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The Byzantine
Thema of Chaldia circa 1046 AD

[image: tmp_7909d86a5afd68d7a2481d693910b7ac_z2udsb_html_m7c945ee2.jpg]


Structure of
a Byzantine Thema
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Prologue, 1026 AD:

The Pontic Forest, Chaldia



I circle the
grey skies, surveying the thick carpet of autumnal forest below.
Then it is broken by a clearing and I am numbed by the sight of the
still-smoking ruins and charred bodies strewn in the grass. It is
only a small village in the borderlands of Byzantium, but it
underwrites a truth that has been with me all my years: man will
destroy man.

And in this
part of the world it is like watching Prometheus live out his agony
day after day as civilisations shatter against one another: the
Greeks and the Trojans, the Hittites and the Assyrians, the Romans
and the Persians. Now Rome’s heir, Byzantium, teeters on the brink
of war with the burgeoning Seljuk Empire.

My age is
almost past and my power cowed, thus I am little more than an
observer of cruel fate, and fate has it that Byzantium is mortal.
Yes, like all empires, Byzantium will fall, but I believe in the
vision I had: the dark leader, not yet born, the one man who can
prevent the devastation that fate has in store.

The Haga!

I sweep over
the treetops, following the dirt path that snakes through the
woodland. Then, some distance down that track, I sense them, Seljuk
warriors, poised in the undergrowth like asps, waiting on their
prey; proud men, unaware of their part in the everlasting cycle of
destruction.

I sense a soul
on horseback, approaching the waiting ambush. Then I feel it: he is
part of the vision; he is why I was drawn here today. I cannot make
this man or any other do my bidding; like a mirror to his soul I
can only present to him what he already knows. But I must speak
with him so that one day, when the Haga has risen, man can stand
against fate.

 


***

 


Tepid rain fell
in sheets, churning the forest path into mire before the depleted
column of iron-clad riders. Only seven remained of the twenty five
kataphractoi that had set out that morning. At their head,
Cydones blinked the rainwater from his eyes and tugged at the
beginnings of his dark beard, twisting it into twin points. With
the light fading, the forest was becoming an army of shadows.

He shrugged to
adjust his klibanion, the weight of the iron lamellar vest
biting into his collarbone. Set an example, he chided
himself and sat tall in his saddle. The men needed their leader to
be strong after the events of the day. They had intercepted and
slain all but the vanguard and rearguard of the Seljuk raiding
party but had lost many friends and colleagues in the process. Yet
there was no time to dwell on this latest incursion; the
kataphractoi were few and precious and Chaldia was vast, the
borders of the thema encompassing an area far greater than
the skeleton garrisons and scant collection of full-time riders
could hope to protect. As the raindrops rattled on his knuckles, he
wondered at his choices in life that had brought him to this daily
and brutal conflict.

Cydones’ life
so far had been based on simple ideals and these were in stark
contrast to those valued by the rest of his family. He thought of
his older brother, Agapetes, and the wealth and luxury his sibling
had amassed back in Constantinople in the family trading business.
Cydones had never bonded with his brother, a cold-hearted boy and
then a snake of a man who always sought to serve himself first.
Agapetes had followed in his father’s footsteps and used his
business nous to tap into the riches of the capital’s trade
markets. That the poor bastard had died in an overloaded trade cog
caught in a storm just off the Hellespont was a bitter irony, but
that his father could only grieve at the loss of Agapetes the
business partner and not Agapetes the son was a cold reality that
Cydones just did not understand.

While his
father and Agapetes had worked hard to take from the empire,
Cydones had only ever wanted to fight for her. He traced a finger
along the edge of the bronze Christian Chi-Rho on the chain around
his neck. The symbol of God pierced the skylines of Byzantium’s
cities and was painted on the shield of every imperial soldier; it
was the symbol that his mother had taught him to respect and obey.
His mother had been the only soul who seemed to understand him, her
heart touched with warmth. When she died, his father had remained
stony-faced and dry-eyed throughout the funeral, often neglecting
his part in the ceremonies to attend to business. Cydones finally
realised that his time with his family was over the following
summer, the day he saw his father weep with joy at clinching a deal
to bring regular shipments of wine and honey in from the groves and
hives of Southern Anatolia.

So Cydones had
left the capital and travelled east to the borderlands with only
the tunic on his back, the Chi-Rho around his neck and a sling.
Coinless, he had caught fish, raided beehives and trapped rabbits
on the road to the region known as Chaldia, one of the easternmost
themata of the empire. He had then signed up as a regular thema
infantryman, a skutatos, committed to working an arid patch
of land and then defending it with his life when the empire called
upon him. When he had lifted the spathion and skutum,
the Byzantine sword and shield, for the first time, it had been
like a final closing of the door on his life back in the capital.
From that point on, he had patrolled, fought and bled for the
betterment of his people, quickly leaving the agricultural half of
the soldier-farmer life behind as promotion after promotion came
his way. And now he was a cavalry komes, in charge of fifty
riders. This was his calling, and a brutal one it was. In the
borderlands blood was readily spilled; brigands were a constant
menace but the relentless westward progression of the Seljuk hordes
was like a spear driving into the empire’s gut. They were only
getting stronger year on year while the empire faltered under the
squabbling of the power-hungry in Constantinople. He had seen an
estuary flow crimson after one hinterland battle with the Seljuk
riders; so many men dead and all just to limit the loss of imperial
territory.

The clopping
hooves of another mount shook him back to the present.

‘Lovely rain,
hides from us all year, lets the sun scorch our crops, has us
trailing halfway across the thema for a bucket of water . . . then
this!’

Cydones
blinked. The young, blue-eyed rider, Ferro, had ridden ahead of his
ten to draw level.

Ferro closed
his eyes. ‘Now I see a fire roaring back at the barracks; a plate
of roast lamb and a tray of honey cakes.’

Cydones could
not contain a wry chuckle. ‘I’ll add a keg of ale to the table,
Ferro, when we get back . . . but keep your eyes on the treeline
while we ride. Another night in this mire, then tomorrow, once
we’re out of this damned forest, we can ride at a decent pace . . .
’ his words trailed off at the screeching of an eagle. He glanced
up at the canopy of forest above; what he could see of the sky was
an unbroken grey. When he looked forward again, his eyes were drawn
to the undergrowth. A fern shook and then settled. The breath froze
in his lungs.

‘Sir?’ Ferro
cocked an eyebrow, hand resting on his pommel.

Cydones made to
raise a hand for a full stop. Then a roar pierced the air.

Two packs of
men burst from either side of the undergrowth; at least thirty of
them, dark-skinned and moustachioed. Akhi, Seljuk infantry,
hoisting broad-bladed spears and wearing felt caps and jackets.
Immediately, two of his men toppled from their horses, impaled on
the spears.

