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’Tis all a Chequer-board of Nights and Days, Where Destiny with Men for Pieces plays: Hither and Thither moves, and mates, and slays, And one by one back in the Closet lays.


 


Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám






















PROLOGUE


Ahmed Paşa





TURKEY 1987


The old horse was asleep. His head was down, his eyes were shut and his ears were drooping.


It was a little after five thirty in the afternoon. The sun was melting after a scorching day. The horse was exhausted, covered in flies and he wanted to go home.


He’d spent the day slogging round Çal dragging an iron-wheeled flatbed loaded with wood shuttering, cement, sand and breeze blocks and now it was time to quit.


And there he swayed in the shafts of his cart, fast asleep, with his filthy mane and stringy tail, with his big wormy belly and four plate-shod, unevenly cut feet.


His owner, Zoran, wanted 375,000 Turkish lira for him – about $400 – I could afford that. As I reached to pat the horse to confirm his price, he flattened his ears and flashed his long yellow teeth. When I tried to pick up his feet he took a wild hack at me. When I ran a hand across his back he shook it off. He was as mean an old horse as you can get but he had that indefinable something about him, I don’t know what it is, maybe you know what it is. As the sun fell down amongst the hot tin shacks I thumbed the money into Zoran’s hands and spreading his arms in a gesture of ownership passing, his horse, Ahmed Paşa, was mine.


And he wanted him out of his life right there and then. No question of one more night in his stable – no: it was now. Get him out! Take him away! Now!


Quite rightly, the horse refused. Why should he go anywhere with some pink misfit speaking no known tongue? No, to hell with him. It was time to rest.


It gave the locals plenty to scoff at as I wrestled him under his new saddle and saddlebags to the edge of the town. It gave them loads to cackle at as I struggled and pulled and tugged, got kicked and ducked his flaying front feet.


In the last embers of sunlight and despair I lashed a jersey round his head to blindfold him, to trick him, to whoops of derision from the stone-throwing, wrong-end-of-town-gang come to guffaw at the cowboy making his oh-so-cool lope into the sunset on his spanking new horse.


I kept the blindfold on until we were well clear of Çal and its lights, but before I took it off I turned him in circles to confound his direction. The knots popped undone, and the jersey dropped from his face.


It took a long time to earn his trust after that. And he made me crawl for it.


 


The Anatolian plateau of Turkey is beautiful: high and windblown, with pearl white houses and oyster-shell towns. It is silver-threaded by the wandering river Menderes with its waving banks of grey-green poplars, patchwork fields of attar roses and crank-handled olive trees. Stopping on a high bluff, Ahmed Paşa turned to gaze over this tableau – I was leading him on foot at the time. With his big dark eyes and ears pricked, he drank it all up, as though absorbing a landscape he knew he had more right to be in than I, to which he belonged and I didn’t. He stared at it for about half an hour, in silence, then suffuse with the rhapsody, threw me a look, as if to say: ‘See, peasant, what I am.’ With a swish of his tail, he pushed past me and stepped magnificently up into the mountain.


The air, the high-charged air and strong spring grass did him good. The constant walking did him good. It did him a lot of good. He became a different horse: in front of my eyes, he metamorphosed from an acid old cart horse into a snorting, fully-blown stallion. Pride suddenly swelled inside him. Ancestry surged in his veins. His muscles bulged, he chest expanded, his neck crested, his big eyes glittered and he neighed at the top of his piercing voice at the high flying world we kept getting lost in. He missed nothing: not a single thing escaped his notice: not the foxes nor the swallows that buzzed us nor the eagles that wheeled and mewed above our heads, nor the tortoises that struggled, to his disbelief, slowly across his path.


And he became fit. He became very fit. His fitness removed patches of skin from the palms of my hands.


Without warning, he’d rip the reins from my hands, tuck his head between his knees and go broncoing off for a mile or two then jab to a sudden halt. Pouring with sweat, clinging onto the reins with skinned hands and yelling my head off we’d go hurtling away again, in another direction, where he’d flick me off his shoulder like a rag-doll.


And then I couldn’t catch him.


He wouldn’t gallop off or disappear out of sight. He’d stay just beyond arm’s reach, swiping at grasses, swishing his tail, sighing and yawning, and edging away each time I lunged for or crept up on him. It was game he played for hours.


In those moments I confess to having dark thoughts. If I had had a gun I think I would have shot him. Certainly I felt like leaving him to the mercy of the flies and the sun, getting on a bus and cursing my rotten luck all the way home.


When I was wrung out, parched, drained and totally defeated, when I had had absolutely enough, had thrown my hands up and bawled out: ‘Stuff you then!’ and gone stalking off across the mountain to I know not where nor how since he had my saddle and saddlebags, passport and money – only then would he yield.


Wearily I’d climb back on. Then he’d take me plunging into chasms and over sheet rock and burst hot and lusty and sparkly-eyed into lost mountain villages as darkness plummeted in that electricity-less land.


After about a month he settled down. Then we spent heady hours gliding through groves of olives and through willy-nilly ransacked mausolea of that travertine stone you find in Turkey. Hoopoes swept up from the grass, sheep bells clonked in the valleys below; from far away came the bark of dogs lost to sight. We wandered in amongst the sarcophagi, jumped across fluted columns lying amongst weeds; we tiptoed beneath crumbling, triumphal arches standing nowhere in particular with no indication of who had put them there, when or why.


We shared everything together: cuts, bruises, torn skin, rope-burns, wind, rain, sun, flies, ticks and drank the clear, sweet water of springs, horse-troughs and sweep-wells we found along our way.




As we trekked through our solitary world, I became aware of something: a legacy that had been lost. We saw few horses and certainly saw none of quality. Yet hanging on stalls in street fairs and lying about in sheds and stables in the villages were clues and tell-tale signs that once, this landscape had been filled with horses. I found ancient saddles, riddled with rot and of a design you do not find in the west; I picked up rusty, old, intricately tooled Islamic float stirrups; ancient bridles, strange bits, filigreed and made of different metals. And village women were still plaiting horsehair ribbons and still making coarse wool grooming mittens.





One evening Ahmed Paşa took me slithering down a muddy pattika – little path – into a smoky village. It lay deep in a valley. There was no tarmac road, no track you could run a wheeled vehicle down. The houses were wooden and small. It felt forsaken, strange and other-worldly. I dismounted beside the village çaylevi (café) – there is always a village çaylevi. Two old men eyed me in silence.


The village mukhtar (the headman) offered me a palliasse in a room with a beaten earth floor for the night and Ahmed Paşa was led away to a stable where he was fed and watered.


When I went to visit him before turning in, I found the two old men muttering quietly to each other in the gloom beside him.


‘Iyi akşamlar’, they said: good evening. Turkish is a lovely, euphonic language. And then, ‘At çok güzel’, they said quietly: nice horse.


I was proud of that moment. ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘very strong. Thinks for himself.’


They bid me goodnight and turned to leave and one of them hovered and looked back. ‘He’s a Turkish horse,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I bought him in Çal.’


He nodded. ‘He’s not pure,’ he said.


‘That makes two of us.’


‘He has spirit,’ he said.


I smiled. ‘I have the scars to prove it.’


‘That’s right for that kind of horse,’ he said, waved, bid me goodnight and left.


 


My ride round Turkey turned into a ride to England and I arrived many months later on a Criollo horse, and not on Ahmed Paşa.


His memory haunts me still: barely a day has gone by that I have not thought about him. He might have been the most brilliant horse in the world. He might have been the worst.


But what he had was something you don’t find much in horses these days: he was his own master. I never owned Ahmed Paşa.


He suffered me to keep him.


He suffered me to feed and to water him, to go with him around Turkey and to ride him down to the sea.


It was he who owned me, and I knew it.


He was impossible in almost every way because he was packed with ego and passion and fire.


What coursed though his heart, red and hot, what made his sinew tremble, held his nostrils quivering, what pricked his ears, crested his neck and glittered in his big black eyes was blood and ancestry. Even years of apathy and chance breeding, diluted, sullied and muddied, could not alter that. His ancestry was there, ablaze, screaming and bursting with pride.


