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Journeying is hard,


Journeying is hard.


There are many turnings . . .


I will mount a long wind some day and break the heavy waves


And set my cloudy sail straight and bridge the deep, deep sea.


 


        Li Bai


        ‘The Hard Road’


        Translated by W Bynner


 


 


 


 


 










ζ


To lose a small boy in a world so wide is an easy thing.


        I have learned that now, just as I have learned the names of places unimagined by me then, names that strike my ear like strange verses. Socotra, Kinzai, Samarkand. Malabar, Nicobar, Pem.


        I had not thought this Earth of ours so large, nor Christendom so small. I had thought the lands beyond our maps no wider than the beading edge that runs around Christ’s table. Had I known the truth, that the wild plains and forests of the heathen reach so far and so unforgivingly, I should not have let him go.


        I should not have let him go.


        To find him now I must trust to God and to the good offices of the traders, Jew and Arab, who come to this place with their tales of foreign lands. They are good men, fathers themselves. I see the truth in their eyes as they pledge to ask for news. Sometimes they tell me I am not alone in asking. They say there are others, men they neither like nor trust, who ask the same. They tell me this to warn me, but I will not be warned. I keep no secrets. I simply want my son.


        Perhaps one day these good men will find him for me. There hangs around his neck a tablet on a chain. It was my father’s. And on that narrow chain there hangs my hope: that my merchant friends might know him and one day bring him home.


        He will be full-grown now, my slender son. I need to know what kind of man he is become. A better man, I think, than those who led him hence all those years ago. And yet I envy them, that mismatched band, for the time they have had with him – for there are days when I’d surrender all the time still left to me for one brief word with one who watched him grow.


        Soon I will leave this place for home, and journey back to the children that remain to me. They too are dear but, being grown, they have no need of me to watch for them. And so on this high tower I stand and face the east, and pray that if he sleeps he sleeps in peace; that if he lives, one day he will come home.


 


ζ


 










Damascus


The sun had done its work on him. In only two months of travel, it had burned and coarsened his skin and bleached his hair so fair that to avoid attention he concealed it beneath a Saracen cloth according to the custom of the land. In front of him, a tall Kibruni merchant was waving his hands and speaking in a strange, guttural tongue, the immaculate whiteness of his robes far more persuasive than the lump of skin and shadow he described.


        The mermaid must have been dead many days. Even where he stood, a step behind his master, the boy could sense the odour rising from its skin. A stale smell, pungent, like dried dung and rotting seaweed, stronger even than the smell of sweat that the boy and his companions carried with them into the cool, fragrant darkness of the souk. In the shadows of the merchant’s inner room, it was hard to make out the creature’s form. The boy’s eyes, still narrowed by the glare outside, could distinguish only a clumsy, lumpen torso tapering to an indistinct tail.


        A mermaid? The boy could not be sure. Certainly the markets of Damascus were not short of wonders, clustered as they were beneath walls as old as the desert. A holy city, the scholar had told him, and in the spice-scented alleyways where the light barely penetrated, the boy saw Syrian monks and Saracen holy men brush shoulders with men and women of every sort, from sallow Copts to black-faced Ethiopians in bright desert robes. It seemed there was nothing that could not be purchased there. The market stalls were piled high with magic charms, from dried scorpions to living snakes, and there were other wonders too: ice from the mountains, and fine-grained pottery as smooth to the touch as a child’s skin. And now a small crowd had gathered behind them as the merchant described yet another marvel, another wonder for sale.


        The boy could see his master was listening intently: Antioch, the scholar, grey and gaunt, his face strained. When the merchant finally fell silent, the old man turned to his interpreter, who stood a little apart.


        ‘What says he, Venn?’ he asked, and as the man moved forward the boy felt reassured. Of all their small company, the interpreter alone seemed unruffled by the ways of that arid land, so far from home that it seemed neither strange nor unlikely to be smelling the remains of a mermaid.


        ‘He says that a mermaid is a rare creature. They are found in the southern seas in the shape of women and they call out to the sailors that pass. But when touched they turn instantly into sea creatures. He says that only if struck dead before they change will they retain their female shape. This one was killed when half changed. Had it been slain a moment sooner, he says, it would be different, but now only the outline of a woman’s face remains.’


        The interpreter stopped speaking and stepped back and the boy peered again at the mermaid. His eyes were better adjusted now and he could see for himself the sorry specimen that lay before them, its skin grey and its jaws slack, human only in its fleshy lips and the dark lashes that fringed its eyes.


