Finally William appeared, a sombre presence on a fine morning in his black-cowled robe. His face was grey.

‘I trust this morning finds you well,’ Josseran said to him.

William produced a perfumed handkerchief from his robe and put it to his nose. ‘I do not know how any man can bear the stench.’

Yes, the stench. It was true, it was intolerable. It came from below, from the Mohammedans manacled to the oars on the slave deck, their own faeces lapping around their ankles in the bilges.

‘I have found since I have been in this land that a man may grow accustomed to any vileness,’ Josseran said. He turned and murmured to Gérard, who stood beside him. ‘Even that of churchmen.’ Well, not quite. The idea of chaining men to galley benches offended him as much as it did the friar.

‘I fear my stomach will revolt,’ William said.

‘Then it behoves you to remove yourself to the side,’ Josseran said and led him to the starboard rail of the galley. A moment later they heard the friar revisiting his breakfast.

The sounds of the morning – the booming of a drum, the flat slap of the slave master’s whip, the clank of manacles – mingled with groans. The oars dipped for a moment, seawater glistening on the blades, then moved in time with the great drum as the galley sliced across the smooth waters of the harbour towards the mole.

Josseran looked back at the colonnaded piazza of the Venetian quarter, its three broad gateways open to the sea, the fondachi flying the Golden Lion pennants. Beside the Iron Gate, the old Genoese warehouse presented a sheer wall to the harbour. The chain was lowered and their bow cut between the breakwater under the shadow of the Tower of Flies. Their captain set their course towards Antioch. Josseran stared at the familiar barbicans of the Templar fortress on the Dread Cape. He had the uneasy feeling that he would never see them again.
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Josseran and William spoke little on the sea journey north. There was a palpable air of tension among the crew until they had passed Tyre, for the Genoese and Venetians were still raiding each other’s merchantmen and no one could be sure that even a Templar galley might not be attacked. The soldiers prowled the rigging, crossbows slung over their shoulders, their faces grim.

Josseran was gratified to note that the good friar spent most of his time bent over the stern, heaving bile into the ocean. He was not accustomed to finding satisfaction in other men’s discomfort but William somehow invited it.

The Dominican arrived in Antioch stinking and foul. As they stood on the dock at St Symeon even Kismet twitched her nostrils at the smell of him.

‘You should have no trouble finding a bath house, even in Antioch,’ Josseran said to him.

William stared at him as if he had spoken a blasphemy. ‘Are you mad? You wish me to catch the vapours and die?’

‘In this climate we find such indulgences welcome, even necessary.’

‘Indulgence is all I have found among you and your kind thus far.’ He staggered on to the wharf.

Is he going to stink like that all the way to Aleppo? Josseran wondered. This is going to be a long journey.


X
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Antioch

THE BYZANTINE WALLS had been built by the Emperor Justinian, one spanning the river Orontes, two more winding up the precipitous heights of Mount Silpius to the citadel. In all there were four hundred towers commanding the plains around Antioch.

Prince Bohemond may have negotiated a truce with the Tatars but on first impression Antioch did not seem a city at its ease. There were soldiers everywhere, and fear was etched into the faces of the Mohammedans in the medinas. Everyone had heard what had happened at Aleppo and Baghdad.

Bohemond’s welcome was cool. He had no love for the Pope or any of his emissaries. But Josseran was a Templar and no one in Outremer wanted to offend one of them.

From the citadel Josseran looked back over his shoulder, at the whitewashed villas that clung to the slopes of Mount Silpius below, descending to the cramped and twisted streets of the city. Through the haze that clung to the plain he could just make out the glimmer of the sea at St Symeon.

They were escorted to Bohemond’s private audience chamber. It was sumptuously furnished, but the most remarkable thing about it was not the silk kilims on the floors or the silver ewers, but Bohemond’s personal library. The walls were lined with thousands of beautifully bound books, many of them in Arabic, learned books on such arcane matters as alchemy and physic and what Simon called al’jibra.

Tools of the devil, William said.