Over the years, I dug into Turkish history, overturned the libraries, blew the dust off the books and combed the shelves. I searched the universities in Europe and in Istanbul for glimpses of the horses of the Turks. They are almost impossible to find. It’s as though history has tried to eradicate them utterly. But they were there: they were there.


Across those years my dreams were slowly filled with ghostly images of a wild-eyed, dark, proud, blood-spattered, fiery Turk stallion with his bow-wielding rider, in the smoke and fury of battle, lashing out, hacking, thrusting, biting, fighting, kicking – surviving.


 


This one, Ahmed Paşa, is for you.
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Pureblood





– Men without horses are nothing.




Sparks fly from the fire into the darkness where they hang and glow in the scrub, red as pi-dogs’ eyes. Above hovers a yellow moon.





– Men without horses are worse than nothing: they are the rayah, the cattle, the common herd.




A goatskin is fisted round the circle: lips smack against its brown leathery, sticky top as they gulp the koumiss, the fermented milk of the mare. Beyond in the darkness, the horses move, dust swirls, a whinny, a lost call, a wail. A stick is thrust into the flames. A circle of faces, mops of black hair, lamella armour, coarse silk, the spluttering sheep carcase spread-eagled on a web of sticks drips over the flames.





– The rayah huddle in squalor in their reeking gers and fear for their miserable lives. They hoard their precious rugs and cowrie shells. They gloat over them. They dig roots with their swollen hands. They hide their faces from the sun and the wind and they stare into the dirt. They stink of the filth of sheep and of camels, they crawl into their felts beneath the stars and do not know the glory of the night.




A hand arcs in the flickering flames: above, the stars shine in exquisite clarity, a spray of diamonds on black velvet.





– They know nothing of the purity of the hoof and the breath of our sacred horses. 




A calloused finger points to the hooves shifting beyond the glow of the fire, and returns to rest on the curve of a compound bow. Hands remain glued to bows: small sinewy creations, strong and hard as the men who grip them. Their dark eyes flicker in the firelight, mesmerised by the fine hard face and the harsh voice of the charismatic in their midst, their leader.





– They lie in dark ignorance of the whispering steppe and the mighty, everlasting plains. Their feet know only the soil they are fettered to, like the dung of their animals and the shells of dead scorpions. They know not the white snow-clad mountains and the clear rivers of silvered fish. They clutch their infested bundles with their blackened fingers, and creep, in their rags, from this place to that place. They are vermin. We shall destroy them.


 


– We shall seize their women and shatter their possessions: we shall steal their sheep and drive away their camels. We shall kill their dogs, set ablaze their gers and lay waste everything they own even unto the last drop of their bile-coloured blood.


DESERT, EASTERN PERSIA, 1180


Nerini is a pretty little girl, fourteen years old and only daughter of Kemal Başkaya. Such a pretty name, Nerini, Ring-Around-The-Moon, she is a nomad, a wanderer, yo-yoing wool on a hand-held jenny out in the glare of the Kavirian sun.


With her hands set to her work, her eyes to her flock, her mind elsewhere, she hums a strange, terse little tune. She does not know that today she will weep and scream. She does not know that her father and brothers will be dispatched before her eyes; that her animals will be swept away and her home will be torn to pieces. She does not know.


In the scorching emptiness where she walks, her destiny flies toward her. She does not know that today in the bloodbath, in the fury of hoof, blood, dust and air, she will be wed.


How can this be? The desert is empty. She knows only her family, her camels, her sheep, her dogs and goats. She does not know any man.


The crunching her feet make on the dry, gravelly floor as she walks, appears immensely loud. The tune she hums seems loud. She can hear the grit under her feet; she can hear the sheep chewing and the dry clonk of their bells even though they are one hundred paces away. She sees the nazar boncugu, the Evil Eye, the blue beads about her animals’ necks twinkle in the sun. She hears the camels’ great bellies rumbling.


Six months in the mountains, two on the plains, criss-crossing red Kizilijar, she throws stones at the long-eared foxes that slip amongst the sheep, dangerously close to the lambs. Wandering through the salt bush and tragacanth watching desert wheatears burst up from the low, brittle branches; setting traps in marmot holes and hurling pebbles at bustards, her tribe moves with the light.


As the sun beats the Kizilijar into a baking furnace, they drove their flocks north to the fire temples and towers of silence in the high Khorosan and the Mazandaran for the long, hot summer.


Life for her is spent in two parts: by day beneath the skies and by night beneath felt. The ger she inhabits with her family, is made of felt. It reeks of smoke and rancid sheep-fat. Her clothes reek of smoke and rancid sheep-fat. Her clothes are sticky with fat. Her golden hands, blemished with a striking mottled pink pigmentation on her fingers, are sticky with fat. Her deep auburn hair has never known water and is glossy and fine and surprisingly clean under her brightly coloured head scarf, edged with tiny cowrie shells. Her teeth are even and white.


Her tight, many-buttoned bodice is made of taffeta. Her heavy skirt is fashioned of coarse striped cotton, dyed red and green, held tight to the waist with plaited wool, black and white. She wears naal, fashioned from one single strip of camel hide, bound round and round to make strong, long-lasting sandals. The instep of her small feet and the backs of her hands are a hennaed gallery of whorls and wheels, four legged creatures, camels or goats or sheep or all three mixed into one fantastical beast, with stars and a crescent moon daubed on her golden skin.


She yo-yos the jenny, watching the two little crossed sticks that make it spin and gather the wool from her hand, this way and that way, yo-yoing, round and round and round. She senses her animals grazing quietly under the high, hot sun.


Something flickers on the edge of her vision.


The distance is changed: a small cloud of brown dust smudges the hot, blinding horizon. This cloud rises higher and higher so that in its mirage it seems to sink lower and lower into the polished desert floor. Gradually, the cloud stains the mercury in one long, amber lozenge. The girl stops her jenny spinning and narrows her brown eyes above her high, fine cheekbones.


She squints as the cloud strings out.


In miraculous symmetry it becomes longer and taller and taller and longer. A soft drumming, like the roll of distant thunder, gives it life. The sound increases.


The light in the girl’s eyes intensifies. Moving her head from side to side, like an owl, she searches the strange rising lozenge and perceives, suddenly, within its far-off silver centre, flickering brown blobs and swiftly moving black tendrils. Her mouth opens, she blinks, then looks deeper. The jenny drops.


She shrieks a high sharp note, like an eagle.


She runs.


She runs in panic, and shrieks again.


Her sudden alarm, the volume of her high-pitched voice, causes her sleepy flock to flick up their heads in one movement. The dogs bark. The camels lope in confused direction: the fat-tailed sheep run clumsily after her.


The girl’s speed has increased and now she is running flat out in her long, thick calico skirts. She runs with tremendous energy. Her head scarf falls but she does not turn to pick it up.


Ahead of her, a small gathering of gers huddle in a peaceful pall of communal smoke.


The canvas flap of one is thrown open. Two roughly dressed, short men, emerge. Narrowing their eyes they see the girl racing toward them, shrieking and pointing at the rising tower of dust.


A strange sound follows, like a whip that fails to crack, followed by a thud.


The sound occurs three times.


The first man to emerge from the ger, staggers back.


The whipping noise sounds again, followed by thud, thud, thud.


This first man falls, heavily, against the ger and slides to the ground. He stares in bewilderment at the three arrows protruding from his chest. The puzzlement on his face is matched by the other man’s, who stares, stupidly, at the arrows. He holds out a hand and attempts to speak. Thud, thud, thud. Two arrows fly straight into his neck and one straight into his temple. Blooded grey clots splash onto the brown felt of the ger. He drops to the ground without a sound.


Horsemen appear, suddenly, in a storm of dust. It is as though they had been kneaded up, magically, from the floor of the desert in a vapour of horses and the djinn of the raw earth. Inexplicably they are in amongst the people and their felt homes. Lassoes seize the tops of the gers. The air is filled with screams. The girl darts in and out of the gers avoiding the horseman. The dust is thick. The horsemen are agile. She weaves between the gers fleeing from the knives, the arrows, the hooves.