        ‘What think you, Count?’ the scholar asked.


        This question was addressed to the person beside him, a dark-haired man with the eyes of a raven.


        ‘I think it is no true mermaid,’ the man growled. ‘A freak thrown up by the sea, then a tale spun around it. The infidel lacks nothing in enterprise.’


        ‘A freak, yes.’ Antioch nodded, turning the thought over in his mind. ‘And yet I think we should acquire it nonetheless.’ He straightened, relieved by his own decisiveness. ‘And tonight we shall agree a plan. We must decide whether to continue east or else turn south to the warm waters whence these wonders spring.’


        The pause that followed this remark was long and uncomfortable. The boy looked from the weary face of the scholar to the cold eyes of his companion and shivered.


 


It had begun with a summons, a messenger flapping crow-like through the corn. Sicily in September and the morning promised heat. Visitors to Antioch’s villa were rare, and the boy watched carefully as the rider crossed the plain below, growing with each minute that passed until, rising through the lemon groves, he disappeared beneath the gatehouse walls. Then came the ringing of the bell and the commotion, and Antioch, flustered, calling for his best cloak regardless of the season. And then the day-long journey through the gathering heat of the Sicilian plain, wheat yellow for harvest, sky blue, summer defiant. Only on the long climb upwards to the citadel of San Julian did the sun weaken its grip on them, slipping slowly behind their backs and into a quicksilver sea.


        Then came the palace gates, a courtyard, the rough hands of ostlers and finally a stone-flagged room at dusk where the king of a stolen kingdom stood waiting. The shadows were long when the two men met. What light there was fell on their faces, one strong and commanding, the other thin, bookish, nervous. Watching them from the shadow was a third man, a man whose eyes were carrion black, a man who neither smiled nor spoke but waited and missed nothing. And before them on the table lay a book: huge, heavy, firmly shut. The more the large man talked and made no mention of it, the stronger its presence grew. In the corner furthest from the fire the boy held an ermine cloak and listened.


        Much of what he heard meant little to him. The king spoke, of war, of great armies, of an empire reeling and a Pope triumphant. As he spoke, the boy could sense the growing perplexity of his master, who listened and nodded fitfully: Antioch the scholar, a man of sixty, stooped and uncertain. Like the boy, he knew nothing of such subjects and was struggling to understand why he had been summoned into the presence of this warrior king.


        ‘Charles of Anjou is marching under the Pope’s banner. An army of 30,000 men is at the door of Italy  . . .’


        As the large man continued to speak, the boy’s eyes wandered around the chamber. On the hills above the Sicilian plain the autumn mists come down quickly, and the heat of the day was long gone. The boy held back a shiver. It was a high-arched room, cold despite the fire, and smelling of the damp autumn evening outside. By some act of neglect the torches were not yet lit, but by the firelight the boy could make out the patterns on the banners that shrouded the walls; the imperial arms, the insignia of Charlemagne, the gold crosses on purple. Above them all hung the tattered banner of Frederick, the last emperor. And although the boy knew little enough, he understood that this lord, Manfred, was that emperor’s son, said to be the only man in Europe still brave enough and strong enough to defy the power of the Pope. The boy’s eyes returned to him constantly, taking in his vast solidity, his red hair. A handsome face disintegrating into creases. Hugely strong despite his bulk, he seemed immense, powerful, remarkable, a man who could order death with a wave of his hand.


        And then the boy saw something else. The Lord Manfred was facing away from him, intent on Antioch. As he spoke, he stood chest forward with his hands behind his back. It was a pose of great confidence, of great authority. But it was the movement of his fingers that the boy had noticed. As the large man’s voice continued firm, the fingers of his right hand were working vigorously, turning something over and over in his palm, stroking it, kneading it, twisting it around before beginning again in a restless, urgent cycle.


        From where he stood, the boy could make out the object being so caressed.


        This heir of Charlemagne, defender of the Cross, descendant of emperors, Christ’s soldier on earth, was clutching – like a frightened squire – the severed foot of a hare.


        That sight changed something, although it was not until later that the boy truly understood. But there entered into him at that moment his first doubt about the man before him, his first doubt about the ruthless certainties of kings and crowns and order. Startled, he looked across the room and realised that the man with the raven’s gaze stood watching him. His was expressionless, but something in his eyes told the boy that his surprise had been observed and noted. To this man, evidently, the perpetual nervousness of those fingers was not a revelation.