‘To arms!’
Cydones roared, ripping his spathion from his scabbard as his horse
reared at the oncoming swell of spearmen. He snarled, hacking
through the flurry of spear thrusts aimed at him before chopping
down on the nearest attacker, snapping through bone and gristle,
lopping the man’s arm off in one blow. A hot arterial spray coated
his face and the Chi-Rho dangling on his chain.

‘Come on then,
you whoresons!’ he bellowed, storming into the fray. He
turned to the growing roar of a spearman rushing for his back. He
hefted his spathion up to strike and heeled his mount round to face
his attacker, but his blood ran cold as his horse struggled to turn
in the mire under hoof. He felt time slow as he tried to pull his
foot from the stirrup to twist in his saddle. The spearman’s eyes
bulged, spear point only a pace away from Cydones, when a sword
point burst through the spearman’s neck. The man toppled like a
felled tree to reveal the snarling Ferro, dismounted, clutching the
hilt of his spathion, the blade coated in crimson gore.

Ferro leapt
back into the melee and Cydones turned to hack off the spear point
of the next akhi before swiping his sword back round to behead the
man. The grating of iron on bone was disguised only by the
whinnying of horses and the screaming of men. The fine armour of
the kataphractoi ensured the skirmish was swift, and as the akhi
lost their numerical advantage they broke for cover in the forest.
At this, the kataphractoi were quick to nock arrows to their bows,
felling all but one of the retreating men. Ferro leapt on his mount
again and charged after the last of the fleeing akhi. With the flat
of his sword, he smashed the man on the back of the head, toppling
him like a sack of rubble.

‘Easy!’ Cydones
roared as Ferro leapt from his horse and lifted his sword to strike
again.

‘Just being
careful,’ Ferro countered, kicking the dagger from the akhi’s hand
and digging his boot into the man’s throat.

The felled man
groaned, rolling round to face the encircling kataphractoi
unit.

‘Your head will
sit on a spike on the walls of Trebizond by nightfall,’ Cydones
spat.

The Seljuk had
looked bleary but then his face curled into a sneer. ‘And all of
your people will cower under the Falcon’s blade before too
long.’

Cydones slid
his helmet from his head, running a hand over his bald pate and
biting back the instinctive reply that came to his lips, the
spiteful rhetoric seeming foolish as his heartbeat calmed. Sultan
Tugrul, the Falcon, had indeed cast a shadow across these
lands, a shadow that was growing with every passing year. This lone
spearman’s life or death would not change that. This must be the
rearguard of the raiding party, he realised, lost and terrified in
a foreign land. The man he had hoped to catch was gone: Tugrul’s
young protégé, the shrewd Seljuk rider who had continuously beaten,
and beaten well, the armies of the thema in the last year would be
long gone with the vanguard. Enough blood, he thought.

‘Should we just
stick the bastard, sir?’ said the bull of a rider by his side. ‘I
don’t fancy taking him all the way back to the barracks.’

Cydones glared
at the rider, who dropped his gaze and took to studying the nearest
tree intensively. ‘Bind his hands,’ he said, then jabbed a finger
at the big rider. ‘He rides with you.’

 


***

 


As night
cloaked the forest, the rains stopped to present a clear sky above
the small clearing. Due to the humidity, the remaining five
kataphractoi had chosen not to erect their pavilion tent. They lay
instead in their quilted blankets on the soft bracken of the forest
floor, spears dug into the ground in readiness should there be a
night ambush. The Seljuk prisoner was bound to a tree and had
fallen into an exhausted sleep. Snoring from the soldiers and the
occasional snort from the horses could be heard, breaking the
constant rustle of the overhead canopy and the sporadic hooting of
owls.

Cydones yawned,
then muttered a curse at his selfless offer of taking the middle
watch. Yet he knew the men respected a leader who would not baulk
at hardship. His belly rumbled; they had eaten a simple meal of
toasted bread and salt beef washed down with water, but the rations
barely compensated for the full day of riding.

Focusing on the
toppled beech just a handful of paces ahead, he felt his eyelids
droop and his thoughts dance freely, and an instant later, his head
lolled forward. Then the piercing screech of an eagle wrenched him
to his senses. He leapt up and felt for his spathion but then he
realised he had been dreaming and settled back against the trunk
with a nervous chuckle.

Then he saw
her.

She stood only
paces away, wearing a grey robe that clung to her knotted figure.
Barefoot, her face was puckered, her eyes were clouded milky white
and her hair was perfect silver. He felt an unexpected sense of
ease and no compulsion to raise the alarm.

‘Be at ease,
soldier,’ she said, crouching. Her tone was soft, like a mother’s
words to a child. She looked nothing like his mother but he felt a
familiar warmth touch his heart as she spoke. He made to reach for
his Chi-Rho neck chain, but his arms felt curiously leaden.

Cydones cast a
glance around the forest. There was nobody else.

‘You fought
well today,’ the woman spoke.

‘You were
there?’ Cydones asked as she sat on a tree stump across from
him.

‘I saw it
all.’

‘Then you were
with the akhi?’ Cydones asked, suddenly aware of the prisoner, but
a glance reassured him that the Seljuk akhi was still safely bound
and asleep.

‘No, but I feel
for them.’

‘You’ll have
seen us butcher the rest of them?’

‘As they would
have done to you, had you not been on your guard,’ she said. ‘Much
blood was spilled and that was a great pity, but you also made a
fine choice,’ she nodded toward the sleeping prisoner. ‘That man
could have been easily slain and left to rot on the forest
floor.’

‘Two of my men
died today at the hands of his party,’ Cydones countered. ‘So his
head will still end up on a spike.’

‘Perhaps, but
that will not be of your doing. You made a choice that was
unpopular with your men, when it would have been so simple to make
things easy for yourself.’

Cydones
shrugged. Inside he hoped she was right. Then he noticed her bare
feet and gnarled toes; they were clean despite the damp forest
floor. ‘Why have you come here? There are no settlements for miles
around,’ he asked, thinking back to the incinerated settlement they
had passed that morning. ‘You must have walked for . . . ’

‘You are a
young man, Cydones,’ the old woman cut in. She did not flinch when
he gawped at her use of his name. ‘You are bound for a long career;
some would call it glorious, some would call it ghastly.’

‘What do you
know of my future?’

‘Little more
than you do. You know in your heart that the empire is in great
danger from the peoples of the east. The years ahead will be
troubled and dark for Byzantium. How dark only the actions of men
will decide, but no matter what happens, you are a good man. You
must remember this and stay true to yourself and your ideals. Now,
you must listen to what I say next and listen well.’

Cydones nodded,
uneasy as the woman’s features became taut.

‘When the
falcon has flown, the mountain lion will charge from the east, and
all Byzantium will quake. Only one man can save the empire.’ She
gripped his wrist. ‘Find the Haga!’