A hand stretches out. The girl struggles as she feels her weight leave her feet.


She sees the brown side of a sweating horse. Her face is banged into a horse’s rippling shoulder.


The grip upon the scruff of her neck is powerful. Her face is pulled through a horse’s mane. The horse continues to rack. She is dragged bodily up across the pommel of a saddle. Her head fills with the sound of her own pounding heart, her own terror, the beating hooves, the shouts of a man. She chokes on the long hair of the horse’s mane. Her face is pushed into the horse’s neck. She flails her arms to free herself, and kicks but the grip is strong. Her legs are trapped by the horseman. She knows only the racking of the horse, the flying mane, the pounding hooves, the floor roaring past under her in a brown blur.


Powerless over the hands that pin her to the saddle and the horse’s neck she sees the gers topple through her blinded wet eyes, through the dust and heads of horses, and bodies of passing horsemen. The gers yawn upward, exposing their rich, red interiors. Dowry boxes fly: precious cowrie shells are spilled on the desert floor. Men, her brothers, her father, fall. Another woman screams. She watches as her fat-tailed sheep are snatched off their feet and bound with leather thongs by dark men on racking horses. The camels are driven away. Her dogs are quilled with arrows.


Tribal rugs lie scattered on the ground. Trampled cooking pots glint in the sun.


The gers lie prone upon their sides, like the bodies of great dead whales, their lattice of bleached bones exposed.


More and more horsemen pass. The dust cloud thickens. The scent of horse strengthens. The sound rises.


Their numbers never seem to end. On and on they flow in a wall of brown dust.


Suddenly their numbers cease.


The great dust cloud recedes with the rumbling hooves and softens into the distance. The whirlwind has passed.


The desert floor is empty.


The dogs have gone. The camels have gone.


What was, is buried beneath the dust of the hooves of thousands and thousands of horses.


Only a hand-held jenny rocks in small eddies of hot air out in the glare of a Kavirian sun.


Dust descends.


Silence returns.
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The Seyis





THE BALKANS, June 1678


The seyis – a groom – is sitting in the deep shadow of a locust tree. The long, brown pods from the branches of the tree have dropped to the ground and lie empty, curled in contorted brittle shapes, like great, dried hoof parings. The big black seeds have gone, collected by villagers or chewed up by horses and sheep, the fractions remaining borne away by glossy, darting, black ants.


The seyis turns a short, straight stick in his hand. Holding it up to his right eye, he squeezes shut his left eye and squints along its length. Pinning it between his index fingers he studies it, revolving it, checking it for straightness. Balancing it on one finger, he tests its weight, then flexes it, minutely. Bending to pick up a handful of sand he slides the stick back and forth through it, polishing its white, drying surface and wonders idly into whose fleshy parts this hollow little cane, fletched and barbed, will, perchance, some dark hour, seek its way.


There is a light, hot breeze. It blows into his thin, grubby white cotton chemise and flutters his salvár, his baggy trousers. It curls around his thin neck, at the base of his white turban. It shimmers through the leaves of the great tree and they move, rhythmically above his head, cooling the ground beneath, where he sits. The place smells of horse: of leaves and dust and of horse.


His sinewy brown arms are darkened by the sun and his long slender fingers, blemished by a striking mottled pink pigmentation, are darkened by the sun and calloused, like the palms of his hands.


His face is striking. If the features on his face were considered individually they would be dismissed as unremarkable: as being plain even. His nose is long, his chin receding, his ears large although unlobed. Yet when set together in the high cheek-boned structure of his face, in the carriage of his head and the cool, pure light that lingers in his eyes, they cast him with a visage of a reposed and remarkable beauty.


Having never known indulgence the skin is taut and covers his bones lightly. His eyes are large and very dark brown, almost black, and the skin surrounding them is wrinkled upward, as are the eyes of those who are accustomed to look out into the white hot glare of the sun.


The seyis is watching a mare. He is watching the mare and refining the stick and checking the far horizon, to which his eyes keep flickering, as though he senses, rather than sees, that something is coming.


The mare is grazing with the other mares. She knows he is watching her. He can tell she knows he is watching her. Even though he is some way from her, he knows she is looking at him, and she knows he is looking at her.


She is a Karaman mare. Her colour is blood bay, doru. The stallion was iron grey, demirkir, and a brute to handle. Undoubtedly he will have deposited all the fury a seyis can live without into the foal that the mare will deliver. The stallion spent most of his life on his hind legs, thrashing the air or a mare, squealing and galloping from one end of the Balkans to the other in long dusty pursuits of his prize. He was much admired for his speed and grace, if not for his manners.


Manners may be taught but they are also inherited and it is not without pained reflection that the seyis considers the other side of this equation: the mare. The lashing-tailed mare and her duplicity; her glaring black eyes and sudden lunges at his knees, her willingness to wheel her back end at him, stand on her forefeet and reveal the underside of her belly to the seyis or anyone else idiot enough to approach her. As flighty a virago to handle as ever set hoof on hard ground, she grazes out there in the sun, the picture of docility, yet the seyis knows full well that in her heart resides the will to kill. He cradles his chin in his hand: tonight is the night. The result is going to be a monster. Will the foal wallow in grief or rear in glory? Or will he just slide into the long, empty silence of yet another horse, forgotten in the ruthless processes of time?


The mare grazes. The flies buzz. The air rings with the sound of the cicadas and the creak of the heat of the plains.


The mares’ coats shine in the sun. Their tails flick ceaselessly, they shake their heads and semaphore their ears: they scratch their knees with their muzzles, and kick at the big, iridescent-blue horseflies that pester them relentlessly.


 


Most of the grass is burned off. The mares pick at the hard dry stalks and move in under the trees in groups, into the shade and stand head to tail, stamping at the flies, waiting for the long heat of the day to pass. The seyis watches them.


He carries no book – no musical instrument. Only his half-crafted arrow. He sits in the shade and ponders the life of an Ottoman seyis, threadbare and lack-lustre, the days of his predecessors withered up like these stalks of dry grass, his world curtailed by government and regulation, by overlords and penury. He must lead the impotent life of the powerless under the roasting sun, husbanding horses for his bowl of çiorba and disc of unlevened bread.


He rises and walks under the trees, wanders through the moody mares, running his hands through their glossy manes and through their fine tails, skipping past their threatening hind strikes and he checks the horizon, gazing deeply into it, to the east, to the mountains beyond.


All day long the cicadas ring, the shadows of vultures and of eagles slip across the hot ground, bustards strut through the grasses striking at the big blue horseflies and at any insect or lizard that is disturbed by the mares.


The afternoon flattens into a dead level heat: the hours stop. Everything stills and ceases to move. No animals stand out in the scorching sun. Even the bustards have gone. Only the vultures and eagles wheel in the shimmering hyaline sky. The cicadas ring on even louder, their ringing now parched and sharp, giving the air a sense of acute aridity.


The mares doze, lower lips loose and drooling beneath the trees with their eyes closed. Such small breeze as there was has dropped. The air is heavy, and hot, stifling and still.


Flies buzz.


The roaring heat of the long afternoon creaks by.


 


Then, at last, as though a chain had been released, a gate opened, the sun cracks as it strikes the horizon. It dissolves into a crucible of gold and the great power of its face is abated.


Now the mares move out from under the trees and the seyis waits. He watches them graze and flick their tails at the evening flies as he has watched them graze and flick their tails at the evening flies every day. When the first star shines in the indigo sky, he whistles. At first the mares do not respond.


He whistles again and walks heavily away, toward the low, stone buildings, where the sweep well lies. He walks without turning. He walks slowly. It is only when he reaches the sweep well, and swings the twin, great, long, wooden beams upward with a creak and as the wooden, iron-strapped bucket on the other end plunges deep into the well with a hollow sploosh, that the mares leave off their grazing and in a body, turn for the well, and head for the long stone trough into which the seyis is pouring sweet, cold water from the wooden bucket. He sings a watering song, a song that must never be sung unless horses are to be watered. To sing the watering song and not to water horses is to deceive them and to break their trust, for ever. For the horseman such as this, to break the trust of a horse is to invoke the wrath of the devil Iblis himself.


