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  The following stories are based on actual people, places and animals. However, some names, characters and incidents have been created for dramatic purposes.
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  The Venetian Prisoner




   




  Part One




  ‘Get in there and be quiet!’




  The guard pushed the man into the cell and slammed the door behind him. The man fell down on the hard stone floor; his long hair fell across his face. He looked back at the door and the laughing guard with fire in his eyes.




  ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ he shouted.




  ‘I don’t care who you were,’ said the guard through the bars in the iron door, ‘in here you’re just another prisoner.’




  The man got up and ran over to the door, but the guard was already walking away down the long, dark corridor. Dim light from lamps cast shadows of the guard onto the dirty walls. He could hear other prisoners shouting insults at him as he walked past the cells. He just laughed and carried on walking.




  ‘So who are you?’




  It was a man’s voice from behind him. He turned quickly and looked into the dark cell to see who was talking to him. ‘Who is that? Show yourself!’ he said, backing up to the iron door.




  A man came out from the shadows in the corner of the cell. He was tall and thin. His beard was long and his clothes were dirty. It looked like he had been in the cell for a long time.




  ‘So…’ said the tall man with a slight smile, ‘who are you?’




  ‘I am Marco Polo! That’s who I am!’




  ‘I’ve never heard of you,’ said the tall man, moving closer. Marco could smell the man now; it was not a pleasant odour.




  ‘Well, who are you?’ asked Marco, moving back a little and breathing through his mouth.




  ‘I am Rustichello da Pisa.’ The tall man bowed slightly.




  ‘Well, I’ve never heard of you either,’ said Marco.




  Rustichello looked shocked. ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ he said. He turned away from Marco like he had been insulted.




  ‘Why should I have heard of you? Are you famous?’




  ‘Haven’t you read the great novel The Romance of King Arthur?’ Rustichello turned back to face Marco and raised his eyebrows.




  ‘Oh, I see, you’re a writer,’ said Marco. He sat down on the floor and pushed his hair off his face. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t read anything written in Italy for nearly twenty-five years.’




  Rustichello looked at Marco. Now he could see him more clearly. Marco Polo was about forty years old. He had long brown hair and a beard that looked a little strange. He looked almost foreign… eastern.




  ‘Why not?’ asked Rustichello. He sat down opposite Marco and leaned back against the cold wall. ‘Have you been away?’




  Marco smiled. ‘Yes, I’ve been away.’




  Rustichello, who was a romantic, creative person, loved to hear of new and interesting places. ‘Where have you been?’ He leaned forward and rested his arms on his knees.




  ‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,’ said Marco, laughing and shaking his head.




  ‘I am a very trusting person,’ said Rustichello. ‘If you tell me something, I will believe you.’




  ‘Yes, but I have stories of places that you couldn’t even imagine… valleys of mist where monkeys jump from tree to tree; palaces of marble decorated with gold and jewels; warriors in animal fur who ride horses across frozen deserts… ‘




  ‘But how did you see these incredible things?’ Rustichello leaned even further forward.




  ‘Well, it all started when I met my father for the first time…’




  ‘What do you mean you met him for the first time?’ interrupted Rustichello, confused.




  ‘My father and uncle were merchants. In the summer of 1254, one month before I was born, they left Venice to travel to Constantinople on business. They came back sixteen years later.’




  ‘So you really had never met him before then! That’s amazing.’ Rustichello shook his head. ‘What happened when you met him?’




  ‘He told me to pack my bags because I was going on a long journey.’ Marco smiled at the memory.




  ‘Where did you go?’




  ‘We had to go back to China… to the palace of Kublai Khan.’




   




  Part Two




  ‘Kublai Khan?’ Rustichello couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘But he was the emperor of China! Don’t tell me that you have been to China. No Italian has ever travelled that far east!’




  ‘Well, I can tell you for a fact that at least three Italians have travelled that far east… and you are talking to one of them.’




  ‘But you said that you had to go back to China.’




  ‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Marco, standing up and walking over to the cell door. He could hear other prisoners shouting and complaining. He shook his head. He couldn’t believe that he was in prison.




  ‘Well?’ Rustichello stood up and walked over to Marco.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, where was I?’ said Marco, moving away from Rustichello; he really did smell like a pig farmer.




  ‘Why did you have to go back to China?’




  ‘My father had travelled east from Constantinople, very far east. He had met Kublai Khan and they had become friends. My father promised Kublai Khan that he would return with some oil of the lamp in Jerusalem.’




  ‘Some what?’ asked Rustichello.




  ‘It’s holy oil used in religious ceremonies. Kublai Khan had heard that it had special powers and desperately wanted some.’




  ‘I see.’ Rustichello scratched his chin.




  ‘Anyway, my father promised Kublai Khan that he would go and get him some, so that is what we did.’




  ‘So you went to Jerusalem?’




  ‘No, we sailed from Venice to Acre, a port in the eastern Mediterranean Sea. From there we travelled through the desert by camel until we reached Baghdad. Travelling by camel was very difficult. I had ridden horses many times in the countryside around Venice, but riding a huge and angry animalon hot, moving sand is not the same thing at all.’




  ‘I can imagine,’ said Rustichello.




  ‘In Baghdad, we traded some goods for some holy oil. Once we had what we wanted, we set off across the hot desert again. We wanted to get to the port of Ormuz in Persia. We knew that we could catch a ship to China from there because that is how my father and uncle had returned.’




  ‘Tell me about Ormuz.’ Rustichello’s eyes were wide and his mouth was open. He looked like a little boy listening to stories about monsters.




