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To lose a small boy in a world so wide is an easy thing.

    I have learned that now, just as I have learned the names of places unimagined by me then, names that strike my ear like strange verses. Socotra, Kinzai, Samarkand. Malabar, Nicobar, Pem.

    I had not thought this Earth of ours so large, nor Christendom so small. I had thought the lands beyond our maps no wider than the beading edge that runs around Christ’s table. Had I known the truth, that the wild plains and forests of the heathen reach so far and so unforgivingly, I should not have let him go.

    I should not have let him go.

    To find him now I must trust to God and to the good offices of the traders, Jew and Arab, who come to this place with their tales of foreign lands. They are good men, fathers themselves. I see the truth in their eyes as they pledge to ask for news. Sometimes they tell me I am not alone in asking. They say there are others, men they neither like nor trust, who ask the same. They tell me this to warn me, but I will not be warned. I keep no secrets. I simply want my son.

    Perhaps one day these good men will find him for me. There hangs around his neck a tablet on a chain. It was my father’s. And on that narrow chain there hangs my hope: that my merchant friends might know him and one day bring him home.

    He will be full-grown now, my slender son. I need to know what kind of man he is become. A better man, I think, than those who led him hence all those years ago. And yet I envy them, that mismatched band, for the time they have had with him – for there are days when I’d surrender all the time still left to me for one brief word with one who watched him grow.

    Soon I will leave this place for home, and journey back to the children that remain to me. They too are dear but, being grown, they have no need of me to watch for them. And so on this high tower I stand and face the east, and pray that if he sleeps he sleeps in peace; that if he lives, one day he will come home.













There is little here for me when the night falls. By day I meet the ships and ask for word. The captains and the traders know me now and make me welcome, tell me where they’ve sailed and any news they’ve heard. But by night the port is still. Its life drains to the narrow streets below the fortress, to the inns and wine shops where talk is thick and travellers tell of wonders. Sometimes I go amongst them and watch the weather-worn faces. They have become for me a new and unexpected family, these strangers in this place so far from home. My son perhaps has known such men as these, perhaps in some far tavern he sits and tells his story.

    Some nights the talk here turns to Antioch’s lost mission. It is an oft-told tale now and mysteries help the evenings pass swiftly. But no one knows for sure what tale to tell, and the passing years have given story-makers licence to imagine. With time the tales have grown fanciful, embroidered with rumours of a curse, or of an ill-omened treasure that Antioch carried with him. Some say it was the lost gold of Albion, others a treasure meant for Aragon by the Saracen emperor, a ransom for the captured city of Cordoba. And there are those who say that Antioch’s party took the Devil’s money, paid to the crew by Satan for the keeping of their souls  . . .

    I shake my head when I hear such whispers. These are the tales that grow when truth is absent, taller with every day that passes. The truth is different: an expedition of hardened soldiers, provisioned well and in good order, sent by a Christian king, vanished without trace or explanation in the lands beyond the east. It is a mystery fit for any fireside – fit for my own, had I not still the memory of one child’s face before me.

    It was three nights ago, on such a night as this, with stars so bright they seemed to write words in the sky, that I received the Catalan’s visit. I had seen him before, in crowds around the harbour, had thought him then perhaps a rich man’s agent, one sent to oversee the handling of goods or set a mark on purchases. He was a man of forty years, lean, sour-faced. His eyes moved quicker than his lips. He seldom smiled.

    His page must have been awaiting my return for his knock came quickly. He was small and dark, in a livery I did not recognise. I have no servant to answer for me, so I attended to his knock myself. My lodgings are simple – two rooms high up in the town which I rent from an Andalusian merchant. By day they have a view of the mountains. By night I can hear the sea.

    ‘Sir,’ the boy began, ‘my master, Raymond of Nava, begs an audience. He asks to be allowed to wait on you this very evening, for he departs for Narbonne at dawn.’

    It was a late hour for such a visit and I told him so, and yet I bade him bring his master to me, for the nights are long when one sleeps so little and even an old man sometimes covets company.

    The visitor who followed within the half-hour was a little shabbier than I’d thought him from my observations in the market. He dismissed his servant at the door, leaving the two of us alone. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, but there was a harsh edge to it that told of a man who did not deal in kindness.

