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Dedication

My sister has been
godmother to the book. Amgalant, what’s written and what
isn’t written yet, I dedicate to her, with waves from Tem and Jam,
and no sight or scent of a goat. In steppe epic, a steed and a
sister are your trustiest, most intelligent and indefatigable aid:
the hero doesn’t have to be heroic, but these do.
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1. Steppe Politics

When the bird of luck, the lammergeyer,
chooses one man’s roof to roost in, while the owl of ill omen hoots
in the house of another, however far apart their stations in life,
one at the apex of wealth and the other in the depths of abjection,
neither an empty purse nor a naked back stop the fortunate man, and
neither opulence nor vast preparations help the unfortunate.

Juvaini’s introduction to Tchingis’
career

After Tartary, the circle of steppe and forest kings
had to alter its attitude to Tchingis Khan. Last year he hadn’t
been a major king but a king of a third of the Mongols. Now he was
king over a people not his own – which off the steppe was the
definition of an emperor, and on the steppe earnt the unshortened
honours of khaghan. Not that he was remotely a khaghan on the
strength of the Tartars, who weren’t what they used to be when they
had China behind them, who must have been more brittle than kings
such as Tayang of Naiman and his brother Boyruq knew about, or else
Tchingis wouldn’t have beaten them to Tartary’s silver lodes.
Still, he had come of age, hadn’t he – Hirai’s client king? Now why
did Toghrul of Hirai leave Tartary for his pet king to pick up? By
report Tchingis had paid him half the spoils for past help. But
that wasn’t quite the point. Past help? You might hear a dismissal
in the phrase, as though he paid out his obligations to Toghrul and
in future stood on his own two feet.

Then Toghrul had to suffer the indignity of being
left for Tchingis by fragments of his army.

The oath of loyal service can be unsworn. There is a
traditional right to leave service after a battle lost. For
instance, Jamuqa owned the oaths of Boyruq, Lablaqa of Oirat,
Toqtoa’s son of Merqot and a clutch of Mongol chieftains, but
no-one thought of these oaths as live after the heaven-sent
calamity that split up the coalition. Silent exits in such
circumstances were usual conduct: God has abrogated the oath.
Outside of lost battles the oath can be unsaid, but this is a
solemn and judicial business, similar to divorce, with witnesses
and statement of complaints. Kyriakus and Toqon Temur uttered no
complaint against their king but merely told him they were keen on
Tchingis Khan. The two were dukes – on the bottom rung of dukes,
but they transferred to Temujin a thousand fighting-men apiece with
families, subtracted from the famous Tumen Tubegen and the
almost-as-famous Olon Dongqaid. This too was newsworthy in the
circle of kings; you don’t often have transfers to an inferior.
Hirai in political trouble defected to Naiman, who are a grade up
and the cultural kings of the steppe. But the Mongol?

“Sorry, Toggers,” said Jamuqa with a wince, to the
Mongol. Toghrul wasn’t there.

Temujin had been very correct. With the dukes he was
glad, as a captain and king has to be glad of strength lent to him
and companionship; with his intimates he felt the situation awkward
and wished they hadn’t. On the inside he wouldn’t be human if his
ego didn’t glow, as Toghrul wouldn’t be human if his didn’t sting.
“Should I send him an apology?” he asked Jamuqa. “Or an
explanation? I can’t reject them.”

“My uncle isn’t ignorant of the explanation. We
won’t rub the explanation in. Send him a trifle of spoil, if you
like, from you to him, with love, but without an explanation.”

“I haven’t got any left. The last of mine went on
the dukes for a royal welcome to my nokod, which has my treasury
back into a state of exhaustion.”

“Of course you haven’t got any left. I have.” Jamuqa
screwed himself up to a sacrifice. “He’d fancy my silver
greaves.”

“They were a step towards your silver armour
head-to-foot.”

“True, but you gave your captains glory for a wage
and left the Tartars their liberty and I have neither slaves nor
silver mines to finish the suit. Instead we have Tumen Jargalant.
It’s the talk of the steppe and people want to hitch onto your
convoy. I’m afraid you outshine my uncle, though juxtaposition is
unfair, like fish and fowl, because kings come in different
species. Toghrul’s no bad king as far as he goes.”

“I hope he isn’t. He taught me government.”

“Perhaps he tutored you in your youth, but he didn’t
teach you what you just did in Tartary, which is initiative on a
scale that gobsmacks me, though I thought I was used to you.”

Temujin sidestepped. “It’ll happen to me,” he said
for ointment on the self-esteem of the absent King Khan.
“Abandonments, the moment I lose a battle.”

“You won’t lose a battle, or you needn’t, on the
principle of cumulation. By this stage I’d be annoyed with you if
you did.”

“And Tangr. I won’t if I don’t fight a wrong
battle... as I did once.”

“To go by abandonments I lost that battle. You came
out stronger than you went in.”

“Tangr punished both sides. That particular lesson I
have learnt and I shan’t fight wrong battle against my friends
again.”

He was nearly casual when he said this, and nearly
casual, Jamuqa made a fend-off sign with his hand, although he
didn’t go in for magical gestures.

From the shift of Temujin’s face his fingers’ sign
might have been obscene. “Why did you do that?”

“Why? I was too lazy to say God forfend.”

“You haven’t done that in your life.”

“No, because I’m not superstitious. You are,
Temujin. Now come on.”

Temujin didn’t come on. He eyed Jamuqa’s hand as if
it had an alien life of its own and might leap up and throttle
him.

“Temujin, you’re not afraid of hand signals. What’s
the matter with you?”

“I’ll tell you. My mother is about as likely to make
that sign as you. I’ve only known her to once: when we left your
convoy of wagons in the Qorqonag. My mother has the sight.” Now he
plumbed to the depth of his eye. “Did you have a sight,
Jamuqa?”

In outrage he said, “I had no such thing.” He shoved
his hand away beneath his arm. “Listen, you can’t trust me but you
can trust my Jajirat. Like I told your stewards.”

“Not you. Not you, anda. On you I trust that the
cruelty of God’s fates for us, which we have withstood, has been as
much as can be asked.” But from this theme Temujin pulled up, to
touch his thumb to his temple and focus on air. “Maybe you didn’t
have a sight. Maybe I did.”

“You didn’t have a wretched sight either,” he
insisted. “Only sight you had is the sight of your mother in a
silly gesture and now me. Knock off the mystics. They don’t suit
you. Haven’t you been told you shouldn’t alarm a lunatic with loud
noises?”

That word fetched Temujin out of his mystics, quite
fast. “Do you know, Jamuqa, I haven’t heard that word for over a
year.”

“You’ve rattled me, haven’t you?” he muttered from
the side of his mouth.

“Forgive me. I shouldn’t have begun on wrong
battles, I shouldn’t have gone onto ours and very probably, I
shouldn’t jump at shadows.”

“Damn right you shouldn’t,” grouched Jamuqa. “I’ve
left you with permanent bad dreams, haven’t I? Pity you ever met
me. Don’t answer that.” He pointed a finger at him. “I don’t want
you to answer that.”

Temujin didn’t answer that. With lips stuck together
he pointed too, first to the sky, next to his chest, and after that
he upturned his hands helplessly.

“And leave out the sign language. It can be
misunderstood.”