Bohemond was seated on a low divan. Before him was a table piled with fruits. There was a huge carpet of lustrous design on the floor, its centrepiece a hanging votive light, woven in crimson and gold and royal blue. A fire blazed in the hearth.

‘So I hear you are going to convert the Tatars to Christ!’ Bohemond jeered at William by way of welcome.

‘Deus le volt,’ William answered, using the words that had sent the first crusade to the Holy Land. ‘God wills it.’

‘Well, you know that Hülegü’s wife is Christian,’ he said.

‘I have heard these rumours.’

‘Not rumour. It is true.’

‘And this Hülegü himself?’

‘The Tatar himself is an idolater. I have treated with him personally. He has eyes like a cat and smells like a wild goat. Yet he has humbled the Saracens in their own cities, something we have failed to do in one hundred and fifty years of war. He seems to do well enough without God on his side.’ There was a sharp intake of breath as William reacted to this blasphemy. Bohemond ignored him and turned to Josseran. ‘And what of you, Templar? Are you simply escort for our friar here, or do you Templars wish to make alliance with them, as I did?’

Josseran wondered at this remark. Did he have a spy behind the walls at Acre? ‘I am just a humble knight, my lord,’ Josseran answered.

‘I have yet to meet any Templar I would call humble.’ Bohemond got up and went to the window. He watched a shepherd boy scramble after his goats as they scampered through the olive groves below the citadel. ‘What do they say about me in Acre?’

Josseran imagined he already knew the answer to his question, and so he told him the truth: ‘There are some who call you wise, others who call you traitor.’

Bohemond kept his back to them. ‘Time will show that it is wisdom, not treachery, that spurred my actions. This is our one opportunity to rout the infidel from the Holy Land. You will see. Hülegü and I will ride side by side through the gates of Jerusalem.’

‘If he enters as a baptized Christian, the Pope will join the thanksgiving,’ William said.

‘If the holy places are returned to us, what does it matter?’ Bohemond said. When William did not answer, he added: ‘You have requested a guide and a dozen soldiers. So be it. My men will escort you to Aleppo where you may meet with the prince Hülegü. You will see for yourself that we have nothing to fear from him.’

‘We thank you for your service to us,’ Josseran said. Nothing to fear? he thought. Why then does my prince Bohemond look so afraid?
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They dined that evening at his court, and the next day they set off from Antioch with a squadron of Bohemond’s cavalry at their back, the wagons containing their stores and the gifts for the Tatar trundling behind. Their Bedouin guide, Yusuf, rode at the van as their caravan wound its way into the hills heading east, to Aleppo, and an uncertain tomorrow.


XI
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Fergana Valley

‘A RIDER CAME this morning, from Almalik,’ Qaidu said. From his expression, Khutelun knew the news was all bad.

Qaidu sat facing the doorway of the yurt. On his right, the side of the mares, were his sons; on his left, the side of the cattle, Nambi, Qaidu’s third wife, and Khutelun herself. Two other wives were also present, for it was the Tatar way for the advice of women to be sought on all matters but war and hunting.

The yurt was heavy with smoke and the smell of mutton fat. A branch cracked in the fire.

‘Möngke, our Khan of Khans is dead,’ Qaidu said. ‘He died fighting the Soong in China, four moons past.’

‘Möngke? Dead?’ Gerel repeated. He was already drunk. Too much koumiss. Always too much koumiss.

There was a long and dreadful silence. Möngke’s death meant that none of their lives would ever be the same. With the passing of a Great Khan the world would change irrevocably. Möngke had been Khaghan, chieftain of chieftains, for as long as he could remember.

‘Möngke is dead?’ Gerel repeated.

None of them minded that he was drunk; it was not a matter of shame among them. But drunkenness was not a great virtue in a chieftain, a khan. Let’s hope he will never become one, Khutelun thought.

‘You have been summoned to the khuriltai, the council?’ Tekudai asked.

‘Yes. All khans of the Tatar have been called to Qaraqorum for the election of our new Khaghan.’

‘Möngke is dead?’ Gerel said again, slurring the words. He frowned and shook his head, as if he could not make sense of the words.

