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From the period of the late Roman Empire up to the 13th Century, Europe experienced a series of invasions by horse-borne tribes migrating or expanding out of Asia. Many of the tribes after periods of war and devastation were assimilated into the European population, perhaps the best known of these were the Magyars (Hungarians). The last invasion was the one which was the origin of the events seen in this novel, that by the Mongols in the 13th Century. They had already created a vast empire stretching across right Asia from China to Europe, the largest the world had witnessed until then. European armies found it hard to beat the Mongol warriors making effective use of tactics which drew on their fast-moving horses and bows that had a range far exceeding those commonly used in Europe at the time.

The Mongols swept through what is modern-day western Russia from 1235 and by 1241 were winning in regions that now form Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, Hungary, Austria, Bulgaria and Croatia. These offensives came to an abrupt halt once news of the Khagan (Emperor) Ögedei's death in December 1241 reached the Mongol forces camped on the Hungarian Plain. The armies had withdrawn by March 1242 and Europe was left to recover. There were sporadic Mongol raids into eastern Europe and the Byzantine Empire between 1259 and 1337, but nothing to match the scale of the campaigns of 1235-42, in part due to the break-up of the Mongol Empire into a number of successor states. In addition, slowly, European armies had learned to deal with Mongol weapons and tactics.

The Mongols did not only instil fear into European populations because they had such an efficient method of warfare, but because of the terror tactics they adopted. On besieging a city, they would offer surrender or death. In fact, even if a city surrendered, only those who could be enslaved because they had useful skills or could be exploited were spared anyway; the average person in a city was liable to be killed whatever happened once the Mongols appeared.

This tactic led to the massacre of hundreds of thousands of people, with China’s population being halved from 120 to 60 million between the final conquest of the country in 1279 and 1300; about three-quarters of the people living on the Iranian plateau, perhaps 15 million people, were killed; half of Hungary’s 2 million people died. Not all of the deaths were the result of killing by Mongol soldiers; famine and migration were also results of the wars. However, it is clear that the Mongol armies habitually killed many thousands of civilians, the most notorious incident being at Nishapur where 1.7 million people were massacred. Though the figures are uncertain, ranging between 30-80 million deaths, it is believed that through the destruction of numerous towns and cities in Asia, Africa and Europe, in total the Mongols may have killed as much as 40% of the world’s population at the time.

As seen in this book, the way they executed high-ranking people in societies is also seen as horrific, even in the context of the violent 13th Century. The piling of human skulls and bones was witnessed in cities conquered in China and at Nishapur. Take Baghdad, a 500-year old city, capital of the Abbasid Caliphate stretching from Syria to Afghanistan, and a centre of learning with numerous libraries holding texts from Greece to India. During the destruction of Baghdad in 1258 by the Mongols, perhaps 1 million people were killed and they destroyed all the libraries and colleges of the city, losing forever many great works of the ancient world. The irrigation system around the city was also smashed, causing environmental damage. It took until the late 1260s before there was really even the most minimal of revival in Baghdad.

Given the background, this adventure novel looks at what might have happened to Europe if the Mongols had not been stopped in their tracks. In this alternative, Ögedei has lived on a further ten years, only dying in 1251. It is envisaged that the push westwards would not have ceased abruptly in early 1242 so the Mongols would press on towards the Atlantic, carrying out massacres and the destruction of cities on the way. Through the story of a single highly exceptional mission against Mongol warbands, it highlights what changes the states of western Europe have had to do in order to try to save Christendom and what compromises and deals may they have made with those who were considered ‘the Devil’s men’.

Note: Characters in this novel express racist, sexist and social discriminatory attitudes that, while keeping with common behaviour of the time, are not acceptable today in our world and are attitudes not held by the author.

Links are included from the start of a chapter to the historical notes related to that chapter. Click on the number next to the subtitle ‘Historical Notes’ beneath the title of each chapter to jump to the relevant notes. To return to the story, click on the number next to the title of that chapter’s historical notes. Depending on the system you are using to read this book, in some cases the historical notes will simply appear next to the number at the start of the chapter instead. In either case, the notes can also be read at the end of the book.
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Alexander Rooksmoor, June 2019.
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PROLOGUE


Chapter I
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Historical Notes ​[1]

Kecskemét, Kingdom of Hungary, 1245

For a moment, Barc believed he continued dreaming. He tried to grasp for the elements of what he had been seeing in his sleeping mind; what it might tell him. However, he then recognised that this was real; that he had come awake, and that shouts had roused him. Barc scrambled to stand from his bed. It was in a camp outside the city of Kecskemét where he, two of his brothers, his father and uncle had brought horses for sale. There had been so many rumours running among the people of the city about the invaders heading in this direction. The rumours had been strong, not least among those who, like Barc and his family, were Cumans. Their blond hair and blue eyes made them stand out among the Magyars who were the majority of population, even when they wore clothing more like that of the locals than traditional Cuman garb.

“Tartars!” It was what the Magyars called the Mongols.

Barc snatched for his kilij, gifted to him by his father’s father before coming on this journey. He set the sabre back down as he remembered that he was just in his caftan and had taken off his trousers and boots. He scrabbled around at the foot of his bed to find them. In the low light he pulled them on as quickly as he could, finally doing his belt tight and thrusting his kilij sheath into it. There was no time, he felt sure, to find his bow and quiver. Looking around the yurt, Barc realised that his father and uncle, his brother Tortel too, were already gone. His other brother, Sharokan, however, was sitting up and stretching in that exaggerated way children affected. Barc could only imagine he had been left to protect this boy.

“Sharo – Sharokan.” Barc shook his brother.

The boy moved slowly, muttering and rubbing at his eyes.

“Quick, quick now, you must dress.”

As Sharokan began moving, though still looking half-asleep, Barc saw, as it was, he was almost fully dressed; only his boots were missing. Barc crouched, shifting his sheath from digging into the floor of the yurt as he got his brother into his boots. Then he was up, almost pulling the boy by his hand over to the yurt’s entrance. Rather than charge out, he waited there, seeing whatever he could in the dawn’s growing light.

The sound of horses, some being ridden hard, others in distress where they were hobbled, filled his hearing; now even not the yurt’s skin muted the noise. There were more shouts and Barc caught the sound of both Turkic and the short vowels of Mongol words. Arrows swished through the air; there were metallic clangs and, though silhouetted against the rising sun, Barc could tell that the men firing from beyond this gathering of yurts were Mongols; they had that profile. Of course, Cumans fought pretty much like the Mongols, but in the encounters twenty years ago and since, the Mongols had won through.

