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History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ever since I was a boy, I have had a passion for Marco Polo’s incredible description of his travels and stay in late-thirteenth-century China. Marco Polo was a rich Venetian merchant who travelled overland to China (1271-75) and then spent seventeen years serving Kublai Khan before returning by sea to Venice, where he died in 1324. His master, grandson of Genghis Khan, was Mongol Emperor of China until his death in 1294. Marco Polo’s account of the Kublai Khan’s magnificent court and the glories of that ancient civilisation were a joy to which I constantly returned. I was just as fascinated by what Marco Polo deliberately omitted as by what he described. Which novelist could resist the temptation to fill in some of the gaps?

I have tried to be faithful to the contemporary spellings of different cities and provinces though, of course, this can be difficult. I am very grateful to Mr Cheong of Woodford Green (not to mention his wife, Evelina and, of course, Baby Matthew) for their assistance.

P.C. Doherty




PROLOGUE

The Hour of the Rat

Venice, Winter 1322

 

In his large, forbidding house overlooking the Campo San Lorenzo, where the canal water, swollen by autumn rains, lapped under lowering grey skies, Marco Polo, nicknamed Il Milione (‘the millionaire’), stared into the flames of the pine-log fire. His white, cropped hair was sweat-soaked, his sallow face flushed. He clutched the jewel-encrusted goblet, holding a potion mixed with wine, which the physician had prescribed for the seventy-year-old man to calm his raging fever.

‘I am for the grave!’ Marco whispered.

He shifted in the high-backed chair, tugging his robe about him. He wasn’t afraid of the dancing shadows. They were welcome ghosts, evoking memories of the past-but what memories . . .  Dark-blue pagodas against white, thick clouds; the terraced fields; the canals like so many snakes cutting through the ground. The gorgeous panoply, the exotic temples of Cambaluc. The brilliant pennants and banners, garments saturated with jewels and diamonds, chambers full of gold and silver.

‘Tien Hia.’ He murmured the name for Cathay. ‘What does it mean? What does it mean?’ Once he had been so conversant in the tongue: he could think, dream and speak in it, but the passage of years had wiped out the marks, covering with dust the memories of his youth. ‘Ah, that’s it!’ he remembered suddenly. ‘Tien Hia means the Home of the Celestials, the place beneath the sky. Sz Hia!’ He spoke another name for Cathay, the Country within the Four Seas. There was a third name, surely? Marco smiled. ‘Ah yes, Chung Kwoh, the Middle Kingdom!’ House of the Lords of the Pure Dynasty who had Heaven’s mandate to rule the La Min, the black-haired people.

Marco closed his eyes. He saw a white, winding path; on either side, peach blossom covered the countryside surrounding the fabulous city of Cambaluc – a carpet of pink which stretched as far as the eye could see. Along the dusty track outriders galloped, clad in robes of great richness which caught the early morning sun. On their heads were gorgeous caps with tails or plumes. They were the vanguard of a glittering cavalcade: their mounts were the finest Mongolian ponies with white glossy coats and flaring manes. Jewelled saddles and cumbersome stirrups, gem-studded or lacquered in many colours, glinted in flashes despite the clouds of dust which threatened to cover them. The horsemen passed. A good distance behind marched soldiers under tiger banners. These preceded a huge gold sedan chair, its sides emblazoned with the imperial dragon. Behind its silver-brocaded curtains sat Kublai Khan, King of Kings, Lord of the World, staring impassively out at the hazy blue hills on the far horizon. Gongs clashed to the rumble of tambours, their hollow beating from nearby drum towers filling the air with a thunderous sound. Marco felt the heat of the fire and relaxed as if it was the warmth of that long-ago sun. Other, darker images intruded. The House of Serenity on the outskirts of Cambaluc, its painted doorway-screens protection against the demons, as were the upturned corners of the eaves or the bronze mirrors which hung over every entrance.

‘Why did they do that with mirrors?’ Marco murmured, trying to remember.

He stared at the one across the chamber. That’s right! The black-haired people believed a demon could not enter a room containing a mirror lest he see his own reflection and frighten himself away. Marco smiled to himself and sipped from the cup. His mind was definitely failing! A few months ago he wouldn’t have asked himself that question. He’d have revelled in the memories and wondered how such superstitions could protect anyone against the real Kwei: those powerful demons who flew like wild geese through the air and interfered constantly in the affairs of men.