‘Who will it be?’ Nambi asked, ignoring her stepson.

Qaidu gazed into the fire. ‘Hülegü has been absent from Qaraqorum now these ten years, warring in the west. Of Möngke’s other brothers, only Ariq Böke has the heart of a Tatar. Khubilai, Chinggis Khan’s grandson wants to be Khaghan, but he has been in China too long.’

There was a loud, snorting sound, like a camel at a well. Gerel was asleep, snoring loudly.

‘I fear Möngke will be our last Khan of Khans,’ Qaidu said.

They fell silent again, in dread of their father’s pronouncement.

‘Berke is far to the north, in the Russias, with the Golden Horde. He will never return and he will not bow to the rule of his brothers. Hülegü, also, has carved out his own kingdom in the west and I doubt that he will bend the knee at the khuriltai. Our great people is dividing and in that there is peril for us.’ He looked at Khutelun, his daughter, the shaman, the seer for the clan. ‘Tonight you must commune with the spirits,’ he said. ‘You must see what they wish for us to do.’

[image: image]

Khutelun, her head uncovered to the wind and her sash around her neck, stood alone on the ridge called The Woman is Going Away.

She knelt nine times, the customary way, in honour of Tengri, Lord of the Blue Sky. She sprinkled mare’s milk on the ground as offering to the spirits who lived on the mountain, spilled more in the fast-flowing stream as sacrifice to the water sprites.

Afterwards she returned to her yurt where the embrace of the koumiss and hashish enveloped her like a mother’s arms, and she danced in the sweet and cloying darkness, alone with her ancestors and the great star that blazed through the smoke hole in the roof. The shadows swayed and clawed; the moaning of the wind was a thousand voices of the dead, raised again to life by the rhythm and rattle of the shaman’s drums.

But all the smoke-dreams would show her of the future was a man with hair the colour of fire, riding a horse as white as ice and as large as a yak; behind him were two other men, one dressed in black, the other in white with a cross the colour of blood emblazoned on the breast.

And in the dream the man with the fire-hair returned from the mountain with the body of a white goat and he laid it at the feet of her father and claimed Khutelun as his own.
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the road to Aleppo

SHADOWS DANCED IN the olive trees behind the orange glow of the camp fire. A log crackled and tumbled into the flames in a small shower of sparks. The horses twitched at their tethers, and there was the low murmur of talk as William and Josseran and Gérard huddled together for warmth.

Bohemond’s soldiers were asleep, except for two men that Josseran had posted sentry on the perimeter of the camp. The servants were huddled under the wagons. Yusuf, the old Arab guide, was the only other soul still awake at this hour of the watch, but he had sensed William’s enmity and kept himself a little apart, out of the firelight.

Gérard, a lean young man with sparse hair and a wiry beard, spoke rarely, and contented himself with stirring the fire listlessly with a long stick.

William stared at Josseran. On the journey from Antioch the knight had taken to wearing a makeshift turban, which he wrapped around his head and his face to protect it from the wind and the sun. ‘You look like a Saracen,’ he said.

Josseran looked up. William’s lips had cracked, and the skin on his face was already peeling from the effects of the harsh sun on his fair skin. ‘And you look like a boiled peach.’

William saw Gérard smile.

‘I am still curious about this cross you wear.’

‘It was given me by a friend in Acre. A Jew.’

‘You are friends with Jews?’ William hissed. It confirmed his worst suspicions.

‘He has been my language teacher this last five years.’

‘Because a Jew is a teacher does not make him a friend. How long have you been in the Holy Land, Templar?’

‘Five years.’

‘A long time to be away from the company of civilized men.’

‘The Jew who gave me this cross is one of the most civilized and learned men you will ever meet, priest. He taught me both Arabic and Turkic, without which you might as well be a dog barking here in Outremer. Besides, how may I be so far from civilized men when I am in the holy land where Our Lord was born?”

A fine speech, William thought. Why then, did he feel as if he was being mocked? ‘Is that why you are here, to be closer to God?’

‘I was told that the Holy Land needed knights like myself.’