 


The next arrivals from Hirai were Jaqa Gambu and his
suite, along with Ile Ahai and his younger brother Ile Tuqa. The
latter two haunted Tchingis’ court. Jaqa Gambu had come to guest
with him a while, out of the way of trouble. What trouble there was
he told when only Temujin, Borte and Jamuqa sat with him and his,
the door shut and a ring of guards at earshot distance. Even the
smokehole had its flap on and left them in firelight.

“In short, Toghrul has been urged to name an heir.
The urge came from Achig the Angry, captain of Tumen Tubegen. Achig
is one-eyed on Nilqa – he schooled him to war in his tumen. No-one
can doubt that Nilqa is after a guarantee.”

From the queen’s seat of honour, where he sat
because Jaqa Gambu belonged in the king’s, Jamuqa asked, “And did
he name Nilqa?”

“No. Wherein lies the trouble. He betrayed a
reluctance. Achig caught him short in open court, there was
discussion, which Toghrul didn’t discourage, but he answered that
he felt no pressure to name an heir. That is a reprimand to Nilqa.
To be pressured got his goat. What has whipped me to come and guest
with you, Temujin, is that my name was thrown in. Against Nilqa’s.
I’m in two minds... I contemplate a return to Tangut. If I am a hot
stick, Temujin, Borte – a mere hint, and you are a stage on my
journey.”

“Tangut, is it?” said Temujin in mild interrogation.
“Once I fished you out of Tangut, for Toghrul, who asked me to
fetch him the only brother he trusts, and you were a hard fish to
hook and cast aground upon the steppe. I hope you have not felt a
fish out of water.”

“I am a half-half animal, Temujin, with a fish head
and a snake tail. You drop in that my brother trusts me. I trust
that he at least trusts my detestation of power. But my brother has
been beset by plots throughout his enjoyment of power and as the
years go by he has less and less practice in the art of trust. I am
here, my friends, not to step out of Nilqa’s path, but through a
disquietude I have, to see suspicion in my brother’s eye.”

To this Temujin gave simple answer. “You are a most
welcome guest. Borte and I must try to keep you amused and keep you
out of cities, lest we lose the only learned royal on the steppe
and a great ornament to our court.”

“My host, you are kind and cruel.”

Jamuqa spoke up – lightly, but seriously. “Can’t we
tempt you, Jaqa Gambu?”

“Tempt me?”

“Yes. Tempt you to have a crack at government. I
know you are a scholar. But you can be a scholar-king, in emulation
of the wise Uighur. What a sagacious steppe we can have, with
Tchingis next door to a scholar-king. Whereas I fear the
intelligence quotient of the steppe is to drop under Nilqa.”

People came to a pause.

Ile Ahai harrumphed. “Jamuqa isn’t alone in his
fears. Fears of the ilk are thick in Shadow Woods. Do the shadows
not gather, Jaqa Gambu?”

“Like Jamuqa, I am family. I’ll use the licence,”
said Jaqa Gambu. “Nilqa has his circle but he isn’t highly thought
of beyond. If he gains his throne he’ll have to hang on with both
hands. A sceptre is a dangerous gift, as Toghrul is aware, Toghrul
whose high seat has thrown him three or four times. Fatherly love
might be why he hesitates; he might feel he winds horsehair about
his son’s throat. But I myself believe my brother hesitates over a
third option. I point out this is my private conviction. To
interpret talk by several dukes the option is in the air. Ile Ahai
and I have shut our traps and don’t argue our third option, yet I
anticipate mention of the name.”

“What is your third option?” Jamuqa
asked, although he knew the answer. Borte caught his eye, with a
look of here we go and how do we extricate ourselves
from this? But Temujin had his eyes in his
lap.

“An option two dukes have already taken:
Tchingis.”

From Temujin there was no reaction. He kept his eyes
down. Borte glanced at him – he didn’t have to glance back – she
did what she often did, spoke for him when he found silence more
fit. “That is a strange option, to pass the kingship outside the
people.”

“Our Temujin isn’t an outsider. He’s Toghrul’s other
son.”

Borte tilted her head. “Yes and no.”

Ile Ahai took up the running. Ile Ahai had gone
tribal and shaven his head but for tresses from the temples, a
cross between horns and tails, glued half-upright with tree sap.
This badge of Old Qatat he wrapped under a turban when once a year
he reported to the capital with the King Khan. “It’s unusual, but
becomes very sensible once you start to forecast what happens
otherwise. What happens if we have Nilqa? First we lose the
Hirai-Mongol friendship. Nilqa doesn’t see the importance of that
friendship to Hirai, but maintains his father is merely fond of
you, Temujin. Toghrul is fond of you but he’d be sunk without you
too. Second, Naiman notices that Hirai is more fragile than under
Toghrul, Toghrul’s father and Toghrul’s grandfather. Third, China
picks between Nilqa or Tayang of Naiman – whose lives have odd
echoes of each other. You know that Inanch begot Tayang the way
Toghrul begot Nilqa? Did one get the idea off the other? These
occult sons tend to be a disappointment to their fathers, or else
their fathers find hard to be proud of them. Toghrul gave his a
diminutive for a name, what you call your kid brother; I don’t know
why he didn’t just call him Pipsqueak. While Inanch has left his
with the pet name of Torluq, which is a reject colt, a colt too
underweight to enter into work. How does a son live this sort of
thing down? I’ll tell you. They both posture. They both try to
throw their weight around. Their fathers have done them damage – I
blame Inanch in particular – but either of them might serve China.
They might be perfect for China. China doesn’t want a king strong
in himself, they want a weak king whom they render strong. So far
their tame kings have been but half-tame and obstreperous, for on
the steppe only the strong arise. Unlike civilized states we can’t
and don’t tolerate idiots on our thrones. What happened to that
virtue in us? Now we have a weak king in Naiman and threat of a
weak king in Hirai. And you, Tchingis? What do you do when our weak
kings have the steppe enslaved to China in a worse way than we have
known? The ironclad Inanch; Marquz Khan, and Hirai at its peak;
your Khabul. When the steppe had these three giants in a row China
didn’t intrude. But Tayang, Nilqa... and Tchingis. What do you
do?”

Tchingis, with his eyes inside his knitted fingers,
wasn’t drawn to answer. It was a hell of a question from China’s
steppe inspector and Tchingis’ anti-China agitator.

Jaqa Gambu put in, “We’ve always said Naiman are too
far west for China. But can’t China simply move them east? If they
plump for Tayang they can plump Tayang down on top of us. This is
why Hirai and Mongols need one another, but Nilqa has a swagger
that Ile Ahai has given us the anatomy of, and needs no-one.”

Again Jamuqa tried to tempt him. These were both
highly intelligent men and important men too. But to his mind, with
respect, they were mad, and to forward Temujin’s name had fifty
dangers at first sight. Of course, Borte and he thought of Temujin
first and they thought of objectives. What Temujin thought of
nobody knew, with his head down. Jamuqa said, “The khans Jaqa Gambu
and Tchingis can work like the two wheels of a cart.”

“Ah, Jamuqa, I’m fifty-three. I want to hang up my
quiver and dust off my books. Six years ago your anda dragged me by
the ear out of my library in Tangut to do my duty by Hirai. Which I
like to remind him of every time I meet him. Your anda can tell you
what’s wrong with me: I don’t have the sense of duty unless my arm
is twisted. Not even he can twist my arm to mount a throne. I’d
rather mount a rhinoceros. Each to his sphere.”