Barc felt powerless and tried to think what would be the best step to take. He guessed they would be safest within the town. However, the reason for camping out here, he knew, was that the Magyars were as doubtful of the Cumans as they were afraid of the Mongols.

“Where is ata?” Sharokan asked irritably.

“He is with amca. You stay with me, do not go off running after them.”

Still grasping his brother’s hand, worried he would lose him among the yurts, Barc still could not resist the urge to try and see what was happening. He wended his way through the yurts towards the eastern side from which he guessed the Mongols had come. From here he saw Cumans mounted, firing their bows at the Mongols. However, more were lined up between the yurts, their oval shields raised and their spears ready to repel any assault. He guessed these men had not had time to get to their mounts before the horses had been snatched or killed by the Mongols. How had the guards been so caught out? Barc guessed there was no point questioning what had happened; he needed, instead, to react to it. His family members would be fighting themselves, so he had to protect his own life and that of his younger brother.

Barc supposed that, in the absence of other directions, it would be best to be away from here; to hide away in woodlands beyond the town. He could imagine that, heading into a village, he and Sharokan would simply be treated like more Mongols despite their hair colour. The sound of arrows crashing into shields showed the young Cuman that the Mongols had started a new assault. He wondered if they would actually close or if they would simply inflict as many hits as they could at a distance and withdraw fully.

Pressing through the yurts, Barc tried to focus, but thoughts about what would happen kept dogging him. The stories he had heard said that the Mongols had some new tactics and were making great use of siege weapons that, it was said, had been hauled all the way from Cathay, the territories of the Jin and the Song. Barc could envisage that these would be preceding slowly, at ox pace, to the walls of Kecskemét. For the moment, however, it appeared that this encampment was fighting a standard jagun, so these must be scouts or perhaps a force just sent to chase off the Cumans to allow clear access to the town’s walls.

It was a short run, even with Sharokan in tow, to where Barc had hobbled his horse. He guessed they were lucky to have been on this side of the encampment or he could imagine that Yelek would have already been killed by Mongol arrows. The horse looked restless, but Barc soothed him with soft words and a rub to her neck. The other prime mounts ridden by his family had been untied and it meant that the next three horses, owned by Atraka, were some strides away. Lines of reserve horses ran from here to the limit of the encampment. Barc had been lent a spare, but the other men of his caravan had three or four with them; if this had been war, they would have more than double that.

Barc realised how much of a fool he had been in leaving the yurt without his saddle. He had no faith now that he could get back quickly to retrieve it. He and Sharokan would have to just ride bareback, hanging on to the broad bridle that the mare retained. Quickly he freed Yelek from the hobble and then clambered as best he could on to the pale horse’s back. His brother looked apprehensive at being so abandoned.

“Shhh, Sharo, come, come up with me; I’m not leaving you.”

Barc tried to sound soft in his words, having the sense that his brother was on the verge of breaking; what he might do then could be dangerous. The young Cuman could only imagine running among the yurts trying to track down the boy who, before long, was liable to cower in a dark corner. He caught at Sharokan’s wrist and pulled him up. The boy laughed and wriggled but realised what he had to do, clinging to Barc’s thigh and then clambering aboard, almost using his brother as a ladder. Barc grasped the bridle tightly with his spare hand and tried to clamp his thighs to the horse’s back. If they both slid from Yelek it would set them back when time was running short. Feeling the slender arms of Sharokan clutched over his belly, Barc had a sense of relief. He drove his heels into the side of the horse and urged her on, knowing he was going to do a poor job lacking reins, a saddle and stirrups. However, with the familiar rider on her back, Yelek moved on where Barc directed, seeming now less unsettled by those horses left behind.

Barc twisted where he sat, letting Yelek trot on. There were signs of flames among the yurts and he envisaged that the Mongols might feel that this battle was taking too long and had chosen to burn out the Cumans. Any chance of surprising the Magyars in the town had been lost at the first assault. He wondered if his father, his brother, still lived. Facing the Mongols, they would fight to the death. While many a commander might cry ‘victory or death’, it was accurate when facing the Mongols. No-one in this caravan would be deemed a noble. The farrier and carpenter might be seen worthy of saving, but all of the rest would be culled by the Mongol warriors, each eager to accrue the largest total of kills. The Magyars would know their habits well enough, but perhaps the Cuman skulls would be piled beneath the walls as a reminder to the defenders of Kecskemét.

By the time the two Cuman boys had reached the treeline, the sun had fully risen. Looking back, however, Barc could still make out flames licking upward from where he believed the caravan had been encamped. Black smoke would sometimes snake between the white and grey; he tried not to consider what might be being burned there. He was sure that everything that he had brought would now either be destroyed or looted. He imagined a Mongol boy relishing having his saddle. Barc tried to turn Yelek, but she was now recalcitrant. He guessed that, like himself, she was hungry and thirsty. While there would be forage and stream water for his horse, Barc had few coins with him and thought ahead to how he could feed him and Sharokan. With such ponderings, yet again his thoughts whipped him, this time for forgetting to bring his bow. He tried to soften his self-chastisement. What had he expected? That he would stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Tortel and his father?

Getting Yelek to walk forward, following the track into these woods, Barc was at least pleased that he had been trained to set traps which might provide food, though he was not proud of his success rate. With his bow, he could have brought down a bird, even a deer. He supposed he could beg at farmhouses, but he imagined that, given the choice, a Magyar farmer would rather feed destitute people like himself fleeing the city than two vagrant Cumans. There would be some time, Barc told himself, however, to try. Having eliminated the Cuman caravan’s camp, the Mongols, he had no doubt now, would be turning on Kecskemét. Where would they then go? To Buda? Thinking it led Barc to consider whether that meant Debrecen, Újhely, Abaújvár, and other places his ata had spoken of to the East, had already come under Mongol control.

Though he tried to rein in his speculations of how far and fast the Mongols might be spreading through the kingdom, Barc recalled Osen, one of Tortel’s friends, trying to frighten some of the younger children with tales of them. He had likened the Mongols to huge beetles which consumed the flesh of Cumans and Magyars. Tortel had said they were worse than that – a black shadow; a manifestation of death and destruction in one. Barc would hardly count himself a Christian scholar, but surely there was reference to horsemen in the Bible at the ‘end of times’. They were to bring conquest, famine, disease – all those kinds of things. Barc did not believe the Mongols were spectres like that, but their impact, he felt sure, would be the same.