‘The
Haga?’ Cydones frowned, thinking of the old Hittite legend:
the mythical two-headed eagle. It made no sense. ‘How, where, would
I find such a man?’

She leaned in
to his ear. ‘You will know when you meet him. He is one man torn to
become two.’

He shook his
head, frowning, searching for questions. Then he saw that she stood
away from him, past the fallen beech. He rubbed his eyes and then
saw that she stood even further away, arms outstretched to the sky.
Then he blinked, realising he was looking at a sapling beech, two
branches sprouting either side. He was alone.

An eagle
shrieked high above.

His thoughts
echoed with her words.

Find the
Haga.


Part 1:
1046 AD


Chapter
1

Trebizond

 


The squat
innkeeper furtively eyed the figure in the shadows. This customer
had sat silent and motionless, recessed in the darkest corner of
the cellar inn most of the morning.

‘Another one?’
the innkeeper grunted, poking a finger at the near empty cup of
water on the table. A moment passed and the innkeeper wondered if
he had yet another corpse on his hands. Then the shadows rippled as
the customer leant forward. He was a man nearing fifty, swarthy,
heavy-set and moustachioed, with an expression of stone. He
remained silent, only waving a hand by way of reply.

‘Hmm,’ the
innkeeper barely disguised a sneer before waddling off to prise
business from the rest of his clientele.

 


***

 


Leaning back
into obscurity, Mansur rubbed at his temples. Out of the blistering
heat up above, the brackish water had at least washed the dust from
his throat after such a long journey; though even after rest and
refreshment, his sweat-bathed tunic remained stuck to his generous
figure. He pulled off his blue felt cap and wiped the perspiration
from his brow and grey stubbled scalp, then fixed it back in place
and tidied his moustache with a wipe of the hand. The he glanced to
either side: his garb was the same as any other Byzantine citizen
and only his darker skin would give him away, but nobody yet had
noticed the Seljuk in this imperial drinking hole. The tension
along the borderlands had grown palpable in recent years as Seljuk
pressure intensified, and the Byzantine citizens were quick to
channel their fear into anger and turn upon strangers. Especially
in a hive like Trebizond. Especially in a cutthroat drinking hole
like this.

It had been a
long day so far; a full morning driving his wagon under the glare
of the midsummer sun. He sighed, remembering the worn axle that
made the wagon judder violently at every bump in the road. Another
neglected task and one of many that would stay neglected. Since he
had made the decision to come to Trebizond, everything else was
secondary. He thought of his daughter Maria and swallowed his
guilt. Everything.

Yet he had been
sitting for some time now; noon had come and gone and still no sign
of the boy. Perhaps the information had been phoney? How long had
he worked to earn the six nomismata it had cost to hire that
mean-eyed investigator? Two moons, two moons of blistered hands,
eating beans and roots and precious little else to pull together
those six gold coins. Not that it had tempered his bulging
waistline, he mused. But it all added up, every piece of extra
produce he could keep and sell. Now he had just enough left to
complete his objective. But where was the boy?

Suddenly, the
ambient murmur of drunken chatter was shattered with a crash from
the far side of the inn. Mansur tensed and shot a sideways glance:
in the murky half-light pooling by the foot of the timber stairs,
two men grappled like snarling dogs, one hooded and dressed in
filthy rags and the other, long-haired and wearing some kind of
cloth militia tunic and both very drunk. Bar stools crumpled under
them and cups toppled and crashed to the floor as they
wrestled.

‘Oi!’ the
innkeeper roared, slamming a balled fist onto the bar, but the pair
carried on pulling and kicking at each other as they spilled around
the floor. Drinkers shot up, barking at first in protest and then
in amusement as the brawl gathered momentum.

‘Not in my
place, you filthy whoresons!’ the diminutive innkeeper vaulted
across the bar, a club in hand. Then, as if materialising from the
shadows, two bald-headed brutes of men appeared to flank him like
turrets, one bearing a short sword and the other unsheathing an
axe. The crowd parted and their heckling died to a murmur at the
sight of the doormen. Then, with an animal shriek, the fighting
pair broke apart. The hooded one stood, arms wide as if pleading
innocence, then turned and bolted upstairs and into the
sunlight.

‘Leave him!’
the innkeeper lifted an arm to either side as his men made to lurch
after the hooded brawler. ‘That one’ll get what’s coming to him.
Deal with this fellow for now, looks as if he’s military,’ he
nodded to the second brawler, hunched against the wall,
panting.

Mansur stood to
watch, brow furrowed.

The two doormen
flanked the soldier and pulled him round to face the innkeeper. A
collective gasp of disgust filled the shadows at the gaping crimson
grin stretched across the man’s throat. Blood washed down his
tunic, consuming the faded Chi-Rho embroidered on the front and
even in the half-light Mansur could see the man’s narrow features
turn white and then grey, before his eyes rolled in his head and
his life was gone. In a few beats of the heart, the body crumpled
to a heap.

‘Bugger,’ the
innkeeper spat on the floor then snorted a lungful of air, his eyes
wide in fury, ‘there’s going to be all sorts of shit to deal with
now.’ His two doormen looked at him expectantly. ‘Longibardus, take
message to the city barracks. Speak to the strategos and the
strategos only. Make sure Cydones knows we tried to stop this.’

Mansur’s ears
perked up at the mention of Cydones. He wondered how his old
adversary had fared since last they had faced one another.

As the first
doorman set off up the stairs, the innkeeper turned to his second
man. ‘Choniates,’ he grunted, ‘get out there and catch that
whoreson who thinks he can spill blood on my floor,’ then his eyes
narrowed, mouth curling up into a rapacious sneer, ‘and take the
sword . . . bring him or bring his head!’

Mansur sat back
down, his nose wrinkled briefly at the metallic stench of black
blood drying in the heat. He had been ready to eat, even in this
cesspit, but not now. He dug his fingernails into the table; it was
getting on in the afternoon, the establishment was a fetid cave for
drunks and crooks and little else, surely a boy could not survive
in this place. No, he affirmed, he had been conned of his
hard-earned coins. Time to leave, to get on the highway and back to
the farm before dusk. With a laboured sigh, he stood, pushing his
stool back. Then he froze at the dull crack of knuckles on flesh
from the room behind the bar.

‘Get out there
and clean it up!’ the innkeeper’s voice rumbled. Then there were
uneven, sluggish footsteps mixed with the tapping of wood on the
floor. Mansur’s eyes locked on the figure of a boy that hobbled out
from behind the bar: face hidden behind a curtain of amber hair,
carrying a mop and resting his weight on a crutch, dragging one leg
as if a great weight was attached to it. He wore a filthy hemp
garment from shoulder to ankle and on one wrist was a frayed prayer
rope.

The boy stopped
by the thick gloop of dark blood, half soaked into the dirt on the
floor. He pushed his hair back, tucking it behind his ears to
reveal a thick red swelling on one temple. His brow was furrowed
and jutting, eyes masked in shadow either side of a knotted
aquiline nose as he contemplated the blood and the corpse in turn.
The boy stared, trembling.