        At the table, the Lord Manfred was still speaking, his manner calm, as though the hands behind him were somehow independent of his body.


        ‘His Holiness rebuffs me, Antioch. My envoys return unheard.’ In speaking to the scholar he used rough court Latin, fortified with the dialect of the Sicilian plains.


        ‘Your father, sire . . .’ the old man replied, then tailed off, confused.


        ‘My father is dead,’ the other said softly. ‘My father is dead and I am his true heir – his son by blood and his heir in spirit. I have held Sicily in his name when his other sons could scarcely raise an army. I am the only man in Europe strong enough to rule it. And yet his Holiness will not recognise me. And until he does I am a renegade, a usurper. There can be no peace until he gives the world a sign I am accepted. I need to be crowned, Antioch. I need to be crowned in Rome.’


        The seriousness in his voice gave his words a greater emphasis. It was the speech of a man accustomed to command. Aware of it, the old man’s confusion grew.


        ‘I’m sure if his Holiness was offered a settlement . . . Perhaps some sort of tribute  . . . ?’


        ‘Ah, yes.’ Manfred moved around the table then and guided the old man to the fire. ‘His Holiness’s liking for gifts is famous. But what gift would win such a man as he? A man who simply takes by force anything he might desire?’


        ‘Perhaps a sum of gold . . . ?’ the scholar began, then stopped on seeing the other’s expression.


        ‘Enough gold to buy a pope?’ Manfred laughed bitterly. ‘There is no sum large enough for that. Besides, any man possessed of such a sum would soon be parted from it by other means. A quarrel would be found, or a heresy discovered. Denunciation, disgrace . . . Or simpler still, a troop of well-armed men one day, waiting at the roadside into the forest. The Pope has his methods. No, I will not attempt to buy my life, nor barter for my own birthright. Besides, I have a better plan than that.’ The King’s voice grew softer then, and the boy could feel he was drawing near the true purpose of the visit. ‘You have heard tell, perhaps, of the Great Menagerie in Rome?’


        The old man blinked, surprised at this unexpected shift to a subject he understood.


        ‘Indeed, sire. His Holiness’s own collection. It is said to be a great marvel, unrivalled anywhere in east or west.’


        ‘It must surely then contain a great many beasts. Is that not so, Antioch?’


        ‘So people say. If the stories be true it holds nearly every creature known to man. Lions, panthers, deer, great oxen, even birds that speak the tongues of men  . . .’


        Manfred nodded. He seemed calmer now, and when he spoke next his voice was almost soothing. But still the boy could see his fingers turning, faster now even than before.


        ‘Come, I have something to show you,’ he said.


        Only then did he guide the scholar to the table where the great book awaited them. ‘Please, open it. It is yours, my gift to you.’


        The old man blinked again and approached the book with caution. Before touching it he wiped his hands three times against his cloak, and when he reached out towards the great volume those hands trembled slightly.


        The boy heard a little gasp escape his master when the book fell open. And he saw a change in his face, as if the book itself were lighting it.


        For a few seconds the old man stood still, and then, with a sudden start, all semblance of caution left him. His fingers began to turn the heavy pages and with each one his touch grew wilder, more urgent, until his eyes scarcely scanned a page before he turned again. Bright images tumbled into view before him, sumptuous in gold and scarlet, twisting and turning on the page as one leaf followed another.


        ‘Lion, tiger, panther, pard,’ the old man breathed. ‘Each one magnificent. Such work! Such skilful touch  . . .’


        He turned the heavy pages both forward and back, not knowing where to rest his gaze, until the frenzy passed and he looked up, his eyes bewildered.


        ‘It is exquisite,’ he said. ‘The finest bestiary I have ever seen.’ His eyes moved down again. ‘Each creature brought out in gold, each one depicted with such perfect delicacy. See the eyes of the wolf, the snarl of the tiger! Is it Breton? No, English . . . It matters little. It is the work of a master. Is this the gift you intend for his Holiness?’


        ‘A book?’ The other’s scorn was barely concealed. ‘No, Antioch, this book is just the beginning. Look here  . . .’


        The hare’s foot was pushed beneath his belt as he reached down and moved deftly to a particular page.


        ‘Tell me, Antioch, does his Holiness own any beast such as this one?’