    He told me he was an agent for the Count of Mirande and that business sometimes brought him to the Moorish ports. The count, he told me, had long heard tell of Antioch’s missing expedition, and now would like to know the truth behind the tales.

    His eyes had taken in my simple room – a bed, a table, chairs, a drinking jug – and now came back to mine. ‘They say you are the man to ask, that you have looked beyond the tavern gossip.’

    I shrugged. ‘I know no more than anyone could learn by asking. I know they sailed eastward, bound for unknown lands. I know I still await them. That is all.’

    His eyes brushed quickly over me, then away. ‘I’ve heard the expedition was lost at sea, or overwhelmed by brigands. Surely after so many years you must believe the same?’

    I considered him carefully. Through the open window a breeze from the sea stirred the hot night air. Below, in the town, I could hear men laughing as they left the inns and wandered to their lodgings.

    ‘A lost ship leaves traces,’ I told him. ‘An empty line in an owner’s ledger, a fortune lost. And a skirmish leaves wounds, or widows to remember it. Survivors talk and tell their tales. Brigands boast of their deeds. Sometimes the goods they’ve plundered are recognised at market. And yet I have heard nothing.’

    The Catalan had remained standing and now he turned to the open window, as if listening to the sounds from the town.

    ‘You talk to many people in this port.’ There was, perhaps, suspicion in his tone. ‘Jews, Arabs, Greeks. You talk a great deal for one who knows so little.’

    ‘I talk to everyone I meet. I ask each man the same: whether he has seen my son.’

    ‘Ah, yes. Your son. When did you last have word of him?’

    A deep breath to dull the pain. ‘There has been no word of him since Antioch left Italy.’

    The Catalan wiped his palm across his jaw and slid his gaze away.

    ‘That’s strange, is it not? For a son to so neglect his father?’

    ‘A boy that age has other things to think of. He believes his parents live forever. I would not have had him neglect his duties for thinking of his home.’

    My visitor ran his palm across his face again. ‘There were others with your son who perhaps have sent you word? Some messages to give you hope that they are safe?’

    I looked at him. ‘I have received no word.’ And then, perhaps foolishly: ‘The count’s curiosity is very considerable, is it not? If he wishes to know more, let him come like I do and listen to the news from foreign ports.’

    He looked hard at me then, and I saw I had surprised him. ‘Be careful, merchant. You stay for a while in a Moorish city but step back into a Christian land and you will answer to Christian powers once more.’

    I returned his gaze steadily. ‘So you come to threaten me?’

    He smiled then, a dry, juiceless smile. ‘No, I did not come to threaten. You are right that the count’s interest in this matter is more than careless curiosity. I am here to offer his support.’

    He waited for me to respond but I stayed silent. A successful merchant quickly learns when to say nothing.

    ‘Tell me, merchant, did you ever meet the Count Decius who sailed with your son?’

    ‘I did not.’

    ‘What do you know of him?’

    ‘I know he was a soldier of Manfred, that he fought against the Pope.’

    ‘Not always.’ The Catalan paused in his pacing. ‘He made his name as a young man fighting for the Pope’s allies. He fought with the papal armies at the Siege of Montségur.’

    I shrugged. It meant nothing to me. The next question followed quickly.

    ‘Have you heard of a man known as Pau?’

    I looked up, curious. ‘He was one of Decius’s men, was he not?’

    ‘You knew him?’

    ‘No. He was mentioned in Antioch’s letter from Sicily, the last he sent me.’

    The Catalan shook his head, his face disapproving.

    ‘You knew very little of the men to whom you gave your son.’

    ‘I entrusted my son to Antioch the scholar. I did so at the recommendation of Richard of Lincoln himself.’

    As I had expected, the mention of that churchman had its effect. When my visitor spoke again his tone was more respectful.

    ‘Sir, the count understands your sorrow for your son. He would wish to compensate you for your suffering. If you receive any word of your son’s fate, he would like to hear of it. In return he will be generous. You understand?’

    Again our eyes met.

    ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Of what interest can it be to him?’

    He paused, paced for two, three strides, then stopped. Finally he seated himself in the chair opposite my own.