The mares drink. They drink deeply, steeping their muzzles up to their eyes, and lift their heads and the water runs from their chins, as they blow from their nostrils, their pink tongues held between their teeth; they savour its sweetness and the seyis watches with his dark eyes as they push and squeal and lash their tails and flatten their ears and make the timid ones wait. He does not hurry them, nor crack a whip, nor shout. When they are finished and have drunk enough, and ceased playing with the water they follow him through the village to the timar. In this place they will remain for the night, all except for one.


The doru mare: it was she who had told him that tonight would be her night. She had told him: it was a tiny gesture but he had not missed it. She had struck the beaten earth floor with a forefoot once, that morning. Her single strike marked the spot where she intended to deliver her mixed blessing, her little bundle of legs, teeth and razor hooves, that would probably emerge kicking, if not, biting – or both.


The seyis had spread a little oat straw and the mare had waited, and he knew why she was waiting and it was only when she was satisfied and left to join the other mares grazing in the sun that the seyis knew that this night she would deliver to him her foal, and that whatever manner of creature this foal was to be, that it would carry the blood of the Kipchak, Nogai, Oghuz, Petcheneg, Ferghana, Tekke and Turkoman horses and that no finer blood ever has or ever would course through the veins of a hot, sticky little foal, pushed out onto a beaten earth floor in a stone stable under a glittering Balkan sky. And that if the foal was to grow and kick his seyis half to death or blast his teeth out with his flaying front feet, his fury and breeding would promise him a career in the ranks of the sipahi, the most magnificent cavalry the world had ever fled from in terror, in the stables of His Imperial Highness Sultan Mehmed IV, somewhere beyond the growling mountains, to the east.


When grown, this foal, this horse must take his Tekke seyis with him, because he cannot make it on his own – neither he nor his seyis. They need each other: a simple, bitter symbiosis: a value for a value. The seyis breeds the foal, gives him the bloodline, gives him life, rears him, trains him, schools him, does whatever must be done to him to make him out-dazzle the rest and then the foal, the horse must take his seyis to the power and the glory when the pay-back time comes. The seyis spins his half-made arrow between his fingers in the sunset and then clenching it in his fist, nods once: that’s the deal. That’s the deal.


The mare steps into the stable lashing her tail. She waits irritably for him to feed her: her saman, her chopped hay. As she eats he feels her great belly though she flattens her ears and curls her nostril and cow kicks with a hind. He runs a hand over her teats to feel the milk, to judge exactly when she will foal though she fails to stand still to let him do so.


The mare is fine, she is fit. Yet she is sharp. ‘Yavaş –Yavaş,’ he says to her: ‘softly, softly.’ She glares and stamps her feet. Calm her down and up she rises. A queen cobra in a wicker basket. She’s already weaving about and thumping the floor and whickering, blazing and snorting. All that can go wrong is about to go wrong. This is her first foaling, patience is the key. Is she frightened? In pain? Or just mad? The seyis longs for something simple and straight-forward – was there ever a chance this would be?


He leaves her, momentarily, to her temper. Entering a small room beside the stable, he props the little half-made arrow carefully in amongst three dozen completed arrows, of the same wood and length. Running his hands over them, his mind is distracted: a premonition? Something he dreamed, something held on the cusp of an arcane memory. There was a fire. What is it about this foal?


In the deepening distance, to the east, the thundering is slowly growing louder. Now the seyis puts up the shutters, barricades doors, orders the slaves to shut the other mares in, to dowse any oil lamps. Running his eyes along the roof of the stable, lines of apprehension corner his mouth. He goes round the building again checking shutters, checking doors and gazes off into the drumming eastern sky and shakes his head. ‘Tonight of all nights! Mahşallah!’ He spits, puts his hands on his hips, sighs and enters the stable of the savage doru mare.




***





The horse is life. The horse is a man’s spirit, his soul, his wealth, his ally. The horse lives with man in the sun and the wind, in the snows and the rain. A horseman trusts his speed and his heart and feels the rhythm of his body and the wide world which he inhabits. He sees what his horse sees far, far away in the long great distance from which tonight, he may come.


Yet distance is as nothing to him: he may fly there like the wind; the wind his brother, the sky his sister, the sun and moon his mother and father. The snows and rivers and seas of grass are his cousins and his home.


The horsemen archers live by their horses. They live their brutal truth. There is no sentiment. There is lore. Horses are to be venerated.


Horses are to be revered.


Horses are sacred.


The horsemen archers live their instinct. Instinct is the horse, the herd: it is good, safe: nothing may attack a horse without the entire herd knowing. If an enemy stands in their path the herd will devour him: they are a unit. They are indivisible. There is one undisputed leader. With one undisputed leader, the herd obeys. The herd lives. It is opportunistic. It has no morality except that which preserves and proliferates the herd.


The horseman archers sweep through the wadis and valleys and mountains and high yayla, their summer pasture. They ford the rivers as though they were little streams. Nothing obscures their path. They snatch at the lilac grasses of the Zanjãn plateau and at night they stop and light fires and kill, roast and rip apart the fat-tailed sheep they have swept up on their racking horses. The herd moves with the food. Where the bounty is good, it will be reaped. A fit, fourteen year-old Tekke girl is good bounty.


It is better to be the consort of a conqueror than the concubine of the conquered.


Soon she will forget her family. Her sorrow will depart: her life will become filled with the moving world and its jewelled bounty. She will always be protected by her horseman archer husband. She will be protected by horses. She will help to make fires and to cook and to gather herbs. She will bear children and one day will have a son with the soul of a horse and a daughter who will yo-yo wool in the high yayla in Anatolia, as she watches over her flocks in a land owned by the horseman archers and she may hum tunes and sing songs in the knowledge of her absolute safety.




***





The stars glitter in exceptional brilliance above the black earth. The cicadas of the day are replaced by the frogs of the night. The air is filled with the belches of thousands of frogs and the high rasp of bats. A pair of little owls hoot in the judas trees.


Through the long evening hours the seyis has waited, checking the eastern sky, from which the drumming has now grown louder and the sky has been lit with blue and white flashes. Its air has become hot and sultry, and the stars have been disappearing into a black void.


A different sound emerges. It is preceded by a stillness, as though the earth itself were bracing to catch some impending cataclysm. Then it comes: it comes as a soft thudding. Soon, the thudding evens to a drumming, the drumming to a splashy roaring and the storm bursts over the stables with a blinding crack of light.


The mare in the stable tears at her tether. The seyis stands beside her as the rain hammers on the roof, against the shuttering, as it lashes into the yard and whips at the branches and the leaves of the trees. Once, a mare, in his memory, a beautiful mare, a gorgeous creature with a fine head, in a storm threw herself about on her tether and pulled the knot so tight she could not be released without a knife. In the storm and terror that mare had lashed and screamed, and then had broken free, but there was nowhere to go: the stable doors were shut.


The light reflects in the mare’s eyes, and the seyis undoes her tether and sets her free in the stable. Throwing herself from wall to wall, she cries out and the seyis talks softly to her, reassuring her, smoothing away her fear. The wind buffets the trees, rattles the shutters, bangs the doors. The mare groans and arcs her back, paws at the spot she had pawed in the morning then lies down, abruptly. Thunder booms overhead: from somewhere a horse whinnies. The mare tries to rise but she is foaling. The seyis pushes her back down and leans on her neck: she must stay down. Bolts of lightning crack and shatter all round the timar: a slave calls out, then another. A light flickers in the stable. The seyis cries out. ‘No oil lights! Do not light any oil lamps!’ A slave calls back that it is too late. The flickering brightens: the lightning flashes, the storm rages. The mare heaves. Sweat runs down the seyis’ face. He must keep the mare calm: he does not want to lose this foal. The thunder booms. The stable door bursts open: a terrified slave shouts: ‘Ateş, Ateş’ Fire! Fire!


The seyis turns to the slave: ‘Fire?’ and in the split second he loses his grip and the mare is on her feet. He lunges for the head collar rope but it’s too late. The stable door shatters, the slave hits the mud and the mare gallops into the night. Off into the darkness she plunges, past the burning stables, past the old stone medrese, and the sweep well, out into the plateau and the locust trees in the storm and rain and crashes of lightning.