        The picture at which he pointed showed a white beast with the heavy body of a horse, a great curved horn extending from its forehead.


        ‘The unicorn? Why, no, I would have heard of it  . . .’


        ‘And this?’


        ‘The bonnacon? I think not  . . .’


        ‘And this? And this?’


        Then it was the Lord Manfred’s turn to move from page to page, his strong fingers practised at finding the leaves he sought.


        ‘The leocrota? The satyr? The basilisk?’ The old man stammered. ‘No, no. None of these. No ydris, no dragon, no jaculus. These are all rare creatures, rare.’


        ‘So rare that few have ever seen them,’ the King agreed. ‘So rare indeed that none are found in any lands we know.’


        ‘No, sire. These are creatures of the desert or the mountains, or of the great rivers. They live in lands we scarcely know. But the Greek masters knew of them and taught us of their forms and habits. And indeed there are men alive today who claim to have seen such creatures in their travels.’


        ‘So they say. Now these would be gifts for a pope, would they not, Antioch? Gifts his Holiness would value more than gold?’


        ‘Indeed, sire! These would be gifts beyond value. With creatures such as these in his menagerie then truly it would be a wonder for all ages.’


        The Lord Manfred smiled in satisfaction. His hand behind his back reached for the hare’s foot and the boy watched him stroke it softly.


        ‘And tell me, Antioch, how would a man go about obtaining such creatures as these?’


        The old man blinked and furrowed his forehead. ‘Why, with the greatest difficulty, sire. The ancient scholars have left us clues about where to seek them, but they are vague and incomplete. To arrive at definite locations would involve much reading, much searching  . . .’


        ‘And a stout heart too, my friend.’ Manfred turned then to the man with the strange eyes and gestured at him lazily. ‘The Count Decius here has a battalion of men in readiness for the search. But who should lead them? Decius here can marshal them, of course, but he is a soldier and this is a mission of peace. A bishop, perhaps? But the infidels have no reason to love our church. Besides, I know of neither bishop nor soldier who is scholar enough to follow the clues of which you speak  . . .’


        The stout man’s fingers began to move faster as they rolled the fragment of fur against their tips. And as the boy began to understand what was happening, he found his chest tightening, a chill of excitement growing from the base of his spine.


        ‘I want you to find them for me, Antioch. All these beasts that men here have never seen. This book and others I have gathered are yours to guide you. Count Decius will be your deputy. You are to travel east, to the court of the Great Khan himself, if you must. But you will find them, Antioch. You shall be the man who completes the bestiary.’


        And with those words his finger fell idly onto the open book. Beneath it, picked out by chance, the twisted figure of the basilisk looked back at him with angry eyes.
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There is little here for me when the night falls. By day I meet the ships and ask for word. The captains and the traders know me now and make me welcome, tell me where they’ve sailed and any news they’ve heard. But by night the port is still. Its life drains to the narrow streets below the fortress, to the inns and wine shops where talk is thick and travellers tell of wonders. Sometimes I go amongst them and watch the weather-worn faces. They have become for me a new and unexpected family, these strangers in this place so far from home. My son perhaps has known such men as these, perhaps in some far tavern he sits and tells his story.


        Some nights the talk here turns to Antioch’s lost mission. It is an oft-told tale now and mysteries help the evenings pass swiftly. But no one knows for sure what tale to tell, and the passing years have given story-makers licence to imagine. With time the tales have grown fanciful, embroidered with rumours of a curse, or of an ill-omened treasure that Antioch carried with him. Some say it was the lost gold of Albion, others a treasure meant for Aragon by the Saracen emperor, a ransom for the captured city of Cordoba. And there are those who say that Antioch’s party took the Devil’s money, paid to the crew by Satan for the keeping of their souls  . . .


        I shake my head when I hear such whispers. These are the tales that grow when truth is absent, taller with every day that passes. The truth is different: an expedition of hardened soldiers, provisioned well and in good order, sent by a Christian king, vanished without trace or explanation in the lands beyond the east. It is a mystery fit for any fireside – fit for my own, had I not still the memory of one child’s face before me.


        It was three nights ago, on such a night as this, with stars so bright they seemed to write words in the sky, that I received the Catalan’s visit. I had seen him before, in crowds around the harbour, had thought him then perhaps a rich man’s agent, one sent to oversee the handling of goods or set a mark on purchases. He was a man of forty years, lean, sour-faced. His eyes moved quicker than his lips. He seldom smiled.