Marco stared at the logs crackling in the hearth and thought of another consuming fire. Faces came and went. Su-Ling so perfect, those beautiful, lustrous eyes, her shorn head, saffron-coloured hood and travelling robe of slate-grey. Tears wetted Marco’s cheek. Next to her was Raphael, the Franciscan, with his long, smooth face, tonsured head and the earnest eyes of a child. From the smoke, curling like some wraith, rose the faces of Lin-Po and Wei-Ning – true Kweis, real demons, helpmates to Azrael, the great Baron of Hell.

Marco pushed back the chair. These faces were returning to him more and more often in the last few weeks. Memories he’d buried deep now thrust through the dust of years. Why? Were they harbingers of his own end? Marco shrugged to himself. He was not frightened of death, not if Su-Ling’s promises were true! He would pass through the chambers of Hell and he would drink the wine of the Goddess of Mercy, which blotted out the memories of souls and prepared them for a new turn on the Wheel of Life. If Su-Ling, not the Church, was correct, they would all meet again: Marco, Raphael, Su-Ling and Mai-da. He smiled at the latter’s name: his treacherous concubine had taught him so much of the pleasures of love-making. Would they also meet Lin-Po? Or had his soul been blown into nothingness, his dust buried in the very depths of Hell?

Just then, Marco heard a creak behind the arras and he froze. A nightmare sound: the scrabbling patter of rats’ feet. He breathed a curse. Time and again he had ordered both his wife, Donna Donata, and his daughters to be most vigilant in that one matter. There must be no rats in his house! Venice might have its picturesque canals, its beautiful, broad lagoons, but it was also a breeding ground for vermin, offering sustenance and comfort to these harbingers of Marco’s nightmares. He had spent good silver, buying all sorts of noxious potions to keep the house clear. He’d even hired a servant, armed with rod and sack, his one task being to keep the house free of any rodents. Marco sighed: it was like trying to catch the sunlight.

Easing himself up, he grasped the poker and walked over to the arras. He jabbed at it like a swordsman would do an enemy but nothing was there. Shaking and shivering, Marco went back to his chair. He pulled it closer to the fire, hands stretched out towards the flames. Why all this now? At night, why did he dream of million-coloured chambers and Lin-Po’s face, ghastly in the light of a blue lamp? Why did Tanglefoot, the old beggar, come hopping towards him, sacking tied round his mangled feet, pretending to dance to the cacophonous sound of blind musicians, their eyes and noses disfigured by the pox? At other times he found himself alone in the slums of Cambaluc, his nose and mouth full of the awful stench from the rat-eating houses. He’d roll around the bedclothes in sweat-soaked fear and the images would go. Next he’d feel the fresh air of the countryside and be gazing at some pagoda, drum tower or deserted temple built on the lee of a hill. He’d hear a sound behind him and, when he turned, there they would be – Lin-Po, Wei-Ning, Su-Ling, Raphael.

Marco sighed. He dozed for a while. This time his sleep was dreamless then he started awake at a knock on the door.

‘Come in!’ he shouted.

The figure slipped into the room but walked purposefully across to him, the heels of his boots rapping on the wooden floor. Marco turned in the chair and gazed up at the face of his friend, the man who had written and published his memoirs.

‘Rusticello!’ he murmured in pleasure.

‘I’m here from Pisa.’

His visitor pushed back his cowl and crouched by the chair as if Marco was a priest about to hear his Confession. Despite the heat Marco shivered: Rusticello’s face was grey with fear.

‘It’s started!’ he exclaimed.

‘What has?’ Marco was confused.

‘Ten days ago a ship docked in Genoa, bringing with it stories of a great plague in the East, spreading like a black cloud. The contagion spares no one. Marco, they are talking about whole cities of the dead.’ He grasped his friend’s wrist and squeezed. ‘You said Lin-Po and Azrael were banished to the furthest Hell?’

Marco crossed himself and stared up at the crucifix nailed on the wall above the hearth.