    ‘If you ever find out more about Count Decius it is unlikely to be to his credit. His reputation for brutality lives on to this day. He is a turncoat, too. A man who changed sides, a man who has fought alongside the Saracens against Christian armies. And worse than any of that, a man who cheated my master out of a large sum of money.’ He smiled that same, dry smile and rose to his feet. ‘Where money is involved, men have long memories. While there is any chance that Decius might be found there will be people in these parts willing to pay for information. My master is a more generous man than most.’ He looked at me again; that hard, cold look. ‘If you hear anything, merchant, anything at all, then send for me.’

    With that he took his leave but, with the door open and the night breeze fresh in front of him, he paused on my threshold. This time, when he spoke, his voice had changed. It was softer than before, and with a note of genuine puzzlement in it.

    ‘Tell me, merchant,’ he said. ‘In all these years you say you’ve had no word. Nothing to give you hope. You ask me to believe that. But why else would you remain here, waiting?’

    I felt sorry for him then. Sorry, because for all the cleverness in that sharp face of his, there was something absent, something lost. Somewhere in his forty years he had forgotten how it feels to love.

    ‘I wait here,’ I told him, ‘because this is all I can do.’



Late at night, when the backstreets fall silent, I repair to my room and to the charts I keep there. There are some who say that beyond the Arabian Sea the world ends. By this they mean the last safe coasts are left behind you and the ports beyond do not know the rule of law. This is Christian talk and I too believed it once. But those I live with here tell a different tale: of desert coasts and then the fruitful Indies, ample harbours built of stone where goods are bought and sold, and strangers welcomed.

    Beyond that coast, they say, another sea begins, a sea at once a mystery and a challenge. They say the islands here can float, and that their forests steam by day so each seems caught by fire. These lands are less well charted and so I ask each man I meet to sketch for me the outline of his voyages there, what course he set, what capes and bays he noted. Much of what I hear is second-hand, the reported word of cousins, brothers, friends. Yet even so, these rough plans have grown into something larger. An old man here, a chart-maker, has made for me three maps from all these sketches. At night I study these, wondering at a world so wide, at names that tell of half-imagined coasts, and cities deep in jungles: Sumatra, Bintan, Lambri; Andaman, Comorin, Kaif.

    I do not believe the tales of cursed gold. I do not believe that Antioch set sail with a great treasure. I spoke once to a prisoner in Venice, a man who had held office in Genoa. He could recall the time of Antioch’s departure from that city, of the money spent and the high prices, and the old man’s fear for his dwindling coffers. He recalled no talk or sign of treasure, only a handful of tough Sicilian soldiers and an old man fretting over the cost of flour.

    I asked that man if he recalled a fair-haired page.

    ‘There was a boy,’ he told me. ‘Yes, a boy who helped me once. My prayers for him.’ And then he paused in sadness. ‘Know, though, that those were dangerous times. The states boiling with hatred. Violence festering in every hollow of the land. And the cruelty . . . such cruelty . . . Sometimes it seems we live as beasts . . .’ He spoke the words as if the blame lay on his shoulders.

    No one knows for sure the route that Antioch took from Genoa. I hear them say he sailed south to a floating land and there found streets of gold; or that he travelled east and found the golden unicorn of Tartary whose magic horn made fortunes for them all. Some say the old man died and all his men went on to conquer unknown lands; others that they sailed beyond the sunrise, from whence in time they will return.

    The truth is plainer. I know they sailed from Genoa a force of forty-odd. Sidon was their destination and that was reached, for traders there recall them. And I know from Sidon they went east, to Damascus, then south until the port of Basrah was achieved. There a ship was leased, and sailors hired. And from that place Antioch’s men set sail. After that there’s only rumour. From there the trail is lost.











I did not come to Málaga by chance. The ports along this coast were once the wonders of the world, with ships arriving here from Egypt, Syria, Byzantium and beyond, and goods of every sort piled high. Now things have changed. Córdoba and Seville have fallen to the Christian kings and they have closed their ports to unbelievers or made their laws so harsh that Saracens and Jews can ill afford to trade there. But Málaga remains a trading city, still strong in Moorish hands. They taught me as a boy to hate the infidel. Now, with age, I see that there are honest men of every faith and villains of all races. And to this port they all still come, where Christians trade with Moors, Jews with Greeks, from the far ends of the Mediterranean Sea or further. And so come I, for here are men who have with their own eyes seen the Coromandel Coast and the Peak of Adam, or the strange tides that ripple round Hormuz.