1180–1483


The Selchuks, the Oghuz, Turkomen and Kipchaks drive their animals into the new land. With them they seek the high pastures and the high yayla and make this their home. They drive their fat-tailed sheep, their camels, their neat brown cattle, their goats and donkeys and most of all their horses to this new green, khanate of the horsemen archers of the west.


The Selchuks build the holy city of Konya.


Upon the roads that lead from Konya they build cool caravanserai, with shade and locust trees and fountains. They build great mosques and medreses and write books and become learned and filled with wisdom.


They do not forget they are horsemen archers. They push west. They take more land. No-one can resist them.


The Sultanate of Rum becomes rich and powerful and strong.


It attracts the attention of a powerful Khan.


Genghis Khan sends more horseman archers that will change the face of the world.


At their head they carry their standard, a six horsetail sejan.




He destroys Rum. He destroys Rum and brings nothing in its place but his name, his six horsetail sejan and leaves the imprint of his warriors on all the faces and in the hearts of the people of all the lands he conquers.





More Turks come. Their leader is called Osman. He steeples his fingers. He must shape these men, his followers, into something higher than just a predatory herd. He picks up a book and reads.


The book is the Holy Qur’an.


He dreams a dream.


Osman’s dream is of a tree. This tree has beautiful branches with many coloured flowers upon it. Beneath this tree are four ranges of mountains. These mountains are cloaked in great forests filled with the voices of nightingales. Gazelle walk free with their small bright does in these mountains and in these forests.


The mountains are the Atlas and the Taurus and the Balkans and the Kavkas.


In the valleys of the mountains are mosques made of pale, cut stone and slender minarets. There are villages with fountains and medreses and coloured birds sweeping through the branches of great cedars.


From the roots of this tree flow four rivers.


The Tigris, the Euphrates, the Nile and the Danube.


Upon these rivers float graceful wooden gulets and boats with lateen sails, with men fishing, their nets gleaming silver with their catch.


A strong wind draws the leaves of the tree upward. The leaves shape into the blades of swords which point angrily to the city of Constantinople.


Constantinople is a jewel.


It lies between two continents and two seas: it is a diamond lying between two emeralds and two sapphires.




[image: ]
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The Foals





THE BALKANS, 1678


Ali-aga Izobegović sits on a low wall outside his house and moves his long white moustaches. With his right hand he slowly flips back and forth a rosary of amber beads, which alternately, he slips though his fingers one by one and counts methodically, repeating the Qur’anic suras beneath his breath. Shadows from the Corsican pines rake his face. His eyes are brown and hooded and are set deep in his face, and his face is a battered goatskin, old, worn and pock-marked, full of pouches and long deep lines.


Ali-aga Izobegović is a man who speaks without smiling.


‘A smile,’ he likes to say, ‘is expensive.’


Dressed in a striped indigo and purple chapan gown reaching to his calves he wears on his head a cornflower-blue turban, round his slender belly beneath his chapan he wears a dark green sash with a wave-bladed dagger plugged in it. He is proud of this dagger, having cut it from the hand of a Christian mercenary who cut it from the hand of a Jerusalem sipahi in 1671. This knife has ancestry, power, and a story behind it. That it now lies tucked safely in his belt reminds those who meet Ali-aga Izobegović that he is not a man with whom they may trifle.


The timar, the land holding on which he lives, was conferred upon him by Ahmed Köprülü after he butchered a few dozen Christians from the back of his demirkir stallion at St. Gothard in 1672. His screaming horse and blood-covered yatagan, his sabre, found him admiration in the eyes of the Grand Vizier. So he won himself his timar. His timar forms part of the land of the Sultan’s daughter. It has locust trees and oaks, ash and elms. Asphodels bloom amongst the rocks. There are lavender fields with humming-bird hawk-moths, and at night pockets of ground are lit by the pale green phosphorescence of glow worms. The pasture is filled with the dry rasp of grasshoppers and is intricately tapestried with wild flowers. Swallowtail butterflies, peacocks and admirals play in the oleander. The slivova, the plum trees, ring to the sound of cicadas and the melodic bloop of golden orioles. The timar has three good wells, a stream and pasture running right across the Liskovac plateau down to the Porecka river.


Shaded by sweet scented, heavy-limbed Corsican pines, his house is low and whitewashed and has red tiled floors and enjoys the luxury of tooled bronze taps, from which cold spring water runs from one source and hot spring water from another.


Save for half a dozen surly slaves who occupy bare tallet lofts above the stables, Ali-aga Izobegović lives alone.


In the Candia campaigns he lost his two sons. He has only ever had one wife, who died six years before. Too old to go to war himself he has a Tekke seyis who breeds him his income, his raison d’être and his contribution to the Sultan for his right to the timar: his, earned in a few years of terror and an uncompromising style with horse and sword.


He regards the seyis in front of him, in his wet clothes, dark rings sacking his eyes. The groom is shivering.


‘So?’ Ali-aga asks softly, swinging his beads. Tekke seyises who lose quality foals are apt to be reminded by Ali-aga Izobegović of their shortcomings.


‘I looked for them all night, Ağa, but could not find them – the foal or his mother. The slaves let the other mares out and they herded and galloped all the way to the river.’


‘You went all the way to the river?’ Ali-aga retains his position of ease upon the wall.


‘To the far side, Ağa, all round the rocks, through the wood and back again. I searched all night.’


‘What were the slaves doing?’


‘Putting out the fire in the stables, Ağa.’


Ali-aga gazes away to the blue mountains beyond, his eyes pale like an angry cat’s.


‘The mare vanished: completely.’


Ali-aga Izobegović remains silent. Fury, he knows, is best delivered in a frozen wind, measured and merciless. ‘Mercy,’ he likes to say, ‘is the preserve of God. Everything else is mine.’ His pupils have tightened. If the mare and foal are lost this seyis’ days are numbered. If not his hours.


‘Then the mare turned up, as if by magic, by the locust trees, Ağa, not one hour ago.’


The old man throws his back his head. This, he had not anticipated. The seyis is almost as adroit at measured delivery as he. ‘And the foal?’ he enquires politely. Ali-aga Izobegović is, they say, the politest butcher in the Balkans.


‘The foal was nearby walking around sniffing leaves, as though being born of a gadding mother in a raging storm was the most normal thing.’


‘Allah kerim,’ Ali-aga says quietly snaking his eyes at the seyis, ‘God is bountiful, is he not?’ There is no smile.


‘Evet – yes – Ağa. God is bountiful,’ the seyis replies. His teeth are chattering. Whether from fear of his miserable life or from being cold and tired Ali-aga Izobegović cannot immediately decide though it diverts him anyway.


‘Where did she give birth?’


The seyis shakes his head. ‘It would not surprise me to learn that he had been born in the river and swum out, Ağa,’


‘How so?’ Ali-aga asks in a preoccupied way, now running the amber beads though his fingers.


‘When it comes to the omens Ağa, this one has them all.’


The old man frowns. ‘Oh?’


‘Firstly Ağa, it was the date he was born: the 15th night of Shaban, in the 8th Month. The Night of Justification.’


‘…when the Angel of Death inscribes his register…’ Ali-aga says, sitting up.


‘Just so, Ağa. That, the storm, and the fire.’


‘Mahşallah!’ Ali-aga Izobegović whistles softly. ‘May his harness be forever damascened. We must find a fitting name for him.’


‘There is only one name he can possibly have, Ağa,’ the seyis offers cautiously.


It is not the place of seyises to name foals. The old man’s eyes turn slowly to his, and then revolve away, to the blue of the mountains.


‘It must follow the proper rule; beginning with the first letter of his father’s name and then have one letter of his mother’s,’ he says, ‘in her honour.’


The seyis speaks quickly. ‘Yes, yes Ağa, it does. His father was called Ateş – Fire and his mother Zarif – Elegant. So…’


‘So?’


‘It can only be Azarax. Son of Fire.’