“Boy!” the word was in Turkic.

Barc was startled, but quickly shielded his eyes and looked through the trees to the direction of the sound. Someone had caught up to him. He then felt a grasp and muffled words from Sharokan. Clumsily, Barc reached his hand behind him to reassure his brother, worried Sharokan would wake abruptly and fall from the horse.

The Cuman who rode up proved to be Zeyhan. He owned many of the horses brought to trade. Still, Barc imagined he would be one of the first to flee. It was with some surprise that he saw that the old man, in his early forties, was clad for battle. He wore a lamellar hauberk over leather. Moreover, a spaulder was missing from his right shoulder and his conical helmet was gouged. Then Barc noticed blood on the man’s trousers, as if he had taken a slash to the leg, and then more at his ankle, suggesting an arrow had caught his calf. Contrary to his first impression, Barc realised Zeyhan had not absented himself from the thick of the battle. While his bow was in the usual place in its case slung from his belt, less than a handful of arrows remained in his quiver; his scabbard was empty, but he clung to a spear.

“Any others?” Barc asked.

Zeyhan shrugged. “I only came back to my wits when they pulled Kitzes’ corpse off me. I can thank the Eternal Blue Sky – sorry, the Almighty Lord – for that. A spear lay nearby and I ran it through the Tartar demon’s throat and struck down his companion before they could raise the alarm.” He pulled out a water skin and drank deep of whatever it contained. “There must be others. I am sure they will head westwards. Always westwards to escape the Tartars – until we run out of land.”

Both spun around as they heard another horse pounding along. As it closed on them, Barc saw its rider was almost draped over the neck of his mount and it seemed that only the saddle and oval stirrups were keeping him in place. Adeptly, Zeyhan turned his own horse and moved it to intercept the newcomer. The rushing horse almost reared as it came on the Cuman, but Zeyhan was able to stretch from his saddle and snatch its bridle. With some struggle, he managed to pull it to a halt. Once it had ceased, though it still breathed heavily, the rider moaned and, using the horse’s neck to support him, raised his head.

“Sokal,” Zeyhan said.

Barc knew him by sight, but little more. He was fully armoured and still had his kilij. His helmet was missing and dark patches, which Barc took to be blood, streaked his face. His armour was stoved in at different points and his left hand was dripping, Barc once again felt sure, with blood.

“Come,” Zeyhan instructed, though his comrade had made no verbal response.

He lashed Sokal’s reins to the pommel of his own saddle and rather awkwardly began to walk the horse he rode forward. Sokal’s mount remained skittish but, as Barc guided his own behind those carrying the two men, this one calmed. Together now, the small party did not even try to trot, but, unspeaking, kept up a steady walk. Barc could not help but look back, whether curious about the firelight that shaded any low clouds or in the hope that others, notably the three men of his family, would be the next to come along the road, he was not even certain for himself.
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“We stop here.”

“Uh?” Barc jerked awake.

It had be to be around noon and Barc welcomed a chance to stop, if only for a short time. His body was incredibly stiff, his hands cramped around Yelek’s bridle and his backside sore from going for – how long? – without a saddle. With urgency, he reached for his brother, but then realised he was clung as tight to Barc’s caftan as he had himself to the bridle.

As he came more awake, Barc could see a wide river stretched out in front of them. This, he was sure, was the Danube; there could be no other river in less than a night’s ride with that breadth. Was this the end of the trail? Zeyhan had spoken of riding westwards until they ran out of land. However, Barc realised he had imagined that meant somewhere far beyond where the Magyars, the Germans, the Lombards and even the Franks, lived. Yet, unless they could find a crossing, this would be it; caught up and slaughtered on this river bank.

“Come down.”

Barc was a little surprised, but twisted to see that some time back, they had been joined by Otrok. He was without armour and his caftan was stained with dried blood. He did, though, have his bow; wearily, Barc imagined that, combined, the four of them might equip one Cuman warrior properly. Otrok reached to lift Sharokan to the ground. Barc was so stiff that, even with his sense of pride seeming to be offended, he could not refuse the newcomer’s aid to dismount.

“Will the Tartars not catch us here?” Barc asked; he went quickly to Zeyhan as best he could with his legs feeling as if they had bowed. The older man was stood hard right at the edge of the river, gazing across the water and along the banks. He did not answer for some time.

“They will go to Buda. They will burn that city. After Esztergom it is the next important, at least at this end of the kingdom...”

“And Buda is to the North of us,” Otrok added.

Zeyhan shot a disapproving look at the man before continuing. “I imagine this time they have no desire to call a halt in Hungary, but instead to through the duchies of Styria and Austria into other German lands beyond.”

“And us, what do we do?” Barc asked, exasperated at the picture being painted.

Zeyhan glowered at the boy even more strongly than he had at Otrok. Barc imagined, though, he was as weary, and probably just as scared, as the rest of them. Kitzes was dead already and presumably most, if not all, of his other relatives would have joined that young man.

“A boat; we find a boat,” Zeyhan snapped. “I have silver enough to buy passage. Though the horses...”

Barc understood. Even if they could pay for a local to ferry them across, it seemed likely they would have to abandon the horses – and a Cuman without a horse was immediately only half a man. Perhaps a local exploiting the situation would take them in part payment. However, Barc could imagine that once the news reached them, many people here would be fleeing the same way as the Cumans intended.

“Leave your brother here, Barc.” He appreciated Zeyhan using his name. “You ride South; Sokal, you go North.”

Sokal nodded and began to shed much of his armour to let him ride faster. Barc moved back to Yelek.

“No, take mine. At least I’ve got a saddle and reins,” Zeyhan instructed.

Barc gave a smile back. The man’s manner seemed to be softening and, even better, he seemed to be treating Barc, perhaps not as an equal, but as a fully-grown man rather than a boy. It was a sensible policy, Barc felt, given how denuded a band Zeyhan was leading. It lifted his spirits all the same. As he mounted and walked the horse southwards, Barc focused on what lay ahead; what villages he could see down the bank, any suitable vessels he could spot. Looking to what he might find, what he might secure for this remnant of the trading party for the moment, allowed Barc to keep away from the memories of his brother, father, uncle and others that pricked him so hard.
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Historical Notes ​[2]

Bologna, Mongol-Occupied Italian States, 1248

Brother Cataldo held open the door from the cell for his superior, Palmerio. They had returned here following Prime to ensure that they had all they required for their journey if, as it seemed likely, they would be compelled to leave the city following the meeting this morning. Perhaps it was no surprise to Cataldo that Palmerio looked nervous and to still be mouthing prayers.