    But others also come. Spies from the Christian courts, Berber preachers, outlaws fleeing papal law, beggars, scholars, craftsmen, thieves. A man soon learns to watch his tongue with strangers. And yet the man who followed me today seemed none of these. It was the hour before noon and from first light I’d been abroad, waiting for a barque due in from Libya. Wearied by the heat, I’d turned for home: this man followed. I marked him as he did so, for I haven’t lived this long and not learned to feel a stranger’s eyes upon me. But he made no move to close on me and so I let him follow. He reached my door a minute after I did, knocked once, then waited.

    He was a big man, broad and powerful. A man of fifty, quietly dressed, his cloak dark, without insignia. Confident. A man to be obeyed. His face was weathered, with a small scar across his chin. He smiled as he entered and offered me his hand, his brown eyes seeking mine.

    ‘They tell me that you’re English,’ he said, his words in formal, courtly Latin. His voice was deep, his accent hard to place. A Florentine, perhaps, but I wasn’t certain.

    ‘From the city of Lincoln,’ I told him, and brought him further inside, out of the glare. When I offered him a seat, he took the larger chair.

    ‘I have heard of it,’ he replied. ‘The Lord Aldred says it is a fine city. You know him? He was once my guest in Rome.’

    I shook my head. ‘I am a merchant. I trade in wool, from the ports of England to Flanders. I am not an acquaintance of great men such as he.’

    He pursed his lips to blow away the difference, as if to say that lords and merchants were all as one to him.

    ‘Well, it is not of trade or English lords I come to speak. My name is Quintus Fabius, once of Siena, now a humble servant of the Church. I am here by order of the Holy Father.’

    ‘A papal spy.’ It was an observation, not a criticism.

    He shrugged. ‘You can call me what you like. It is my business to know what happens here, and in all the flea-bitten ports along this coast. They are places people come to meet who are nervous of meeting under the eye of the Church.’

    I nodded, but did not altogether believe him. His name was one I had heard before, but not as a simple Church informer. I had heard it spoken with respect. This was a man of influence, a powerful man.

    ‘And what can I do to advance the interests of the Church?’ I asked him, my curiosity quite genuine.

    He settled himself more comfortably into his seat. ‘They say you’re here to seek your son, a page who sailed with Antioch. Well, I am here to offer any help I can. The loss of a Christian force in Saracen lands is not to be ignored. Although it is some years now since Antioch’s party disappeared.’

    ‘All expeditions disappear,’ I told him. ‘They vanish over the sea or beyond the horizon. That is their nature. Those who remain can only wait, and pray for their return.’

    He accepted that with a flicker of his eyebrow. ‘Very well. But in this case it is a long time to wait.’

    ‘You think so? Perhaps a father sees things differently.’

    ‘You really hope to hear of him? After all this time?’ His eyes searched my face. ‘But perhaps you have received some news of him that brings you here?’

    ‘No,’ I told him evenly. ‘I have heard nothing. All these years, I have heard nothing. So now, before I die, I am doing what I should have done before. I am trying to find out what I can.’

    Fabius studied me carefully for a moment longer, then stirred and nodded.

    ‘Yes, I can see that. Tell me, how came your boy to be in Antioch’s service?’

    Outside, the afternoon was lying white and unforgiving on the town. I could almost feel it press against the shutters. But inside, in the semi-darkness, the room was cool and time was slow. Why not, for once, speak freely of my son? Was that not why I’d come? I rose and poured wine for my guest, then allowed myself to remember the bishop’s hall in Lincoln, the small boy beside me, the priest ahead of us. I can still feel the leaden pain I carried with me that day.

    I tried to explain to this unannounced visitor that in my country it is the elder son who inherits his father’s interests and the younger son who must find a way of his own through the world. I tried to explain how blessed I felt when the bishop took an interest in my boy. He was so bright, with such quick wit; it was easy to see that he would make a scholar. When Bishop Richard offered to place him with a famous man of books who was visiting Flanders, the honour was too great to be refused. I had never heard of Antioch of Sicily, but all who knew him said he was both kind and learned. And such preferment opened paths for my boy that no younger son of a merchant would dare to dream of. What was my pain in losing him compared to this? What was my sorrow against his future?