‘Indeed. The Holy Land is our sacred trust. That so many of the holy places are still in the hands of the Saracens is a foul stain on our honour and our faith. It is the duty of every good Christian to win them back.’ He saw the expression on the knight’s face and it irritated him. ‘Is that not your belief, Templar?’

‘I have been here five years. You have been here not five days. Do not tell me my duty in the Holy Land.’

‘We are all here to serve Christ.’

Josseran stared moodily into the fire. Finally, he said: ‘If one may serve Christ by killing men, slaughtering women and children, then Gérard and I shall surely shine resplendent in heaven.’

He saw another look pass between the two Templars.

‘What do you mean by that?’ William said.

Josseran sighed and tossed a stick on to the flames. ‘I mean my duty in the Holy Land lies heavy on me, Brother William. I came here thinking to reclaim the Holy City from the Turk. Instead I have seen Venetians run their swords through the bellies of Genoese in the streets of Acre itself, and I have seen the Genoese do the same to the Venetians, in the monastery of St Sabas. Christian killing fellow Christian. How does that serve Christ? I have also seen good Christian soldiers rip children from their mother’s wombs with their swords and I have seen them rape women and then cut their throats. These particular innocents were not occupying the holy places but were simple Bedouin fetching their sheep from the pastures. All done in the name of Our Saviour.’

‘The Holy Father, as you know, was most offended to hear of the strife between the Venetians and Genoese, for he believes, as you do, that our warlike efforts should be turned against the infidel and not each other. But as for these innocents, as you call them . . . we kill sheep and pigs without sin. To kill a Saracen is no greater stain on the soul.’

‘Sheep and pigs?’ Gérard shifted uneasily and gave Josseran a warning glance.

But Josseran could not help himself. ‘Do sheep and pigs have good physic? Do sheep and pigs know astronomy and the movement of the stars? Do sheep and pigs recite poetry and have their own music and architecture? The Saracens have all these things. I may dispute with them on religion but I cannot believe them to be just sheep and pigs.’

Astronomy and the movement of the stars? The Pope had made it a blasphemy to reach into the secrets of nature. It was clearly an unlawful invasion of the sacred womb of the Great Mother. On his last visit to Paris he had seen a family of Jews dragged from their house and beaten by a mob because they had been discovered secretly translating Arabic texts dealing with mathematics and alchemy.

‘The heathen believe the world is round, in defiance of the laws of God and of heaven,’ William said. ‘Do you believe this, too?’

‘All I know is that though they may not have faith, they are not animals.’ He looked at Gérard. ‘Tell him what happened to you.’

‘When I was in Tripoli, I was kicked in the leg by a horse,’ Gérard said. ‘The leg became infected and an abscess formed. A Templar surgeon was about to cut off my leg with an axe. One of my servants sent for a Mohammedan doctor. He applied a poultice to the leg, and the abscess opened and I soon became well. You understand, Mohammedan or no, it is very hard for me to hate that man.’

‘You have a blasphemous tongue, Templar. It was God that healed you. You should give thanks to the Lord, not the heathen.’

‘I am tired of talking to priests,’ Josseran said. He walked away and lay down on a blanket under the trees. Gérard followed.

William sat alone in the guttering firelight. He prayed to God for the soul of the Templar, as was his duty, and prayed also for strength for what was to come. He prayed long into the night, long after the fire had settled to embers, for he was deathly afraid of facing this Hülegü and he did not want the others to know.
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THEIR PROCESSION SNAKED across the hills, past villages with curious beehive-shaped mud-brick houses. Yusuf rode in front, Josseran and Gérard behind, the packhorses and carts spread along the trail behind them, Bohemond’s soldiers at the centre. William followed at the rear, head stooped, already exhausted by the journey.

Josseran found a grim satisfaction in the priest’s suffering.

They followed an old paved Roman road that cut through the rocky wastes, as it had since the days of the Book. Josseran was glad of Bohemond’s soldiers, for the country was perfect for ambush, and he was sure they were being watched from the hills by Bedouin bandits. Not that he supposed they looked much like a rich Christian caravan, certainly not from their dress.