At this, the
watching punters finally returned to form, exploding into a chorus
of fervent heckling. ‘Mop it up, boy. Then drink it!’ one roared,
slapping his thigh at his own wit.

‘Aye,’ the
innkeeper added, drying cups with industrial vigour, teeth
clenched, ‘clean it up or your blood’ll be on the floor too.’

Mansur stepped
forward to join the ring of onlookers. The shadows had hidden him
and his features until now. He had hoped to have a quiet word with
the innkeeper later, one to one, but that chance was gone. He had
to face the crowd, all of them. It was all about the boy.

Stood like a
sapling in the breeze, the boy’s chest shuddered. His cheeks
swelled and then a torrent of grey-orange bile erupted from his
mouth and soaked the floor.

‘Eurgh . . .
you bloody fool!’ the innkeeper bawled, while the onlookers
groaned, shuffling back from the mess, covering their wine and ale
cups. ‘If I can’t knock sense into you then you’re of no use to
me!’

The boy shot a
pleading look at the innkeeper.

‘Out of my way,
idiot,’ the innkeeper snatched the mop from the boy’s grip, then
kicked the crutch from under him. A chorus of jeers filled the inn
as the boy stumbled back, crashing through a pile of stools, his
cloak falling to the floor. Now dressed only in a sleeveless and
short tunic, a furious red, scabbed and serrated welt was revealed,
running from his heel all the way up his leg, disappearing under
the frayed hem of his tunic. The boy cowered, pulling the threads
of his tunic down, covering the scar with his hands.

‘Useless, this
one!’ the innkeeper jabbed a finger at the boy while grinning at
his customers. ‘The crook that sold me him in the market told me
everything about him: son of a pure-blood Byzantine kataphractos;
mother from the northlands of the Rus; only ten years old. Oh aye,
told me everything, everything except that he’s a bloody
cripple!’

The crowd
roared. ‘Seen you comin’!’ one drunk cackled.

‘He was sitting
down when I saw him!’ the innkeeper stabbed a finger at his
customer and then cast a glance over his shoulder to the boy, ‘and
you can forget about eating tonight, you little runt . . . you’re
fast buying yourself a ticket to the salt mines. If I can be sold a
lame-leg like you then I can sell you on just as easily.’

Mansur readied
himself as the innkeeper mopped at the gory puddle. He touched a
hand to his purse and took a deep breath, stepping from the
shadows. ‘How much for the boy?’

The innkeeper
stopped mopping for a moment, resting on the end of the pole, then
turned to face Mansur with a wrinkle of incredulity twisting his
features. ‘Eh?’

‘The boy, I
want to buy him. He is a slave isn’t he?’

The innkeeper
stalked forward, eyes narrowed as he examined Mansur. Then his
pupils sparkled in realisation and a predatory grin split his face.
‘So what business does a Seljuk have in a place like this? This
isn’t the fiery hell of a desert your lot call home. You’re in the
empire!’

All around him,
the crowd murmured, noses wrinkling as if a plague was in the air.
Mansur kept his face expressionless. ‘Yes, I’m in the empire and I
have been for years, tilling the lands, paying my taxes like any of
you . . . and I’ve got money to spend. Now, the boy?’

The innkeeper’s
lips trembled for the briefest of moments, then his eyes fell on
the purple purse on Mansur’s belt and his face brightened at once.
‘A slave . . . aye . . . and a damned good one.’

Mansur
swallowed the urge to belly laugh at the transparency of the man.
‘Well I’m sure he is. How much?’

The innkeeper
poked out his tongue to dampen his lips, shooting glances to
Mansur’s purse, weighing it in his mind. ‘So young boys are your
thing, eh?’ he sneered, wringing a chorus of cackling from the
listening drunks.

Mansur’s face
remained stony, eyes fixed on the innkeeper.

Finally, the
laughter around them died and the innkeeper’s face fell firm. ‘Nine
nomismata!’

The crowd
roared at this. ‘You’re ‘avin a laugh!’ one shrieked.

Mansur
suppressed a sigh and braced himself for haggling. Four gold coins
remained in his purse. ‘You clearly don’t want the boy so let’s be
realistic. What’s a slave from the salt mines worth?’

‘Ah, no; I said
I was going to send him there but he hasn’t been there yet! Still
plenty of time for him to develop into a big, strapping lad.’

‘You just
described him as a cripple, did you not?’ Mansur cut in.

‘He’ll never be
a runner but . . . ’ the innkeeper started.

‘I could buy
three child slaves for nine nomismata at the market square.’

‘Well, why
don’t you? Door’s open,’ the innkeeper countered.

Mansur cocked
an eyebrow. ‘Well, it seems I’m in for a bargain at the market
then, three slaves for the price of one.’ He waited until the glint
in the innkeeper’s eyes dulled, then strode for the staircase. One
stair creaked under his weight, then another, then he lifted his
foot again. . .

‘Er . . .
wait,’ a deflated voice grumbled from behind him.

Mansur paused,
then twisted around. ‘Your price?’

‘Six
nomismata,’ the innkeeper sighed.

Mansur turned
and continued to climb the stairs.

‘Alright,
four!’ the man barked.

Mansur
suppressed a grin and turned to descend the stairs. ‘Why the long
face,’ he asked the innkeeper as he counted out the coins, ‘you’re
still getting more than he’s worth?’

The innkeeper
scowled at Mansur as the circle of punters leered at the exchange
of currency. ‘Just be on your way.’

 


***

 


With a
whimper, the boy shielded his eyes as he limped up one stair at a
time with the aid of his crutch, Mansur slowing to match his pace.
The light betrayed the savage discolouring on his leg all around
the wound and the fetid mess that was his tunic. They pressed to
one side of the stairs as Longibardus the doorman came thundering
back with an entourage of four skutatoi from the city garrison in
tow.

As they stepped
out into the full glare of the mid-afternoon sunlight, the bustle
of the city enveloped them. The salty tang from the nearby waters
of the Pontus Euxinus mixed with the arid, red dust that
clouded the air and caught in the throat, thrown up by the throngs
of determined citizens and wagons that pressed past the pair and
into the market square. All around them was an incessant rabble of
shouting traders, barking skutatoi, whinnying horses and cackling
drunks. Clusters of verdant green palms and beeches stood
fastidiously in the swell of activity, providing precious shade in
the wide street between the sturdy structures of the church and the
granary. At the end of the street, away from the market square, the
baked battlements of the city walls shimmered, punctuated by
iron-garbed skutatoi and cotton-armoured toxotai bowmen. The
boy looked up, eyes glassy. Mansur followed his gaze; towering
above all other buildings and the high masts of the warships at the
city dock, the Chi-Rho atop the red-tiled church dome pierced the
eggshell-blue sky.

