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This sorwe is more


Than mannis muth may telle


(Anon, 13thC)


This is how it was. This is what he could never forget. This was his remembering. Blackest night, and him choking, choking. His eyes squeezed tight shut but still he couldn’t shut out the Devil’s face, blood clotted, bulging eyes blood red, and the devil himself lamenting and howling. My bowels, my bowels. Entrails wrenched from the living body writhing like bloodied snakes. Oh the stench, the stench and the she-wolf devouring them, cramming them into her open maw and the faces, grinning and leering, bawling their glee, and the screaming coming from that mask of a face…no man could make such moaning.


Voices out of the suffocating black…


‘Shut it, you.’


‘What’s to do? Is it murder?’


‘It’s my sleep he’s murdering. Get ’im out of ’ere.’


She’s not a wolf – she’s a devil.


‘I’ll clout thee if tha doesna shut it.’


I saw her. I saw the devil feasting on flesh.


Hard knuckles on head bone.


Rough hands in hard hold over mouth. Gagging, gagging.


‘For dear God’s sake, he’ll have us all killed. These days, there’s daggers in men’s smiles.’


‘Qu’est ce qui se passe?’


‘Nowt’s ’appened. Nightmare is all.’


‘Sweet Mary, that’s all we need – that yappy little Frenchie’ll ’ave us all locked up.’


‘Or worse.’


‘Do something, Tom. You’re ’is father. Sort your brat out.’


‘Dit donc, bandes de bittes, qu’arrive?’


‘It’s nowt – guts’ ache is all. Stuffed ’is face at the feast and now ’is belly’s suffering, little swine.’


And that other voice. A boy’s voice, low, calm.


‘Safe now. Safe.’


Hand stroking hair, wiping away sweat, smoothing away fear.


Safe now. Sleep.


That was his remembering. That was what he couldn’t forget.
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What do they do with the old full moons?


They cut them up into pieces,


crumble them and make stars.


(Nasreddin Hoca, 13thC)


Every winter they dreamed of returning to the summer pasture. They were warm enough in this place where the ancient people used to live. They used the shaped stones to make the winter quarters sound. Their hearths were warm against winter storms. Their animals were well housed and there was food enough, for man and beast alike. But they longed for the time when the snow melted from the mountains, and the rivers rushed through gorges swollen with meltwater. They talked of it, while the rain beat down and white-capped waves tore at the shore. They crammed together in the smoky, steamy winter houses and the old ones told stories of past times, of the great warriors, of things that happened long before the girl was born, long before she and Nene came to live with the wanderers, the yürük.


There was a time long ago when the little tribe had belonged to the great tribe of the sarıkeçilis, but there was a quarrel between two friends, friends who had grown up together as brothers, who had fought together and hunted together and herded together. They swore to be loyal to each other beyond death. But when they grew to be young men they loved the same girl and one spilt the blood of the other and so had to leave the tribe. That was the law. Besides, had he stayed he would himself have been killed. So he left, taking his fought-for bride, and brothers and mother, and a share of the animals, and so began their tribe.


The girl thought she had just a memory of him when he was an old, old man, and his wife was a wizened face atop a scrawny body with wisps of hair – grey as smoke – twisted into skinny plaits. The women said she was beautiful when she was a young girl but the girl found it hard to believe. But that was when she was very young.


When the night was quiet and it was just her and Nene in the dim firelight, the old woman told the young one the story of her own long life, and how she met the girl’s grandfather, and what happened in that magic year. And the story of the girl’s mother, and the girl’s story, and how they came to live with the tribe. All this she told in the quiet nights, and all the nights blurred into one, and all the winters.


Spring returned and the high valleys bloomed scarlet with anemone and poppy and pale purple with crocus, and white daisies with yellow eyes waved through grass that was lush and fresh. Then they left the mosquito-ridden coast lands, winding up and up the gorge through the corridors of rock and in the shadow of rock, through pine-scented air, higher and higher. Below them was the glistening river, brown as a horse and as strong, pulling and sucking at the trunks and bending the boughs of trees. Ahead of them was the tight flock of sheep – fat long tails and rumps waggling – hemmed in by black, curly-haired goats, with the shepherds and sturdy dogs pushing them on.


The donkeys were loaded with belongings: bedding and kilims and the saç for baking bread and the stout beams for the loom for carpet weaving and the spindles used for spinning goat hair and sheep’s wool into yarn. There were the cauldrons used for cooking, the ewers and wooden bowls and copper bowls, the samovars and the big brass serving trays. There were the wooden chests for storing cloth, and the leather containers for water and others for butter making. There were the chickens in wicker carriers and the last sacks of corn. What the donkeys couldn’t carry, the women carried on their backs, together with the babies – the toddlers too when they were tired out with the climb, as the girl was carried when she was a child. The men rode the fleet, sturdy mountain horses that were descended, so they said, from the ancient horses of the great plateau far from here.


All of it, clanking and jingling and creaking and hooves sharp on rock and bleating and barking and braying and squawking and shouting and chattering and laughter because all were happy to be on their way back to the yayla, to the summer camp, though they were quiet later in the day because the way was hard and steep and they carried heavy burdens and the little ones fretted because they were weary.


Every year they made their camp in the same flat stretch of land sheltered by craggy mountain sides that were backed by range after range, all blurring into blue.


They placed the tents carefully, like the swift ships the girl had once seen in Silifke harbour, in rows, sailing the grassy plateau. Some families lived in tents that were like upturned boats, with ribs of wood covered in black felt, but she and Nene lived in a black tent with its poles proud against the sky and wooden battens tethering it to the ground. They made their hearth and the platforms at opposite ends for the beds and stores; they spread kilims and cushions where they would gaze at the green and gold summer world through the framework of the black tent.


Here too, straggling up one side of the valley walls, were the ruins of another world, another time. Springs bubbled from the ground and gushed over pebbles and there were the cut and shaped stones ready to use if they had need of them. They used fluted pillars, end on end, to dam the stream for the grazing flock. The girl used to look at them, those old stones lichen-blurred with words she could not read when she was young. There were marble figures draped in marble cloth, all of them taller than she was. Paved streets and blocks of carved stone bleached by the sun lay half buried in undergrowth; whole streets of stone and stones that were once houses were tumbled now in heaps and cicadas sang loudest here, as if they were the souls of the dead. Who had lived here? If this was their summer dwelling, it was a place of miracles. If she climbed the steep-stepped half-circle in the ruins, right to the highest, loftiest, top-most point, on a clear day she could see the glittering blue of the sea far below. She liked sitting there, so high up with the mountain peaks travelling across the land and the lines of the tents lying at anchor below her.