‘Su-Ling said it would come,’ he replied slowly, ‘but not as fierce as it should have been.’ He glanced sideways at Rusticello. ‘And for that we should give thanks.’




PART ONE

The Hour of the Snake




Chapter 1

Rome, Summer 1286

Brother Joachim of the Order of St Francis was sleeping in his anchorite cell built into the hard marble walls of the Church of St John Lateran. Joachim was old – so old, he could remember men who ate and drank with their great founder Francis of Assisi. The monk groaned in his sleep, knowing that the visions were about to come! He was tense, half-awake and, rolling over on the smelly horse blanket which covered the straw-filled mattress, he blinked and his mind slipped into the visions of the night.

Dark clouds were rolling towards him. The clouds parted and different suns appeared. The first sun was many-coloured, its rays like streams of blood. It flashed, sending out jagged bolts of lightning, and belched thick clouds of bloody snow. Joachim was confused. The suns now massed into one and hung like a rose-red orb against a yellow sky. Plumes of black smoke ascended to blot it out but the image changed. The sun rose higher, and the clouds disappeared like a mist breaking up in the noonday heat. Countryside emerged into view – dark-green fields with strange temples, a winding trackway. All was quiet, no birdsong, no animals; nothing moved in this landscape from Hell.

The skies grew dark, thunder rumbled in the far distance. Joachim felt a breeze, a stench of corruption. A man appeared walking along the trackway. Was he really a man, Joachim dreamily thought, or a demon coughed up by Hell?

The monk felt himself moving forward. He was walking but he had no sensation of his feet touching the ground. Joachim stood on the trackway facing the man. The stranger was tall with a gloomy face and eyes of burning coals. His hair rose up like arrow-points. His mouth seemed to be cavernous, the teeth jagged like rocks on a seashore. He was dressed in the cloth of death, and Joachim noticed that his fingers were formed like sickles. The man lifted his strange hand and pulled aside the shroud, to reveal a body of molten copper. Joachim watched as this phantasm changed, wings sprouting like those of a vulture. The man stamped his feet. Great clouds of yellow dust rose. Again he pounded his right foot and the gate to the Underworld opened. Joachim stared in horror as the rats, a jerking, moving carpet of velvet, covered the earth.

The vision changed. Joachim was in cities where the dead were piled as high as the walls. The corpses lay strewn like those on bloody battlefields. No one had been spared to bury them. Instead the rats feasted on the rotting flesh: they bared their teeth and grinned at Joachim like demons. He left the cities. In the countryside, serpents, scorpions and every form of abomination thrived and grew. Then the earth caught fire and the flames fell like rain from Heaven.

‘Where am I?’ he murmured.

As if in answer, the phantasms and the nightmares disappeared. Instead the fields were being tilled by peasants. The roads were full of horsemen, palanquins, sedan chairs. Joachim smiled in recognition. He was in the Middle Kingdom, the land of Cathay, the Home of the Celestials, where he had laboured so long as a young Franciscan. But then the sky clouded over, a savage wind howled, hot and fiery like the blast from a dragon’s mouth, and the flesh of all those around him burnt and shrivelled. The countryside changed into the pastures of Hell, thronged by skeletons, the ghosts of the dead. Joachim, who had seen so many of these visions, who had travelled beyond the Silk Road, now knew the portent of these dreams. He opened his eyes, rolled back on his bed, then screamed at the hideous face glaring down at him.

Nicholas IV, Servant of the Servants of God, Bishop of Rome, and Pope of the Universal Church, sat in the small sacristy which could be reached through a side chapel of the cavernous Church of St John Lateran. The Pope, the first Franciscan ever to be elected to the seat of St Peter, was dressed in the simple garb of his Order: a brown hooded robe bound by a white girdle at the waist with open sandals on his feet. Only the papal rings on his left hand were indications of his power and status.