 


Ali-aga falls silent. The pines move. He whispers the name: Azarax. A Ghazi name. He should trust this seyis more. ‘What colour is he?’


‘He is doru, Ağa.’


‘Like his mother, then.’


‘With demirkir on one side.’


Ali-aga snaps his fingers. ‘Ha! I had forgotten.’


The seyis looks at his feet. ‘It is the omens, Ağa. Every one. Even unto the last.’


Ali-aga contemplates his seyis, his strange pink mottled fingers clasped in front of him, eyes to the ground, shivering. No, the seyis would not forget. He remembers everything. Everything to do with horses.


‘The last?’


‘He has the Whorl of the Spurs, Ağa.’


Ali-aga Izobegović throws his head back yet again and regards this seyis with his shrewd eyes. ‘Upwards or downwards?’


‘Upwards, Ağa.’


Ali-aga dismisses him with a flick of the wrist and watches him stumble off under the moving shadow of the pines. The Whorl of the Spurs: a rare whorl, and upwards. Safety in battle. He looks at the trees. The storm did them good: they look fresh today. It is good to have fine trees: as good as it is to breed good stock: good stallions with fine kismet. Azarax. Son of Fire. Stallions are pertinent to the soul: especially if you have to fight for your life from the back of one, which is no laughing matter.




***





The seyis shares the same breakfast as the foal. Holding a wooden bowl under the stamping mare’s belly, he teases out her milk in warm frothy jets. Into this he dips pida, flat bread with honey and crams it dripping into his mouth. He hunkers down against a burned-out wall in the dewy morning sun.


Squinting into the light he watches the mare and her new foal browsing about under the shining leaves of the judas trees.


Taking a sudden interest, the foal’s head rises and he steps lightly toward him on his supple young hooves. The seyis watches, forehead wrinkled, pida to his mouth. This creature is barely a day old and yet he shows no apprehension. Defiance is written all over his face, as if to say: what is this thing offending my view squatting rudely here?


The seyis checks the foal’s approach with a raised hand, recalling with clarity the time he had been buckled at the loins by a well-aimed blow from a creature not a minute older than this. With a mouthful of pida and mare’s milk he shouts: ‘Ho!’ and the foal stops. The seyis chews. This creature is definitely his mother’s child and he knows his mother and her galaxy of charms. How one moment she pads about as benign as an octogenarian hadji, dewy-eyed, pliant, full of benevolence and smiling goodwill then within the bat of a bee’s wing flattens her ears, levels her head and lashes out like a viper.


The seyis lays his hand on the foal’s neck. His father has left his passion in him too. He was ever the one for the knee-cap strike. No, this one merits a little respect. Traits like that tend to hover in the spirit. The seyis holds the foal where he is and looks deep into the fierce, self-assured young eyes. ‘You little monster, you.’


He chews on gazing at him, his Whorl of the Spurs, what an augury! Men are going to kill to own this creature. The storm, the fire, the Night of Justification – the seyis raises his eyebrows and dips the pida back into the milk.


The little foal’s eyes are bold. Brazen. He holds the seyis’ stare. It is there, the seyis perceives, the fire, the ego, the seething point of light: the soul. If it is the will of Allah that he has a destiny then it is the will of Allah that the seyis is charged to see him achieve it.


The thought detonates in his mind like a cannon blast. He stops chewing. His face straightens and he blinks, once; twice.


This foal, this ominous foal has been given to him and to no other seyis so that his destiny will be accomplished. The weight of the moment straightens his spine.


He looks again into the little creature’s eyes: ‘Mahşallah!’ he breathes. Can it be? Or is he mistaken? Is this not all mere chance? A patterning of events that means, ultimately, nothing? He looks deeper. No: it is there, in his eye. Definitely. The presence. The fire. This foal will go far. He will take the seyis with him and the seyis must deliver him to his fate, wherever or however that may be. Of all the foals he has bred, there has never been one quite like this, not one who came with all the auguries, all the omens, all in one momentous birth. ‘Where were you born, little Azarax?’ he whispers. He envisions the forest of legs of the mares in the mud, the howling wind and lashing rain, in the roar of thunder, the crashing lightning, his mother on the ground for the ten seconds it took to produce him, then she rose and stood with the other mares, hovering close, intuitively protective, as this little, wet creature shook his head and blinked in the storm, and hearing her voice above the thunder, the soft whickering voice, struggled to his feet and took the first milk that impelled into him the power of life. Within ten minutes the mares would have cantered to the river to stand beneath the trees and he would have cantered with them – ten minutes old. ‘Allahu akbar!’ the seyis whispers, ‘Allah kerim!’


He must school him as he never schooled a horse. He must train him as no other horse has been trained; teach him all that he needs to outrun, to outsmart, to outwit, to outlive all that lies in his path. The pure symbiosis of man and horse, horse and man. Already they depend upon each other; the foal upon him and he upon the foal.


The seyis holds up the bowl to his lips and swallows the last of the milk.


He stands, lays his hand upon the foal’s back and steels himself to honour his charge.


‘Yes, little Azarax. I shall do what I am asked. I will lead you to your destiny – even though it is on some far-flung shore of this brutal world. But answer me this, Son of Fire. When you graze the lilac grasses on the plains of eternity, when your long shadow slopes across the rolling seas of time and everyone knows your name, will you remember mine?’




***





He might have had an auspicious birth; he might have the mark of the Whorl of the Spurs and the heavenly horses of the western steppe might gallop beside him in some parallel universe that is his spiritual home, he might have heard the withering cry of the spectre stallion who haunts the grave of the Khans of the East, or perhaps Raksh, that fabled horse, might protect his footfall: but he remains on this earth, a foal.


The seyis watches as he jabs along sometimes beside, sometimes behind and sometimes in front of his mother: sniffing plants, darting sideways from leaves that come skimming across the ground toward him. He watches him flee from stones, and leap sideways to avoid puddles all the time with his ears flickering; revealing at once his growing comprehension of the world and his ignorance of it. ‘Azarax!’ the seyis repeats again and again.


Having no other foals of his own age, Azarax treats the seyis as his plaything. After a week of this the seyis becomes unsettled by the way the foal treats him, questioning whether it is respectful or disdainful, whether he is taking advantage of him or enjoying the closeness of their company. Soon he begins to sense that subtly this little foal is running rings round him. One day he is friendly, the next he is not: he is distant, then not distant, he is typical of a horse. Yet he is not typical. The seyis finds himself thinking about him, watching him, watching what he does, following him around. Then suddenly the tables are turned and the foal watches the seyis, watches what he does and follows the seyis around. In these times the foal’s eyes are disturbing, and the look he gives knowing and hard, like a judgemental though silent little god – who is in control here?




 





Over the days that follow, his training begins. The seyis rides Zarif, the mare, the foal’s mother and the foal follows. Each subsequent day, he extends the distance, the foal, Azarax, always following, his strength increasing as he learns to extend himself and by the end of the second week, he gallops round and round his mother as they ride through the timar, down to the river.


At the river, the seyis chooses a shallow place to ford, and although the foal hesitates, when he sees his mother blithely crossing the water, he leaps in, picking his feet high out of the splashing water, little rainbows arcing round him, follows her to the far bank, and vaults out into the grasses and reeds on the far side, and shakes vigorously.


Every day they cross the river, going a little deeper each time, until one day the foal finds himself swimming behind his mother, and because his mother wades slowly through the water and the seyis calls him quietly and then rewards him when they have found the far bank by getting off the mare and rubbing the little foal’s head and praising him for what he has just achieved, so the foal becomes confirmed in his lack of fear of water, or of jumping or slithering from river banks into it.


They pass through cool, shady woodland, past rocky outcrops, and stand high above long blue vistas, in the warm, buttery winds, and then walk slowly back through the creaking grasses and across the brittle ground to the timar.


Soon, the walks become trots, and canters, and gallops and plunges through water; they become hard climbs up steep, brashy hills, and long, gravelly slides down them.