“You were unable to rest, Brother?”

It took a moment for Palmerio to realise he was being addressed. “Yes, I am sure I heard shouts; had the sense that something was burning, even in here.”

The older Franciscan friar gestured to the building around them. The canons’ house was probably a century or so old. Cataldo found its walls, its air of devotion, reassuring. He felt here it was as if prayers were amplified. He could only trust that what he had sought from the Lord that morning – and he was sure Palmerio and the canons would have done too – would be enacted. Despair was a sin, he knew, but there were times when it was difficult to maintain confidence in the face of what he might witness on his travels.

“Do you think you would be better as a monk?” Palmerio asked.

The old man had grasped his staff and closed the door behind him. Despite the stiffness Cataldo had become familiar with him suffering at this time of day, his colleague now appeared his zealous self once more. What he had learnt of Palmerio on the journey from Venice, Cataldo imagined, meant he could not have asked for a better man to be beside him, especially when facing Tartars. What Cataldo might bring in terms of languages, Palmerio had shown he could match with Biblical knowledge and a clear sense of what could be, might be; should be. Beyond that, he appeared capable of negotiating in the very way that Doge Tiepolo wished. Venice was now the supreme force in what had been Byzantium. Cataldo had the sense that it would be easier still for it to come to lead the Italian city-states, especially those unwilling to fall beneath the temporal control of the Papal States or the assertion of the overlordship of the Emperor.

“No, Brother, but I think you were aware of that; you should know me well by now.”

At times in recent days, Cataldo had indeed been disconcerted by how easily Palmerio had read him. While it was an attribute admirable in a diplomat, it remained unsettling. Added to that, witnessing what had been wreaked yet again by the Tartars had brought forth – from both men – reflections on their lives. There were monks, Cataldo knew, who would sever themselves entirely from what they had been before taking their vows. However, for friars, it was different. Though they stood out somewhat in the world, they did not separate themselves from it.

“It might spare my fears day-to-day, but my mind would be unable to turn away from all that is happening, not back in the Holy Land, but within leagues of where I work,” Cataldo explained. “I would be a restless monk.”

Palmerio nodded. “Yes, in these days, there are increasingly devout men and women who feel such; seek to aid Christians endangered.”

“The Templars? Hospitallers?”

“Yes, but also remember the small orders of friars – the Trinitarians in France, the Mercedarians in Aragon.”

Of course, Cataldo had heard the names, but had given little thought to them.

“You became a Franciscan in Tyre?” Palmerio prompted as they reached the end of the corridor.

Cataldo opened this door and, in moments, both friars were in the courtyard.

“Yes,” Cataldo finally responded, “I was born and grew up there. My father was a merchant of eastern cloths; he expanded into carpets and jewels.”

He was sure he had mentioned some of these matters already, and guessed Palmerio was using the talk to aid in suppressing what fears might remain harboured within him.

“A rich man.”

Cataldo chuckled. “At times. I was the fourth of his sons and knew there were sufficient above me to inherit his business. My brothers were all quick-witted, but none had the fascination with languages that I did; though my sister Benevenuta – ’Nuta had it too. It was the shapes that I enjoyed; the angular Greek, the Arabic curling one way and the Armenian the other. In Tyre, you just had to walk the streets to hear and indeed see these languages. As I grew older I began to connect one to the other.”

“Yet you are a friar rather than a merchant or a translator.”

“Yes, my father was a merchant – is a retired merchant, he still lives – certainly, but not an unholy man. He, my mother, my aunt and two uncles too; all were happy for at least one boy from the family to enter the Church.”

“But given what must be in your blood – Venetian blood, a merchant’s blood – you were not going to sit in a monastery translating holy texts into all these languages.”

Cataldo laughed at that summation. “No, you are right. I believe my mother and my sisters, preferred my choice too. They could see me regularly still. I am sure my mother showed me off. Even with my vow of poverty, she felt pride that I was ‘a man of the Church’.”

“Mothers’ pride can be a flaw; but it can also be an important shield for families.”

Cataldo had not really seen it that way. Though naturally he often encountered families while about his preaching, though far less now that the Doge’s officials had missions for him, he knew he would never create one and saw them as something distinct, something he personally did not need to concern himself with.

The porter opened the door for the two Franciscans. Outside, the street still had that unnatural feel. Cataldo knew that, some bare weeks before, it would have been busy with people; horses, dogs and a range of aromas from stale water and ordure to wood smoke and, from stalls, various foods. Now there was only a smell of extinguished burning and, on occasion, brought on the wind, that of rotting human flesh. Walking along the street, except where houses had been burned to ruins, it was if they were passing through a valley; every window shuttered, every workshop and store closed up. On occasion they would pass debris, whether rubble or something smashed, perhaps a chest or a cart that had been battered. Too often there would be bodies, especially of women, children and the elderly, those who might not be a direct threat to Tartars raging through the city but were the easiest to cut down. Flies were busy in so many corners; the two friars disturbed flocks of crows when they came into squares where lay a number of bodies still with flesh to tear away. It might not be a vision of Hell, Cataldo accepted, but certainly it was akin to those underworld precincts of which he had been told the Romans had written.

“That must be the University.” Palmerio tugged at the sleeve of Cataldo’s habit and gestured north-eastwards, into the sky.

Pillars of smoke, grey and black, rose upwards. To Cataldo their nature suggested multiple fires around the university campus. He had visited the place only once before, not long after coming from Tyre to work in Venice. At that time he had been used a little as he was being employed now, to support a more learned, senior friar, though in that case for preaching and on the behest of the Order. The direction for him from the Minister Provincial, he had seen from the start, was the correct one. Cataldo’s journeys with Brother Mora da Riva had aided him in becoming familiar with the northern Italian cities and the regions between. While he had gone on to preach himself, perhaps his exotic beginnings, Cataldo recognised, had soon marked him out to be considered for different roles like the one he was now undertaking.