Today, Nicholas’s usually cheerful face was solemn. One elbow resting on the arm of a chair, he picked at a spot just beside his left ear and stared at old Brother Joachim. The visionary’s eyes were a milky-white. His toothless mouth had a drool of saliva trickling out of the corner but this did not concern the Pope. To some, Joachim was merely a sickly old man who dreamt dreadful dreams; a Franciscan who lived more in the world of visions and prophecy than among the harsh politics of the Eternal City. Nevertheless, Pope Nicholas trusted him implicitly. Was not Joachim his confessor? And had not Joachim warned him, time and again, how the sins of men were now being answered by Hell: how the Abomination of the Desolation was about to appear? A great plague would sweep the earth and reduce to nothing the work of man and, if it succeeded, the redeeming grace of God.

The cardinals, those lawyers who administered the Curia, and the courts of Rome, would only laugh at such prophecies. Nicholas, however, believed them – and not just because Joachim had insisted that they were true, oh no. The Pope had heard similar stories from visionaries and mystics elsewhere. They all sang the same hymn. They all described the coming nightmare. True, their accounts were vague, more shadow than substance, but Joachim had now identified the place: the Middle Kingdom, the Land of Cathay which his Order had visited with varying degrees of success.

The visionary was staring sightlessly up at him. ‘You must do something, Holy Father.’ The grating voice cut through the silence.

‘I will do something, Brother Joachim,’ the Pope replied. ‘That is why I am here.’

‘No fat cardinals.’ The visionary wheezed with laughter, his shoulders shaking. ‘They would have old Joachim taken to the madhouse and flogged for his pains.’

Nicholas turned to the other two Franciscans who sat halfway up the table. One was old, venerable, white-haired, his bony hands already mottled with the dark spots of age. Brother Angelo was an ascetic; his sharp-boned face bore elegant testimony to that. Nevertheless, he was a fiery preacher and one of the Order’s greatest scholars – a peritus, a man skilled in the culture, customs and tongue of Cathay, the Middle Kingdom and its new Mongol overlord the great Emperor, Kublai Khan. Had not Brother Angelo worked for years in the provinces of Hunan and Szechuan? He had seen emperors commit suicide and the great Mongol warlord bring all of Cathay under his rule. Beside Brother Angelo sat his pupil and disciple, a young man with a long, olive-skinned face and dark, soulful eyes. Nicholas drummed his fingers on the tablecloth. Angelo was weak but wise; the younger one, Raphael, he was strong but had he learnt enough? Would he be able to cope with the task in hand? The Pope pushed back his chair.

‘I have heard enough,’ he declared. ‘Brother Angelo, Brother Raphael, you will be my emissaries to the great Khan. You will be furnished with money and passes, but my message you must commit to memory. It is to be given only to the great lord himself. You are to take the most solemn oaths that you will warn him: the gates of Hell have been opened. A great demon is about to appear on earth who will level all kingdoms and faiths. He will walk from the distant seas of the East to the shores of the Western ocean. He is Death – and all Hell will follow close behind!’




Chapter 2

The Nunnery of the White Bird, the Buddhist convent overlooking the willow-ringed Lake of Eternal Peace on the outskirts of Cambaluc, lay quiet under a dark velvet sky. Its Garden of Perpetual Spring slept quiet under the moon. Its doors, guarded by images of the Diamond Kings of Heaven, were firmly closed and barred. The roof of glazed jade tiles, intricately carved in the upturned fashion, was surmounted by terracotta statues of dragons and phoenixes which, the Abbess hoped, would protect those within against the wandering Kwei or demons. Its side entrances were guarded against similar malevolent forces by screens covered in magical formulae and a huge brass mirror. Similar defences had been constructed around the trellis-like windows, with their lacquered screens and oiled paper shutters.

Deep in the temple complex, however, the nun Su-Ling was not free of turbulence and disharmony. For her, the magical symbols, incantations and signs were no protection against the nightmares and phantasms of the dark. She lay on her bed in the Chamber of the Eternal Moon and tossed restlessly; eyes tightly closed, small deft hands raised as if she might push away what was plaguing her mind and soul. Su-Ling was asleep, yet conscious. She wanted to wake but could not. She was about to experience a nightmare, one of those visions which came with increasing frequency to disrupt her sleep. She had confessed these to the Lady Abbess. Her superior sat, Buddha-like, legs crossed, vein-spotted hands on her knees, and listened without interruption: no flicker in her eyes, no change of expression.

‘Tell me again, Su-Ling,’ she’d whisper. ‘If these dreams recur, tell me again.’