        His page must have been awaiting my return for his knock came quickly. He was small and dark, in a livery I did not recognise. I have no servant to answer for me, so I attended to his knock myself. My lodgings are simple – two rooms high up in the town which I rent from an Andalusian merchant. By day they have a view of the mountains. By night I can hear the sea.


        ‘Sir,’ the boy began, ‘my master, Raymond of Nava, begs an audience. He asks to be allowed to wait on you this very evening, for he departs for Narbonne at dawn.’


        It was a late hour for such a visit and I told him so, and yet I bade him bring his master to me, for the nights are long when one sleeps so little and even an old man sometimes covets company.


        The visitor who followed within the half-hour was a little shabbier than I’d thought him from my observations in the market. He dismissed his servant at the door, leaving the two of us alone. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, but there was a harsh edge to it that told of a man who did not deal in kindness.


        He told me he was an agent for the Count of Mirande and that business sometimes brought him to the Moorish ports. The count, he told me, had long heard tell of Antioch’s missing expedition, and now would like to know the truth behind the tales.


        His eyes had taken in my simple room – a bed, a table, chairs, a drinking jug – and now came back to mine. ‘They say you are the man to ask, that you have looked beyond the tavern gossip.’


        I shrugged. ‘I know no more than anyone could learn by asking. I know they sailed eastward, bound for unknown lands. I know I still await them. That is all.’


        His eyes brushed quickly over me, then away. ‘I’ve heard the expedition was lost at sea, or overwhelmed by brigands. Surely after so many years you must believe the same?’


        I considered him carefully. Through the open window a breeze from the sea stirred the hot night air. Below, in the town, I could hear men laughing as they left the inns and wandered to their lodgings.


        ‘A lost ship leaves traces,’ I told him. ‘An empty line in an owner’s ledger, a fortune lost. And a skirmish leaves wounds, or widows to remember it. Survivors talk and tell their tales. Brigands boast of their deeds. Sometimes the goods they’ve plundered are recognised at market. And yet I have heard nothing.’


        The Catalan had remained standing and now he turned to the open window, as if listening to the sounds from the town.


        ‘You talk to many people in this port.’ There was, perhaps, suspicion in his tone. ‘Jews, Arabs, Greeks. You talk a great deal for one who knows so little.’


        ‘I talk to everyone I meet. I ask each man the same: whether he has seen my son.’


        ‘Ah, yes. Your son. When did you last have word of him?’


        A deep breath to dull the pain. ‘There has been no word of him since Antioch left Italy.’


        The Catalan wiped his palm across his jaw and slid his gaze away.


        ‘That’s strange, is it not? For a son to so neglect his father?’


        ‘A boy that age has other things to think of. He believes his parents live forever. I would not have had him neglect his duties for thinking of his home.’


        My visitor ran his palm across his face again. ‘There were others with your son who perhaps have sent you word? Some messages to give you hope that they are safe?’


        I looked at him. ‘I have received no word.’ And then, perhaps foolishly: ‘The count’s curiosity is very considerable, is it not? If he wishes to know more, let him come like I do and listen to the news from foreign ports.’


        He looked hard at me then, and I saw I had surprised him. ‘Be careful, merchant. You stay for a while in a Moorish city but step back into a Christian land and you will answer to Christian powers once more.’


        I returned his gaze steadily. ‘So you come to threaten me?’


        He smiled then, a dry, juiceless smile. ‘No, I did not come to threaten. You are right that the count’s interest in this matter is more than careless curiosity. I am here to offer his support.’


        He waited for me to respond but I stayed silent. A successful merchant quickly learns when to say nothing.


        ‘Tell me, merchant, did you ever meet the Count Decius who sailed with your son?’


        ‘I did not.’


        ‘What do you know of him?’


        ‘I know he was a soldier of Manfred, that he fought against the Pope.’


        ‘Not always.’ The Catalan paused in his pacing. ‘He made his name as a young man fighting for the Pope’s allies. He fought with the papal armies at the Siege of Montségur.’


        I shrugged. It meant nothing to me. The next question followed quickly.


        ‘Have you heard of a man known as Pau?’


        I looked up, curious. ‘He was one of Decius’s men, was he not?’


        ‘You knew him?’


        ‘No. He was mentioned in Antioch’s letter from Sicily, the last he sent me.’