 


After a few days, around the foal’s neck the seyis fits the nazar boncugu, the blue bead, the Evil Eye to ward off the djinn, then slips a hemp headstall onto the foal’s head. Within two days of having this headstall upon his head, the foal can be led. It is the first step to training: patiently to teach a foal to lead. It is not easy, for the foal cannot be pulled and will dig his feet in if any attempt is made to teach him to lead by dragging. The seyis will use neither whip nor stick for fear of setting up a system of response to pain, which is an evil route to follow. He teaches him to lead by encouragement and reward alone. Because there exists already an intuitive closeness, because the seyis’ breath smells of the foal’s mother from their shared breakfasts of her milk, the foal accepts him as an elision of his mother and learns to walk at his word, to stop at his word, to turn this way and that, at his word.


‘Yavaş–yavaş, Azarax,’ the seyis says, ‘Yavaş–yavaş.’


 


After several weeks of riding the mare and having the foal follow, the seyis puts a sack across the colt’s back, and ties it loosely. A few days later he ties it a little tighter and loads the sack with strange clanking objects. At first the colt starts when he hears these things clanking upon his back but because the seyis has not at any time betrayed nor destroyed his trust, the colt allows this to happen. It is a new game. Within one week, Azarax is carrying upon his back a peculiar assortment of goods: a kagan shield, a saucepan with stones in it, some rope and sticks and even, one day, a puppy. By this time he has found his strength and gallops on his own freely around the fields at top speed. He learns to corner fast and feel the power surging in his supple young limbs and in his growing, young body, he changes upon an instant, and steps out self-assuredly bearing a burden of a saucepan with stones in it, stuffed in a sack on his back and rope and bundles of cloth and sticks and a shield and on top a puppy and a seyis walking beside him holding all safely together and he is unalarmed.




***





The summer beats on the land and the ground becomes hard. Fissures appear. Sodom apples grow on the baked, bare earth. The leaves on the trees turn a dry green, the water in the wells drops. The stables have been rebuilt and the bow and quiver of arrows the seyis lost in the fire have been replaced by new ones.


And the seyis now has two colts to look after.


The second is a yağiz colt, whom Ali-aga Izobegović names Bora, The Wind. His father was called Bekçi, meaning The Lookout, and his mother Rüya, meaning Dream.


A strange shift in relations takes place as soon as Bora appears. He takes the place of the seyis in Azarax’s affections. Now all Azarax’s attention is devoted to Bora. He plays with him, runs at his side, nibbles his ears, bites his knees, stands close beside him and the seyis finds himself feeling an absurd pang of jealousy, but he knows that it must be so. Azarax is a colt, a horse and not some magical being with whom he shares some peculiar, unearthly communion. He is a horse and will make friends with horses. Even though the seyis is somehow elided with his mother he is also not her: he is not a horse: he is no more than an accident of the earth, a diversionary implement that amuses and distracts the foal from the long heat of the day and protects and comforts him in the dark hours of night. With horses, the seyis admits unhappily to himself, it was ever thus. You have one horse and you have a trusting ally who reveals to you the mysteries of his world and his oblique perceptions of yours. You have two and you have two horses who have retreated into their inscrutable society, who regard you as an irrelevant curiosity, their uncomprehending slave, and exclude you from the superior processes which they inhabit.


It is in full and complete knowledge of this, in its utter acceptance, comprehending that only upon their terms can he exert any form of control, that the seyis takes them in and out of rivers and up and down hills, through woods, past the rocks, up to the high view, then back to the timar.


He schools them to the best of his ability, as a pair. Each day he does something to accustom them to noise and to different sounds. He bangs a drum: he clangs metal; he shouts, he waves flags, lights fires, he releases small fire-crackers, which at first make Bora run and gad about, while Azarax remains indifferent to the sound which makes the seyis wonder if he is deaf. Yet he knows that he is not for the young colt pricks his ears when he hears the distant braying of a donkey and responds with a high pitched squeal, announcing not only the splendour of his own voice but the perfection of his hearing. No, the seyis explains to himself: it was the Night of Justification; the storm, the fire and his destiny. Often the seyis notices Azarax peering off far into the distance as though he perceived something out there waiting for him that one day, he would find. That something lay beyond the wildest dreams or imaginings of an insignificant Ottoman seyis, whose sole command, he knew, was to take him there, come hell, come hardship, come war.


Within weeks of their foaling, the two colts know the sound of pistol-shot: they know the sound of men shouting, are unafraid of banners being hoist in front of them: they know how to run beside a man, to answer his voice to a command, to be led by him: they pick up their feet when asked and know already how to stand still. The seyis has lobbed little sticks at them, and small smooth stones and first of all they allowed them to strike them because they could not see them coming. Soon they learn to look for them, and learn to skip out of their way so that after a few weeks of this, the seyis would throw a stone hard at them and they would both shift before it struck.


By the time they are six months old, they are confident: nothing alarms them. Smoke and fire and flames do not make them rear. Gunshot and powder explosions are everyday occurrences to them. They avoid sticks and stones if they are hurled at them. They have even been carrying saddles.


There is no such crudity in the life of a slightly-built Ottoman seyis as the need to break a horse.


There is only the skill to make one.


 


The janissaries strut with pride announcing their feats of bravery. They run up their sleeves and reveal their scars. They strip their shirts and show their muscled bodies. They carry only their weapons, their Bektaşi belief nurturing their souls. ‘Allahu akbar!’ they shout; God is Great! They do not fear the hair’s breadth that separates heaven from hell. If they fall they shall land upon their feet at the Gates of Paradise. They swear an oath of allegiance to their Sultan, Vice-Regent of God Upon Earth, over a decorated tray upon which lies a bowl of salt, the Holy Qur’an and their yatağan, their scimitar, their sabre.


The sacred insignia of their regiment is the Kazan, a great copper cooking pot.


It is a symbol of the old days, of the horseman archers and the Steppe, it is their communal bowl. Islam is charged to feed the wayfaring man: the guest is invited to sit and eat. The Kazan offers hospitality and unity: come, sit, share with us. No-one is turned away. To sit next to a Kazan signals sanctuary. In battle, the orta, the regiment, rallies around it. To carry it is an honour. To tip it over is a sign of insurrection and mutiny. To lose it, a disaster.




***





Symbols are life to the janissaries, to the sipahi, the çebelu, the deli, the gönüllü, the kapikulu, the pirs, the paşas – to all men who risk their lives in war. Badges, belts, hats, buckles, colours of regiment – all have symbolic power. Omens are important to men who risk their lives in war. A good omen fills an army with zeal. Omens lend belief to an army. A clever leader interprets whatever he finds, as a good omen.


There are good and bad omens. A sneeze is an ill omen. Weather, is ominous. Rain can break the spirit of an army. Sunlight is a good omen. Clouds that darken the face of the sun can be interpreted as bad omens, where the outcome of battle is uncertain. Clouds that cross a crescent moon are a bad omen for a Turk, whose standard is the Crescent Moon. Wind is ominous. If wind blows away the turban of a leader, defeat is certain to follow. If rain falls upon an army that advances and keeps falling upon an army that advances, the omens are bad. If a Kazan is dropped or falls to the ground, that regiment is doomed.


Animals, birds, snakes, mice seen in grain, moths in candles, owls landing on tents, all are omens. The shadows of vultures falling across a man signal his death.


The Whorl of the Spurs on a doru stallion, is ominous. The seyis watches the colts play and observes how their baby faces are turning into the faces of two magnificent young horses. How their eyelashes have grown long and straight and beautiful and how their mouths are set in this serious expression and how now they have stopped quidding – the signal of obeisance between foal and adult horse. How they try to bite each others’ knees and even his, should he stand too close. How one will suddenly take an unprovoked nip out of the other which always leads to an ear-back reprisal and a high pitched squeal and a stormy, dust flicking chase that ends with them both on their hind feet pawing at each others’ heads and that’s the time for the shout and the intervention of a Tekke seyis.


He watches them as they graze nose to nose and sees how loyal and united they have become and how when one lies prostrate out in the warmth of the sun, the other will be on its feet, standing guard. He laughs when they see something for the first time, how they gadded about when they saw a tortoise and threw their heads about shouting and squealing and tried to kick it and missed by yards. He watched them gaze at a viper that crossed their path, their big innocent eyes burning with excitement, and how then they had run around the spot where they saw it, trampling the ground and jumping about like deer. He notices as the games of youth become more serious, how they mature into two fine young colts, full of confidence and fun and slightly dangerous.


