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Dedication

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

The very stars of the heavens were
turbulent, and the tribes were at strife. People did not sleep at
night, instead they plundered one another. The crust of the earth
was shaken with our anarchy.

Blue Jos on these
years, The Secret History of the
Mongols, passage 254

For two years Temujin has been a fugitive
from justice – or at least from Tarqutai, and his family has lived
in deep camouflage. It isn’t only Temujin’s head on the block now:
to shelter a fugitive is criminal and they are guilty too; Tarqutai
has an excuse to enslave them, say, decapitate one or two of them –
what he wishes, and they don’t take him lightly after Temujin’s
experiences. Hoelun drives this secrecy. When Temujin tracked his
family, two years ago, from where he had last seen them to Kimurqa
Stream in the mountains’ south foothills she had said, “If you can
find us by our steps we aren’t far enough away. I thought of my
other children, Temujin.”

“Of course, mother.”

She stroked her knuckles down his cheek.
“Though I had to leave you to your fate, I felt almost an assurance
that your fate wasn’t the likes of Tarqutai.”

“I did, too, at bottom, or I’d have famished
before I went to him. I knew I’d live. Sort of knew.”

“Do you have any inkling as to your life’s
fate, Temujin?”

It wasn’t an odd question. It was a question
mothers ask. Just not one his mother did.

They had never talked about what Yesugei had
talked about on that trip that led him to his death; and yet they
understood each other, Temujin thought. She was the person the omen
happened to, nonetheless she was the person who kept her head. The
tolgechi hadn’t been there, and she had. Mother Nomolun had spoken
to her, spoken of the catastrophic battle. Had there been more to
say she might have taken the opportunity, but no, she didn’t say
while she was there, we’re going to lick our enemies when this tyke
grows up.

Hoelun told her children
about the battle, although, as she stressed, she wasn’t there. It
had been majorly bad, and those who came home had the scars. His
dad too. If they saw too much in shadows (here Temujin sketched in
her hints) – if they grasped at a vengeance prophecy, we who
weren’t there aren’t to judge them. I
can’t imagine a battle like Bor Nor. How
can I, when your father told me he hadn’t been in a slaughter-fest
remotely on the scale? Yesugei never to his satisfaction described
that battle to me. He tried a time or two.

There was war damage, and there was
Yesugei’s open heart. He put trust in people, he was always open to
their possibilities. Even Hoelun, with her tendency to blame him
for his own death, confessed that his trust had saved his life a
dozen times... up until the time he trusted the wrong Tartar. If
she, and Temujin, took more of a stance of intellectual criticism,
if they were less credulous they were also less than him on every
human front, and this was perfectly understood and agreed. They
didn’t need to talk.

From her a question on his fate was odd.
Maybe she meant to test him. “Me?” answered Temujin. “No inklings
whatsoever. I must have missed out on a fate.”

With an air of whimsy she said, “I have a
fate. When you are told in chance remarks, when circumstances
conspire to push you into a corner, that’s a fate. Mine is to hide
you inside a fuel stack, as Mother Nomolun hid Qaidu.”

“In a dung heap?”

“Dried patties, almost odourless.”

“I’m sorry we have to hide, mother – more
than we have been. If you want me to skedaddle?”

“Oh, the world is well lost to me.”

She said so, but there were losses she felt.
They left the Sacred Mountains and the generous Uriangqot; thereby
they severed ties with old Gombo and Yesugei’s staff. Only for
their friends’ own safety did Hoelun have the heart. As an
erstwhile Kiyat, Daritai answered to Tarqutai; slaves of his were
extremely gettable-at, and to have contact with fugitives, to send
them neighbourly gossip and stuffed toys... “Your Syorqan Shar was
right. Tarqutai’s a political animal, and those don’t stop at
much.”

“I don’t get him. I’m a son of the Kiyat
marshal. So what? Big deal.”

“Political animals tend to have political
noses.”

He didn’t get that, either.