        The Catalan shook his head, his face disapproving.


        ‘You knew very little of the men to whom you gave your son.’


        ‘I entrusted my son to Antioch the scholar. I did so at the recommendation of Richard of Lincoln himself.’


        As I had expected, the mention of that churchman had its effect. When my visitor spoke again his tone was more respectful.


        ‘Sir, the count understands your sorrow for your son. He would wish to compensate you for your suffering. If you receive any word of your son’s fate, he would like to hear of it. In return he will be generous. You understand?’


        Again our eyes met.


        ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Of what interest can it be to him?’


        He paused, paced for two, three strides, then stopped. Finally he seated himself in the chair opposite my own.


        ‘If you ever find out more about Count Decius it is unlikely to be to his credit. His reputation for brutality lives on to this day. He is a turncoat, too. A man who changed sides, a man who has fought alongside the Saracens against Christian armies. And worse than any of that, a man who cheated my master out of a large sum of money.’ He smiled that same, dry smile and rose to his feet. ‘Where money is involved, men have long memories. While there is any chance that Decius might be found there will be people in these parts willing to pay for information. My master is a more generous man than most.’ He looked at me again; that hard, cold look. ‘If you hear anything, merchant, anything at all, then send for me.’


        With that he took his leave but, with the door open and the night breeze fresh in front of him, he paused on my threshold. This time, when he spoke, his voice had changed. It was softer than before, and with a note of genuine puzzlement in it.


        ‘Tell me, merchant,’ he said. ‘In all these years you say you’ve had no word. Nothing to give you hope. You ask me to believe that. But why else would you remain here, waiting?’


        I felt sorry for him then. Sorry, because for all the cleverness in that sharp face of his, there was something absent, something lost. Somewhere in his forty years he had forgotten how it feels to love.


        ‘I wait here,’ I told him, ‘because this is all I can do.’


 


Late at night, when the backstreets fall silent, I repair to my room and to the charts I keep there. There are some who say that beyond the Arabian Sea the world ends. By this they mean the last safe coasts are left behind you and the ports beyond do not know the rule of law. This is Christian talk and I too believed it once. But those I live with here tell a different tale: of desert coasts and then the fruitful Indies, ample harbours built of stone where goods are bought and sold, and strangers welcomed.


        Beyond that coast, they say, another sea begins, a sea at once a mystery and a challenge. They say the islands here can float, and that their forests steam by day so each seems caught by fire. These lands are less well charted and so I ask each man I meet to sketch for me the outline of his voyages there, what course he set, what capes and bays he noted. Much of what I hear is second-hand, the reported word of cousins, brothers, friends. Yet even so, these rough plans have grown into something larger. An old man here, a chart-maker, has made for me three maps from all these sketches. At night I study these, wondering at a world so wide, at names that tell of half-imagined coasts, and cities deep in jungles: Sumatra, Bintan, Lambri; Andaman, Comorin, Kaif.


        I do not believe the tales of cursed gold. I do not believe that Antioch set sail with a great treasure. I spoke once to a prisoner in Venice, a man who had held office in Genoa. He could recall the time of Antioch’s departure from that city, of the money spent and the high prices, and the old man’s fear for his dwindling coffers. He recalled no talk or sign of treasure, only a handful of tough Sicilian soldiers and an old man fretting over the cost of flour.


        I asked that man if he recalled a fair-haired page.


        ‘There was a boy,’ he told me. ‘Yes, a boy who helped me once. My prayers for him.’ And then he paused in sadness. ‘Know, though, that those were dangerous times. The states boiling with hatred. Violence festering in every hollow of the land. And the cruelty . . . such cruelty . . . Sometimes it seems we live as beasts . . .’ He spoke the words as if the blame lay on his shoulders.


        No one knows for sure the route that Antioch took from Genoa. I hear them say he sailed south to a floating land and there found streets of gold; or that he travelled east and found the golden unicorn of Tartary whose magic horn made fortunes for them all. Some say the old man died and all his men went on to conquer unknown lands; others that they sailed beyond the sunrise, from whence in time they will return.