“Or,” came from Ile Ahai in a sly lilt, “the right
man for the job. Not the right descent and bone.”

Borte rounded on him. “Ile, and what about China? To
participate in your speculations for a moment, if Temujin had in
his ambit the Mongols, the Tartars and Hirai – what about
China?”

Unchastened he shook his head, and his tresses. “My
word. China won’t like the cut of his jib.”

“He’d be a target for China. They cannot have him in
such a position, if they cannot tame him.”

“He’d be a right royal target for China, queen,”
admitted Ile Ahai. “However – and we here at your hearth aren’t
unaware – I don’t see that as reason to be shy. Since China is his
target.”

Until this point Temujin had listened and learnt.
Now he found sufficient and lifted his face into the conspiratorial
firelight. Its flicker had no tricks for him. The rest of the crew
wore twists or freaks of fire and shadows; but Temujin was as flat
as water, for they distorted in his face, not his face in them. He
said, “Years ago Toghrul resolved within himself to train up to his
sceptre the son he has, although he never thought a guarantee helps
an unready king get ready. One help he knows he can leave to Nilqa
is me. I am a neighbour king to stretch my branches over him, just
as Toghrul sheltered me when I was a weed-stalk next to a strong
tree. I owe to Toghrul my career from the age of sixteen onwards,
and whether or not Nilqa and I meld a friendship I shan’t forget
his father, whom I call mine. If indeed I outlive him. For Toghrul
is a strong tree yet at sixty and Tangr grant him thirty more years
of kingship.”

Temujin finished. That closed the subject, and most
of them felt slightly put to shame, although opinions remained what
they had been. His queen poured a round of ayrag.

Jaqa Gambu moved on. “I have a gift for my host. To
be honest, the gift isn’t given by me, and I am sorry to part with
him, but he has set his heart on your service. Moreover he has
begun in your service. I refer to Chingqai, whom you know, for he
has been in my suite for years, an intimate of mine. He wishes to
become your scribe. As I told him, I don’t think you have a
scribe.”

Temujin gave his attention to Chingqai, whom they
knew, one of the scholarly Hirai who clung to Jaqa Gambu. Before he
found Jaqa Gambu he thought to be a priest, and he wore amulets of
a cross and a dove about his neck. “Truly. We have no writers
here.”

“Then you need on your staff a bichechi, to have
custody of your books.”

To which Temujin said, “I am going up in the world.
Unfortunately, Jaqa Gambu, nor have we any books. Did you also warn
him of that?”

“Ah, but that is where he comes in with the work he
has begun on. Have my seat beside the khan, Chingqai, and introduce
him to your book.”

Chingqai exchanged seats with Jaqa Gambu and laid on
his knees a manuscript inside blue suede – faced towards Temujin,
although right-side-up or upside-down, a squiggle is a squiggle.
Temujin admired the neat artistry of them. “These are elegant. Like
the scrawl on silver birch. What do they mean?”

Chingqai ran his finger along three
inches on the side of the page. “At the start is indicated the
matter of my book. This means, Bilig of
Tchingis Khan.”

For the first time in Jamuqa’s acquaintance with him
Temujin didn’t know what to say. “Truly?”

Chingqai’s finger skipped ahead. “Here is your
speech on the Great Mongols, which I had from three sources for
accuracy. But by Jaqa Gambu’s leave I am able to gather my material
firsthand.”

So far Temujin had neglected to greet his new nokor
in the customary way. Either he forgot or he feared to be unkingly
if he spoke. Instead Chingqai had to be content to astound him. He
touched his big hands to the book then stopped to ask permission.
“May I?”

“It is yours.”

Daintily he delivered the book into Borte’s lap. She
beamed, much as she might if Tegulun or Altatun came to exhibit a
toy she imagines is magical.

Temujin poked his chin at Jamuqa. “What do you say
to this?”

“I say, here is a treasure-chest for your pearls.
Locked up in a book they are proof against decay. Your wisdoms said
on earth you’ll hear from Irle Khan for a thousand years.” Since
Temujin couldn’t talk he thought he should.

“I shall be too tongue-tied to give speeches. As I
am now.”

“No, you won’t,” Jamuqa told him. “On the contrary –
Chingqai Noyon – we’ll never keep him quiet.”

Temujin turned to Chingqai. “It is very marvelous.”
To Jaqa Gambu. “A very marvelous gift.” These thanks were brief but
heartfelt.

The two scholars smiled alike. Jaqa Gambu said, “My
gift is where suits him.”

Chingqai said, “The pity is, I have to translate you
into Uighur and lose your rhyme and rhythm.”

“Am I wise in Uighur? One almost has to be.”

“You’re not torn out of recognition. Uighur is wide
from traffic on and off the steppe and has been through great
trials of translation. Into Uighur have gone the scriptures of the
Religion of Light, of the Apostles of Christ, of the Way of the
Wise. Like a merchant Uighur travels and comes out the richer. And
the axle-words used for the scriptures are your words too: they say
the ordo of God, the bilig of his prophets and the qutluq that is
his grace. We write in Uighur across the steppe, and much of you I
needn’t change. Across the steppe we are children of the Huns.”
That was a quote from Tchingis.

Jamuqa leant to Borte and murmured behind his hand,
“I’m glad to know he’s in decent company.”

Later, when they had escorted out Jaqa Gambu and
suite, the three of them stood in the porch and wrinkled their
foreheads at each other.

Temujin hung his hands from his belt by the thumbs.
“I did find that instructive. It has strongly suggested to me I
need to work on my friendship with Nilqa. I haven’t thought ahead,
but depend on Toghrul to live forever.”

Jamuqa gritted his teeth after their guests. “Both
those gentlemen enjoy a spot in my sparsely populated esteem. But
they are off the deep end with this one. What do they try to
embroil you in, Temujin? The scrimmage for the sceptre is a nasty
time in Hirai. Toghrul has four brothers to answer for on Judgement
Day. And Jaqa Gambu here to save his neck from Nilqa – he might
spare a thought for yours. Not your scene, Temujin. Not a Mongol’s
scene. We’re primitives. We do things differently.”

Borte burst out, “Toghrul is a father. Very brainy
though they are they lose touch with the obvious. Ile Ahai speaks
thirteen languages but not always plain sense. I’m sorry, Temujin.
Toghrul doesn’t despise his son. Nilqa scoffs at his father’s love
but that does not extinguish it, only smothers it in Toghrul’s
breast. He is a father and his son is the most important thing in
the world to him.” Under their gazes she halted. “He talked to me
once.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Temujin. “We’ll imprison
that pair at our court – there I count on you, Borte – and the
peculiar notion won’t come to Toghrul’s ears to puzzle him. Or to
Nilqa’s. Jamuqa, you have had more result than I with Nilqa. He
looks up to you. Whereas I know he looks down on me.”

“Famous for his discrimination, is Nilqa. He can
tell a hawk from a hatchet flung at his head.”

“My own estimation of him went up over the winter we
spent at Mount Frosty, where he sought out your company.”

“Trouble is, Temujin, there’s a type that hangs
about me for my notoriety. You mightn’t understand. A type that
gets a thrill out of my past sins.”