Mansur put an
arm around him. ‘Come with me, lad,’ he whispered, turning to push
back through the crowd towards the south gate. ‘You can trust me .
. . and I hope in time you will.’

The boy looked
up at him, his emerald eyes meeting Mansur’s at last.

‘I’m Mansur.’
He squatted to be level with the boy, who was already tired from
the effort of walking this short distance. ‘So what’s your name,
lad?’

The boy licked
his lips and pulled in a deep breath before replying.

‘I’m Apion,’ he
jolted free of Mansur’s arm, steadying himself on his crutch, eyes
searing under his frown. ‘I’m Apion . . . and I am nobody’s
slave.’


Chapter 2

The Anatolian Highway

 


‘You alright
back there, lad?’ a gravel voice called back from the wagon
driver’s berth.

Apion sat in
the corner of the cabin, a timber box, closed on all sides with a
door on the right. He heard Mansur’s words but his mind remained
elsewhere. Early evening sunlight flitted across him through the
slats in the wagon roof, illuminating the crimson of long dried
blood and red dust from the road crusting his tunic. The wagon sunk
and then lurched on a pothole and a streak of white-hot pain burst
from his scar, engulfing his leg in an invisible fire. He clutched
at his thigh and winced, grimacing through the worst of the pain
before slumping back. As the pain subsided, he peered through the
slats on the side of the wagon, gazing at the speeding countryside
outside. At first, the land was a patchwork of farmhouses and crop
squares worked by stooped forms of the soldier-farmers of the
thema, but these settlements thinned as they headed southwards.

He noticed the
landscape growing more uneven on either side of the road. The
colour of the land was changing as well, the verdant blanket that
hugged the northern coast drying out into baked terracotta and gold
hillsides, strewn with rocks and dappled with bursts of green
shrub, gatherings of lazy palms and shimmering olive groves. The
wagon jolted again as it hit a lone flagstone, harking back to a
time when the road from the city had been well-maintained. Now only
a dirt track remained, weaving across the hills and never straying
too far from the rapids of the Piksidis, the river that snaked to
Trebizond through the southern Parhar Mountains. A sad familiarity
gripped his heart; the rush of the water, the rolling hills, and
the old rope bridge up ahead – it was just as he remembered.

Then he
realised what was coming next. He twisted round and pressed his
eyes to the gap in the slats. Then he saw it: some fifty paces from
the road and the riverbank was a mound of rubble, coated in lichen
and almost swallowed by long grass, the visible patches of bare
stone still charred. He craned his neck as the wagon sped past,
eyes hanging on the ruin until he could see it no more. He longed
to shout for Mansur to stop, but the words would not come. He slunk
back down, biting his lower lip until he tasted metallic blood. One
word echoed through his mind.

Home.

He traced his
forefinger back and forth over the knotted prayer rope on his
wrist, remembering the day mother had tied it there, but the words
of the Prayer of the Heart would not come to him. His sorrow
swirled into anger and at once the image that plagued his nights
shot to the fore: an arched door, floating in darkness. A harmless
scene, he had reasoned a thousand times, yet he could not work out
why it chilled him with foreboding. With a grunt, he forced the
image from his mind. The wagon slowed momentarily.

The gravel
voice called again from the front. ‘You need to stop to do your
business or something?’

Apion stared at
the timber slats separating him from the driver. He could make out
only the outline of Mansur’s portly figure. Why he could not
respond, Apion was not sure. How many words had he spoken since
that awful night, then throughout the following year at the slave
market and then the filthy inn? A handful at most. Perhaps it was
the fear of breaking some spell, perhaps speaking would mean it was
all real?

‘Just rap on
the front if you want to stop, you hear?’ Mansur waited again for a
few breaths before the wagon accelerated.

Apion did not
reply, instead tracing the knots on his prayer rope once more, eyes
on the sliver of skyline visible through the roof.

After some
time, the sun had turned a darker orange and the wagon slowed
again. This time there were voices. Foreign voices.

‘Halt!’ one
called in a jagged Rus accent.


‘Bracchus . . . ’ Mansur grunted, his words tapering off
with a growl. ‘Stay quiet back there, lad, you hear? You’ve got to
keep out of sight, yes? I’ll deal with this.’

‘Ah, it’s
Mansur,’ another voice cut in, baritone and abrupt.

With a frown,
Apion leaned forward to the gap in the slats. He saw two figures
stood by the driver’s bench; Byzantine kataphractoi, armed and
armoured well. One was young, with ginger eyebrows and stubble,
standing by his mount tall and broad and wearing a battered iron
helmet. The other remained mounted and had a pointed face and was
tall and lean, probably in his mid-twenties. This one’s garb was
noteworthy; the helmet with a tuft of golden plumage and the
leather gloves with iron studs on the knuckles.

‘Bracchus? We
have no business together, so why do you stop me?’ Mansur addressed
the plumed soldier, his gravel voice dry. ‘You want to examine my
wagon, check for trading papers like a good officer?’

Bracchus shot a
leaden glare at Mansur. Apion felt his mouth dry as the rider then
reached to drum his fingers on his spathion hilt, his razor of a
nose bending over a sharp grin.

‘You know very
well why you have been stopped. Hand over your coins, they will be
used for a . . . higher purpose,’ Bracchus beckoned with his free
hand.

A moment of
silence hung in the air before a purple purse slapped into the dust
by the big Rus soldier’s feet with the thick clunk.

‘I’ll be going
now,’ Mansur spat.

‘And you’ll be
thankful your throat is not opened,’ Bracchus snarled, weighing the
purse in his hand, eyes fixed on Mansur as the wagon moved off,
‘Remember your place in this land, Seljuk scum!’

Apion shuddered
as Bracchus’ words cut through the air and he stared at the man’s
expression. Anger crackled in those eyes.

‘Don’t be
afraid, lad. That one rears his head every so often, but I know how
to handle him,’ he spoke over the rumble of the road. But despite
Mansur’s words, the old man’s tone suggested he had been rattled by
the encounter with the rogue kataphractoi. ‘Anyway, we’re nearly
there,’ Mansur added. ‘At my house you can eat, you can sleep and
you will be safe. I promise you.’

Apion could
only stare at the back of Mansur’s head. Promises were cheap.

They travelled
south for some time until the land was cast in a rich orange glow
and striped with shadows as the sun dipped into the western hills.
Eventually, they entered a wide valley, the ubiquitous terracotta
and green valley sides arcing out to frame a wide and sheltered
oval of flatland, the Piksidis flowing broad and calm at its
centre. The wagon slowed to cross a stone bridge before wheeling
round at a canter through a pair of gateless posts. The nutty scent
of barley and the bleating of goats filled the air, then a farm
building rolled into sight.