    Opposite me, the Pope’s officer listened in silence. Behind him, one window remained unshuttered. It faced the north and through it I could see the mountains. Their blue intensity made the green summers of the Lincoln meadows seem distant and suddenly strangely improbable.

    ‘I have no one to blame but myself,’ I told him.

    Fabius stirred in his chair then. ‘Come, sir. None of us can read the future. You knew nothing then of Manfred’s mission, I presume?’

    I shook my head. ‘I knew nothing of Manfred. Antioch wrote to me the following summer to tell me he was to undertake a journey. My son was in his care. What else could I do but let him go?’

    ‘And what of Count Decius? What did you know of him?’

    I looked at him carefully then. His eagerness had betrayed him.

    ‘That is the question the Catalan asked,’ I told him. ‘Is it really Decius you seek? It would seem you want my help, but are not prepared to pay for it with the truth.’

    My visitor looked up sharply. ‘Someone else has been asking questions? Who was this man?’

    ‘He told me his name was Raymond. He said he was an agent for the Count of Mirande.’

    ‘A thin man, a little taller than yourself?’

    I described him as best I could and Fabius seemed to relax. ‘The man you speak of is Raymond of Nava. I have seen him in the town. He is fallen on hard times and finds what patronage he can. But in his visit to you, I’m sure he was representing no one but himself.’

    ‘And what did he hope to gain from me?’

    ‘He asked you about you son?’

    I nodded.

    ‘And what did you tell him?’

    ‘That I received no word from him or anyone with him since they sailed from Italy.’

    Fabius digested this, his head back.

    ‘Raymond of Nava is after money,’ he said. ‘That is the only reason he came to see you. You see, one member of your son’s expedition was a wanted man. All these years on, he is still considered dangerous. Any information that leads to his discovery would be well rewarded.’

    ‘You mean  . . . ?’

    He took a breath that made his great chest swell.

    ‘Come, the day grows hot and it is cool here. My affairs will wait a little longer, and it is only fair that you should know the truth. You have, after all, suffered for it. To explain why popes still fear him, I had better tell you a little more about Count Decius  . . .’

    In the hours after noon, the town falls very still. Work halts, and the air grows slow and heavy with the heat. The streets empty and you notice much more the buzzing of the flies. Ships that put in now tie up and wait, for the stevedores will not unload until the glare softens and the raw heat relents.

    I listened quietly while the Pope’s representative told me about Count Decius. There was authority in his voice, and after so many months of waiting here alone there was comfort in his presence. He was a man who knew much more than I, through whom perhaps I might yet find my answer.

    ‘Count Decius,’ he began, ‘was born into a family of soldiers. He was never rich. They say the title dates from the Great Crusade where his forebears served with distinction. His family lands were in Lombardy, but he left them when still young to begin his own military career.

    ‘From there he grew into one of the most feared commanders in Europe: unsmiling, callous, cold, fanatical; he tolerated nothing less than total obedience in those around him. And then of course he had those strange eyes. We see a man’s humanity in his eyes. Decius had none. But he proved a brilliant soldier. By the age of twenty-five he led his own battalion and his fearsome reputation was established. In his skirmishes he showed no ounce of mercy, no moment of doubt. His reputation was written in blood. His troops grew famed for their efficiency in hunting down their enemies. None were spared. For Decius, orders came first.’

    Fabius paused and drank a little wine, and while he drank my eyes wandered to the open casement, back to the distant outline of the mountains. I thought of my son somewhere in the great wilderness beyond my charts. Those fleeing soldiers hunted down by Decius . . . Was that his fate? To be slaughtered by some cold-hearted lord who cut him down without a thought? Was that his life? Or was he now a soldier too, learning cruelty in the service of that callous leader?

    My visitor cleared his throat and drew me back to the shadows of my sparsely furnished room.

    ‘For many years Decius was a soldier of the Pope. He served in Italy and in the Cathar wars. But he changed sides and that is when he grew dangerous. He disappeared for a little, then re-emerged in Sicily with the usurper Manfred.