Temujin was unbothered. “I shouldn’t think worse of
Nilqa by you, since you are modest to the point of insult about
people who like you.”

“When did I insult you? There’s only one of
them.”

“I’m going to engage your services. Next time our
paths cross, how about you have us to a feast, him and me?”

Jamuqa did a Temujin and took an interest in his
feet. “See, on my services... as a diplomat, I’m a fabulous
general.”

“I don’t want to negotiate with him, I want to get
to know him. A few of us over a few black milks.”

“Can’t do, anda. Can’t do.”

“No feast,” said Temujin.

“Elsewhere. Have a feast elsewhere. I’ll be there
with my rattle. Just excuse me from position as the host.” For mere
embarrassment he kicked a heel into the ground and wiped a hand on
his shirt. “It’s your own fault. It’s your queen I can’t say no
to.”

“No is no problem, Jamuqa.”

“I don’t have a wife. I don’t have staff. I have
Jajirat. As waiters... by God they’re wonders in a fight.”

“Feast with who you like, Jamuqa. You are right: I
aim to make a friend and am on my own. – I must attend to
Chingqai,” he said and went inside.

Alone with him Borte asked, “Is he as bad as
that?”

“No. No, he isn’t. He’s so-so bad. Only – and don’t
tell Temujin – he likes to come over sarcastic on Temujin. He’d
like to come over sarcastic to his face in a way he flatters
himself is too subtle for Temujin. If he did that in my tent I’d
murder him on my furniture, and that, Borte, is the kind of
behaviour you get a bad name for.”

“I see.”

“No need to stress this to Temujin. Nilqa can yet
leave adolescence behind. I know he’s twenty-nine.”

“With Temujin, I wish Toghrul thirty more
years.”

“Amen.”

 


Two months later Jamuqa got his wish of a campaign
against Boyruq – a joint campaign with Hirai, at Temujin’s
instigation.

Naiman, that meant eight in Qatat, were descendants
of the Eight Oghuz mentioned in the inscriptions of the Blue
Kingdoms. They had belonged to the Blue Kingdoms, to the Uighur, to
the Kirghiz, but since the savage Kirghiz there had been no
khan-over-khans, only the mock khaghan of China’s tame king. The
khaghans’ traditional seat, the geographic heart of the steppe,
Orqon River and Hangai Mountains – Bilga’s Mountains of Otugen,
where were found his monuments, the ruins of Black Balgasun and the
mounds of Ordo Baligh of the Huns – now lay a threshold between
Hirai and Naiman. Westerly, Naiman were masters right the way to
the steppe-city states of Uighur and Black Qatat, whom they met at
the tail of the great river Irtysh, called the Black Irtysh, and on
the far side of the Altai Mountains, where Turks were first known
as a clan in the caves who forged iron for the khaghan of the time
and came by their name, that meant helmet. To Temujin the campaign
was a chance to sight-see through history. He lived on the obscure
end of the steppe and had never been beyond the Orqon.

Of the chiefs and kings of the coalition that came
against Toghrul and Temujin two years ago, Temujin had pulled the
white felt carpet from underneath Tarqutai and Jali the Bull, while
Toghrul kept Qutu hostage for Toqtoa. But Boyruq took no hurt from
his adventures further than to suffer a defeat. “That won’t do,”
Temujin told Toghrul. “We’ve gone after his gang but we ignore
Boyruq himself. You are steppe constable. I don’t care that you are
China’s. His mischief shouldn’t go unpunished.”

Not much Temujin said escaped a scoff from Nilqa.
“He talks like a constable. What was his title again? Warden of the
Marches. No mischief goes unpunished when the Warden of the Marches
is on watch. Why does he bang on about our rights? He’s told the
whole steppe that we don’t start a new war – that this is Boyruq’s
war, for which Boyruq is to blame, and we have a right to hunt his
head. I suspect he’s told Tibet. It’s sad he feels he has to. I’d
like to know who questions our right. I hate this just war cant,
don’t you, Jamuqa?”

Jamuqa was laid on the flat gravel with his head
against his horse-seat and his hat over his eyes. Like that he
explained the point to Nilqa, in a voice of lazy tolerance.
“Temujin won’t fight a wrong battle, while I won’t fight a battle
wrongly. The funny thing is we end up at very similar conclusions.
It is politics, Nilqa, to justify ourselves. He talks a lot to
ensure people understand the difference between what we do and what
Boyruq did. And I told him to talk a lot on the theme, too. I
worry, not about our right, but about our right flank.”

If anyone else tried to instruct Nilqa he flew off
in a huff. With Jamuqa he paid attention and didn’t mind a strong
tone. This fact had Jamuqa in a difficulty. On the one hand he felt
he had to use his grip on him in the interests of Temujin and of
his maltreated dad. On the other hand he felt like a spy set by
both of them on Nilqa, who trusted him in his intimate circle in
spite of Temujin, whose efforts to win him from Temujin, in the
face of utter futility, touched him, simultaneously as they
insulted Temujin. Unless the heat of battle forged Toghrul, Nilqa
and Temujin together, which he supposed was the idea, he wasn’t
going to enjoy this campaign.

Quite tractably Nilqa gave him a jog to go on.
“Tayang?”

“Yes. We must leave Tayang without righteous excuses
to join in. Not that he mightn’t join in unrighteously. But that’s
why Temujin is noisy on our just cause, on Boyruq’s fault, and on
the fact we are only after him: once we have his head we go
straight home.”

“Here’s news,” said Nilqa. “So you tell me Tchingis
is a politician beneath his cloak of the child of God?”

With his whip stock Jamuqa uplifted his hat and gave
him the eye. “He is astute. Which people have been known to miss.
He doesn’t miss a single thought in your head, I warn you of that.
He’s slow to believe bad of people but his insight is uncanny.”

“Obviously I’ve had the wrong idea about him. There
I thought him simple and inspired, as our priests say of our
prophets. But what is more astute than such a disguise?”

Jamuqa dropped his hat back over his eyes. “In a
battle of wits, Nilqa, I have to say my silver’s on him.”

Even this didn’t incense Nilqa. “Is that why you
stay with him? Is that why you don’t come over to me? You know,
with me you’d have the silver to throw away. I like to live the
high life and I like to see my friends in silver, and I have stolen
my father’s Chinese chef and my poets sing about my suppers. We
don’t sit solemnly and ponder on God’s purposes for Tchingis Khan.
Isn’t he tedious?”

Jamuqa didn’t answer.

 


To skirt the territory of Tayang they struck through
clay deserts that no-one owned and came out this side of the south
Altai. Tayang had heard their statements of intent but Hirai felt
no call to communicate with him direct, for the thrones were very
frosty. Naiman had ejected Toghrul for Black Irke; Naiman never
failed to lend arms to a coup in Hirai, and Naiman were a big
factor in why the Hirai throne kicked its kings off like a wild
donkey. Lately Tayang of Naiman had found an admiration for Jaqa
Gambu and sang his praises, simply to fuel the row over an heir for
Hirai. Jaqa Gambu remained home with Borte.

However, Temujin, who thought of himself as a
neutral in this neighbourly game, sent to Tayang. He sent his
grounds to march on Boyruq and his word not to touch what belonged
to Tayang. That he sent without Toghrul’s say-so, to Toghrul’s
enemy, upset a few Hirai who saw Temujin as an under-king. Toghrul
himself had never seen Temujin as his under-king and didn’t twit
him on the issue. But Temujin caught wind of the criticisms, which
blew up a storm in Nilqa’s camp, and he came to Jamuqa for
information. “There are Hirai who aren’t happy about my message to
Tayang.”