She had given Su-Ling a special copy of the Girdle Classics to place under her bed, a sure defence against wandering devils, but this had provided little value. Su-Ling returned and the Lady Abbess had increased the spiritual protection, placing amulets and charms on the black and gold lacquered furniture in the Chamber of the Eternal Moon, a room specially set aside by the nunnery for meditation and peace. Indeed, the Lady Abbess was quite concerned: screens depicting the Pearly Mountain of Eternal Peace had also been placed round Su-Ling’s bed and her pillows of plaited rush were covered in floss silk, specially blessed by holy ones, but none of this had helped. Su-Ling was experiencing visions three or four times every week, be it this season or that season, be it a day of good fortune or one, according to the nunnery almanac, which had to be avoided for ill luck. Su-Ling’s dreams did not concern themselves with such matters. Time and again they returned. The Lady Abbess had taken careful advice and received the appropriate answer.

‘Perhaps these dreams,’ came the reply of the Holy One, ‘are not the work of devils or demons, but a gift from Heaven. Moreover . . .’ At this point, the old Buddhist priest, his skin yellowing with age, had spread his hands. ‘As you know, Lady Abbess, Su-Ling is extraordinary. Perhaps these dreams are truly warnings from Heaven?’ The Holy One had closed his eyes and gone back to thumbing his beads, lips moving wordlessly. The Lady Abbess had sat patiently.

‘The foundations of Hell have been rocked.’ The old priest opened his eyes. ‘In temples, nunneries and monasteries throughout the Middle Kingdom, similar visions are being experienced, though none as clear and precise as Su-Ling’s.’

‘What is Your Holiness saying?’ The Lady Abbess tried to conceal her own disquiet.

‘Warnings from Heaven,’ the old priest repeated. ‘We must convey them to the Celestial One, the Son of Heaven, the Great Khan. The Lords of Hell are about to walk the face of the earth, so shouldn’t he, who has received Heaven’s mandate to rule all the peoples of the earth, be informed?’ Again he paused. ‘But for the while, let Su-Ling sleep and dream. Take careful note of what she says. If there is no change, when the Bright and Clear Season arrives, we will take action.’

Su-Ling was not aware of this as she tossed and turned on her bed. She’d experienced visions in the past about her nunnery and the brethren who lived there, but these were different: chilling and frightening. She wished she could move but could not. The dream was more precise this time. She was standing beneath a towering tree staring across a bleak landscape. A column of fire was racing towards her then it disappeared. A yellow mist seeped up from the earth, then dispersed to reveal fiery clouds which echoed with the sound of heavy thunder. Rainbows broke the clouds. Su-Ling realised it wasn’t thunder but a boiling sea which swept across the land. She was on a seashore, staring down at the crashing waves, where loose rocks swirled amongst masses of seaweed. The atmosphere was hot, heavy and oppressive.

The column of fire reappeared, whipped up by the winds, so it seemed like one of those terrible typhoons which often swept the shores of the Middle Kingdom. She wanted to run but her feet were trapped by the rocks as if the earth had opened and closed to hold her fast. A voice spoke from the swirling smoke. The tongue used was Hwa Yen, the flowery language of the Middle Kingdom. Su-Ling strained her ears. Sometimes the voice, when it had thundered before, spoke in a strange tongue which, the Lady Abbess had informed her, was the language of the barbarians who lived in the far West: the Frankish tongue. Now the voice was that of a Middle Kingdom scholar, its intonation clear, the words perfectly enunciated.

‘A time of terror!’ The voice swirled about her. ‘For all living things on the face of the earth, an end to the doings of men! The Season of the Plague Lord is upon us!’

Then all became calm. The sea, the column of fire, the rocks on which she stood, disappeared. They were replaced by a sun with a huge raven in the centre: a moon beside it, with a rabbit standing on its hind legs, pounding rice in a mortar. Then all turned to blood, and the sun changed to a huge throne: on it sat Hwang Shang, the Lofty One, clothed in black, a green and red mask on his face. A voice called out: ‘Look at the dragon face!’