When summer ended in the mountains, the tribe left, winding back down the mountain pass, down through the gorge to the coast where summer still stayed, to prepare their winter quarters once again. One year, winter ambushed them and frost and biting wind drove them back down the mountain. The girl loved that time, and the whole silent world of the high valleys, and the icy chill of morning and the frozen ground and mist hanging heavy and their breath spilling more mist.


But the summer months were as precious. At night, the sky was crammed with stars. ‘As the roof of our tent covers our own little world so the roof of the sky covers the whole world,’ Nene told her, ‘and we are all part of that greater whole. All – men, women, children, fish and fowl and creeping things and creatures that go on four legs – all have their own stories. Stories within stories, never-ending, as infinite as these stars we gaze on.’


When the whole camp was silent and sleeping, she and Nene would sit outside under the sky blanket and stargaze.


‘If you listen, you might hear the stars singing,’ Nene told her. When she was very young, she would sit very still and very quiet and she thought then it was true and she could hear them, faint and far away, like the hardly heard singing of precious metal.


Once when she was a child she asked Nene, ‘Where does the fat old moon go?’


‘They cut it into little pieces, child, and make it into stars.’


The girl believed her. She was Nene, her grandmother, and the wisest woman in the whole world. Her eyes were grey as the grey-eyed goddess; the girl’s eyes were deep brown flecked with gold and she wished she had Nene’s eyes and that way she had of looking into your very soul. Nene said she had her grandfather’s eyes and sometimes she would gaze into them and sigh and pinch the girl’s cheek.


The girl had lived with her grandmother for as long as she had memory. It was Nene who taught her the names of the stars in the vast sky, and how to travel by their direction. She taught her the uses of plants for medicine, and the best way of making fire. She taught her how to track the wild animals, silently, scarcely breathing, making herself invisible. She taught her the ways of the seasons and the routes that were passable in summer but not in winter. She taught her to read the strange marks on the stones and to speak the strange language of the merchant men who travelled across their land from sea to sea and to far distant lands because who knew, she said, when the girl might need to converse in another’s tongue?


It was Nene who insisted she was taught to ride bareback and to out-ride any mother’s son because who knew, said Nene, when she might need to ride like the wind? The girl could out-shoot them, too, stringing and drawing the curved bow and loosing the arrow with speed and accuracy so they teased her and called her ‘Çiçek’s daughter’, though that was not her mother’s name, until she tossed her head and dared them to out-shoot her, dared them to race against her. They named her after the Lady Çiçek of the old stories, who out-rode and out-shot and out-wrestled all the warriors until the hero Bamsi Beyrek of the grey horse came and she was in turn out-raced and his arrow split her own and she was out-wrestled by him and became his promised wife, but he was captured and kept prisoner for years before he escaped and returned to her. The girl wondered if there would ever be a Bamsi Beyrek for her, who would match her skill and be her equal. She was very young then.


So many things she learned as the seasons passed and she grew older and Nene grew old, though never to her, not old like the old chief’s wispy-haired wife. It was that summer when she saw it, the summer when the moon and the stars shifted and slipped, and the world tumbled. It was as if the pole of the tent cracked and split.


They were toiling up the rocky gorge. Nene stopped to catch for breath and slipped suddenly on the rocks and was slithering away over the edge of the gorge. The girl grabbed at her arm and her fingers closed round bone as frail as a lark’s wing. It was easy to haul the old woman back to safety.


‘Well done, child,’ Nene said quietly, because she was a quiet woman. The girl had never heard her raise her voice. It was then she saw her grandmother’s dark face was wrinkled like a walnut. Always a small woman, she had withered into a bundle of skin-wrapped bone. Only her eyes were luminous and mysterious as the morning mist.


And then one night when the fat old moon was cut and crumbled and made into stars she died as quietly as she had lived.


Earlier that evening they had sat under the star blanket.


‘Child,’ Nene said out of darkness, out of silence, ‘I want you to go to your grandfather’s country. I want you to find him.’


The girl stayed still as she had been taught, whatever happened, whatever she heard or saw. That had been the hardest lesson and a long time learning because she was by nature impulsive and her face was a mirror of her moods and thoughts. Now she knew the value of the lesson. At last she asked, ‘Leave you, Nene?’


‘Leaving,’ she said. ‘What is that? It means nothing. While the heart remembers, there is no leaving.’


‘What if he’s dead, Nene?’


‘He is not dead. I know it.’


The girl believed her. Those grey eyes saw what others could not.


Nene fumbled at her neck, pulling at a leather thong until she held up something between her fingers that gleamed pale in the night. The girl recognised it, remembered the first time Nene had shown it to her. ‘This is old,’ she had said. ‘Very old. Who knows how old? See?’ It was a tiny axe of polished jade from the far countries, a miracle of workmanship. The blade was honed and the carefully wrought hole in the gleaming shaft was threaded with leather. ‘Your grandfather came by it on his travels. He said the people of the far countries value the jade stone for its many powers and gave it to me as a token of his love. I have kept it with me all these years wondering if he might some day return. It was not to be.’ And she had sighed and replaced the tiny axe in the pouch and the pouch inside the neck of her blue tunic, nestling between her breasts and next to her heart.


Now she held it up in the starlight. ‘I give it to you, daughter of my daughter,’ she said. ‘You are more precious to me than any carved jade or gold or jewels. I want you to go to your grandfather’s country. Take this with you and it will protect you. Give it to him and he will know you are truly his grandchild.’ She fixed those grey eyes on the girl’s face. ‘Do not stay here to be taken by your father’s family and wedded to some sheep-brained oaf. Do you promise?’


What could she do but promise? She took the token of love so skilfully worked, so ancient, so safely kept, and she promised. And that night the old grandmother died as quietly as she had lived with no more than a sigh to say her soul was freed.


The girl sat with her all through that night at the dark of the moon. She watched the stars wheel through the vastness of the firmament. She watched rosy dawn stretch fingers across the morning sky and touch the mountaintops. She watched spiders’ webs shimmering in early morning mist, glittering with dewdrop jewels. There was time enough to tell the tribe. For now, this forlorn body belonged to her alone. The stars shifted and slipped, and the world tumbled. Nene, grandmother, teacher, guide, home, lodestar, was dead, and the girl had promised to leave all that was left of their life together to journey to a strange, cold land in search of an old man of whom she knew only stories.