“Certain quarters,” acknowledged Jamuqa, “feel you
poke your finger in. Certain quarters who wish you were more a
client king than your own king – but you know that, Temujin.”

“Jamuqa, can you alert me to what certain quarters
have to say? I won’t ask Toghrul, because he has not mentioned the
matter to me.”

“Oh, Temujin, am I a spy?”

“No.” He spent a moment still. “No, you are not a
spy, and I am wrong to ask you what you hear at your friend’s
hearth. Forgive me and forget I was so rude.”

“Hang on. Hang on.” Jamuqa thumped himself in the
head. “Listen, I’m stuck in the midst, unless I avoid hearths. Half
why I frequent his hearth is to keep an eye on him. Hirai are
sensitive on Naiman and you need to know the weather, which gathers
at his hearth when the weather’s foul for you. Mind you I have to
blast your ear.”

“My ear is inured.”

“Don’t shoot the elchi.”

“To harm an elchi is a great crime.”

“Righto. No-one can come out and object that you
talk to Tayang independently of Toghrul, though that is what
affronts them. So they fault-find elsewhere. Your style, for a
start. Tayang sent your elchi back unanswered and certain quarters
say you can’t expect him to answer to a style like that.”

“What style?”

“No style. No style to his name or to yours.”

With an innocent air Temujin inquired, “Did I omit
to say, To His Ostentatious Magnificence, from His Vainglorious
Splendour?”

“I don’t think you’ve got the hang
of that,” Jamuqa told him. “If you don’t like flowers, what have
you got against identifications? To
Tayang sounds like you send to the guy
three tents down. It isn’t a boast to use the titles you are
due.”

“To trot out his titles for him wastes his time and
mine. They are for ceremony and I send to him on business. We have
names for the use, and our names identify us, since he has heard of
me and I know who he is. The kingly is not demonstrated by the
haughty, which is a contempt for others. I shan’t make that
mistake. A king is the equal of his people and he should know that
in his name. I cannot be sorry for my style.”

“Uncontrite on style,” noted Jamuqa. “Shall I try
the meat of the criticism?”

“You do me service, Jamuqa.”

“To quote... certain quarters, you tell Tayang
what’s wrong and what’s right and what’s what as if you own the
steppe.”

This time Temujin’s red hair bristled. “Now I am
arrogant. A moment ago I was too humble. These criticisms confuse
me.”

“Just like you, Tchingis, who are a khaghan clad in
a shepherd’s fleeces. I understand what you’re up to. You feel
Tayang to find out whether you can work with him in future. Perhaps
you go a trifle hard with a stranger king and a heavyweight.
Certain quarters say you are inexperienced in how to conduct
yourself with foreign kings.”

“Certain quarters,” retorted Temujin with a stir of
life in his hair, “tread on my dignity, as I do not with Tayang.
Certain quarters might keep in mind I am a king.”

Jamuqa whistled. “I’m at the end of my report. You
know the worst of the weather.”

“Thank you, Jamuqa.” His hair smoothed. “I’m more
inclined to listen to Ile Ahai, whom I consulted for my message,
and who has infinitely more experience than any of us.”

“Ile Ahai. Is he behind your approach to
Tayang?”

“No, he isn’t. Except that I have thought on what he
said.”

“You mean when he just about told you to knock over
both Nilqa and Tayang if you have to? Watch that one, Temujin. He
whips you on. Can’t wait for your conquest of China.”

“It is his family who cannot wait. They are in
detention. The court has come to distrust him.”

“Quick on the uptake.”

“For three years now he has sent his excuses when
Toghrul visits the emperor to perform his abasement and pick up his
pay. Ile Ahai is meant to report on the King Khan’s activities over
the year. But he lies gravely ill.”

“Honestly.”

“He does not dare set foot in China. He’d be
interrogated, with tortures. His wife and children live in a jail.
Do you know what a jail is?”

“Where they keep you between tortures, or just keep
you. Like the yoke, only inside walls.”

“He says to me his wife and children are Ile, and
that in this hard and obscure way they serve the liberty of Old
Qatat. Still, he’d like me to get to China as quickly as I
can.”

Jamuqa cocked an eye at him. “Have you heard the
story he gives out on his epiphany?”

“His epiphany?”

“You know. The one he had to spot your possibilities
at first sight. Attributed to his tribal gods. His ancestrals
prompted you to blurt out your commitment to fight China, and he
was struck by the symbol of your shoulders, which are as wide as
the steppe.” Jamuqa grinned hugely. “He’s a caution, but I like the
Ile.”

“Does he blame his tribal gods for my goose’s
throat?”

“Nevertheless I told him I remain first charge for
you and he has to come behind me. Because only I understand you are
self-made. Self-made to fit high matter they gave you as a child.
Anda mine, my only worry is your trust in God. Mind that doesn’t
translate into too much temerity. Go swiftly, as suits you, my
stallion. I like to see your fleet feet and your hair in flags.
Just don’t go breakneck.”

Temujin became alert. The sentimental air gave him a
signal.

They had their backs against a jumble of tamarisk
for a wind-shelter. Jamuqa began to peel off grey-green scales of
leaves, crusty with salt, and whirl them on the wind, where the
salt glittered for an instant before they flew away. Though the
camels fed on tamarisk, for him to do this was wrong and
irreligious – torture of a tree. Temujin watched him, and didn’t
prevent him although his hand twitched. He kept silent and Jamuqa
stared in fascination after the glitters of salt on the random
wind.

At last Temujin asked, “Anda, what weighs on your
heart?”

“It’s like this,” he said in a gasp. “Time runs out
for me. I’ve had two years of exhilaration – they beat the Qorqonag
– but I am fatigued. You go fast and I can’t keep up. That is I
can, I am your anda and I boast that I can. I rattle along at a
great rate – until the axle cracks. I feel a wobble lately.”

“You are tired, and harassed by others’ troubles –
your uncle’s, and I quarrel with Nilqa. You have dark
thoughts.”

“Only right to warn you, anda.”

“I am happy that you share your fears with me.”

“You mistake,” he told him with a jerky pride. “If I
were afraid I’d stay away from you. I’d stay away from exertions
and from strong emotions. That is why you found me such a locked-up
case who never had a friend – when I was young – when I was afraid.
Don’t use the vehicle, I have always known is my only safety. I’m
glad I have.”

For a while Temujin watched leaves fly with him.
Jamuqa laughed. “Aren’t I cruel? Firecracker camels. I did want to
see the fiery rockets.”

“Agha,” said Temujin, in a slip of the tongue. “Do
you have in mind the test you set me to in Tartary?”

“Of course, love, and you mustn’t be discouraged I
haven’t caught your message. We aren’t in the situation that
achieved our original result. That time, I like to think you missed
me. This time you try to prove a point.”

“The point is important to me to prove. I try to
promise you our spirits are at one. That you and I are at amgalant,
and after this life we go to our jargalant.”