Down and away from
Tayichiut’s approaches to the Sacred Mountains, south and west,
they had the fortune to find an empty area, still in the hills,
with winter fodder up in the dingles and summer grass on the flats,
a site identified as Blue Lake off Tsengur Stream beneath Black
Heart in the Woundabout Mountains, or for short Blue Lake-Black
Heart. Campsites are given their specifics in the
Secret History –
campsites and horses, who always have their features documented
when they trot into the story, unlike the people on them; we’re
told that Tchingis got his fatal injury in a fall from a red-earth
roan, but for Tchingis’ own looks we have to consult Chinese travel
journals and Persian war reports. Heart is here a topographical term:
there were hills known as Brown Kidney and Green Spleen, to us not
very scenic, but animal organs were a handy way to talk contour and
configuration. Black Heart, then, was innocently named for shade
and shape; but the kids liked to spook themselves, and to them the
hill was a kurgan piled on the tomb of a Hun warrior who walks – he
was why the area was vacant. Why was the area vacant? Hoelun said,
“I can’t put my finger on whose usage-right this was. Once I had a
map of our territories up here.” She tapped her head. “It doesn’t
matter. No-one’s been here in the year. The widows of Bor Nor
battled to keep up the population, but see? These aren’t poor
grounds.”

Koko Nor, Blue Lake; Kara
Jirugen, Black Heart: with these Temujin spent his fifteenth and
sixteenth years. From the hill you saw a horizon-rim of firs in the
Woundabout Mountains, and steeply underneath you in a rough circle
the lake, within a ring of frost lilies or eyes-in-the-mud in
spring and summer; and in the lake you saw the drift of clouds or
the untroubled blue. It was hard to believe in Huns who walk then.
Between the great spines, the ranges of the Khingans and the Altai,
the steppe, at its highest altitude, in isolation from the ocean,
sees a record number of blue skies in the year. Blue was a way to say divine; the
Blue Kingdoms suggest the Heavenly Kingdoms. Transparency earnt
Blue Lake its name. From ground level the waters were as brown as
the bottom, but from the angle of the hillside they mirrored the
sky.

Bronze mirrors are found as often as old
bronze swords on the steppe – mirrors, the arms and armour both of
shamans. Attack glances off them or bounces back on the agent, but
they can shoot light too, can scorch and blind. They swallow evils
and they soak in energies. They draw upon the heavenly spheres,
draw knowledge, power; they are an instrument to see, to understand
the cosmos, possibly like an astrolabe, only active, with volition
– mirrors have gone on the offensive before the owner of them is
ware of a foe. Mirrors are great and dangerous, as if you had a
star in yoke. Old bronze swords? A sword is just a hunk of metal.
The strength was always in the mirrors.

The mirror of Heavenly Lake
gazed up at God the Sky, day and night, day and night. Mongols see
their God every day, but seldom focus on him through the hours
thereof. Temujin, at least, focused on the lake for hours at a time
– Temujin’s off sitting on the hill.
Again? – and went through a contemplative
stage at fifteen. He learnt about transparency, vacancy, emptiness
for God; either he was being empty-headed or profound; later he
didn’t like to guess.

Because of how they had to live he became an
isolationist, and asked only of the world that they be left alone.
What he had seen of the world scarcely inspired him to see more.
Tribal society? As in the upper echelons of Tayichiut, the circles
they might have frequented? Yes, a tragic loss. Somewhat at odds
with this hostility of his, Temujin shaved, painstakingly, in the
mirror of the lake, and on his barbered scalp he wore a hat, a hat
of his own creation, a soft skin triangle with its point like a
crooked finger to the front (the famous Phrygian cap, a
hand-me-down from the ancient steppe to emancipated Roman slaves to
the French Revolution) – finger-painted with streaky ochres as an
abstract flame. And who were these vanities for? For Khazar,
he-who-once-was-Jochi? Khazar told him the hat was girly and
himself remained unshorn, tawny like the lion; like a terrified
lion, said Belgutei when he stiffened his mane with tree sap. Who
for? You never know. Hada might escape from slavery and run into
his arms. As sixteen grew upon him perhaps Hada occupied him more
than cosmic matters, sitting on the hill. It had to be her, for
dream material; straight after he met her they went into total
seclusion.