The throne vanished. Su-Ling was moving like a ghost up the vermilion path to the golden house where the Mongol Lord of Lords, Kublai Khan, stared up at blood-filled skies. The entire vision finally dissolved, leaving Su-Ling and the Lady Abbess walking along the packed, sordid streets of the slums of Cambaluc. Su-Ling no longer knew if she was still in the dream, or whether this was reality.

‘Why are we here?’ she asked.

‘To sing the Mass, the Ta Tsiau, to appease the ghosts.’

The two women moved on. The streets of the city were covered in canvas awnings, and festoons of brilliant silk hung from balconies. Strange candles of glass were suspended in the air and thousands of lanterns provided light as bright as the sun. Tables were laid out, groaning under bowls of fruit, rice, fish, meats, all to feed the hungry ghosts. A gong sounded and a blue-grey pagoda, its fretted turrets jutting above a swirling yellow mist, rose up from the ground. Drums rattled out. Su-Ling staggered and stared around looking for the Lady Abbess but she had gone. A great bat with greying fur and open rotting stomach soared through the air. Mangy, high-tailed dogs appeared in the streets as if by magic. All went silent.

At the far end of a pathway stood a man. He had lank hair, black and oil-drenched, his gown was made of night, and a young woman was beside him. What truly frightened Su-Ling was the grotesque creature hiding behind them. It had wings like a bat and the body of a rat, its face enveloped by a hideous red mask. The man started walking towards her; his face was insolent, hands swinging by his side. He was like a champion swordsman striding to meet an opponent. Just then, something brushed her feet. Su-Ling stared down at the ground covered by teeming hordes of black-furred rats, packed so close together they seemed like one. Wherever she looked, these hordes moved, destroying everything in their path. Su-Ling could take no more. She opened her mouth and screamed, crying out for comfort against such horrors of the night.




Chapter 3

In the honeycombed caves on the great outcrop of rocks which lay to the north of the city of Sachiu on the borders of the Great Desert, Lin-Po waited for death. This self-proclaimed sorcerer, Demon-Father of the Water Lily Society, exiled to this desolate place by imperial decree of the tyrant, Kublai Khan, could do nothing. Lin-Po stared at his helpmate, his wife Shunko: her oval face was pallid, her black hair now straggly, clothes torn and rent. The pair had been tricked and trapped into this underworld city of caves and passages. Once again Lin-Po cursed his own misfortune. Had he not learnt this as a sorcerer? How it was the weak, the little ones of life, who posed the most danger to people like himself – he, Lin-Po, who could read the minds of men and who had been so close to summoning up the Plague Lord. He and Shunko had wandered these caves for days. The entrance remained blocked and, despite the weak fires and torches they had lit, he had declared himself lost. He took the comb from his long, black hair and shook it free. In a sign of mourning Lin-Po picked up a handful of dust, streaking his face and garments, moustache and beard.

‘We must prepare to die,’ he told his wife. ‘It is all my fault!’

Shunko stared impassively back. Yes, he was to blame! When he wished, Lin-Po could read minds but he had not exercised this gift when the Tipao, the headman of the village, had invited him and Shunko to the caves to celebrate a local feast. Lin-Po and Shunko should not have come. Since their exile, they had kept themselves apart, Lin-Po still making secret sacrifices to the Demon Lord. Perhaps they had not exercised enough caution. Perhaps the Tipao had realised that the two women who had disappeared from the village had not been abducted by bandits. Lin-Po blinked up at the rocks above him. Well, at least they would never find the corpses. The women had served their purpose: the blood sacrifice had been made but the Plague Lord, the great Baron of Hell, had not answered.

In an attempt to reassure the Tipao, to maintain cordial relations and harmony in the village, Lin-Po had accepted the invitation. The feast was supposed to last two days. Lin-Po could remember the fires, the food. He closed his eyes. And, above all, the drugged wine. It must have been drugged. When he and his wife had regained consciousness, they found themselves buried alive in caves beneath the earth. They had been left a little food, a sealed jug of rice wine and the tinder to make a fire.

Surprisingly Lin-Po had found dry plants, pieces of brushwood and wondered what these caves and caverns had once held. The Tipao had not shown mercy. The gifts were a petty cruelty to prolong their lives, make them anticipate a lingering death in all its horror.