  ‘Ormuz is a dangerous city,’ said Marco, remembering the busy port. ‘There are many thieves and kidnappers there. We spent two long and miserable months there, waiting for a ship to take us to China.’




  ‘Did anyone try to kidnap you or rob you?’ asked Rustichello.




  ‘No, we stayed with some friendly Persian traders that my father and uncle had met on their way back from China, so we were quite safe.’




  ‘But you hear such wonderful stories of Persia.’




  ‘Baghdad is better,’ said Marco. ‘It is a fine, cultured city. The food and wine are the best I have ever tasted, and the people are interesting and welcoming. If you ever travel in the deserts of Arabia, stop when you get to Baghdad, after that, there are bandits behind every tree and hill.’




  Rustichello nodded. ‘I’ll remember that if I ever get out of here.’




  ‘Don’t worry, Rustichello,’ said Marco, ‘this war is just a silly little argument between neighbours. It will all be over in a week or two.’




  ‘I hope you’re right.’ The two men were quiet for a moment, lost in their own thoughts.




  ‘Anyway, where was I?’ said Marco. He realized that his stories were a welcome distraction for both of them.




  ‘The dangerous Persian port of Ormuz, where bandits and thieves hide in the shadows,’ said Rustichello with a smile.




  ‘That’s a nice description,’ said Marco, impressed. ‘Yes, so we waited for two months in Ormuz for a ship, but there were none going to China and the weather was getting worse.’




  ‘So what did you do?’




  ‘We decided that it would probably be safer and faster to travel overland instead.’




  ‘Overland?’ Rustichello frowned. ‘But Persia is thousands of miles from China.’




  ‘Yes… yes, it wasn’t an easy journey.’




   




  Part Three




  Water dripped onto Rustichello’s head from the cracked ceiling above him. He used it to wet his face and neck. A rat stopped outside the barred metal door and looked in at the two men before scurrying off down the corridor.




  ‘How did you travel?’ asked Rustichello.




  ‘Mainly by camel until Balkh; after that it became too mountainous, so we travelled by horse.’




  ‘How was that journey?’




  ‘It was very long and difficult. The deserts changed to grassy hills and then dense forests. We travelled through valleys and over mountains. We traded goods with local farmers as we went. In spring and summer, the valleys were full of flowers and strange animals ran through the forests, but the winter, that was not so pleasant.’




  ‘Was it cold?’




  ‘Cold?’ Marco Polo laughed. ‘It was so cold that my eyes froze shut. My father had to actually lick my eyelids to melt the ice so that I could open my eyes.’




  ‘I think I would surely die in a situation like that.’ Rustichello shivered at the thought. ‘I hate cold weather.’




  ‘The cold wasn’t the most dangerous thing, though,’ said Marco, holding up a finger. ‘The forests and hills had changed to mountains… mountains so high that you could not see the top of them because they were in the clouds.’




  ‘So what was the most dangerous thing?’ asked Rustichello. ‘Falling off the mountain?’




  ‘Not falling, the altitude was the real killer. We were lucky because we had an excellent local guide who took care of us, but I heard stories of other travellers who were not so fortunate, and died from altitude sickness.’




  ‘But you made it over the mountains?’ asked Rustichello.




  ‘Yes, we all survived the journey, but only just. I was still only a boy of seventeen and the thirteen month journey from Venice had exhausted me. I was nearly dead.’




  ‘So what did you do?’




  ‘On the other side of the mountains, there was a marvelous city called Kashgar. My father said that we should stay there until I was well enough to travel again. We stayed in Kashgar, trading with the local people, for one year. When I was fit again, we moved on. Don’t forget that we had a mission to meet with Kublai Khan.’




  ‘So where did you go next?’




  Marco stood up and walked over to the wall of the cell. The cell was small and damp. The walls were falling apart. He picked up a piece of red brick and walked back to the middle of the room. He drew a map on the floor. ‘This will make it easier for you to imagine,’ he said, drawing a line from Venice to Acre, then Acre to Baghdad, then Baghdad to Ormuz, then Ormuz to Kashgar.




  ‘Yes, yes, I see now,’ said Rustichello, nodding. ‘This truly is a long journey.’




  ‘So, from here at Kashgar,’ Marco put the red brick on Kashgar, ‘we travelled north to the city of Chingintalas, on the edge of the great desert. Now we were in the Kingdom of the Great Khan… Kublai Khan.’




  ‘Was this desert similar to the desert in Arabia and Persia?’ asked Rustichella.




  ‘No, this desert was far more deadly,’ said Marco. ‘Nothing could live there. The summers were hot and dry and the long winters were cold and harsh. We travelled for thirty days and we didn’t see a living thing, no animals, no plants, no people.’




  ‘It sounds like a terrible place,’ said Rustichello.




  ‘It was a terrible place,’ said Marco, ‘but we made it across the desert and finally arrived in the land of the Mongols. Their capital was a fabulous walled city called Karakorum. It was a truly magical place. There were fountains and gardens. I fell in love with that city.’




  ‘It sounds like a dream.’ Rustichello’s eyes sparkled in the dim light of the cell. ‘But how did you communicate with these people?’




  ‘I am lucky that I have a good ear for languages. I learned the local dialect in Kashgar and traders in Mongolia spoke that language. I quickly learnt the Mongol language, so we stayed there for nearly one year. I learned a lot from the Mongols. They had a very interesting method of relaying information. They sent the messages with a man on a horse. Every one hundred miles, there was a building with men and horses, like a station. The first man would pass the message to another man, who then rode to the next station.’




  ‘That’s very clever,’ said Rustichella.
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