When they are a year old he weans them. Because they are confident, it is not difficult to achieve. Even their mothers are not discontented when they are weaned. The colts are strong and demanding, which has already begun to irritate the dams. When weaned they are left close to their mothers and not taken away immediately. Yet the day comes when the seyis begins the long walks with them, taking them further and further away from the security of their mothers. One day he takes the dams from the colts and the next day the colts from the dams and when the mares call, the colts reply and then he brings the foals back into their vision and he keeps doing this until their confidence has steadied, and the mares graze in the knowledge that although their foals are weaned they are also not far away. He keeps this up for weeks on end until he does not return the colts and the mares do not notice. In this time he puts a stirruped saddle upon the colts, leans across the saddles and finally, he mounts. He mounts first of all for a few minutes only, getting off without alarming the young horses. Making a fuss of them, he has them in his hand: they are intrigued by this experience: the seyis is light and when he is upon them he does not overbalance them. This is the most critical time of all for a young horse because if you get it right now it will always be right and the seyis knows this. If the young horse panics for one second the seyis does not confirm him in his panic but slips off and smoothes away his fear. Then he will not mount that colt immediately, but the other one and when the first one sees him do this, he responds to it and so when the seyis mounts him again, he is unafraid. It becomes a game to them. It takes four days to make them to the saddle – perfectly to the saddle – and then he begins to school them. All the time he maintains their confidence and their trust because this is the bedrock of the art of the horseman: to break the trust of a horse, for a horseman of purity, is to invoke the curse of Iblis.


Ali-aga Izobegović has watched the development and training of these two young horses, unsmilingly. He has been sitting under the shadow of the judas trees, on the cut travertine by the medrese, where the water trickles lightly, running into a cool, stone trough. From here he has been able to see the colts do what their seyis has asked them to do, and he has pointed and shouted and got up and wandered over to the colts and stroked their downy coats. He has watched them grow and learn new skills: he has seen them being led with their mothers and now he sees them carrying their seyis upon their backs, as proud as he to do so.


One day he calls the seyis to his house.


Into his hands he counts out one hundred aspers. Thirty-six months have passed since Bora was foaled. Thirty-seven since Azarax first stood in a circle of wet mares in a raging Balkan storm.


He says quietly: ‘The sançakbey has sent word.’


The seyis’ brow furrows. Providence has struck without warning.


‘Take them to the müsellem of the tayçi. Then to Istanbul, to the baş imrahor Soliman Chia, my friend. The beylerbey of Silistra is my family bey. You must go with him. There will be war.’


A knot tightens in the seyis’ belly. The moment he longed for, the moment he feared. The squib of opportunity has been tossed, lit, at his feet. In one heartbeat his life has been flung into another direction and he has been offered no choice. ‘Inshallah!’ It is the Will of God. He looks into the face of Ali-aga Izobegović: blackberry eyes revealing nothing: this is a man who has lost all his comrades, his two sons and a wife and now is about to lose the only other human being for whom he ever cared, whose absolute skill has won his absolute admiration – but it reveals in his face, not a thing. Not a glimmer. If a smile is expensive, tears cannot be bought. Their value hovers beyond.


The seyis drops the saddles and loads heyber (saddlebags) onto the young horses’ backs, lashes them down, straps his bow and quiver to his side and walks away with them and Ali-aga Izobegović watches them go. He watches the young horses leave with their seyis between them, walking down the long track away from his timar, where the distant mountains rise, a smoky cobalt blue, and where the ground they walk is hard and dry. He watches the dust curl from their feet, and as the figures sink lower and lower into the ground, the seyis’ hand rises and the old man whispers: ‘Güle-güle, my sons! Go laughing!’ and he steps up onto the travertine by the medrese and watches until they dip from his sight. Then he sinks to his knees and sits down listening to the trickling water that runs into the stone trough by the medrese. He leans his head back against the cool travertine stone and slowly swings his amber beads in his right hand and repeats, softly, suras from the Holy Qur’an.


It is July 1681.




***





Nearly 300 years before, in 1389, the night before the battle on the Plain of the Blackbirds at Kosovo a great gale blows. It blows toward the army of Murad I, Sultan of the Turks. The dust rises in huge billowing clouds. Bustards that have been picking through the dry grasses now fly into the air with heavy, thudding wing beats. Flies buzz in the choking dust, which burns into the Turks’ clothing, into their eyes, into their mouths, their ears, their hair. It smarts in the eyes of the horses. Murad’s forces are smaller, the army he faces stronger, the dust clouds blinding.


Even with their thousands of knights and flying banners, with their loud trumpets and booming drums, even with their big black, serious horses and their silver-handled swords, even with the wind at their backs, the Serbs fear the glittering Ottoman sipahi before them.


The next morning the wind has dropped. The Omens have spoken for the Turks. Battle is joined.


Murad’s sipahi horsemen destroy the flower of Serbian nobility; the Balkans fall.


 


Victory follows upon victory.


Even though Timur Lenk, Tamerlane and his archer horseman come to despoil and to plunder and even though Tamerlane humiliates Sultan Byazet I and drags him to Samarkand in a cage, the Ottoman Empire grows.


Armies wither before the invincible Turk. Cities crumble. The decisions their leaders make are right. It is as if they are touched by a divine spark. It is as if some special Hand selects for them the right leader, who makes the right decisions, as though some sacred wind blows for them and sets them on their diamond-studded way.


They become heirs of the Roman Empire, kings of Constantinople.


In 1453, Mehmet II The Conqueror levels the ancient unbreached walls of this ancient city with such shot as the world has never seen. Huge round stone balls each weighing 1200-1500lbs (545-680 kg) destroy it in hours: walls that have stood for centuries collapse before him. On 11th April, he sets his vast cannons to face the Kizil Elma. For 40 days the cannons speak across the Golden Horne.


The city falls and Mehmet rides in upon his Nogai charger and as he rides and gazes at the ruins he recites: – the spiders weave the curtains in the palace of the Caesars, the owl calls the watches in the towers of Afrasiab.


Constantinople is a shell: a ruined shell. And yet – it remains a diamond: a diamond between two emeralds and the two sapphires lying in his hand.


Mehmet is Sultan, Khan, Ghazi and Emperor.


He is Caesar. A Turk, a Muslim and a Byzantine.


He is Padishah, Imperial Sovereign, King of Kings. Margrave of the World.




***





The Holy Christian Church of the Holy Wisdom, Ayasofya in Constantinople, that has stood for a thousand years is turned upon his command into a Holy Mosque. The Crescent replaces the Cross.


On May 29th 1453 the holy Christian city of Constantinople is renamed. The name is taken from the Greek ‘eis tin polin’, meaning ‘to the city’. Istanbul.


Bosnia, Herzegovina, Serbia, Albania and Morea (The Peloponnese) are won. Crimea becomes a vassal state, Persia is invaded, Algiers too becomes a vassal. Under the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent, Zaila, Barqa, Rhodes and Hungary all fall. Vienna is besieged for the first time. Bessarabia, Yemen, Cyprus are taken, as is Bahrain. The Turks conquer Tripolitania, Muscat and occupy ports in Eritrea, Somalia and Kenya. They take western Persia, Georgia and Abkhasia, Crete, Podolya and Ukraine. They become masters of Syria, the Levant, most of Egypt, and north Africa. The Mediterranean is their lake, the Red Sea is their lake, the western coast of Arabia is theirs and they hold the keys to Mecca and Medina.


The mountains of the Atlas and Taurus and Balkans and the Kavkas are cloaked in great green forests and filled with the voices of the bul-bul. Çelan walk free with their small bright does.


In the valleys of the mountains are mosques made of pale, cut stone and slender minarets. There are villages with fountains and medreses and coloured birds sweeping through the branches of great cedars.


Upon the Tigris, the Euphrates, the Nile and the Danube lateened gullets sail, their nets silver with their catch.
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