“My ghost won’t be insane, I guarantee that. It’s
physical. I know. The faulty piece vanishes down the gullet of the
wolves and crows and amen. It’s just that I am ill-built. I have a
nail not hammered in right. For want of a nail hammered in my wagon
has to drop out of the convoy, your convoy, and I won’t see where
you go.” Water came to the desert: the leaf in his hand got lost in
a fog. “That’s what frustrates me.” Tears spilt. He hadn’t cried
when Temujin left him. But when he left Temujin.

Temujin sat by.

He seethed between his teeth and contrived to
stop.

With a quiet intensity Temujin told him, “Listen for
me tonight.”

“Yes. Yes, I’m fit to listen for voices in my head.
I hope they’re yours. Yes.”

 


Although they rode on gravel-strewn baked clay with
a dust wind in their eyes and mouths, the sky to their left was
shut out by the Altai. The flats leapt up into a rampart, without
gradation between, and white peaks twinkled at them where they
slogged through foothills of sand. As they climbed north inside the
great bent backbone of the mountains they left the deserts, but
only for a more tremendous desolation. The Altai were bleak and
rocky, too fierce for trees; they were mountain steppe, their life
in grasses that thrive where trees dare not tread. But the army saw
them in autumn, with the grass in hues of the mountains’ metals,
copper and brass. Stout sheep and goats, black or brown against the
burnished slopes, pot-belly shaggy horses, fat yaks with the
luxuriant tails prized for tuqs, crowded on the last of the grass –
until the army came along, kicked them off the fodder and seized
meat. These were Boyruq’s flocks. Outside the last stands of steppe
weed were naked bones of pebble and boulder, crag and canyon,
gritty stone in fire tints and burnt-black rock, and up high always
white knives of snow. They saw astonishing skies, ferocious
sunsets. Once, after a wild going-down of the sun in a bruised and
transfigured sky, Jamuqa said to Temujin, “Now that is
fireworks.”

Temujin saw history by the wayside. Face stones and
figure stones stood sentry for the dead near the stone heaps of
kurgans. There were steles graven with Turkic runes and Turkic
heraldry. There were slab-stone altars for sacrifice, and charcoal
and ochre images on rock, from a time before the history they knew.
Temujin roved amongst these antiquities and was often left behind –
which set a very bad example – which he admitted, but said his
researches went towards the grand scheme.

“Do you expect to discover a scheme to tackle China
written on a stele?”

“It’s what Bilga Khaghan wrote on his.”

Stone was the substance for the history in sight,
but underground lay history in gold. From a tomb in the Altai,
after an upheaval on a mountainside, had washed the fantastic
hawk-and-tiger crown Jamuqa wore as Gur Khan. Merely to wear the
crown and dare the curse of the dead king earnt him the dread
admiration of the steppe notables who swore to him. Boyruq kept the
piece with his own kingly accoutrements but had never set the crown
on his head. When you did, the wings of the hawk, attached by
wires, beat to the gait of your horse. To Jamuqa’s great regret
Boyruq hadn’t had on him the gold mask with ornamental antlers in
which the king’s steed had been interred. They’d only have poked
his eye out, he supposed. Altai meant gold, no doubt for the mines,
but there were hoards undreamt-of gone back underground in the
tombs.

On heights you go gingerly; on heights are laid
human bones. The Altai were the height of the steppe and underfoot
lay bones in graves from throughout the ages, whether treasure
burials in secrecy or stone heaps with stone guardians to call
attention. Temujin saw history. Jamuqa saw the dead, who had run
out of time.

 


That magic storm gone wrong had condemned Boyruq to
a sad diminishment, and two years on, although khan of the Altai
Naiman, he had almost nobody left to fight for him. That was why
Toghrul had agreed to fight him; while Jamuqa drummed into Temujin
not to dismiss an antagonist when he is down. War isn’t wrestling,
he said: in war they bounce up and headbutt you under the chin.
Boyruq only needs an omen to forecast a change in his fortunes, or
a victory. And the first thing he’ll be after is revenge; for
satisfaction’s sake, but also to vindicate himself, to prove he
isn’t down-and-out with heaven, that heaven’s verdict for the King
Khan and Tchingis Khan was only temporary, “and no doubt to be
blamed on me, because I am cursed,” finished Jamuqa. Pursue the
leadership, he drummed into Temujin, if you want to end and not
just halt a war. Temujin came to a similar conclusion by his
different path: punish the leadership, where punishment is due;
which he thought prevents the next war.

Hirai and Mongols hadn’t prepared for a big
ding-dong battle but a manhunt, and that was what they got. Boyruq
and his loyals led them a chase from his headquarters at Uluq Taq,
up the Icy Waters and over a pass in the peaks, out the mountains
on the west, through sandy desert at Qum Singir, along the river
Urunggu and onto the Black Irtysh. Too fast for history, once on
Boyruq’s tail, but they certainly saw the scenery. The only
contacts were between scouts. In the High Altai a Naiman noble who
hung back to keep an eye on them, Yed Tubluq, ruptured his
breast-strap on a steep ascent. He tumbled down a hundred yards of
cliff and right under the hooves of a Hirai patrol, but lived to be
captured.

On the other side of the mountains Temujin had a
like accident and came off his horse in front of the enemy. He was
with a patrol of seven Jalaya that had been out overnight. They
were hungry and Gu’un Ghoa cut up a half-grown camel who walked
into them, for a roast. But the fire drew a Naiman contingent they
hadn’t known about, fifty strong. They had chosen their spot, a
dale with wide prospects, and their horses only had their bits out;
they leapt on with a headstart.

A freak shot, one of those that hit a target far too
far for skill, took out Temujin’s horse.

It is a dictate of survival that you don’t ride
double in escapes. A steppe horse, squat and ugly next to his
cousins off the steppe, a primitive type of horse who hasn’t been
much fiddled with, outdoes his kin in strength and stamina and over
a day he won’t be disgraced in speed. But physics is physics and
two grown people weigh more than he does. Load him with two, you
lose two instead of one. It is elementary. In escapes, too, lives
are roughly equal as they are around the pot, where no-one’s more
important than another. You don’t think about that, it’s the mental
furniture, it’s several thousand years of survival on the
steppe.

Temujin got slowly to his feet, for he knew his
fate. His luck had left him and he was in the hands of the Naiman,
alive or dead, which didn’t matter much. Later he admitted to
Jamuqa he mostly thought with a pang of Tartary.

“Tartary? There’s a giveaway. I knew you were too
proud for words about Tartary.”

The Jalaya skidded to a stop a way ahead of him and
spent a precious moment in shock and indecision. With the signal
exception of Gu’un Ghoa, who didn’t interrupt his gallop but to
rear his horse around and gallop back.

As Temujin told the tale Gu’un Ghoa had taken
command. Swung off and nearly lifted him on. “Mount, child.”
Temujin had got onto the horse without an argument, without a
single word. He said his usual, as Jalaya, was to call him master,
but if he had said the usual he might have thought twice. He didn’t
think, because of the air Gu’un Ghoa possessed, the air they knew
of. “As if he were the king. Not I.” This account he meant for an
apology that he had gone along. Never mind that he owned him, in
the Jalaya self-slavery he didn’t have jurisdiction to undo.

Perhaps in the moment Temujin didn’t over-honour
him: people always said he walked like a king, which can’t be said
of a Mongol. But Jalaya had been foot-hunters along the Amur and
still stalked the water-birds of Dalai Lake. Towards the enemy he
strode and never glanced behind. Nearer to them he drew his great
straight sword, with tassels from the hilts, and poised the blade
over his head.