        The truth is plainer. I know they sailed from Genoa a force of forty-odd. Sidon was their destination and that was reached, for traders there recall them. And I know from Sidon they went east, to Damascus, then south until the port of Basrah was achieved. There a ship was leased, and sailors hired. And from that place Antioch’s men set sail. After that there’s only rumour. From there the trail is lost.
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A Lost World


She was born into a world of mists. Every spring, when the heat of the day and the cool of the night first came together in the water meadows, their mingling gave rise to silver fogs that cloaked the river at dawn and dusk, and dimmed the lanterns of her father’s house. It was a season of mystery and stillness. But on the night of her birth, the skies had cleared, and for that reason they called her bright moon and said that one day the stars would show her the way to happiness.


        Few strangers ever travelled as far as the water meadows of Zaiton. Even as a child it was safe for her to walk there, for the foreign traders who thronged the docks were allowed no further than the city limits, and the local merchants who built great houses on the land beyond the walls had interest only in the breathless clamour of the markets. And so the water meadows lay in peace, and every summer of her childhood she walked there undisturbed until the year the stranger came.


        She was fifteen then. That was the year of the troubles in the north, when her uncle’s house was burnt and the stone dragons of Angzhou were seized by the Great Khan’s armies, the year when the closed boundaries of her world began to fray. She had learned nothing then of the treachery of words. Later she knew much more. Yet even later, when she had learned so much, she struggled for words to tell how vivid it had seemed to her, that summer when she saw him first.


        She remembered the colours most. It had been a hard, yellow season – the grass scorched, the earth baked ochre, the sun huge and red and unrelenting; tempers were short and arguments flared as quickly as the fires that burned on the borders. Sickness plagued the country, and lawlessness came with it. Foreign merchants stayed away amid the rumours of invasion, and tales of bandits spread from town to town more quickly than the fever. Her father ruled the meadows unsafe and tried to make her stay within his walls.


        Into this discord, astride a cream-brown horse, rode Song Rui – bold, urgent, brilliant; a favourite of the Emperor; already a field commander; and, beneath all the renown already attached to him, a young man of twenty-five.


        She first saw him in the water meadows, early in the morning when the light was still milky with dawn. She heard his horse before anything else, the steady caution of hooves feeling their way down the dusty river-bank. They were both fugitives that morning, she from the heat of her father’s house and its stifling sleeplessness, he from the responsibilities of his command and from the tedium of a five-day route march. She was courting disgrace on the river-bank, with her bare toes dangling in the water; he had left his men under the command of a captain and was scouting ahead for his own amusement. He rode with a light heart, enjoying the serene hour before the heat would narrow the day. She watched him coax his mount through the undergrowth of the opposite bank to the water’s edge, then dismount and drink.


        To Ming Yueh he seemed like a creature from the tales of her childhood, the impossible stories of heroes and princes who, through their brilliance and their beauty, were unfettered by the rules of common men. He wore the uniform of an officer but he wore it lightly, open to the waist and hanging loose, as if to let the cool air closer before the rising sun dispersed it. His hair was long, far longer than was respectable in the salons of Zaiton, where the scrupulous propriety of merchant society enforced the strictest codes. And there was something in his travel-stained state and the ease with which he wore it that spoke to her of a world much wider than her own, where rules meant less than the people who lived under them. Even much later she could recall the blue of his jacket that morning, the brown streaks of dust in his hair – and the sense of wonder that opened in her at first sight of him.


        Song Rui was in a good temper. He had left his men in good order, making excellent progress on the way to Zaiton. They were few in number, but good soldiers under a captain he trusted. He planned to arrive in Zaiton ahead of them and from a different direction, as that way, he’d learned, he often heard and witnessed scenes not always shown to a senior soldier of the Emperor.


        From the north, the river was hidden by willow trees and by a high escarpment, and only as he edged down the slope towards its bank did he become aware of the broad stretch of water meadows, still green, beyond it. The sight was a pleasing one after so many miles of brown, drought-crippled fields. And the river still ran strongly, still almost filled its banks; deep enough to swim, he thought, when the day grew hotter.


        It was only as he drank from its waters that he noticed her. She was so still amid the reeds that he had to look twice to be certain. Then he rose and remounted and nudged his horse forward towards the opposite bank, his military instincts piqued at being observed without observing. As he grew closer, he saw her better: slim legs covered to the ankle, bare feet, dark eyes that followed him and did not flinch from his gaze.


        ‘Girl,’ he called out, taking her for a peasant because her feet were bare and her skin darker than a lady’s. ‘Will this path lead me to Zaiton?’