He and Gérard wore simple tunics made of mosulin, a fine cotton the Crusaders traded from the Turks in Mosul, and they had Mohammedan scarfs wrapped around their faces to keep the sun from burning their skin. Josseran had offered similar comforts to Brother William, who insisted instead on keeping the heavy woollen cowl he had brought with him from Rome. His face was already beet red.

They enjoyed their suffering, his lot.

By late afternoon, their journey had settled to drowsy fatigue; Gérard and William dozed in the saddle, lulled by the heat of the sun on their backs, the creak of the wagons and the dull clip of the horse’s hooves. The stony Syrian hills stretched away all around them.

They smelled them before they heard them. Their ponies reacted first, twitching and stamping their hooves. Yusuf reined in his horse and twisted in the saddle.

‘What is wrong?’ William shouted.

They appeared suddenly and from nowhere. Their helmets flashed in the sun, their red and grey standards whipped from pennant lances. Yusuf shouted an oath. His eyes were wide, like a horse running from a fire.

But the horsemen had already outflanked them, in an expert pincer movement, executed at the gallop. Gérard instinctively reached for his sword but at a sharp command from Josseran he sheathed it again. Bohemond’s soldiers, too, had been taken by surprise and sat docile in their saddles, watching.

Josseran looked around at the friar. William sat calmly in the saddle, his face a mask. ‘Well, Templar,’ he shouted over the thunder of hooves, ‘let us hope your Grand Master’s faith in you was not misplaced.’

Kismet stamped her feet, excited by the charge and the foreign scent in her nostrils.

The horsemen whooped like devils as they completed the encirclement and then rushed towards them. There were perhaps as many as a hundred in the squadron. For a moment it seemed they would gallop over them but at the last moment they reined in their broad-shouldered ponies and stopped.

Then there was deathly silence, save for the occasional snort of a horse and jangle of traces. Josseran spat out their dust.

So. These were the dread Tatars.

Their stench was more horrible than their appearance. Their cheeks were the colour of boiled leather and without exception they had dark eyes that seemed to slant, and coarse, straight black hair. They wore little body armour, either a coat of mail or a cuirass of leather covered with iron scales. Each soldier had a lobster-tail helmet of leather or iron and a round, leather-covered wicker shield. In hand-to-hand combat they would be no match for a heavily armoured Frankish knight, Josseran thought. Yet he supposed, looking at the bows they carried with them, and the box-like quivers of arrows on their belts, they would never allow a superior enemy to get up close.

Their horses were scarcely bigger than mules; ridiculous, ugly animals with blunt noses and large shoulders. Was this really the most feared cavalry in the world?

One of the Tatars, wearing a gold-winged helmet, walked his pony forward and looked them over. Their officer, Josseran supposed. His eyes were golden and almond-shaped, like a cat. He had a wisp of a black beard and carried a battleaxe in his right fist.

‘Who are you?’ he said, in passable Arabic. ‘Why do you approach Aleppo?’

Josseran removed the scarf he had coiled around his mouth and he saw a moment’s surprise in the eyes of the Tatar officer at seeing his fire-gold beard. ‘My name is Josseran Sarrazini. I am a knight of the Order of the Temple, assigned to the fortress of Acre. My lord is Thomas Bérard, Grand Master of the Order. I have been sent as ambassador to your prince, the lord Hülegü.’

‘And what of the crow perched on the brown skeleton behind you?’

The crow. Josseran smiled. In his black habit, it was exactly what William looked like. ‘He is a fellow ambassador.’

‘He does not dress like one.’

‘What does he say?’ William said.

‘He wishes to know our business.’

‘Tell him I have a missive for his lord from the Pope himself.’

‘Be patient and let me do the talking for us.’

‘My name is Juchi,’ the Tatar officer said. ‘I will escort you to Aleppo. Hülegü, Khan of all Persia, will meet with you there.’

Josseran turned to William. ‘They are going to take us to Aleppo to meet with Hülegü.’

‘Good,’ William said. ‘I have had enough of this horse and your company already. I do not think I could stand another day of it.’
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