    ‘That was at the time of the Emperor Frederick’s death. Manfred was at war with the Pope. We don’t know how he drew Decius into his service, but the count became his closest ally. In all Manfred’s battles he was vital. The campaign Decius fought on the mainland was hailed as brilliant, even by the generals he fought against. Unaided, with a tiny band of men, he secured Manfred’s power there against all odds. Time after time his small force surprised enemies and outwitted those sent against him. He showed more brilliance and cunning than any other soldier of our time. Perhaps the papacy feared him more than it feared Manfred himself.’

    A heat haze was beginning to rise from the roofs of the town, blurring the outline of the mountains beyond. I remember thinking how blue the sky was: a blue more deep and brilliant than even the swirling mosaics in the city mosque.

    ‘Yes,’ Fabius went on, engaging me with his eyes, ‘the empire is broken now, yet its cause still has supporters. But there is only one man left who could unite them. So that is why we wish to find Count Decius – to make sure he cannot again plunge Europe into war. That is why the reward on his head remains a prize that would change a man’s life.’

    ‘But Decius would be an old man by now,’ I reasoned. ‘Why would you care where fate has taken him? What possible danger could he pose?’

    Quintus Fabius smiled in reply.

    ‘In war there are two things one learns to fear. One is genius, because faced with genius you are never truly safe. The other is hatred. Because when someone really hates, they never go away. Decius is made of both in equal parts. Let us just say that we would rest easier if we knew what had become of him.’

    ‘And you really don’t know?’

    ‘No more than you. Possibly less. In the years since he left Genoa, we’ve sent many agents to follow his tracks, but none has been successful. After Basrah, who knows? It is as if the sea engulfed them. And yet the rumours persist – of a mysterious Frank seen on the road in Khiva, a man wearing a cross in the wilds beyond Tashkent. So let us imagine that after all these years he and the followers who went with him are not dead. And let us imagine that someone brought word to you of where they could be found. Then your way would be clear to do God’s bidding. Show us the way to Decius and we will bring your son home to you, with the blessing of the Pope upon his forehead.’










It can be hard to see the truth in the faces of strangers. I sit here tonight and watch the people pass. A boy brings me wine. He knows me now for I sit here often. He smiles when he sees me and calls me master and I feel I have found a friend. Yet when I leave, I know he does not think of me. The young live in the present, and their lives are still to come. Love scarcely troubles them. It is a beast that bites harder the older you become.

    There is a man I know here, Ibrahim, a Jewish trader from the Maghrib. He deals in cheap fabrics or whatever small goods come his way. I have exchanged some words with him to tell him of my son, but when I speak to him he never lets his eye meet mine. A timid man, eager to be gone. I did not think to find a friend in him.

    But three days ago, he came to me by the harbour. There was, he said, a merchant who’d arrived that day from Kairouan, someone who perhaps could help me. If I would deign to follow him . . . He waited, his eyes never rising above the buttons on my chest.

    I agreed to go with him. What options did I have? I live on the scraps of knowledge that strangers throw me. If there was danger in going with him down narrow streets to a place I did not know, I did not think of it. I have little to steal, little to lose but my memories – and losing them would sometimes seem a blessing.

    But Ibrahim the Jew, for all his nervous manner, was acting in good faith. I followed him to a dirty alley and thence, through a low doorway, to a beautiful courtyard where a fountain played. Beyond, a flight of steps led to a large apartment, richly hung. It was clear that such rooms did not belong to Ibrahim.

    He urged me to sit, then slid shyly from the room. Shortly after that I heard a rustle of garments and footsteps approaching from the room beyond. Then the door opened and the merchant of Kairouan stood before me.

    True beauty lies not in the flesh but in the spirit. I have always believed that, and I have never been one to lose myself in the curve of a waist or in the promise of a smiling eye. But the woman who stood before me now was undeniably beautiful to look upon. And let there be no mistake, this was no young girl made lovely by the blush of youth, this was a woman of thirty years or more, tall, striking, strong in her features. Her hair was dark and within her own apartments she wore it loose, in thick, curling tresses. Her eyes were dark too and it was not some tawdry playfulness that made them striking, it was the sympathy in them, a depth that said here was a human creature both strong and kind.