‘You must make the sacrifice,’ Shunko whispered, ‘and you will live. Call on the Wen Yi Kwei, the Demon Lord. He will help.’

Lin-Po smiled at her, his handsome face a mask for a heart as black as night. Shunko was the one person for whom he felt the slightest spark of affection. He was about to refuse when his mind was tugged as if he was falling into a sleep. It was clear of all distraction. He saw the palaces of Cambaluc, the power of the Khan. Anger seethed in his heart. Then the voice came, like a breeze, soft, importunate.

‘Make the sacrifice, Lin-Po. I shall come to you and you shall come to me.’

Lin-Po opened his eyes and stared round. ‘Did you hear that, Shunko?’

She was now lying on the bed of rock, staring up into the darkness above them. The small torch was already fading, its yellow flames blue-tinged.

‘Make the sacrifice!’ she whispered.

‘If you both die,’ the voice taunted, ‘what profit then? Make the sacrifice, Lin-Po! I will come to you and you shall come to me!’

Lin-Po grasped the knife. He stepped forward and, in one cutting blow, drove it deep into Shunko’s heart. Her body jerked, the blood spurting out of her mouth. Lin-Po rested on the hilt of the dagger. He felt a brief pang of sorrow, as he whispered the secret words of farewell. Then he drew the knife out and stared at the blood seeping along the hilt.

‘One day,’ he hissed, ‘Shunko’s death will be avenged!’

He would settle with Cambaluc for his exile, his own foolishness and this desolate emptiness. Lin-Po stood for a while watching the cold, stiffening corpse. He recalled the voice but nothing happened. His temper boiled.

‘Are you here?’ he screamed. ‘Was this a trick?’

No answer. His words echoed hollowly through the cavern. As Lin-Po wiped the knife on his wife’s gown, the torch finally guttered out. He groaned and crouched down, arms across his chest. His magic had deserted him. Was this the end of the great sorcerer? Locked like some animal in a trap? He held the knife between his hands. Perhaps he would take the same road as Shunko? Better that than starve.

The next minute he was asleep, or at least he thought he was. He was aware of dreams. He was in a cavern and a creature was coming towards him, a long black rat the size of a fox. He could make out twitching ears, the slightly slanted bright eyes, the quivering nose. The rat was moving slowly like a fox stalking its prey. Was it a were-fox – one of those strange creatures? A demon could assume any form of disguise. Lin-Po watched, fascinated. The creature didn’t frighten him. In fact, he felt strong, as if he had slept well, had eaten a good meal and drunk deeply of rice wine. A power surged within him. The rat drew closer and then it changed. Lin-Po smiled. It was Wei-Ning, her fingers as delicate as young twigs, her skin as white as paint, neck slender as a worm, teeth like the seeds of a pumpkin; her forehead was broad as that of a grasshopper, her eyebrows like the antennae of silkworms. She was dressed in dawn-pink silk, her beautiful black hair held up by glowing jewelled pins.

‘Where have you been?’ Lin-Po asked.

Wei-Ning had been his close confederate in the Water Lily Society: an audacious witch who had plotted with Ahmed and the rest. A sinister yet beautiful young woman who kept her own secrets and whose mind, despite all his gifts, Lin-Po couldn’t read. When Ahmed had been killed, the Water Lily Society hunted down, and he and Shunko arrested, Wei-Ning had simply disappeared. He breathed in her perfume.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked. ‘What have you been doing?’

‘Looking for you, Demon Father.’

Lin-Po opened his eyes. He shook his head in surprise. Wei-Ning was standing before him, but she was not dressed in silk. She wore a peasant’s dark-brown shirt and trousers, had sturdy sandals on her feet and carried a bag in one hand. She was staring at him.

‘I have been searching for you, Demon Father.’ She smiled, and looked over his shoulder. ‘Shunko is dead?’

‘Yes,’ he replied heavily. ‘I made the sacrifice.’

‘And that is why I found you.’

‘What is this?’ Lin-Po reasserted himself: he rubbed his face in his hands.

‘I was sent to look for you,’ she explained. ‘I have travelled all the way from Cambaluc. It took me some time.’ She drew closer, ignoring Shunko’s blood-soaked corpse, and pressed her body against Lin-Po. ‘I discovered what had happened.’