By that time Iluge had returned to Temujin to drag
him on. “Gu’un Ghoa has given you his horse. Don’t waste Gu’un
Ghoa’s horse.”

Temujin heard, Gu’un Ghoa has given you his life. Don’t waste Gu’un Ghoa’s
life. In that he saw the sense and Iluge
tugged his rein, and they caught up with the others on the rim of
the dale. Over the rim they lost sight of the Naiman and of Gu’un
Ghoa.

At the outskirts of the army Temujin asked for
Mukali and waited for him on the horse, very tightly, and didn’t
hear questions.

Mukali had his father’s majesty of gait, either
through inheritance or early imitation, and in Jalaya gaiety the
hide scales of his cuirass were poppy purples and blues. The faces
on those who fetched him had warned him. “This is my father’s
horse.”

Haltingly Temujin said, “I come home on your
father’s horse, Mukali, although he was a better man than I. On his
horse I ran from the enemy. On his feet he walked towards them. He
was the better man.” He dismounted and offered the reins on
outstretched hands.

Mukali drew the horse to him and pressed to its
nostrils. As if to suck in the last of his father’s breath. Your
horse, your life. It’s as simple as that. “Was this his doing?”

“His doing, Mukali.”

Mukali blessed the horse with a sunwise circle.
“Then he is free of obligation to Qaidu. Then he is free.”

The horse was never ridden again, like one of those
consecrated as a live sacrifice, that walk about at liberty in
honour of the gods.

Nobody thoroughly understood Jalaya
on their honour-slavery, but then outsiders weren’t meant to. Up in
the taiga, where tribalism runs deep (deeper than on Temujin’s
universal steppe) each tribe has its identity-custom, one peculiar
to them, and if gross or scandalous or horrific to other tribes,
the more does that custom distinguish them. There are risky feats
of initiation that you have to train for from youth, there are
sexual things, of course there are disfigurements and scars and
tattoos. That’s the badge. Very often not archaic but recent, to
meet a contemporary situation, proof of fresh life in the tribe.
When Jalaya found their existence threatened they adapted, to keep
Jalaya Jalaya: since we’re slaves, we’re going to be the most
dedicated slaves ever heard of. So they were. Mukali had a kid he’d
named Bo’ol, thrall.

 


At the lake Kizil Bash (Red Head) on the Black
Irtysh, mere miles from Qarluq territory – a tribal people with a
city and the outermost subjects of Black Qatat – they overtook
Boyruq. Now his loyals were a matter of four hundred. Each night he
had leaked loyals, and towards the end in great gouts by day.
Nevertheless the four hundred took a stand about his tuq and his
flag, embroidered with the lammergeyer of the Guchugut, the Naiman
royal house.

Toghrul said to Temujin, “Hirai and Naiman go way
back. You’re new. You negotiate.”

Temujin did. He asked them to give up Boyruq.

They said the traitors had left in the night.

Temujin told them there remained no point to an
inequal battle.

They said the cowards had left, too.

For an hour they fought, and then Temujin tried
again. He told them they had won their enemies’ admiration and they
had done their duty.

They said that while they lived their oath
lived.

The fight resumed. After another hour Temujin tried
a third time.

Boyruq himself took the horn and blared a question
at them. Why did they stop the fight? Were they daunted by his
magnificent nokors?

Likewise, Temujin took the horn himself. He asked
Boyruq to spare his nokors and surrender. He promised him a death
with honour by the method of his choice.

Boyruq said he chose to meet death on his feet, and
that he spat at them. As an afterthought he challenged Jamuqa to
single combat.

Jamuqa grinned, and told Toghrul, Nilqa and Temujin,
“You might mistake him for drunk. But he isn’t, he’s just ready for
battle.”

“Do you have an answer for him?” asked Temujin.
“Aside from yes, which is a flat no. I don’t do singles. Singles
are for feud, but very old-fashioned in war.”

“Tell him he’s too big for me.”

The three of them gazed at him. The three of them
had to gaze down.

“Go on. Tell him the truth. I don’t like my chances.
But him and me almost liked each other, you know, in a funny way.
Believe me or not, he went on his adventures because his brother
got that widow of Inanch they call the Lizard. Buoy him up for his
last hour.”

Temujin didn’t lift his horn for the public
announcement, Jamuqa says you’re too big for him and he doesn’t
like his chances.

“Give me the damn horn, then.”

Temujin did.

“Boyruq,” he shouted through it. “Your dog-chewed
boot of a face up close isn’t the last sight I want on earth.
You’re too big and ugly for me. You choose your death, Boyruq, I’ll
choose mine. See you in hell, comrade, but not today.”

They heard his haw haw from where they were, without
the horn.

Boyruq met death on his feet, and so did his true
loyals, to the last.

 


That night they had a victory feast by the saltwater
lake Kizil Bash. No-one felt jubilant at the victory but Toghrul
maintained they ought to be glad to have caught Boyruq this side of
the frontier. “The Gur Khan is a dear old thing and grants
sanctuary to any royal indigent from off the steppe, as he did with
me, until I determined I hadn’t given up my throne. We’d have seen
Boyruq again. Chase the tuq, isn’t that right, Jamuqa?”

“To the ends of the earth,” said Jamuqa. “And you’re
an example with your nine lives.”

Temujin didn’t like to drink to the death of
Boyruq’s loyals. So he stood under the captured tuq and lammergeyer
flag and drank a toast to their courage. Then he toasted Boyruq,
whose four hundred gave evidence of what he had always known, that
he had an element of greatness in him.

Songs were courtesy of the army’s Uriangqot. Whether
the lyrics were a tragedy of love or a tragedy of war, they sang in
a style of their own known as the wolf’s howl. Uriangqot singing
did have a weird beauty, but when a curious wolf sang along in the
distance Bo’orchu asked Jelme to stand down his choir, if just to
save the horses. After the Uriangqot came the stallion’s lute,
which unlike the wolf’s howl is renowned for its human wail. They
say the horsehair bow saws on your heartstrings. With the lute,
too, went lyrics of lost love and bravery in lost causes. Where
were the songs for winners? Jamuqa couldn’t think of any
either.

He noticed that Temujin drank a pint or so to Boyruq
and his loyals, and that he drank along to the wolf’s howl, and
after that to the lute. From the episode of Jorkimes’ feast, which
his people told behind his back, Jamuqa knew him competent to drink
for at least fifty-six hours, where Wild Arkai had cut short the
test. To the disappointment of his people, however, he had frugal
habits, and they suspected he had sworn off drunkenness. If he had
he was getting a bit forsworn. He didn’t chat, he listened to the
howls of anguish and the wails of despair.

In this state and in this mood,
Gurin Ba’atur of the Ubchig struck the wrong chord. Gurin Ba’atur
was a grizzled mainstay of Toghrul’s, unhappy with Nilqa, fond of
Temujin. Avuncular and drunken past discretion, he fed Temujin the
phrase be afraid of Nilqa.

“Be afraid of Nilqa?” he pondered,
head aslant. “I don’t know if I can. You see, I’ve been afraid in
my life, and Nilqa is about as scary as Toqtoa, in invocation of
his animal spirits, with a fattened-up sheep’s tail strung to his
bottom and going baa.”