    I’ve heard some say that she is haughty, and in the prosecution of her business she must sometimes seem so. But I shall never say that. I have met no one like her.

    I rose to greet her as she entered.

    ‘Good day, sir.’ She welcomed me solemnly, without a smile. ‘You are the English merchant Ibrahim has spoken of? I welcome you. My name is Leah Bathsheba, or Leah of Kairouan. Please sit.’

    She seated herself on cushions facing me and waited while a male servant brought refreshments on a copper tray, an Arab drink of mint and mountain honey. Then she looked at me, a long, hard look, as if deciding what to say.

    ‘I had not planned to see you, sir. It does not help my business to involve myself in matters other than my own. This is a lesson my people have learned over many generations. The affairs of Christians are, in particular, to be avoided. But Ibrahim persuaded me. Many years ago, he lost his only son in a shipwreck off Malta. Many times he has urged me to tell you what I know, and finally he has prevailed.’

    She spoke softly and with great care, with the formal speech of a merchant, for whom courtesy and manners ease the flow of goods as surely as a following wind. She told me she was a widow acting in her husband’s business































Today I watch the sun set on this town for the last time. Tomorrow I take ship for Lisbon and from there to England. My time waiting here is done.

    Nearly two years have passed since I first came here, hoping that some word of my son would reach me from the east. In that time I have come to understand the customs of the people and to speak their language. I know the signs in the sky when the hot weather ends and the patterns of clouds that presage a storm. But if I have learned anything here it is that perhaps, in the kindness I’ve found, there lies some future salve for the pain I brought with me. It is a small hope, but it is something. Now I must return to my family, to those who love me. In my affliction I have asked too much of their love.

    Yesterday I paid my last visit to Leah Bathsheba. I couldn’t leave without seeing her again. I have seen the Pope’s officer, Quintus Fabius, in the streets but I have shied away from meeting him. But Leah is different. When she returned from Africa, I was waiting for her.

    She entertained me in her apartments as she had done before, but this time it was I who talked. I told her the story of Decius as I had heard it in every detail, from his love for his wife to his departure with Antioch. I told her of the Cathar treasure, of the murder done in its name, and of Pau, the Infant of Montségur.

    She listened politely, although I knew her well enough by then to know that these tales of Christians killing Christians are things she feels do not concern her. When I had finished, she waited for me to speak again.

    Hesitantly, still uncertain of exactly what I meant, I tried to form a question.

    ‘I tell you all this because I have always seen a kindness in your face that told me you would listen. Now you have heard it all, there are things I must ask you. I know that your people are scattered all over the world. There is little of consequence that can occur without one of your race hearing its echo. I want to beg you now, dig deep into your memory. Have you ever heard of any Frankish kingdom in the east? Any stories of a Christian knight attempting to use his wealth to acquire such dominion? Could there be a land out there where my son might still be alive?’

    Leah Bathsheba looked at me then. ‘You still hope to find your son?’ she asked.

    ‘No. But I need to ask the question. You see, I have heard tales  . . .’

    She raised an eyebrow but said nothing, so I went on, a little embarrassed. ‘The Christians tell tales of a man called Prester John, a great Christian king in the east. Once I dismissed them as legend. Now I cannot help but wonder  . . .’

    She shook her head sadly. ‘I have heard the tales but I know of no such kingdom. But perhaps instead . . .’ She trailed off, then sat for a minute or more in silence, until I began to think she would not speak. Finally she looked up again.

    ‘There are two things I can think of that may be helpful to you. Neither are facts. Neither are even rumours. They are tales of rumours, stories about stories. The sorts of tales you hear in the bazaar and never think of more. And they reach back far into time, I don’t know how long. They may precede your son and his companions by many years.’

    ‘Tell me.’

    ‘There is a tale told about the land of Sinim, about a pale lord who came from afar and offered his services to the emperor there. When these services were refused, the lord tried to seize the city for himself and only after a great battle were his armies defeated. They say the pale lord himself escaped, and disappeared into the lands from whence he’d come. Some say he was not a man at all but a ghost, sent by someone the emperor had wronged, to clamour for justice.’

    I waited. ‘And that is the end of it?’ I asked at last.

    ‘That is the end of it. As I told you, it is a tale, nothing more.’