From Hoelun and from him the children caught
the creed of self-sufficiency (very steppe) and didn’t miss what
they didn’t know, although Belgutei quietly left his heart in
Uriangqot. In these years they were content or thought they
were.

 


Self-sufficiency can be effaced overnight by
stock disease, by fatal weather or by seizure of animals in war or
feud. That’s why people live in social structures. Temujin found
this out the hard way.

Recently Hoelun and Suchigu had driven to a
horse fair, at a distance, with colts and fillies to offer, and
came home with several major purchases. A gleamy copper cauldron,
three feet high and two across. “Is that to cook in, mother, or to
sleep in?”

She answered in rhyme. “Don’t Care was made
to care, Don’t Care was hung; Don’t Care was put in a pot and
boiled til he was done.”

A wonderful painted wood door, with a
florescence, a rhapsody of animals, around a central horse’s head
whose lip curled into a frothy wave as on the sealike lakes, in a
conceit of a neigh. Boots of the true steppe type, hide with inner
sheathes of felt, soft-bottomed for grip, wide at the knee,
upturned at the toe, ornately embroidered. In these, on the ground,
you clump about as in big galoshes, without your toes for balance;
but how smart are they in the stirrup? The camp underwent a general
upgrade. They hung the new door on its hinges and stood back to
admire the art. They weren’t poor, not with Toghrul’s stallion to
turn out glamorous steeds with gaits like water and white for luck;
he had been a royal gift and had in him to keep them in style,
through an activity he didn’t mind a bit. But when Hoelun decided
to invest in mares and offload their sheep, she hadn’t factored in
a need to avoid attention. Hence she came back from the fair with a
foundation stock of ewes and rams, in a reversal of strategy. Too
late.

Yesugei’s dog Rascal, past his wolf-fighting
days, rarely shambled far from camp. One night they awoke to his
war-drum of barks. They rushed for the door – Hoelun, and Temujin
and Khazar. Suchigu grabbed a child who wanted to come too. The
barks snapped short on a hurt yelp. In the sheeny summer night they
saw three strangers: two at either end of the horse picket to the
right, a third on the left with a bow. This one had shot Rascal
dead, and when they spilt onto the porch he swung an iron-tip into
their faces.

Khazar dove back inside, to charge out again
with his own bow and an arrow half-cocked.

To waste the instant on argument was to see
Khazar shot. Instead Temujin slammed into him, against the frame of
the new door. As Belgutei’s only opponents they learnt to be decent
wrestlers; Temujin hooked his leg out from under him and twisted
his shirt at his throat, tightly. The latter wasn’t a wrestling
tactic. Khazar gagged, and got the message, and put up his hands to
tell Temujin he did, with the bow. Temujin took the bow. He turned
his head. The horse-thieves watched them sprawl over the threshold
(that is taboo to tread on) and the three had arrows aimed.

There was a brief interval. People did
nothing. Then Hoelun walked forwards, into the triangle of arrows,
neither with haste nor with hesitation. For a start Temujin didn’t
have the temerity to crash-tackle her, and she didn’t need to be
tackled. Mirrors? Shamans’ arms and armour? She had one of them. In
the starlight she had a halo such as you half-see around the stars.
It was her air, and her air rendered her absolutely arrowproof.

In the dead centre of the triangle she stood
and told them, “We are widows, a baghatur’s widows, and youths with
down on their chins. And you? What heroes! What heroes! How you can
flaunt to your wives this warfare and feat.”

They stared at her, stared down their arrows
at her. Temujin noticed the three of them were pretty young:
patches on their chins, smooth faces. You get leathery by thirty.
They weren’t close to that.

“Who are you?” demanded Hoelun. “What tribe?
Or are those who steal by night ashamed to state their names?”