The squat
structure was ramshackle at best, baked brickwork subsiding,
crumbling and unpainted, the roof missing almost as many tiles as
it possessed. Nature had kindly done her best to disguise the state
of disrepair with clematis and ivy tendrils hugging the walls and
framing the shutters. Crop fields lay behind the house and
stretched for a good quarter of a mile up to the slope of the
valley. In front of the house there was a yard with an axe and a
pile of chopped logs lying in the centre. The yard was framed on
one side by a small, rectangular storehouse adjoined to the main
house and a simple timber goat pen hemming in some thirty
woad-marked animals, and on the other side by a little chicken coop
built on the end of a small stable shed packed out with hay. As the
portly figure of Mansur leapt to the ground to untether the horses,
Apion eyed the place for some clue of what this next chapter of
life was to hold, fear and doubt stabbing at his gut. He traced the
barley and hay strewn path up to a cracked oak door, lying ajar.
Then a rattle of footsteps filled the porch inside and a delicate,
fawn hand, smaller even than Apion’s, wrapped around the edge of
the door, low down, to pull it open.

‘Father!’ the
girl squealed. ‘You’re late! I was worried, even the goats were
worried!’ the words tumbled from her, trilling as she skipped
forward to throw herself into Mansur’s arms.

Apion squinted:
she was probably his age. All he could make out from the distance
was a toothy grin framed with tousled charcoal locks, her knees
black with dirt and her hemp robe frayed as though the goats had
been chewing at the hem.

‘Maria, you
worry when you shouldn’t. I said I would return before sunset, and
here I am, you silly girl!’ Mansur squatted to be level with her,
taking off his felt cap to wipe the sweat from his brow.

‘But it
is sunset! Well . . . nearly,’ she protested. ‘I’ve had food
on the table for ages; I’ve made salad
and stew
and I’ve gathered fresh
eggs and I’ve
opened a cheese!’

Mansur nodded,
a wide grin lifting his moustache as he stood and ran a hand down
the mane of each of his horses, muttering words of comfort to them
as they munched from their troughs. He turned back to the ever-less
patient girl, now grimacing, hands pressed into her hips. ‘Sounds
delicious and my belly’s roaring already . . . but before we sit
down to eat, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

The girl pursed
her lips and frowned, then stared at the wagon. She couldn’t see
Apion but he returned her gaze through the slats.

‘A boy.’

‘A boy?’

‘Same age as
you, I reckon. He’s not well and,’ Mansur paused, ‘he needs looking
after. He’ll stay with us. Our house will be his home.’

Home.
Apion thought of the sorry heap of rubble downriver. Somewhere I
can never return to.

Mansur flicked
his head toward the wagon. ‘Come, I’ll introduce you.’

Apion’s heart
hammered, his mouth drained of moisture and anxiety needled his
skin. Reality beckoned.

He braced
himself as the wagon door swung open with a groan and the dying
evening sunlight fell upon him. His eyes narrowed and he pulled a
hand over them, peering through the cracks.

‘He’s a
Byzantine,’ she uttered almost accusingly, taking a step back.

Apion bristled,
proud of Mother’s Rus ancestry, proud of Father fighting for the
empire. A retort formed in his mind but the words lodged in his
throat.

‘He’s a boy who
needs a family,’ Mansur sighed, placing his hands on her
shoulders.

Apion’s
eyesight tuned into the brightness at last and Maria’s face was the
first thing he set eyes upon. She was boyish, her eyebrows fuzzy
and unkempt, her nose broad and her chin rounded like her
father’s.

‘Well his
hair’s a funny colour - like the sunset,’ she wrinkled her nose and
pursed her lips, her head tilting to one side as she beheld him and
then the sun as it slipped behind the hillside.

Apion felt a
surge of self-consciousness, reaching to brush his locks from his
brow, sitting up straight on the wagon bench.

‘Aye and he
might think you’re a bit different too, madam,’ Mansur added with a
chuckle. ‘Maria, I’d like you to meet Apion. Apion, Maria.’

Maria continued
to eye him in a petulant standoff.

‘Well, you two
are welcome to stand out here till it gets dark,’ Mansur sighed,
‘but I’m going in for supper . . . as ordered! Join me if you
wish,’ Mansur fixed his cap back on his head and strolled towards
the farmhouse, whistling. He pushed open the door, revealing a
simple hearth room with three cobbled chairs around an oak table
bedecked with Maria’s feast. He glanced back at Maria, who remained
fixed to the spot, scrutinising Apion, then he groaned and went
inside.

Apion held
Maria’s glare with a mix of terror and defiance until, with a
dismissive sigh, she turned, following her father’s steps with
exaggerated strides and made for the farmhouse too. He watched her
matted hair swing behind her all the way to the door, which she
slammed behind her with gusto. He stared at the farmhouse, mind
awash. A gust rattled the wagon, bringing with it the first bite of
night chill, then he glanced up as a lone bat rapped across the
sky, black against the coming twilight. A shiver danced across his
skin.

Suddenly, the
farmhouse door was pulled open again and an exaggerated sigh
pierced the air. Apion blinked: Maria stood in the doorway, arms
folded, face creased with impatience.

‘Well are you
coming in or not?’ she scowled. ‘It’s extremely rude not to eat
what someone has cooked for you!’


Chapter 3

The Strategos

 


The Seljuk
ghulam dipped to the right of his saddle as his mount thundered
forward through the melee, then he pulled his scimitar to one side
and let loose a guttural roar.

Time slowed for
Cydones. Grounded, his mount crippled and whinnying in terror in
the slop of blood, flesh and bone underfoot, the ageing strategos
felt the moment pass where long ago his nerves would have
shuddered. The ghulam had it all: armour, high ground, momentum and
morale. For Cydones, klibanion torn and hanging from one shoulder,
spathion bent and shield lost in the fray, his years of bitter
experience were all he had to counter the attack. He pushed to his
feet and braced.

‘Allahu
Akbar!’ the ghulam cried.

Cydones stood
firm, squinting in the sunshine until he could see the red wetness
at the back of the rider’s throat, neck muscles clenched, scimitar
held aloft and ready to lop off the strategos’ head. The split
instant flashed before him: the ghulam’s blade scything for his
neck but both mount and rider’s flank lay exposed and undefended.
Cydones shot his twisted spathion straight up in a two-handed grip
to catch the scimitar blow. His shoulder jarred, a spray of sparks
stung his face and his ears numbed at the metallic din as the two
swords screamed at one another. The blow parried, he pirouetted and
lunged to punch his blade into the gelding’s chest. In a high
pitched whinny, the beast threw the ghulam rider forward then
splattered down into the gore, thrashing in the foam of its own
blood. Cydones stalked over to the rider, lying motionless in the
bloody swamp. The Seljuk lay with his face pale and his eyes
closed. Cydones made to turn for the next man to fight, when the
ghulam’s face burst back into life in a fervent rage as he whipped
a dagger from his boot, thrusting up at Cydones’ thigh.