    ‘And the other tale?’

    ‘The other tale is different. It is not easy to determine if its origins lie in one encounter or in many.’

    ‘Please.’

    ‘It concerns a Frankish beggar who walks the great road westward, from Khanbalik in the east. Some say he is a shipwrecked sailor travelling home. Others say he is Judas Iscariot, still bearing the mark of his betrayal, destined to walk forever without resting.’

    As Leah spoke, she saw me move forward in my seat.

    ‘You think this could be a survivor of Antioch’s mission?’

    ‘I think nothing,’ she said softly. ‘I told you the tale because you asked me to.’

    ‘This beggar, what age was he?’

    She shook her head. ‘These are tales to entertain in the winter nights. The reports all vary. Some say he was seen in Kashgar or Samarkand, others say as close as Tarsus. That is all I can tell you.’

    Leah gathered her skirts and rose.

    ‘A beggar walking homewards,’ I said. ‘Back to those who love him.’

    After a pause, I rose too.

    ‘What will you do now?’ she asked.

    ‘I shall go home. Like that beggar. To the ones who love me. And if against all the odds my son should ever return, at least he will know where to seek me.’

    Leah Bathsheba took my hand. I felt her strength. Our eyes met and we smiled.

    Tomorrow I sail for home.











Today, when I was out riding with my eldest son, a beggar came to the gates of my house.

    I am seldom away from home nowadays. My eldest son has run my business for many years. His sons, my grandchildren, work with him. They are five boys, dark and thick-set like their father, quiet and confident in their surroundings. With them to help, there is little need for me to travel from my door. But sometimes my son takes me out, pretending that he needs my opinion over some piece of business. And I go with him happily. I have been with him too little these last few years.

    Today, while I was out, the beggar called at my door. My steward, who dealt with him, says he was a decrepit fellow. His clothes were not rags but were soiled and very worn. He could not speak. My steward gave him a copper coin. When the beggar was gone he noticed a letter affixed to my gatepost. He took the letter in. He did not mark which way the beggar went.

    On my return, I roused my entire household to seek him. But it was too late. There are many beggars on these roads. To find one among so many is a difficult thing.

    The letter, when I opened it, contained a golden chain and, attached to it, a golden tablet. It had been my father’s. And my son’s.

    The letter was scrawled in unsteady characters as if by a wavering hand, but the language was that of someone who spoke well.

    ‘Sir,’ it began. ‘Much of my life has been spent in travel in lands beyond our maps. Sir, I knew your son. He was a fine boy who grew into a fine man. It was his greatest desire to make you proud of him.

    ‘The journey home has taken me many years. It is my regret that this news and this token have taken so long to reach you.

    ‘He died in the land of Cathay, from wounds sustained in action, defending his friends. He showed great courage and many owed their lives to him that day. He felt no pain. He died serenely in my arms and in the company of many who loved him, having made his peace with God. His last words were of you, sir. He charged me to deliver this to you and to tell you of his love.

    ‘I know this news will bring you grief. I hope you may also find peace in it.

    ‘I am your servant,

    ‘V’

    If I could find the beggar who delivered that letter, I would bind his wounds and dress him in velvet. And I would beg him on my knees to take me to this traveller who knew my son, the man who held him as he died. I would give my life to have but ten words with him.

    And yet, the locket sits now in my palm. Today, for a time, I shall grieve. Tomorrow I will give thanks to God for the memory of my son. The locket, I think, should go to my other son, who through so many years has been kind and patient with me. I will be proud for him to wear it.









Today I was brought news of a curious incident in one of the taverns of the city. Yesterday a beggar called there and showed by signals that he wished for water. The tavern keeper, being a charitable man, rather than show him the well, gave him water in a wooden cup and bade him sit at the bench outside his door.

    The keeper’s wife, who observed from her window, says the beggar took from his shirt a green silk pouch and from it poured a powder into his cup. Having swilled the cup around, the beggar closed his eyes and drank. When he had drained the cup, he leaned back and rested himself against the warm stone wall.

    Later that day a fellow of similar type was found dead beside a stream, a mile or so from the city. It seems he must have lain down in the sunny corner of a meadow to rest by the water. Death must have come to him in his sleep.
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