When Nene had thought the girl was old enough to understand, she told how she had stolen her granddaughter away after the mother, her own daughter, had died. The girl’s father wasn’t a bad man; stubborn and mule-headed, yes, and without the wit to use what sense God had given him. But not a bad man. It was the place where he lived that was bad. The house was carved out of the rock itself and the air had poison in it. It was this that killed the girl’s mother when she was too young to die and the girl not a year old. No one would believe that this was true. We have always lived in these cave houses, they said, as our parents and grandparents did. Our people found safety here. You are a foolish woman to believe such things, some said. Others, that it was grief for her daughter that had crazed her mind.


‘So I came at night and stole you away to save your life, even if I was too late to save my daughter from her painful death. Such pain she suffered. Nobody told me she was sick with the cave sickness. They kept it from me. But they forgot how news travels in our world. I was living then in my cousin’s home. My father and mother were dead and my cousin took me in, but it was not an act of kindness. He was not a kind man. I was more servant than cousin. If I had taken you to that home, he would have sent you back. It didn’t matter to him that my daughter was dead.’


It would have saved so much trouble if she had died sooner. Is that what the cousin said or was it what the girl imagined he said and not what Nene told her?


‘He said he was lucky to find her any husband at all, let alone a good Christian husband like Pavlo, and that was true enough. That was because I was not married. I had no man, and your mother had no father. My father and then my cousin gave us a home and not many would have done so. My cousin was a rich merchant, like his father, like my father, so he could offer a good bride price and would have found me a willing man but I refused. When Pavlo offered for your mother, she did not refuse. I think she was pleased to leave my cousin’s home. It was not a happy one.


‘But when your mother died so young – much too young and so painfully – I took you far away from that place. I walked and walked until I could walk no further and I wondered then if I had done right after all, or if it was just another way to die. And then these good people found us and cared for us and we made our home with them.’


A small tribe with no more than nine yurts who gave life back to a woman no longer young and to a girl child; two Christians seeking shelter amongst the children of Mohammed. They were welcomed for their own sakes as much as for Nene’s skill in medicine. ‘To be of our household there is no need to come from the same blood,’ said the old chief. ‘Ours is a household of the heart. Whoever is of our heart is of our household.’ That was the Sufi faith.


Of course, the family found them. News travels in the merchant world. That’s how fortunes are made. But they were content to let it be. ‘Until I am dead,’ Nene said. ‘That is the agreement we made. When I am dead they will come to claim you.’


But that day had seemed far off and the girl forgot it. And now Nene was dead. The girl wanted to bury her in the earth of the ancient basilica on the mountainside. It seemed fitting; the basilica was marked with the Christian cross and she was Christian after all, though happy to follow the Sufi way of life. ‘All is one,’ she said. ‘All is one.’ There was part of a carved angel that the girl took to mark the grave – the head and shoulders and two curving wings, one broken, but an angel for all that. In spite of rain that had fallen earlier in the week, the ground was baked stony hard by the summer sun, so they could barely dig deep enough. The girl had them lift a huge weighty slab of carved stone. She had seen such slabs covering the graves of the ancient ones and wanted to honour her grandmother in the old way. This one had a beaded carved edge and a Greek cross enclosed in a circle in the middle of the slab. It was well made, a craftsman’s hand for sure, and warm from the sun; if anyone had taken the girl’s heart in their hands they would have found it cold stone.


‘Don’t weep for me, don’t say, Alas what a pity!


‘The grave is but a veil before the gathering in Paradise.


‘You have seen the setting, now see the rising…’


The Father Chief spoke the words of the great Sufi poet-philosopher, Jalal al Din Rumi, the Mevlana. The women mourned but her eyes were dry. Be still, Nene had taught her and so she was still, with the passion of grief locked inside her and pondering, pondering on the promise she had made.


A day later the horsemen arrived, cantering down the mountainside and into the broad valley of the summer dwelling. It was a day when the sky was spinning clouds like women twirling spindles to make yarn from fleece. Most of the men were away with the flocks because this was the end of summer and new pasture was needed. The chief was sleeping the afternoon sleep of the very old. The watchdogs that had been left behind were yelping and barking at their approach. They were huge, shaggy animals with spiked collars and the men’s horses were prancing and shying and shaking their heads nervously. The men halted, keeping a safe distance from the circling dogs. The women gathered outside the yurts, leaving their weaving and spinning and stretching and tossing from arm to arm the thin dough that would be baked so quickly on a shield of metal laid over the fire. The children clung to their skirts. The girl stayed in the shadow of the black tent. Were these the uncles come to claim her already?


They were young men and foreign, dressed in the manner of the merchants from Venezia but neatly bearded like the tribesmen. One spoke in bad Turkish.


‘Peace be with you. Good day to you. Last time we passed this way we bought yoghurt and cheese. We’d welcome the chance of trading for more.’


He was handsome, dark haired and dark eyed, on a grey horse like Bamsi Beyrek. His flesh clung to his cheekbones, his nose was arched, his jaw firm. He looked noble. He could have passed for a yürük chieftain except that he couldn’t speak their language. Not well. His speech was riddled with strange sounds and only half intelligible and the women held the ends of their head-shawls to their mouths, hiding their mirth. The girl recognised him. He had come more than a year ago in the early summer, cantering down the valley side just as he had done now. Nene had bid her stay in the black tent. Who knew who these strangers might be? Slave traders or her father’s kinsmen or robbers who preyed on merchants? Nene had gone out to greet them and the girl had watched through the framework of the black tent. She had thought him very handsome. Now he was here again.


The women huddled together, and she listened to their talk. They were debating the profit and loss of bartering with these barely remembered strangers, and their own men two days’ ride away. That first visit, the strangers had brought soap, good soap from their own country, made in small pieces and packed in small boxes. Turkish soap was made from tallow and, while it served its purpose, the soap that these foreigners brought was far preferable.


‘There was an old lady, the grandmother with grey eyes,’ the dark man said suddenly. ‘She gave us medicine for the summer sickness. One of our men is ill. She promised us more medicine when we returned this way. We hoped to ask for her help.’


Merih, the chief’s daughter said, gravely, ‘Our Anatolian sister is newly dead.’


‘I am sorry for your loss. She was a great lady. I admired her very much.’


It wasn’t the dark-haired man on the prancing grey horse who spoke but a quiet man, a brown man – brown hair, brown eyes, brown skin on a quiet brown horse. Beside the other, he seemed dull and plain, slight in build but his voice was soft as the threads of silk carpets, and had music wefted through it. He spoke in careful Turkish, though the lift and fall of his voice betrayed his foreignness. Was he the same companion of the other visit? The girl did not remember him.