As they neared the Podestà Palace, rather than simply Tartar horsemen regarding them at a distance, they found activities and sights common to any army, even one as barbaric as these invaders. Yet as he progressed, self-conscious of how they were regarded, Cataldo understood what this scene communicated to them. To these men, the grand buildings, no matter their age or their beauty, were nothing. They might have greater interest in a mountain or even a tall tree. With no appreciation of the effort that produced the structures and seeing them of no value, they naturally would treat them as they would the open plain or a series of caves. Horses were lodged in the vestibule of one. Fires made of furniture and paintings had been lit in various corners, generally of the squares. All that did not resemble what the Tartars valued was perceived as nothing more than its raw materials. Wood and canvas could be burned. Rooms might be used to keep horses out of the way, but stone had little worth.

“If the Signoria had listened to us; if his council had persuaded him...” Palmerio bemoaned but gently, as if concerned about being overheard.

“To become Tartar slaves? The khans would achieve a great deal more if they offered a greater choice of what yielding might buy them rather than death or slavery.”

“Venice, Genoa – they have had a different outcome; indeed, are flourishing as the Tartars’ campaign continues.”

“I acknowledge that. However, both cities were distinctive; if not unique, then rare. Which other cities can offer the Tartars what they did? Who else has colonies across the Mediterranean; the Black Sea, in the Levant, even on the steppes themselves? Pisa, perhaps, but not Rome, not Ravenna, Siena, Milan, Turin. For most cities, almost every one remaining on the plain and the peninsula, it is simply those two choices. There is little to distinguish utter subjugation from destruction, especially if the former seems like selling one’s soul to Satan.”

“Oh, you do not believe those zealots who say that these are the Devil’s horsemen, do you? That their great khan is Lucifer himself, or at least one of his lords?” Palmerio sounded disappointed.

“Men are capable of demonic cruelty of themselves, especially when encountering others they see as very different from themselves. I do not believe that there is an entrance to the Pit torn open in Cathay or in the heart of the vast steppes. I think that the Devil comes into men’s thoughts out there just as he does here. He has found fertile ground among aggressive, ambitious men just as he might have in a Roman emperor.”

“The Romans brought civilisation where they settled,” Palmerio noted.

“Yet they had men fight to the death for entertainment and tossed Christians to wild beasts; they crucified Our Lord.”

“Yes, I accept that,” Palmerio responded, seeming embarrassed that he had rushed to the defence of the Romans so quickly. “Those were the earlier Romans, not the ones who came to Christ.”

“I retain faith that, if we talk with the Tartars, we may one day be able to persuade them of their errors,” Cataldo attested.

“Some have shown interest in Christianity.”

“Still, it does not appear to have moderated the behaviour of any of their commanders. I imagine this one will not risk being seen as like the leaders of these Italian cities and have his men turn on him.”

“And in the meantime, we seek to persuade the next city to yield? Where do they head next? To Florence, to Ravenna, to Modena, Parma?”

“Given how their numbers in this region swell; the numbers of siege weapons they have grow? Perhaps in every direction.”

“To Rome?”

“Of course. I know the Tartars see no point in anything beyond slaves, craftsmen and portable valuables, but surely they know His Holiness binds together the Christian lands; provides aid to those that resist their advance. The Holy Father is a pillar, a keystone, and the Papal States are what provide his temporal strength. With Rome fallen, the resistance to the Tartars will be undermined. That must be obvious to Khagan Möngke. He might sit thousands of leagues from here, but he always, it seems, is aware of affairs at this end of his empire.”

The news that Rome itself might be under threat appeared to have only just dawned on Palmerio. The reaction surprised Cataldo a little. He assumed that any thinking man could foresee that the Tartar progress would not be staunched. Perhaps they would struggle in the Alpine regions of the Empire. Maybe even the Apennines would provide a suitable obstacle. However, across the plain of Lombardy, down the coasts, deep into the Kingdom of France, through the northern principalities of the Empire, surely the Tartars would advance with little challenge. Yes, they could not take every last city; at times, they were defeated in the field. But so far, none of these sporadic defeats had stopped their advance. For Cataldo it was easy for him to envisage the last of his days bottled up in Uri or Schwyz. Perhaps he would end them to defend the last toehold of the Christendom in Lisboa, assuming that, before then, the Moors did not break the truce and exploit the weaknesses of Aragon, Castile and Portugal to recapture lands they had lost in the Reconquista.

Preoccupied with their respective thoughts, the friars continued with no further speech. Reaching the square before the Podestà Palace, they found it was a little different from those they had passed through already. It was clear that someone, the leader this horde or a senior officer, appreciated the significance of this place, at least to the people of Bologna if not his own soldiers. One could tell from the trappings of the men here and the decoration on their horses; their relative order, that this was where the commanders were housed, at least had been for this business. Cataldo quite expected that, once all was finished, the city would be put to the flame, assuming that the fire spreading from the university did not complete the job for the Tartars with no additional effort from them.

The Palace itself was far from a grand building. Constructed some fifty years earlier, it stood just two storeys, though a square tower rose high above it. An arcade ran along the front, its arches echoed by the architecture above. As they picked their way through the wagons that had been brought into the square, Cataldo trusted that the two friars from Venice were expected. It had soon been learned that, with no provocation, non-clerical messengers and diplomats risked simply being murdered by the Tartars. It was a grace that clergymen were spared and this was why, no doubt, the Doge now employed such men, especially worldly friars, for these tasks. However, there always might be, Cataldo cautioned himself, a local officer, or even a foot soldier, who would find fault with them and be happy to end them rather than seek to find out how important those men above him might view the pair.

Apparently reflecting Cataldo’s concerns, the guard at the door to the palace entrance ran his gaze over the two Franciscans sourly.

“We are here to see the Tumetu-iin Noyan,” Cataldo said in Mongol.

At that, the soldier looked startled, then gazed intently at the friar’s face as if checking that he was not a Tartar in disguise. Cataldo imagined that many of these people somehow thought their language was completely inaccessible to anyone they subjugated. While there was always benefit in having an advantage over those you dealt with, Cataldo reflected bitterly, that it was small recompense for all the cruelty these invaders had wrought and their willingness to inflict much more. The guard shouted inside and soon the two friars were being led up to the first floor by another. As Cataldo might have expected, these soldiers looked distinct from the common rank and file. While they might not be Kheshig, he was certain they would be the best this Tumen would contain.