The pain barely
registered. A sharp blade it must have been and on the classic weak
spot of the armoured body of a kataphractos. Hot blood flooded over
his thigh and his limbs trembled but he held firm to turn his
spathion over, blade down, to thrust it through the ghulam’s throat
with a crunch of vertebrae and sinew. Then he crumpled to his
knees, eyes fixed on the ghulam’s final gaze. Together, their blood
pumped into the scarlet mire that had only this morning been a
verdant plain.

The battle was
won and Byzantine victory cries rang out over the atrocious scene.
Cydones felt his mind wander and his vision dull.

‘The
strategos!’ one voice called out. ‘The strategos has fallen!’

‘No,’ Cydones
croaked, raising a hand. He had felt the tearing near-certainty of
an arterial death blow before, the angry welt of scar under his
thick forked beard a testament. This thigh wound was a sore one but
not one that would kill him. Heart thundering, a chill sweat
bathing his skin, he shivered and rose to stand. The handful left
from the hundred he had led out that morning stood, panting,
exhausted, some throwing up into the bilious swamp as the battle
frenzy drained from their limbs, the Christian Chi-Rho on their
battered crimson kite shields spattered in blood. They had fought
for their emperor and for God. Now they looked to their strategos
to vindicate them for the lives they had taken today. Cydones
acknowledged this all too familiar numbness in his heart but he
raised a fist and mustered all his strength to roar the holy
victory cry.

‘Nobiscum
Deus!’

 


***

 


A torch burst
into life on the short timber platform the men had erected on the
hilltop plateau and the two men on the first guard shift watched
the pitch black countryside manfully. A roll call had been taken
and it had been worryingly swift: three kataphractoi and twenty one
skutatoi were all that was left of the hundred that had marched
from the barracks at Argyroupolis that morning. A score had fled
when the Seljuks had attacked but the rest were cold and dead. The
truth was, Cydones mused grimly, the remaining and spent handful
were also as good as dead if another Seljuk raiding party decided
to investigate the firelight. The imperial maps might say
otherwise, but this far east it was definitely borderland. Thanks
be to God for the loyalty of the Armenian princes, he thought,
without their subjects, the borders would be threadbare of
manpower.

He ran a filthy
hand over his bald scalp and pulled at his forked beard, swigged
water from his skin and then let his thoughts drift. He thought
back to his old stamping ground, Constantinople: the tales of the
rise and fall of emperors, often in inglorious circumstance,
reached these outlying themata all too frequently. He still
shivered at the report of the last emperor’s demise: the feckless
Michael the Fifth had been pulled from his horse as he tried to
flee the city, his pleas for mercy going unheard as the populace
pinned him to the street and prised his eyes from his sockets.
Emperor Constantine Monomachus now sat at the pinnacle of Byzantium
and so far he had proved only how short-sighted a leader could be,
disbanding garrisons all across the land in order to line the bare
imperial treasury with a few pounds of gold.

All the turmoil
at the heart of empire meant that the border themata were left to
fend for themselves, Cydones himself juggling the scant funds
raised from the lands of Chaldia to mount an increasingly
threadbare defence against the ever more frequent Seljuk
incursions.

You’re
getting too old for this, a voice whispered in his mind. At
forty-six years old he couldn’t disagree; the crudely bandaged
thigh wound snarled rhythmically, every bone was racked with pain
and his muscles seared even now, a half-day after the battle.
Despite the fire, heaped high with kindling and brush, he felt the
night chill more than ever. He had passed out shortly after the
victory cry but fortunately Ferro had been on hand to grasp an arm
and disguise the fall. The men had gathered the bodies of their
comrades in an exhausted silence and then dug grave after grave.
Cydones had narrated the Christian rites as his men buried each
body.

‘Eat up, sir,
there’s plenty spare,’ Ferro spoke hoarsely as he sidled over,
easing his athletic frame down onto the earth to rest his back on a
rock, pushing fingers through his dark curls. He threw a chunk of
salt beef to his commander.

Cydones
examined the stringy strip of meat with disdain. Some wretched
animal had died to provide this, but rations were plentiful only
because so many men had died in this defensive sortie, men who
would not be returning to their farmlands or their wives, mothers
and children. ‘Aye,’ he smoothed his beard, ‘I’ve never felt so
hungry and yet not, Ferro.’ He handed the beef back; a week with no
meat or wine was his usual act of penance after so bloody an
encounter.

Ferro nodded
gently, gazing around the camp fires dotting the plateau, his eyes
sparkling in the firelight. ‘I’m dog tired, sir, but I’d prise out
my own teeth to see the sunrise right now and to be headed for safe
ground. Training and gathering supplies for the warehouse would be
a pleasant task, for once.’

Cydones grinned
wryly. Ferro was his touchstone to reality. If the
tourmarches was feeling the grind of being on a sortie then
they truly were in a bad way. Ferro relished every chance to muster
and set out with his infantry, temporarily freeing himself from the
mire of tourma district administration that came with the
role. He and the other tourmarchai were vital in allowing Cydones
to run the Chaldian Thema as a whole. His mind chattered with the
legal and taxation wranglings he had left neglected back in
Trebizond and worse, the tense diplomatic meetings with the
neighbouring themata. Not quite the ideals he had once strived for,
he mused, touching the dull bronze Chi-Rho on his neckchain.

His mind
wandered back, as it often did after battle, to the lady of the
forest all those years ago. Sometimes he felt sure the whole
episode was just a dream, yet a twinge in his heart would see the
words repeated over and again in his head. Be true to
yourself, he wondered how closely he had followed that mantra.
How many mass graves of Seljuk warriors could he really absolve
himself of in the name of defending the rotting hulk of the empire?
Killing one thousand to save one hundred. Worse were the times when
those graves contained fellow Byzantines; the ever more frequent
and bloody in-fighting between rival themata was especially
repugnant to his ideals yet he had still obeyed orders. He dipped
his head to rid himself of the bitter imagery. Then the lady’s
other words trickled into his thoughts; find the Haga. Now
that was still a mystery to him. A riddle as murky as life itself
and one he reckoned he might never solve before the reaper came for
him.

Age had come on
fast in the last few years for the strategos. Cydones looked over
to his tourmarches and wondered if Ferro would be the man to
replace him and take on the burden of guilt when he retired
gracefully. Or when I end up gurgling on the end of a Seljuk
scimitar! He chuckled to himself.

‘Sir?’ Ferro
cocked an eyebrow, mumbling through a piece of salt beef.

‘Just letting
my mind wander,’ he stretched his arms, fatigue enshrouding him.
‘Tell me, Ferro; how many of our lads do you think are officer
material?’

‘Them?’ he
jabbed a finger over his shoulder, sweeping across the tattered men
behind. ‘What rank? Dekarchos? Komes?’