‘How?’ Lin-Po asked suspiciously. ‘Who sent you?’

‘Why, Demon Father, the Plague Lord. A simple message on a piece of oiled paper left in the house where I was hiding told me where you had gone, that I was to bring you back, and other things.’

‘How did you find me here?’

Wei-Ning swayed her hips provocatively.

‘The Tipao, the headman of that village, he was as lustful as a cricket, lecherous and hot . . .’

‘And did you please him?’

‘Oh, yes – he soon told me about the secret entrance. When we had finished I cut his throat.’ She stepped back, put the sack carefully on the ground and crouched down beside him.

‘You could have come sooner,’ Lin-Po accused her.

‘I had other tasks to do.’

‘Such as?’

Wei-Ning smiled. ‘I cannot tell you now, but the Plague Lord waits for us in Cambaluc!’




PART TWO

The Hour of the Dragon




Chapter 4

The junk, The Boat of a Hundred Fragrances, was large and emblazoned with silken tiger banners. Imperial soldiers dressed in gold and blue manned its oars, steering the junk through the early morning mist. A light breeze stirred its coloured pennants. Marco Polo, the Venetian, friend of the Celestial Son of Heaven, principal magistrate in the Prefecture of Cambaluc and the provinces around, sat in his throne-like chair in the prow. He smelt the perfume of the dawn and revelled in its serenity as this gorgeous vessel cut through the carpet of bobbing green lotus pads which covered the Lake of Eternal Peace.

Marco’s fellow magistrates, seated comfortably on silken cushions before him, murmured their appreciation at being allowed to share his pleasure. The sun had not risen but the eastern sky was tinged with red: the grey night was receding into the west in trailing streamers of mist and cloud. Birds, of various kinds and brilliant plumage, flew over their heads calling mutely as their feathery wings stirred the cool air. Ahead of the junk, the packed field of lotus pads swirled back and forth. Marco relaxed and the magistrates clapped their hands at this singular honour and unique way of beginning the business of the day.

Behind the junk came two smaller craft filled with singing girls clothed in a colourful array of silks. At Marco’s signal they began their high-pitched morning hymn to the sun: this was echoed by other singers gathered on the Rainbow Bridge which spanned the Lake of Eternal Peace. In the distance above the trees rose the curved roofs of Marco’s villa, known to all the magistrates of Cambaluc as the House of Serenity.

The Venetian was at peace. He felt like composing a poem but decided this was not yet the place nor the time. The rowers paused as bowls of cornflour cakes, sugar beans and candied fruit were served, along with delicate cups of porcelain containing jasmine tea. They all ate and drank. When Marco finally wiped the corners of his mouth with his fingers – a sign that he had finished – so did the other magistrates. There were belches of appreciation. The servants withdrew into the stern and Marco clapped his hands.

‘Look now.’ He spoke slowly to avoid giving insult, and so shattering the yin-yang, the harmony of this occasion. The junk moved gently forward. Marco rose and pointed.

‘Watch them,’ he murmured. ‘Let us observe the ceremony of the lotus kissing the sun.’

His fellow magistrates studied the buds of the lotus nestling in the centre of their bed of green, small and fat, bursting with life. The grey mist had now lifted, the lake glowed like shimmering glass. The red disc of the sun made itself felt, bathing the sky in a rosy pink. A rower coughed and hung his head in shame. All eyes were now on the lotus buds which were opening, hundreds and thousands of them as far as the eye could see. As the sun rose higher, the buds of the lotus began to move. The red orb in the sky was now turning gold, rays shooting through the trees; the buds opened and their delicate odour swept across the junk.

The magistrates moaned in collective pleasure at such beauty and openly preened themselves; the Khan’s favourite had deigned to share this unique moment with their humble selves. The opening buds were like the tiny hands of babies, their petals the soft pink fingers. The perfume was now stronger, wafted by the wings of the birds soaring above them. The magistrates exclaimed in surprise. They could hear, they were sure, the very opening of the buds: they were even fortunate enough to see white blossoms amongst the pink, a sure sign of good luck. The sun was now higher: its lances of light turning the lake into a disc of glittering silver.
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