As they were shown up to the doors of the council chamber, Cataldo saw that they were not the first representatives to have come. The diplomats waiting here, clearly all clerics of one form or another, looked to the newcomers tentatively. He recognised Father Agnolo Segreti who would have been sent from the Papal States. Brother Onesto Giunta was a Dominican from Pisa. Aside from Rome and the trio of maritime city-states, Venice, Genoa and Pisa, a further pair represented another. It was only when he noted the red-yellow lion insignia they bore, that Cataldo realised that the two priests were here from Ravenna.

Abruptly the doors to the chamber were pulled open and, around Cataldo, there were gasps at the scene revealed. Knowing that the stories of the Tartars were true, Cataldo had envisaged what they might be exposed to. There was no real reason for the diplomats from the five territories to be here; they could have left with the fall of Bologna the day before. However, the Mongol general had insisted that they attend today. The Tartars understood terror better than any other known race. The common folk, of course, might expect pillage, rape, death and even torture just as part of a war between two cities. What the Tartars had done was bring terror to the nobility, even to monarchs. Though they might fall in a battle between Christian states or indeed against the Muslim, before the Tartars nobles and even knights were as likely to be ransomed and exchanged as killed. Yet, of course, there was little that the Tartars would want in ransom that they could not simply seize, so nobles were not spared them. Perversely, however, the Tartars’ precept against spilling the blood of nobles led to each khan, each general, producing a new twisted way to bring about death through torture.

The room in front of Cataldo had clearly been the city council’s meeting chamber. Now, however, Tartar warriors, in clothing that suggested they were an elite, lined the walls. Sat at the head of the table, lit by an arc of large candles even at this time of day, was the Tartar commander. His hair was pulled back in the traditional style from his face, which had full ruddy cheeks and narrow eyes that seemed almost like lines rather than ovals. The richness of his deel, with its bright cloth and turned-back cuffs decorated with dark fur, indicated his standing. The ornate leather bus around his waist held daggers chased with silver. However, those walking into the room had their attentions stolen from their host to the men around the table tied standing to the chairs. Cataldo knew none of them personally, but imagined them to have been councillors or advisors to the Signoria. Whether the gentleman himself was already dead or was going to be killed in a different way, Cataldo could only speculate upon.

The prisoners had their hands tied behind their backs and were gagged. Trails of urine already ran down some of the men’s robes. Cataldo was glad that the room was large enough to mean that he was not incessantly struck by the odour, though it was certain to be multiplied before he was permitted to leave. Looking at the grim scene, Cataldo found the gentlemen’s positions rising above the Tartar general curious, but imagined this had something to do with them setting themselves up as rulers or something about bringing them down in their deaths.

The general waited no longer than it took for all of the emissaries to have entered the room before bellowing:

“Execute them.”

There was no need to translate this for Palmerio, or indeed any of the other diplomats there who did not speak Mongol. Behind each of the councillors, one of the warriors stepped forward, lifting up a net containing a large rock, hanging from a short piece of rope ending in a hook. As they each reached their assigned man, they simply slipped the hook over the ropes that bound the prisoner’s hands. As the executioners let go their burden, each of the victims was snatched towards the ground, but bent over the heavy back of their chair. Bones cracking sounded from some. The eldest of the councillors looked to die in an instant; it was the stronger, fitter men who twisted and tried to groan into their gags. The men’s faces were red, their bodies quivering.

For a moment, Cataldo wished for one of the warriors to lunge forward and slice the struggling men’s throats. However, none moved; they were expressionless, and the friar felt dirtied as he imagined each of them silently deriving some pleasure from this scene. He wanted to close his eyes, to faint, to do something to distance himself even in the slightest from this scene, from the sounds that the condemned men continued to make. Cataldo worried, though, that these capricious Tartars would take any such action on his part as an offence and so break their rule around harming men of the Church. He might be able to speak their language, but Cataldo imagined he would never know the minds of the Tartars as a race, let alone what might stimulate any single commander or warrior to behave in the way he would choose.

The deaths of the councillors who had survived the initial assault seemed incredibly prolonged. It only came slowly, marked as urine left another man and the scent of faeces grew, issuing from the latest corpse. It appeared to Cataldo as if this effect had been intended: to transform the centre of power in Bologna into something resembling a pigsty; these men into grotesque remnants of the notables they had been. Cataldo had to stop himself praying for their ends to come quickly, knowing to do so would be seeking to speed on the end of the Lord’s gift to every one of them. The friar now looked to the commander who was clearly enjoying the scene, perhaps pleased with his imagination which had produced these deaths rather than a ‘plain’ tossing from the tower beside this building or the breaking of backs by a single executioner. The Tartar drank from a goblet which, given the insignia emblazoned on it, must have been looted earlier.

Around Cataldo no-one spoke, but there was then a sound of a man falling to the floor; all turned to stare where Father Segreti had swooned. His colleague hurried to him, trying to revive the old priest. Cataldo quickly looked back to their host, concerned how his own actions may reflect poorly on Venice, despite its well-established friendship with the Tartars. The general barked out a harsh laugh as if marking this as simply another sign of how weak he perceived the Italians to be. Cataldo repeatedly thanked God for whatever had led the Tartars to stay their hand from treating clerics this way too.

One-by-one the remaining councillors died. How long it had taken, Cataldo could not judge. He could not look away from the youngest, strongest councillor tied closest to him. His eyes were so red that he feared that, before the man expired, blood would burst from them. Now they were dead and staring, finally killed by whatever trying to fold a man’s spine back on itself could do. With this last death marked by the ordure coming from this man, the Tumetu-iin Noyan rose and surveyed the corpses. He nodded then, as if satisfied that the executions had provided the horror he had been seeking.

“And the lord,” the general gave the order to two of his warriors who had not been involved in killing the others.

For the next few minutes the pair left the room, only to return with a man, bruised but not cut, dressed in nothing more than a loin cloth. Though Cataldo did not know the Signoria, he had to assume that was who the general had meant by ‘the lord’. He was almost dragged into the room and dropped on his back beside the general; presumably to prevent blood issuing from a broken nose if he had come down face first. The two men then went to the corner of the room where a large chest sat. They pulled it to the table and, demonstrating their strength, hauled it in one lift on to it, resting mid-way towards the emissaries. Hearing retching, this time Cataldo did not turn. In moments, he admitted he was a coward and that still watching had less to do with any impact on Venice’s standing and more to do with him leaving this room alive and without having faced torture.