‘It is the will of Allah,’ said Merih.


‘May she be remembered forever.’


It was the accepted response, but she felt he meant it and her eyes burned. Nene, her grandmother, was a great lady.


The man spoke again. ‘I would like to remember her name.’


‘Sophia. Her name was Sophia.’


‘Sophia,’ he repeated, and he didn’t comment on the strangeness of the Greek name of a woman who lived amongst the Sufi yürük. Instead, his head lifted and he was gazing straight at the yurt, into the shadows where the girl was hiding, and she had the strangest feeling that he saw her, though she knew he could not. She was invisible in the dappled shadows. And she remembered him then; Nene had brought the men to the open flap of the yurt. She had gestured to the girl to remove herself into the shadowy interior but the brown man had already seen her, his eyes steady and considering and she had looked back at him, challenging stare for stare, until Nene had gestured again and she had withdrawn. The dark man, the handsome one, had not noticed her at all and it irked her. Was she so invisible to him? His eyes were grey. Not clear grey like Nene’s but smoky, like hearth fires, and his lashes were thick and long like a girl’s. Beautiful eyes.


‘Will you share your name with us, sir?’


‘Of course. I am Dafydd ap Heddwyn ap Rhickert.’ The names rolled proudly from his tongue though it was clear to him they made little sense to the women. A smile flickered and went. ‘Mostly they call me Dai – easier on the tongue, isn’t it? And my friend here goes by the name of Thomas Archer.’


The dark man dipped his head in greeting. So he was Thomas Archer. Or went by the name of Thomas Archer, the brown man said, and that was strange when he had announced his own name in that proud way. Thomas Archer, she repeated, and the name sounded strange on her tongue.


Time to puzzle later because the dogs were called to heel and two men dismounted, holding the reins to keep the horses quiet before one of the women led them to the corral where two of their sturdy mountain ponies had been left behind. The grey and the brown were turned loose with them, and the girl saw the brown whicker softly in greeting to the chestnut mare that was her favourite.


The chief was coming out from his yurt with the meagre retinue of elders, the old men who had stayed behind. They sat with their guests on one of the kilims woven in the tribal motif in the shade of tall walnut trees already heavy with green fruit while the women served bowls of cool, tangy yoghurt mixed with clear, sweet water from the bubbling springs. There were little biscuits sweetened with dried grapes and almonds that were Nene’s favourite and fat figs ripe and bursting and warm from the sun and dribbled with mountain honey. The two young men were guests, and so they were welcomed, and were asked the questions all travellers were asked. Where have you come from? Where are you going?


Their merchant train was encamped at one of the hans on the Karaman road; they were bound for Attaleia, travelling from the far countries. It was late summer, and time they reached the coast before autumn gales made sailing impossible, except they had to halt until their companion was recovered. Where then were they bound?


‘Venezia.’


Venezia, a name only though Nene had spoken of Venezia, the miraculous city that floated on water. And of Genoa, its great rival, and how merchants travelled from those prosperous cities across the sea to this broad land, crossing it from han to han, the resting places built by the Selçuk, each a camel’s day journey apart, though the Selçuk were vanquished now and the land ruled by the Beyliks, each with his own province and some his own mint to cast the coins that said he was a powerful ruler. The coins were worthless down on the coast land, unless they came from the mint of their own Bey. It was one of the reasons they bartered goods; strange coins were no use to them up here in the high valley.


Merih’s daughter, Gül, came into the tent to find her. The two girls were about the same age and Gül looked curiously at the girl’s dark head bent over a basket of herbs.


‘Why are you hiding away? Why don’t you come and see the strangers? It’s not often we get visitors as handsome as these two.’


The girl shook her head. She stood up with a small-stoppered earthen bottle in her hands. ‘This is good for sickness. They will need to add six drops of this to fresh water. On no account use stale water. Make that clear to these strangers. They do not value fresh water as we do. Three cups a day, perhaps for three or four days. It’s difficult to know without seeing him.’


‘Why not come and tell them yourself?’ The look she slanted at the girl was sly, teasing. The girl shook her head again and Gül sighed at her stubbornness.


‘Your loss, then,’ she said and took the bottle from the girl and walked back to the group of men, hips swaying, pleased to be the centre of attention. The girl stayed behind in the shelter of the tent. She didn’t know why she had refused. Not shyness, not embarrassment, nothing as simple as that. She watched as Gül relayed the instructions, saw the brown man shake his head and those around him shaking theirs in agreement. Then Gül was swaying back to the tent, all too aware that her rounded haunches displayed tempting plumpness.


‘You have to come. They say they need to talk to you. It’s all guesswork, otherwise.’


The girl nodded and silently followed Gül across the space to the group of elders and the two guests. She stood before them, hands folded, head bent. Out of the corner of her eye she observed the dark man with the smoky, long-lashed grey eyes. He was watching her, eyebrows raised.


‘She is very young.’


‘That may be so,’ said the Chief, ‘but she has been well taught by her grandmother. We have every confidence in Sophia’s child.


‘Come, girl; hear what our guests have to say concerning their friend who is ill. It may be you need to add to your medicine.’


The brown man leaned forward. His gaze had not left her and she found it disturbing. His eyes were dark brown, almost black; they were the eyes of one who would look into your soul but his face was taut as a tent rope. A hard man, hardened by life. Not a man to be treated lightly. Deliberately, she distanced herself, became still, an empty vessel, as her grandmother had taught her.


‘Of course, Father of our tribe. It shall be as you will.’


It was the brown man who talked, describing fever, a swollen throat, a wracking cough, sickness. Well, the sickness she had dealt with. The fever? She considered. What was it Nene had prescribed? Nene had followed the teachings of Ibn Sina, that greatest of great men of philosophy and medicine who the foreigners called Avicenna. What was it Nene had used for sickness of the lungs? Of course, the seeds of the plant they gathered every year at the ruins of the old monastery on the high crag. She could not remember its name but it was the one that was used for the incense in the Christian churches and was also the best for reducing inflammation and fever and clearing the lungs. Quietly, as Nene would have done, she explained how to burn the substance so that the vapours could be inhaled and breathing relieved and fever reduced. The brown man listened in that still way he had and the dark man – how pleased he was, how grateful. Her lashes fluttered over her lowered lids. It was enough to have served him, to have been of use. She would have left them then except that the Father Chief indicated that she stay; it was an honour and she could not refuse. She sat silently listening to them.