This, from Temujin’s inner bastard, whom very few
had met, was terribly quotable. It also demonstrated that when
Temujin stooped to insult he cast Nilqa’s efforts into shade.
Everyone in earshot goggled. The only saving grace was that Khazar
wasn’t there to slap him on the back and crow.

As if he had said nothing out of the ordinary
Temujin reached for his cup. Attention, by common consent, sought
other objects. That enabled his anda to have a word. “You don’t
need to drink. You’ve drunk.”

“I’m meant to have drunk,” he answered blithely.
“We’re at a victory feast.”

“Trouble is, twenty Hirai heard that wisecrack. I
grant you points on wit, Temujin, but your timing is
atrocious.”

“I am always told off for being drunk,” he
complained. “And yet I am the most abstemious man I know.”

“Not tonight, you’re not.”

“I can say abstemious.”

“I can say he who laughs last. That’s me. You behave
yourself, Temujin, or I’ll flay your carcass and sew your skin into
a quiver, as has been done in none-too-ancient history to kings who
come to grief. And after that I’ll stick the arrows in what’s left
of you.”

Temujin thought. “On the other hand,” he said,
winningly, “I am afraid of you.”

“You’re wise to be.”

Temujin behaved himself, sank back into the music,
and the music sawed on his heartstrings. Jamuqa wondered whether
Temujin had just plunged a dislike into a hatred, and what he was
doing stuck in between them, when he only asked for a spot of quiet
to stay sane in. Maybe he should leave in the night and find asylum
with the real Gur Khan, as did the political litter of the steppe.
Maybe he shouldn’t have knocked back that offer from Boyruq, who
chose to go out in a blaze of glory for the Lizard. They could have
fought for their loves to sigh over them, the couple of least
likelies. Maybe the songs had got to him.

The feast was a fit wind-up to the campaign.

 


Nilqa didn’t know what had hit him. It wasn’t like
Temujin. He acted unperturbed. “If he wants a flyte contest, he’s
on.”

But there are insults and there are insults.
Temujin’s instinct for people had led him truly, if led him astray,
for he cut at Nilqa’s insecurities. The image was ludicrous, was
unmanly. It didn’t take him seriously. It was about posture. It was
a near-perfect insult for the target and Temujin was a wasted
talent.

Being who they were, the quote was guaranteed to
have instant fame and wide circulation. Why, Toqtoa would laugh in
Barghujin Marshes; and Toghrul had his hostage sons in tow on the
campaign. Nilqa was aware of what he faced, for he asked, “Has Jaqa
Gambu’s Chingqai written that among his wisdoms for the ages, do
you know?”

Nilqa asked another thing. “Is there a sexual
connotation in that?”

“No, Nilqa. No, there isn’t. It is as innocent as
the day of a sexual connotation.”

Nilqa said, “Because he’s got me the wrong way
around.”

 


Temujin hung the head in front of Toghrul. “I am a
very irresponsible drunk.”

Toghrul, as sternly neutral as at his justice
sessions, sat in the wheeled throne they had found on the back of a
yak – the one Temujin thought Toghrul’s due – while Temujin stood.
“When I’m dead, Temujin, I depend on you to guide and guard my son.
Am I mistaken in you?”

Temujin lost a foot of height. “As you are my
father,” he answered, “he is my brother.”

“I have known the rivalry of brothers. This is a
hard thing to say, Temujin, but I believe I have hurt my son in the
past, in that I gave to you much of my father’s heart, and perhaps
he felt you overshadowed him in my affections. When you come to my
age your thoughts are for your children, no more for yourself.” He
paused, and went on gravely. “I am proud of Nilqa. I have
established with him a rapport that I failed to in his early
years.” He paused again. “I do not wish to hear you insult my
son.”

The knot in Temujin’s throat jumped up and down.
Quite as if his father told him he was a disgrace. “I am in the
wrong. Do not doubt my gratitude. I shall never utter insult of
your son.”

Jamuqa left the justice session slightly pissed off.
“He enjoyed to have you in the wrong. Bit of an event for him.”

Temujin beat himself up. “I wish I hung at your hip
as your quiver-skin, Jamuqa. Black milk, Jamuqa, is from the
devil.”

“You don’t believe in the devil.”

“Chingqai does. I must do him a bilig on the
prudence of a sober head.”

“Don’t be a spoilsport. My uncle’s daily drunk and
reluctant to campaign. Has attacks of the blue devils.”

“He drinks from misery. Here am I no help, and he
has done so much for me. Thank God I am now sworn. Nilqa has his
father’s cow’s eyes. I’ll concentrate on his cow’s eyes.”

“You can’t stand him, can you? Be honest. It’s too
late to lie.”

Temujin nodded. “It is too late to hide from you and
I’ll be honest. What I can’t stand is for Toghrul to say he has
established a rapport with him. I watched him establish his rapport
– you were away, Jamuqa – and my description is, he learnt to
grovel for a scrap of love from Nilqa’s hand. In those years
Toghrul had his tribulations, and he is lonely and mistrusts his
shadow. It hurt to see him browbeaten, not by his dukes, but by a
son who doesn’t care for him and isn’t worth his thumb. Last night
I acted as if I am twelve years old. But he persists in the idea I
can be browbeaten because I am only a Mongol, and perhaps I thought
he’d understand the idioms of twelve. I know he understands a
sarcasm, and I haven’t got my message across in my language.”

“Did you deliberately drink, Temujin, to have the
drink to blame?”

“Possibly, for I almost think that’s the way to talk
to him. Just not the way to talk to Toghrul’s son.”

“You’ve shocked him, as you shocked most of your
acquaintance. Remains to be seen whether you’ve smartened him
up.”

“Can you give me a clue to his other side?”

“His inner beauties, you mean?”

“Why do you like him, Jamuqa? In honesty I have to
admit I am perplexed.”

Jamuqa scratched his head. “I don’t have much of a
case to like him. How about I tell you why I’m sorry for him? It
might have to do. We know his father has a healthy caution - won’t
bite off more than he can chew. Nilqa’s a coward. Have you come
across a coward? I hadn’t, and I never imagined what a hard life
you have. Not his fault, I figure. You don’t choose to come out
that way. I don’t claim he makes a great fist of it. As Jaqa Gambu
said, he has a swagger, a swagger to elbow out eyes on either side
of him. Cuts a ridiculous figure, but I can’t watch him with, you
know, with contempt. His swagger is... the battle he fights.” He
made a few noises with tongue and teeth. “Now I feel bad, Temujin,
honesty notwithstanding. First and last time I call him a coward.
I’m happy to call him an idiot and what-not else.”

Temujin walked along. “Jamuqa,” he said in a while.
“To you I come for humility.”

 


They had ridden their horses to the ribs, and to go
back by the Gobi meant to half-starve them for several days, a
hardship they weren’t up to after they had crossed the Altai twice.
Nilqa suggested a shortcut: straight through Tayang’s territory,
instead of a sidle around. His father shook his head and told him
not to be rash.

Temujin spoke up. “Why not straight through? Tayang
can trust us on our way home, as he hesitated to on our way out.
I’ve seen the Altai. I’d like the see the Hangai.”

“We aren’t on a sight-see, Temujin,” remonstrated
Jamuqa for the ninth time.

“I
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