Clearly, the procedure had been detailed to the warriors before the emissaries had arrived. The two Tartars lifted the lid of the chest and then took the Signoria. He struggled in their grip and gave out muted protests from behind the gag. This was stripped from him as he was bundled on to the table. It was difficult to tell his age; he might have been an elderly man from the start; Cataldo had not enquired. Now, however, his lean, bruised limbs made him look on the verge of death from old age anyway. He coughed and then howled, the sound only halted by a punch to the back of his neck. With the last of his energy, the condemned man tried to resist being folded into the chest. Yet, the warriors were too strong for him to succeed. Quickly, his legs were pushed beneath him and he was pressed down into the chest as if forced into a supplicating position.

The general was up now, so that when the lid was shut he could reach forward and lock it. Ostentatiously, he then crossed to one of the windows which was opened for him by another of his men and tossed the key outside. Clearly self-satisfied, the general returned to his seat while the room continued to be troubled by coughing, sobbing, pleas for mercy, and thumping against the sides of the chest. Cataldo felt sickened by all that he was seeing, but could not turn away.

As if continuing the hellish ritual, a number of the warriors collected lit candles from around the general and brought one to each of the emissaries. Father Segreti was sat up now, propped against one wall, but a candlestick was even pressed into his hands. Quickly Cataldo realised that the general intended them to be the final executioners. They were to seal any cracks, and the key hole, with wax to ensure the Signoria had a relatively speedy demise. If they failed to do that, he would die over a day or more; from thirst, in pain from the cramps to his muscles and bones that he could do nothing to relieve.

Cataldo cursed the day when it had seemed advisable to learn the Mongol tongue, if only from captives. He had believed it might aid negotiation; perhaps bring an end to, or a moderation of, this invasion. He realised, no matter how it had appeared at the time, he had actually been led astray by Satan, delivered up now to be complicit in one of their perverted executions; perhaps, he feared now, the first of a number.

Recognising that to delay would worsen the situation for the condemned man, Cataldo began to snap off long trails of wax from his candle and, walking to the chest, shoved them into the lock. Filling it, he then sought to seal them with more wax on the outside, closing off the main source of air to the man inside. Occasional shouts still emerged from the interior, but now turned to whimpers. Cataldo did not know what to say; could find no appropriate prayer. Instead, he worked to pour liquid wax along the line between the lid and the body of the chest. Two other emissaries came to work with him and he was pleased, not wanting this to ever be reported as Venice murdering the leader of Bologna. Soon, any part of the chest that might have let in air was sealed with cooling wax. The sounds from inside had ceased and Cataldo hoped at least that the Signoria had passed out, if he was not already dead. With his thighs pressed against his chest, the friar imagined, it would have been hard for him to draw even shallow breaths.

Cataldo abandoned the candle on the table and retreated to Palmerio. He found it hard to accept now that what he was witnessing was real. Then he thought what he would say to his confessor. The sense of being soiled was tangible in him and Cataldo could not help rubbing his hands together, envisaging dirt jammed into every fold of his body; perhaps not dirt, but something filthy – soiled, oily water or stale blood. He gritted his teeth, loath to vomit, finding himself superstitious about leaving any part of him, even the vile, in this room.

“Be gone by noon,” was all that the general declared.

Thanking the Lord that this release had come, Cataldo tugged at Palmerio and led him through the doors. He found he was unconcerned if any of the other emissaries understood the direction or not, though he was concerned what state Father Segreti was being left in. Still, he knew he lacked the courage to turn back and used his concern for Brother Palmerio as a useful excuse. There was no hindrance to the two friars’ exit from the palace. Outside little had changed.

“I assume that was our dismissal,” Palmerio said as they walked into the square, navigating among clusters of Tartars.

Cataldo gave a harsh cackle in response and worried for a moment that he was losing his wits. His companion did not react and the two walked on.

At length, Cataldo said “Yes. We must be gone from the city by noon. You left nothing at the canons’ house?”

Palmerio shook his head. To his fellow friar he appeared to have both aged and shrunk. Cataldo could only imagine how much harder this had fallen on the older man beyond what he himself felt.

“To Ferrara? The countryside around where it stood?”

To reach the ruins of that city would be a seven-hour ride on their asses. They had been liveried in a small village to the North-East of Bologna. The sweep of the Mongols through the region had left small villages behind, fulfilling some of the roles that towns and cities had covered before. Cataldo worried, though, that in time, if they grew prosperous, like thriving weeds, they would be cut down the way Trento and Ferrara had been. Padua, Vicenza and even Verona survived by the shield of Venice’s grace. Would other Italian cities now yield to the Tartars; accept slavery over destruction? Perhaps the success of King Wenceslaus had been a curse. Every city’s council, as that of Bologna, every Signoria, appeared to clasp to the delusion that they could repeat those rare achievements of 1241. Cataldo wished he could have transported every single notable from the peninsula and the plain to witness what awaited them; the Hell on Earth that was being created for their neighbours and, all too soon, for themselves.
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Historical Notes ​[3]

Asti, Mongol-Occupied Italian States, 1259

Monggoljin froze where she crouched. She was not certain if she had the courage to make it right to the edge of the camp, let alone beyond. Perhaps it would be better to go back to her bed and deal with this another day. She pressed down on the bruised skin and flesh of her left side and reminded herself that delay would mean more and would mean worse. Though she had not bled like a woman yet, that had done nothing to prevent her cousin Khasar from trying to ride her as if she had. Bukha, her father’s brother, was no better. His second wife, Jaliqai, could not be more than three or four years older than Monggoljin. Monggoljin had noticed, despite Jaliqai’s presence, how Bukha had ogled her at family feasts. She imagined that even if he did not want her for his third wife, he would be happy to use her as a concubine.

Rising abruptly now, Monggoljin ran to the next ger and then dropped down once more. She would have these bursts of enthusiasm that would drive her on with her plan, stifled by the fears arising again. She had no idea how her father would react if she were found to have fled. She just hoped it would not be taken out on her mother, let alone her sisters. Monggoljin had shared so much with her mother; had been guarded by her when her father was drunk on kumis. In many ways, Monggoljin felt her mother had seen her as a connection back to her old life, to when she was Lady Richelda of Udine. That was the name Monggoljin used for her when they were together; when they spoke Venetian and practiced Latin. Her own name in those times was Orelia, after the grandmother she had never known, burnt alive or stabbed and beheaded when Udine had fallen to the Mongols. Orelia was the name she would use once she was free of these people; with Christians, with those who lived civilised lives.