The dark man was talking again.


‘Dai here must go to Flanders. That’s where our employer lives – Heinrijc Mertens, a rich merchant of Ieper whose business we are engaged on. But we’ll not be going to England, that’s for sure.’ England: that strange, cold, far-off land that was her grandfather’s country. She had sworn to Nene that she would travel there. The dark man laughed though there was no merriment in it. ‘We haven’t seen England for many a year and our companions are none too keen to see it again. But my friend here is homesick for the poverty-stricken little country he calls home.’


The brown man said nothing and his face gave nothing away. If he was homesick for his country he gave no sign. He had the gift of stillness and it disturbed her. The chief bartered cheese and yoghurt for soap – the last few boxes, he was told, saved specially for this tribe – and a parcel of bright patterned silk cloth they were carrying from the far countries, and she could see how much he was enjoying himself playing merchants’ games with these two young men. He was like one of the small lizards, all wizened skin and bright dark eyes that shifted this way and that. When he was excited, spittle flecked the sides of his mouth and he flicked it away with his tongue. He was doing that now, gloating over his treasures.


Then the men were leave-taking, though they were pressed to stay and eat with the tribe and the brown man cast a hungry look towards the bubbling pot. They had some distance to travel, they said, and their friends were waiting for them. And they were away up the valley side, the brown man on a brown horse and the dark, handsome man astride the grey, away and gone out of her life.
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Such is the ordinance of the Mighty One,


the all-knowing. It is he that has created for you


the stars, so that they may guide you in the


darkness of the land and sea.


(Quran: 6:95-96)


When the sun was sitting just on the rim of the mountains the chief summoned her to his great tent. It was one of the yurts like an upturned boat and inside was dark. He watched the girl as she walked towards him in that light, graceful way she had. Such a small girl, skinny as well, but fearless and with a surprising strength of arm for a girl of such small size. He’d heard them teasing her, calling her ‘Çiçek’s daughter’, and there was much truth in that. Strength of mind, too. Stubborn. Once she’d set her mind to something, she didn’t let go. Like that grave she’d had them make for her grandmother, with its lid of carved stone so heavy it took all their strength to lift it into place. Not that any of the old men had the strength of their youth. Not now. These were the autumn years and he had no regrets. A good life he’d had. But the girl! What would her life be now that the grandmother was dead? Not a sound out of her, not a tear. She had done well today, explaining to the visitors what medicine they must take; so very like her grandmother. He told her so.


She sat very still in front of him though her heart was beating fast. Through the opening she could see the round red ball of the sun sliding behind the mountains and the glow from it turned the valley to fire. For a moment, it seemed as if Nene’s funeral mound was ablaze.


‘We regret the death of Sophia our friend,’ he said, as if he, too, had the same thought. He looked uncomfortable, his eyes flickering this way and that, and she wondered what next. ‘Now that you have no kin…’ He stopped and she waited. ‘Now that you have no kin—’


‘You are my kin,’ she said. She kept her voice even and low. ‘The tribe is all I know, all I have ever known.’


‘It is not possible. We made a promise that you would be returned to your family when your grandmother died. A promise must be kept. Word will be sent to your uncles tomorrow. No doubt they will come for you at once – perhaps they will be here in three or four days’ time. You will be cared for.’


Cared for. She did not want to be cared for by her uncles. She did not want to be returned to the rock home that had killed her mother. She said nothing.


‘No doubt they will find a husband for you.’


‘Nene did not want me to be married to any one of them.’ The old man thought how like her grandmother she was. Not grey eyed and golden haired, as the old woman had been in her young days, but with that same remoteness, as if they looked into another world. A strange girl, so stubborn and self-possessed for one so young. And she needed to be.


‘So she told me. But a promise is a promise. They will be here in three or four days’ time.’ His eyes flickered towards her and away. He looked beyond her, through the tent opening at the darkening sky. ‘You are Sophia’s child, and Sophia, our Anadolu Bacı, was dear to us all. You are as dear to me as my own daughter, both because you are Sophia’s child and for your own sake. I do not want to go against her wishes but I cannot ask our men to defy your family. We are no longer warriors. We are peaceful now. We have forgotten how to make war.’


‘I would not ask it of you.’ she spoke as formally as he did. ‘Father of our tribe, you are wise and careful for our people. I would not wish harm to come to any one of them.’


He nodded, accepting her obedience. His next words were unexpected, like stumbling on an unseen stub of root. ‘Your grandmother will be much missed,’ he said. ‘Not only by us. The travellers who came, the two men who had need of her medicine; they also valued your grandmother.’ A pause. A heart’s beat. ‘You also know how to make medicine from plants, Sophia’s child. She taught you well.’ Another pause. ‘You also will be much missed.’


Her eyes narrowed. She knew then what his purpose was, and what was hers. She kissed his hand and lifted his hand to her brow, in their custom, and left him. In the short time she had been with him, the sun had dipped behind the mountains and darkness had come. The yurts were black shapes in a blacker land. How empty was their yurt now that Nene was no longer there. Nene’s soul was gone but this was no time for grieving.


She sent away the women who came to beg her to eat the evening meal with them. She was tired, she said, and longed to sleep but when the last one had left she sat down on the embroidered cushions and patterned kilims and unplaited her long hair so that it fell over her shoulders and past her waist and spread over the cushion on which she was sitting. Kazan, her friend from childhood, had made a song in praise of her hair just last winter. Not black, like the yürük women, but dark brown, burnished like bronze, copper like the flanks of a fleet chestnut horse, gold flecked, shining like sun on the great flowing river. He sang it outside their winter house one bright morning but Nene had laughed and sent him away. She remembered this while she unplaited strand after strand. She remembered too the feel of Nene’s hands gentle in her hair because this had always been Nene’s task.


She took Nene’s precious scissors, their inlaid blades always kept sharp and shining, and snipped and snipped until her hair was only to her shoulders, like the dark hair of the handsome young merchant, and the fallen hair lay in great coils on the kilim. Her hands didn’t tremble but afterwards, when she felt the lightness of her head, and saw the copper-bronze-gold coils lying lifeless, she mourned for her lost self. She gathered up every strand and burned them in the hearth and watched them flare up and die into ashes.