Cydones
frowned. ‘It doesn’t matter whether it’s a ten or a full bandon,
Ferro. Just look at them,’ he lifted a hand to the group of three
gangly soldiers who huddled around the fire.

‘They’re not
the bulkiest of lads, true, and maybe a bit too young to be
officers?’

‘None of that
really matters, Ferro. What I see when I look at them is fear. They
are scared. They need men to lead them, Ferro. Good
men.’

Ferro coughed.
‘Well, sir, I think I’m a bloody good fit to that description. Give
me a spathion and a good stallion, any number of men behind me.
They’ll follow me, I tell you.’

Cydones’
shoulders jostled as a gravelly laugh tumbled from his chest. ‘I
know you would, only too well.’ He rubbed the angry scar under his
beard. If it wasn’t for Ferro’s counterattack all those years ago
in the eastern desert, the Seljuk horde would have slaughtered
Cydones and every single one of his men. The tourmarches had
spurred his five hundred riders into such frenzy that they had
charged nearly four times that number of Seljuk ghulam and
spearmen, shattering their ranks like glass.

‘It’s the fact
that you’re a dying breed that worries me, Ferro. You’re never
going to be beaten, even on the day when somebody does manage to
get a sword under your ribs. But the rest of the men in the ranks
these days . . . well, you can see it in their eyes, they don’t
believe in what they‘re fighting for anymore.’

‘For God?’

‘We all have
our ideals,’ Cydones’ brow creased, ‘and I would never question the
faith of any of them.’

‘Then for the
Empire?’

‘Exactly,’
Cydones nodded. ‘The men need to feel like the empire is theirs to
fight for, but it is not. The themata were founded on the
principles of the old Roman levies; soldier farmers willing to
fight and to die to protect their lands. Then our emperor decrees
this exemption tax and he has hamstrung his borders with it. I know
many men who would have made great soldiers but have taken that
option, handing over a few coins to tend their lands and grow fat
at home. It is a foolhardy and short-sighted mindset that will lead
to not only poverty but destruction and the end of our empire.’

Ferro nodded.
‘And out here in the borderlands we will always go unheard.’

‘Until it is
too late,’ Cydones said. ‘One day our riders will be too few to
stave off the Seljuk incursions, there are less than five hundred
of us in all Chaldia. A Seljuk invasion is only a matter of time,
Ferro. When that day comes, the infantry of the themata will be
mustered; they are a far cry from their ancestors, the sons of the
legions. Perhaps the emperor will be there to see their
impoverished state? I fear that when the sun sets on that day
Byzantium will be no more.’

‘I wish there
was an answer to it, sir.’

‘There is,
Ferro,’ Cydones leaned forward, ‘a brave and loyal soldier will
stay brave and loyal if he is led by a competent and fair officer,
while those with fear in their hearts will be lost to us. But if a
leader is tenacious, tactically shrewd and willing to fight on the
front line . . . then the brave and loyal will fight with all their
hearts and the fearful will start to forget their fears. That,
Ferro, is the key. Good men at the helm.’

His words were
cut off with a plunk as Ferro pulled the cork from his skin
of wine and took a swig, then offered it over the fire. ‘Good
men!’

Cydones’ face
wrinkled into a grin as he took the skin and swigged. The sour wash
cleared his head of thought momentarily but then his own words
echoed inside him.

When the sun
sets on that day Byzantium will be no more.


Chapter 4

The Farm

 


Apion sat on a
cool rock that soothed the biting pain of his scar. He flexed his
bare toes in a dewy patch of grass underfoot, drinking in the vista
of the valley yawning below him: the farmhouse, the river and the
terracotta and green lands glowing in the breaking summer dawn. He
was alone; nobody around him except the goats, crunching into the
thick islands of grass of this, the best grazing spot near Mansur’s
farm. He decided they had the right idea and reached into his
canvas satchel for the flatbread, still warm from the oven, that he
had picked up on his way out. He bit a piece off, comforted by its
chewy texture and charcoal flavour, and let his eyes linger on the
landscape.

Over the last
month at the farm he had come to cherish this time when the land
would turn from darkness to dawn, the light bringing the valley to
life as he watched in silence, feeling the first heat of the sun
stretch across his skin. The spectacle allowed him to briefly
forget the murky voices and images that swam in his head at all
other times. Being up here and bereft of fellowship was like a
tonic for his mind. Not that Mansur the farmer had been anything
other than a benevolent and warm person since his arrival. Indeed,
far from his expectation that he was to be a land-slave, he had
been treated like a son by Mansur, who provided him with a fresh
and hearty meal every night and had given over to him a small but
comfortable and clean bedroom. Maria still scowled at him in a mix
of suspicion and curiosity like something she had dug from her ears
– of questionable hygiene in any case – but he had come to
understand that this was just her way.

Mansur had
tried to talk to him on the first few days, usually over meals at
the oak table. It was throwaway chatter: about the lands and the
prospects for the harvest; about Kutalmish, the farmer over the
hill who grew the ripest nectarines and figs in all Anatolia. Apion
had shunned the conversation, instead staring through the open
shutters, his gaze searching northward; his thoughts on the charred
pile of rubble that used to be his home.

Every evening
after eating he would go to his room and kneel by the foot of the
bed, clutching the prayer rope to his forehead, the words of the
Prayer of the Heart tumbling out as he recited the lines again and
again, seeking a moment of truth, an answer. Neither was
forthcoming.

It was the
nights that truly haunted him. He had managed a single night of
sleep since arriving. On that first night it had felt as if he had
rested his head on the pillow and then plummeted into a deep well,
all thoughts evaporating from his mind. It had been a full day
later before he wakened. But every night since, that apparition of
the dark door floating in the blackness visited him, drawing him
towards it. The door was closed, and only more blackness could be
seen through the cracks around its edges. Every night he would
wake, bathed in sweat, trembling.

‘So that’s
where my other bread went?’ a voice said from behind him.

Apion’s heart
leapt and he bit into his tongue. He swivelled to the direction of
the voice. Maria stood behind him, breathless from climbing the
valleyside, hair clinging to her face, her red robe was, as usual,
soiled with grass and earth stains. She was grinning but her eyes
showed apprehension and Apion still sensed her unease around him.
He was a stranger in her home, after all. Perhaps Mansur had urged
her to approach him, he mused.

‘Maria,’ he
mumbled, gulping down his mouthful of bread, cracking what he
intended as a warm smile but felt more like a wide-eyed
grimace.

‘So you do
speak?’ Maria’s face twisted into mock disbelief.

‘The bread is
delicious! I hope I didn’t leave you short in taking it?’ he
finished.

‘No, there are
another three rounds, but they are in the kitchen and I am here,’
she stated austerely, reaching over to tear a piece from the bread
in his hand. With that, her wariness evaporated and she sat down on
the rock beside him and nudged her hips into his, moving him
along.

‘Your skin
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