Monggoljin did not know for certain, but always suspected that her father had selected this name for her to emphasise her Mongol half. At times, she felt unhappy that her blood ran with some of his and she would envisage ceremonies in the holiest of places in Tortosa where His Holiness Pope now resided that would be able to purify her of this devil’s contamination. Monggoljin imagined herself a bastard. Even if her mother had been married to Mingghan-u Noyan Gal Oirat, Monggoljin put no store by their heathen rituals; thus her conception, and that of her siblings, had been through rape. Her mother might not be as hostile to Gal as she had once been, especially as there were now two younger wives after her to distract him. Yet Monggoljin felt certain Richelda – Khunbish, as the Mongols called her – had never felt any affection for the man who had taken her.

Horses skittered somewhere beyond Monggoljin and she held her breath. If anything was to rouse the Mongols, even when made sleepy by kumis, it was a threat to their horses. They were squat ugly things, nothing like the proper mounts that her mother had spoken of, able to take knights into battle whether here in Lombardy or even against the Mohammedans. Monggoljin could ride well and she sometimes dreamt herself to be a knight, though she guessed she would cast off the heavier chainmail armour her mother said they wore, imagining herself relying on her speed and dexterity to win against her father and his stinky men.

When a knight, of course she would dress like this. She had taken Baavgai’s short cotton terlig to wear on her escape. Though he was a year younger, her eldest brother was already larger than Monggoljin herself. This short one would not be warm enough for the months ahead, but it would do for now. She had quickly recognised the practical issues in using men’s garb over that of women. She knew how hard it could be to run in a woman’s terlig, stretching far down her legs. Monggoljin had already realised that she might have to run, even mount a horse, to escape; not just from this camp but also from others on the road to Tortosa who might wish to take her.

Soon Monggoljin was at the edge of the encampment and, in the moonlight there was, could see the guards. While the land around here had been pacified for all the time that Monggoljin knew, they still kept watch and she envisaged that brigands or perhaps wolves might be expected to fall on the camp. She was not certain if there were lions in this Lombardy, but she guessed it was possible. Monggoljin sat by the one of the last gers in the encampment, hoping that none of the occupants would awake and decide they had to head outside. Already she could hear that common sound of the camp, a baby calling out for its mother’s teat; Monggoljin was glad that she had already passed that particular family’s ger.

Once more, now sure it would be the last time, Monggoljin checked her supplies. She had a slender horse-skin bag which held cheese, wild onions and beans she had put aside while out gathering for her mother. Having seen the lust of the men for kumis, even though she knew it kept longer than fresh milk, Monggoljin felt she could rely on stream water on the way. In the sash that kept Baavgai’s terlig closed, she had her flint, her knife and cup, a spoon and a dagger one of her cousins had dropped. She would have liked to bring her bow, but was sure that its absence would be quickly noted. Perhaps it would be given to Yesui or Cotota when she was old enough. Satisfied she had prepared as best she could, Monggoljin broke into a run. Her action started up a dog, but she did not look back. Zig-zagging as she had seen hares do, the girl hoped it made it harder for any guard to spot her.

The trees Monggoljin had aimed for proved to be much further away than she had realised. However, as her heart hammered, she kept up. Eventually, though, her legs began to feel weak and her face was burning. Still, Monggoljin was convinced that if she failed to reach the tree line she would be recaptured in an instant and all her efforts would be wasted. Monggoljin felt certain that in that situation, she would be beaten by her father and hobbled like a horse, even have muscles at the back of her leg cut the way her friend Yesui said was done to runaways. What she knew of Mongol life, she was sure that it would only be the start. Even her brother, not yet twelve summers long, had boasted of how many people – women as well as men – their father had killed, and their grandfather had butchered thousands if Baavgai was to be believed.

Of course, Monggoljin did not see herself as a coward; but, reinforced by what her mother had told her quietly over the past few years, she saw no point in killing those unable to defend themselves. That was the difference between a knight and the fighting men of this tribe; probably, she suspected, of most tribes. Maybe in Cathay there were some who lived differently, but they were a world away; her mother’s people, those of her true grandparents, kept to ideas that she agreed with.

Just beyond the edge of the trees, Monggoljin slumped to the ground. Bright lights filled her eyes and her legs throbbed as if she was still running. Steadily, though, with effort, Monggoljin managed to prop herself up against a trunk and look back to the camp. Here and there were some lights, but in general it was a row of conical silhouettes against the dark blue sky. It was a distinctive sight, but one that the girl felt she would soon be away from, soon forget. Standing, she pressed on, finding progress slow as she made her way through the woods, not following a particular track. Then the trees were thinning again.

It would be fine to follow the river for a little, but she knew from the time spent here out foraging that it turned away southwards whereas she needed to head to the west. Jebe, the old man who always enjoyed answering her questions no matter how obscure, said that a larger river ran to the North of them and it led back to the western mountains, not the northern ones, let alone the eastern ones Monggoljin remembered crossing in the late Spring. At sunset, she had ascertained roughly what lay in that direction, but in the dark it all looked so different; distances felt to be much further. Her mother had spoken of the mountains and the wall to the West. Beyond these lay the Christian lands. The mountains had seemed to be the harder route and so she planned to reach the wall and, assuming it had gates, plead to be let in. She spoke good Venetian and enough Latin. Her mother had told her on many occasions that everyone of learning would know Latin, and people like that would be the ones to get her to the Pope in Tortosa.

That thought suddenly made Monggoljin aware that she had not checked if she was being followed. She rested by a tree for a moment. This landscape was dotted with so many, in small clusters or, sometimes, large swathes. From what her mother had taught her on their journeys back and forth across this plain, these were cork oaks; she could make out laurels too. Monggoljin was familiar with such scenes and how they contrasted with the starker mountain areas. However, despite her father speaking about what it was like where he had been born and her mother recalling from when she had travelled there, Monggoljin found it very hard to envisage a place without them, flat, boring grass running to the limit of her vision. The girl took her unease at even thinking of such places as a reassurance that she would never be a true Mongol. She was determined that she would not produce three-quarter Mongol children. If her offspring could not be three-quarters Christian then she would rather join
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