She bound a length of thin cotton cloth about her breasts, thankful for once that she was small and slight and the little apple shapes were easily flattened. She pulled her plain blue kaftan over her gömlek and şalvar. Always blue because it was a lucky colour, Nene said, and kept away the evil spirits. The girl could not remember either of them wearing anything other than shades of blue, though only last year Nene had given her a beautiful kaftan patterned in blues and crimson and it grieved her to leave it behind. She fastened the warm ferace about her. No head covering that marked her out as a girl. Now she was a boy, in boy’s clothing, with boy’s hair and not yet years enough for chin hair. She secured a sharp-bladed knife in her belt. She put the jade amulet into a leather pouch and hung the pouch about her neck. She packed a satchel with food and skins of water and Nene’s scissors and a comb skilfully made from bone that had belonged to Nene’s mother, and her mother before that, and the little gold ring with its carved amethyst stone that she had found one day when she and Nene were gathering herbs and plants at the old monastery. She slung the satchel over her shoulder and fastened a quiver of arrows to the belt at her waist. She took up her curved bow and looked outside. All was quiet. A shadow in the shadows, she moved through the camp. The dogs watched her but didn’t stir. They knew her too well.


Two of the horses had been left behind. The girl paused, eyeing them thoughtfully. One raised its head. It was the chestnut mare with the blaze of white on her nose, her favourite, the one she rode when she had the chance. They were corralled for safe keeping from the wolves and wild boar. Better not be on foot at night in the mountains. And without a horse she had no hope of catching up with the two men and their caravan. She hoped she would not be named a thief for taking the mare. She clicked her fingers and called the mare by name: Rüzgar. The mare came trustingly, hoping for titbits. The girl whispered pet names to her and wound her hand through the pale mane and led the little mare out of the corral and up the mountainside. Once they were clear of the camp, the girl mounted bareback, easily, as she had been taught. The night sky was bright with stars. She gazed up at them, seeking out the familiar patterns that would guide her safely through the night. It was Nene who taught her the names of the stars in the vast sky, and how to travel by their direction.


And that was how she left her home of seventeen summers, secretly, silently, not daring to take her leave of anyone. It was better for them not to know.


It was easy for the mare to follow the familiar track that led up to the top of the gorge, even in the dark, though her flared nostrils and white eyes showed her fear. The girl looked back once to where the black yurts were just visible in the glimmer of fire from the hearths. The comforting noises of chickens and goats and dogs settling for the night rose up from the valley, familiar and loved and utterly lost to her, as Nene was lost. Oh my dearest one, my Nene, my wisest of grandmothers, grey-eyed Sophia, I shall miss you every day of my life. Leaving you is so very hard.


‘Leaving,’ she said. ‘What is that? It means nothing. While the heart remembers, there is no leaving.’


It was as clear as if Nene had been standing beside her, as if the words were spoken aloud. The girl turned away and headed for the road that led to Karaman.
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Love for the lovely shining maid will not


Be brought out from its nest…


(Dafydd ap Gwilym, 14thC)


Edgar was worse. The fever was not abating and the belly cramps had him doubled up in agony all through the night. He’d just dropped into sleep when he was woken up again by the morning call to prayer. No rest for the poor boy. No choice but to wait until he recovered even if that meant missing the last sailing of the season. Twm wasn’t happy; Edgar was a chance-come-by traveller who had no claim on them whereas Heinrijc Mertens, their employer, would be anxious for their safe return. But Dai insisted they couldn’t abandon the boyo, not now when he was ill. In the end he had his way but it was a disagreement, see, and he didn’t like disagreements on the road. It was bad for the men, the cameleteers and muleteers. That was the way to a bundle of problems. He knew his guide from the last journey; knew him for a trustworthy man, dark as bog oak and eyes keen as a kestrel’s but good in a tight corner. There was an edginess about them all this journey; a quickness to see a slight where none was meant and a quickness to argue, and that rubbed off on the animals so they were rarely placid and often restive. But the men had a fondness for Edgar. He’d not been with them long, for sure, but he was a well-natured boy who never fired up no matter how Blue teased him about his dainty ways. Indeed, Edgar’s coming had made for better relations all round. Never a word about how he came to be wandering in these parts but then nobody asked questions like that. Never did. Best keep quiet, these days.


The hancı wasn’t very happy about it – not at first. When he realised it was nothing catching, nothing plaguey, he said they could stay for the usual three days at no cost but had to move on after that or look to payment. A relief it was to be inside the high walls of the han and safe from robbers, with the comfort of a sound building and fresh water and bathing. The animals were stabled in the court with all the others – camels, mules, horses, dogs. At least they were looked after and a man on call at every han if a shoe was loose or a horse went lame or needed doctoring. You just had to get used to the noise and the stench. He’d known worse. Far worse.


Dai had pushed them on to reach this han because it was only half a day’s ride from the nomad camp and the wise woman they’d met early last summer. If anyone could help them, it would be her. The physician at the han had done his best but he shook his head and sighed and pouted as if Edgar had no tomorrow. Well, that wasn’t so. Edgar had tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. A life of tomorrows. He’d make sure of that.


In truth, he was worried for Edgar’s sake but – confess it now – he’d a wish to visit the nomads again. Would she be there, the girl seen in the shadows of the yurt over a year ago in the early summer months? Just a glimpse before the old woman sent her away but so slender, with that heart-aching curve of cheek and tumbling hair and golden eyes. He couldn’t tear his gaze away though her eyes reproached him for staring like a moon-struck clod. Such glowing beauty that there was no forgetting her, though nothing could come of wishing. That ragtag group of boyos came before any girl’s beauty.


Thomas Archer was happy enough to journey with him and visit his bad Turkish on these people. Thomas Archer. He said it was his name but Dai knew better than that. He had good cause. But that was the name he went by, and if that was his wish so be it. The men called him ‘Tom’, short names being easier to shout across a wide land, see, especially if there was trouble brewing. In Dai’s mind, it was always ‘Twm’, the Welsh way, though Tom wasn’t Welsh. Indeed he wasn’t.


He hadn’t recognised Dai. And why should he? Years it was since that strange meeting, and a few lifetimes ago for both of them. And then Twm Archer had been taken on by Heinrijc Mertens. Happenchance but as if it was meant to be. He’d brought his own man with him, Giles – from the West Country. Near the Marches, judging from his accent, but the English side; in his twenties, most likely, wiry and tough and kept himself to himself. He knew no more of Giles than when the man first joined them and they’d been travelling the trade route for months now, longer than he cared to remember, and Twm was right: he’d a longing in him to be home. Poverty stricken for sure, and rain-drenched, and bog-ridden, and beaten to its knees – the English Edwards had seen to that – but home for all that.