        She watched him, intrigued and awkward in his presence, trying hard to decide if she risked disgrace by being discovered in such a place in such a way. Her household, she knew, was not like those of other merchants. Her mother had died within a week of Ming Yueh’s birth. Her death, they said, had cut into her father’s soul. For months after it he had not left his house, had scarcely spoken. Then he had returned to his business with savage energy, talking little except for business talk, keeping no company except for business company. His daughter he hardly saw, leaving her to the women of his household: the old women, her nurses, the sympathy of servants. He seemed content simply to watch from his room from time to time as she went about her day. And yet, she knew, a scandal would appal him. She knew this instinctively, without understanding why, or what it said about his feelings for her. And so she watched Song Rui’s approach with a mixture of curiosity and concern.


        When he called out to her, it crossed her mind to run, or perhaps simply to remain silent. But he was coming closer – and she found that she wished to know more.


        ‘There is no path,’ she answered him, still four-fifths hidden in the reeds. ‘But if you can find your way across the water meadows you’ll reach a road that you can follow.’


        On hearing her voice, he realised she was no peasant. She spoke clearly and rather beautifully, with none of the village slang he’d expected from such a girl in such a place. On reaching the far bank he hastened to dismount, tugging closed his jacket in embarrassment.


        ‘Is it hard to find a way across?’ he asked her, turning to scan the high grasses that lay in front of him. When he turned back her bare feet no longer touched the water but had been discreetly withdrawn and were hidden in the reeds. ‘It doesn’t look too difficult,’ he concluded.


        She laughed then, and he heard for the first time the mischief in her voice.


        ‘Many think so. We drag them from the ditches later, when they lose their way and stumble.’


        ‘Is there someone who can show me?’


        She stood up before replying and he saw her properly for the first time: taller than was ideal in a woman, long hair tied behind her, straight and slim like the reeds.


        ‘The men are in Zaiton with the militia,’ she told him. ‘I could show you, but people would say . . .’ She flushed and tailed off. ‘I don’t care what they say, but my father would.’


        He laughed. ‘And do these people think it proper for a lady of good family to go bare-legged in the fields? The customs of Zaiton must truly be exceptional.’


        Seeing her blush again, he took pity on her, taking his leave with a short salute. ‘If I survive my journey, I shall return this way,’ he called, ‘to show the water-spirit of this place that her warnings were unnecessary.’


        He did not look back as he rode away. Yet he too was reminded a little of the tales of his childhood, where princesses hid themselves in rags and only the brave and the pure of heart were able to discover them.


        Two days later, at the same hour, he returned and found her waiting. It was an unlikely meeting, the first of a series that defied every rule and every convention. Whenever Song Rui could put his duties to one side, he would ride out of the city to the place he had first seen her. He never failed to thrill at the freedom he felt on passing out of the city walls, nor at the scent of the countryside that awaited him. And the water meadows of Zaiton, green when the whole land seemed brown, pleased him greatly. It was a luxury to ride through them of a morning, and with every yard he covered he found his heart grew lighter. He would pass a mill and two low dwellings, then a forge where an incurious blacksmith ignored his passing, and only a mile or two further on he would find the place he was seeking. Even in that volatile summer there was still peace there, still trees and shadows, and on the river margin the grass grew as high as his horse’s shoulder. It released a fragrance that roused in him memories of lost childhood mornings. And there, on the very edge of the water, his water-spirit would be waiting.


        First he would swim and let the slow green waters press against his body. And then, as the sun dried him, they would talk. He would tell her of the things he knew which she did not, and she would listen to his words and marvel. She heard in them the sounds of a world quite different from her own: a world without the smothering, respectable restraints of Zaiton. She heard in his words the cries of the great city and the hubbub of its streets. His words drew pictures and her imagination coloured them, until Song Rui half believed the embellishments she added and, smiling, helped her draw more.


        Soon his courtship of Ming Yueh was being conducted with the urgency of a military action. He had met no one in Zaiton so enchanting, he told himself. Her simplicity delighted him and the stubborn determination he detected beneath it made him smile. So what if she was a merchant’s daughter? Surely she was as graceful and delicate as any man could wish for. And if her father was a merchant, what of it? Had not his own mother’s grandfather been a simple infantry officer? A little education in the ways of the court would make good all her faults, and her father’s fortune would dispel any scent of the marketplace. Yes, he decided, when the time was propitious he would send for her and continue her education. It was a pleasant prospect with which to enliven a tedious season.
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