Fifty and more years since the second war had left Cymru in ruins, its last prince murdered, his brother Dafydd dragged through the streets of Shrewsbury then that brutal killing of him, at Edward’s decree. The first Edward; a ruthless king, his taid had told him. It was his soldiers that had ravaged Cymer Abbey. The children – Dafydd’s sons and daughters and Llewelyn’s only daughter, Gwenllian, a babe-in-arms but the Princess of Wales for all that – all vanished, spirited away. There were rumours, of course; taken to England, to this castle, that nunnery, but Taid said better turn a deaf ear and keep a still tongue. Careless talk cost lives these days when the Welsh were little better than slaves in their own country. Times had changed and they were ruled by the English Edward who had ringed Wales with his great castles and towns where the Welsh were not allowed to live; out at the curfew, that was the order, but with Edward’s cruel twist they were not allowed to trade anywhere except within the town walls. Come the morning curfew, back they had to trudge. Living was hard. Then Edward died on the banks of a loch in Scotland and the second Edward was king. That prince born at Caernarfon, the Prince of Wales promised by King Edward the first: a false prince, Taid said, nothing Welsh about him except the place where he was born. What was it the Irish said? ‘Sure, if you’re born in a stable it doesn’t make you a horse’ – but that had a heretical ring to it and these days it was enough to light the faggots under you. So many killed, so many burned alive, Duw a’n helpo.


All the burning and blood spilt and torture and dreadful deeds were done in the second Edward’s name but it was the powerful and ruthless Despensers, father and son, who ruled the roost. The son was made Lord of Glamorgan and he was hungry for whatever he could lay his hands on. He’d do anything, anything, and by the foulest means. Dai’s father said the common joke was that any sheep or cattle lost had ‘gone to Caerffili’ – a black joke because Hugh Despenser was notorious for confiscating any sheep or cattle found roaming on his land. That was a joke in itself; sheep and cattle were the least of it. Under his rule, human life counted for nothing. There’d come a hope when Rhys ap Llewelyn Bren led the uprising. Dai had been a young boy when his father joined Rhys’s rebels. That was the last the family had seen of him. The revolt was crushed. Llewelyn Bren was Hugh Despenser’s prisoner. No proper trial – wel, nothing new there – but savagely hanged, drawn and quartered at Cardiff castle and all his lands seized.


At home the horror had begun, and no man of the household to provide except for Taid who was old and feeble now – and himself, a mere boy, and all those mouths to feed with whatever he could find in those years of famine: his mother, his two brothers and three sisters and aunts and uncles, Taid’s other woman he had kept, though his wedded wife was long dead, and her children and children’s children…all through those nightmare years of rain and harvests ruined, cattle dead of murain, grain spoilt by mould, fields rotting, stomachs groaning with hunger then starvation and death…all those years ago and he still didn’t want to remember. And all the while the wars going on: Isabella and Mortimer waging war against the King and the Despensers; her triumph and the desperate end of Hugh Despenser. That was when Dai was at Hereford castle. He’d been witness at that execution. An evil, ruthless man, true, but no man deserved such suffering. The stuff of nightmares. Then the King’s death – murdered, though that was never proved, and he was buried with all pomp. Another reign of terror under Isabella and Mortimer, but by then Dai had escaped it all. That was when he’d taken ship, first for Flanders, away from that stinking cesspit. There was nothing to stay for: Wales was finished and England given over to vicious thugs on the payroll of the rich and powerful. His own bandit companions in the Welsh hills…? Poor men trying to stay alive, even if they were thieves and robbers, and protected by ordinary folk trying to stay alive.


He’d never been back, though Isabella’s son, the third Edward, had despatched Mortimer – an honourable execution for a dishonourable man – and imprisoned his she-wolf mother in a castle that was comfortable, sumptuous even, with her minstrels and huntsmen and grooms, and luxuries poor folk couldn’t even dream of, if rumour told true; but imprisonment for all that.


No, he’d never been back. But now…now he’d barter all the spices and silks and gold and silver and amber and pearls and grain and horses of this land, and its great plains and high mountains and fertile coast – all of it – for one glimpse of the Mawddach, for one moment of the long-wished-for speech that was sweet to his ear.


Dai bach, what are you thinking, man? There’s no home and no family waiting for you. Best keep your wits about you and get these poor buggers to a safe haven. They’re all the family you have now – these, and Heinrijc Mertens, that strange peacock of a man with a heart as big as Taid’s, though that’s not what you’d be thinking from seeing him in his fine robes and well-fed plumpness and fluttery hands.


It was a hard ride to the summer pasture, further than he remembered. Always so, isn’t it? But they found it easy enough by the shape of the valley and the ancient wrecked city on the further side with its line of broken pillars and the highest point tower-like against a sky that was fleecy with clouds. Hen scrattins. That’s what Blue called them. Hen scrattins, these fluffy light clouds, though Blue never could say why. Just another of his outlandish sayings.


They came down the valley on a track that was brown earth this time of year. Bright green it was when they were there early in that summer a year ago, and full of flowers. A beautiful sight. He had misgivings when he realised their men were away, and there were only women and children, though they were hardy enough, that’s for sure, and those great dogs loose. But the old chief and the old men were there to make them welcome and offer food and drink. Figs and honey, that God-given combination. Would fig trees grow in the old country? Would they grow in Flanders? He’d miss their smooth, fresh plumpness. Dried, they were light and easy to carry and kept hunger at bay. He could have done with a few dried figs in his satchel in the old days. He’d a mind to take a young tree or two back with him. And the biscuits! He wished he could have asked the women for the recipe, taken it back for Heinrijc, but he and Twm were there to barter goods and beg the medicine. Because of that, they let the old man make a good bargain and get the best of the deal. It pleased him well enough, the old boy.


The wise woman was dead. And such a woman. Honoured she would have been in the old country, and here she was, a woman living with the nomads and useful because she knew the art of turning plants into medicine. But, fair now, they claimed her as one of their own, this Christian, as one of the Anadolu Bacıları, That’s what they were called, the Anatolian Sisters. Dai had heard talk of them before now. And the girl? She was there in the shadow of the tent. She thought she was invisible but he saw her. He felt her presence. Her sorrow became his own. This grey-eyed old woman who knew so much – her grandmother, then. Sophia. A strange name amongst the tent dwellers. Her name meant ‘wisdom’. A good name for a wise woman.


And then the impossible made possible: she was there with them, talking with them, with him, but unaware of him as she was unaware of her glowing beauty. Her hair: not dark after all but streaked with bronze and copper and gold, rich as those metals and gleaming in the afternoon sun. And her eyes, when she raised them, were gold flecked. Her voice was soft and clear and precise in her instructions. No, not a thought for him. But for Thomas Archer, now, there was different. Time enough she had for him, however she kept her eyes downcast and no outward sign that she cared anything for him. The wonder of it was he’d taken no notice of the girl. ‘Pretty enough,’ he’d agreed, when Dai dared trust himself enough to say anything about her. ‘Too skinny for my taste. I just hope the chief was right and she was well taught by her grandmother, or it’s been a day’s journey for nothing and Edgar sick as a cat.’


‘What will happen now to the girl, I wonder, with her grandmother dead?’


Twm had shrugged. ‘Perhaps there’s some man in the tribe who’s claimed her as bride. Who knows?’


Maybe it was as Twm said. Maybe she was spoken for. It was not Dai’s problem. He couldn’t – mustn’t – think of her. He had his band of misfits to guide to some haven, if not home. Not one of them could go home – didn’t dare go home. All had their own secret that was kept hidden, never shared whatever was suspected. Yet that memory of the girl with gold-copper-bronze streaked hair, her strange gold-flecked eyes, her body lithe and supple as her mind… Dai bach, keep your wits about you now.


The medicine they brought back was doing Edgar good. It was worth the day’s journey, though he had worried about leaving Edgar in Blue’s care. True, young Rémi had a head on his shoulders but Blue…a law to himself he was. A big man, tall and broad with a belly on him, and his head and shoulders were high above the rest of them and towering over young Rémi. It was the dye that marked him out, though – the blue-black staining that looked like bruising on fingers and nails and arms and face. There was a blue-black sheen on the straggled ends of his wiry beard, like a magpie’s coat, though the fresh growth was rusty as old iron. His nails were blackest of all. Easy to tell he’d been a woad man at some time, though no one asked when or where or why he’d quit. And those cures he brought with him from the outlandish country he called home! The Fens, he called it, where sea and land were one and the ague was a constant illness. Blue swore the way to break Edgar’s fever was to roll a live spider in butter and get him to swallow it. He’d made Blue promise not to try it. To wait until they came back from the camp with medicine from the wise woman. Should he ever have let the man travel with them? Twm was against it, of course, but how to refuse a man in need? Besides, in spite of the bluster and loud talk and hard drinking there was a loneliness about the big man that clutched at Dai’s heart. He knew what loneliness was.


Edgar’s fever broke in the small hours. He slept sound then till daybreak. He woke hungry and demanding to break his fast, as much as Edgar ever demanded anything. He whispered for food and drink, bless the boy, as if words were a sin. And maybe, for him, they were. Wel, there you go. Everybody has corners where secrets are hidden. He blessed the old woman, wherever her soul might be, and began to hope they could be on the move, if not next daybreak, then surely the morning after.
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Until you’ve grown your own beard


Don’t ridicule smooth chins


(Mevlana Jalal al Din Rumi, 1207-1273)


It was luck that had brought her to the merchants’ camp. Not as far as the han at Karaman but at the edge of the flat plateau on a bluff of land that overlooked a steep valley with the wide sky swirling and the camels and donkeys and horses and dogs making noises that sounded so familiar but belonged to strangers. There were bright coloured pavilions set apart from the black tents, and a bright standard placed in front of the largest pavilion, fluttering in the breeze. Camels were grouped in katars; she could see at least ten and that meant over seventy camels. The pack mules and horses and dogs were close by. She could not see the grey horse or the brown horse but that was not surprising. This was a bigger merchant camp than she had expected, a prize for robbers, and she could not understand why they had not taken refuge in one of the hans. The glorious smell of food cooking wafted up to her, caught in the air together with the sounds and smells of animals, and her stomach grumbled with hunger.


It was evening and the sun was slanting long shadows. She had travelled through the black night, she and the mare shivering both when they heard the wild creatures roaming and snuffling and hunting. She had petted the animal, leaning forward to whisper soft words into the flickering ears, stroking her neck, subduing her own fear so as not to alarm the mare who was nervous enough already. She remembered the stories told to children who wouldn’t sleep, stories of three-headed dogs with huge pricked, pointed ears and great drooling mouths and flaring nostrils that sniffed out naughty children. Stories of the leopards that prowled this land and preyed on wakeful children; leopards with glittering eyes and dappled skin so that they were always hidden in the shadows, silently stalking until the moment they pounced on their prey with their snarling mouths and sharp teeth and curved claws. Nene had told her that was long ago. Perhaps there might still be such beasts but no-one in her memory had caught so much as a glimpse of a whisker, not the tip of an ear, not the top of a tail in this part of the country. Not even a flicker of a shadowed body or the gleam of eyes in the dark. Nene was the wisest of all women and Nene’s soul was a new star high above her, watching over her. Even so, the night had been long and the shadows full of peril and the road uneven and stony and pitted with cracks and holes.


When daybreak came she was close to the ruins of the old monastery nesting high on its ridge above the road. She had been here before, with Nene. It was the place where they came to harvest the berries of the plant that made the medicine she had given the strangers.


At the bottom of the great rock were the houses of people she knew, where Greeks and Turks had lived alongside each other time out of mind and coaxed a living from the land. Fruit trees grew here, and olives, and corn. Nene said it used to be monastery land and was where the pilgrims came before making the steep climb to the monastery and the shrine of Tarasis of Blessed Memory, but that was long ago and the place was ruined and empty now of pilgrims though the saint’s shrine was still there. She had seen it. She had walked there in the early morning with Nene and they had watched the sun rise over the crag and seen the tower of the ancient church silhouetted against a pinky lemon sky. Behind and below them was the valley of the Gök Su and, beyond that, Mahras Dağı and blue mountains ranging peak on peak further than the eye could see. A tangle of undergrowth lay thickly over the remains of walls built with the huge tawny stones of the old people.


A door opened in one of the small houses and a woman came out. She was yawning, sleepy-eyed, her mouth an ‘oh’ of yawns and her hair still loose about her shoulders. She was carrying a tall pitcher, walking over to the cistern the girl knew was close to the houses, piped down from the many springs up there on the crags. It was Maria. The girl knew her well from the visits she and her grandmother had made, year after year, to this ruined monastery on its great crag. Maria caught sight of the stranger on the chestnut mare and froze into stillness. One horse, one rider and that only a youth but you never knew these days where the danger came from. The girl guessed the thoughts that ran through the woman’s head. An enemy or just a wayfarer?
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