Him at the near end of the line lowered his
bow. In a swaggered casualness he inserted his arm to hang the
stave on his shoulder, stuck the arrow between his teeth. Like that
– he talked expertly like that – he answered her, while he went on
to untie the rope from the stake. Eight of their nine mounts were
on the picket. They had just sold their colts. “Tribe of the
Vagrant Wolves, that’s us. This is Lone Wolf One, he’s Lone Wolf
Two and I’m Lone Wolf Three. Your ladyship. Wives?” He laughed,
through his gritted teeth.

Number two, at the far end of the fifteen
yards they had the horses on, got his pluck up. “We’re bachelors.
Unless you care to change that? You tell me you’re unattached. You
and me, your ladyship.” He clasped his hands on his heart and
simulated a swoon.

They were Mongol. They wore their hair the
Mongol way. But that meant less and less. Hoelun slept in an old
shirt of Yesugei’s and had come out so. Slightly she tilted her
head, nothing else. On the porch Temujin, with Khazar’s bow down by
his leg, slipped his other hand behind him, where Khazar was. He
had the quiver. Unheard-of outrages to women had been heard of
lately, and indiscriminate usages that people termed debauchery. He
waggled three fingers, and stealthily three shafts were pressed
into his hand. Shoot the three of them? Maybe, if Hoelun gave him
the nod, she’d also lend him mirror-power.

The near end, who had spoken first, spoke to
his chum. “Don’t cow-eye the customers. Captain sent us for
horses.”

“Horses I’ve had,” he grumbled.

“In what sense? No, cancel that.”

The third, on the left, kept his bow drawn,
and backed up to narrow his target area, both Hoelun and the porch.
He threw to the far end, “Quit your groans. You’re only
twenty-two.”

Now they had the line down. The haltered
horses slid freely on rings. Although uneasy with the strangers
they did as they were trained: they clustered as the far end wound
in the rope. He led them away on a short string. The others rode
with screwed waists, bows up, until indistinct in the night.

There went their mounts. To whom? Tribe of
the Vagrant Wolves? Single he-wolves can club together in bachelor
packs. Like most he-animals who haven’t found a mate, they’re not
right in the head.

First he went up and said to his mother,
“You were...” He shook his head. “Dauntless. Dauntless isn’t
it.”

“You weren’t bad either. Still, I thought
they’d skewer the two of you, like a spit-roast with bugle
tubers.”

That sent him on a tangent. “Idiotic doesn’t
cover Khazar.”

“Yes, in fact you saved his life.”

“This week,” he steamed. “Thank God Belgutei
hunts his marmots by night. It’s his own technique and I love him
for it. We have a mount. I’ll go after them.”

“And do what?”

“Identify them.”

Hoelun gave him a covert glance. “That was
the right answer, Temujin. You have my permission. Need I tell
you...?”

“I won’t let them detect me, if I can help,
and if they do I’ll have to run for it. Unless I feel I can shoot
three. From a lair I can, and take back our horses, very
simply.”

“That isn’t the right answer.” As
dispassionately as she walked into the arrows she said to him, “You
are ignorant of blood. Bagtor does not count. There is nothing very
simple in it, as a father would have taught you. Trust me, they’d
kill you, two or three of them, without fail, in your lair. Also,
sensible people know who they shoot, or they get into vendettas
with unknowns. We have lost our horses, without which we are fowl
in moult and waddle when we fly. We don’t want to aggravate that
with a private war.”

“Yes, mother,” he said, seriously
chastened.

“Trail them. Come home with information. If
they belong to a tribe with a principled chief I can take a
complaint to him.”

“They indicated they are no-tribers.”

“I thought them too organised. They
mentioned a captain. Find out what you can.”

Afterwards he went over to the corpse of the
dog Rascal. He crouched beside him, fondled his ear, and saw,
vividly, Yesugei’s hand knuckle-deep in his ruff, where he liked to
be scratched.

The summer nights lured people out, whether
to steal horses or to hunt. The truth was, Belgutei had trysts with
his Uriangqot girl, she on a stay at an aunt’s high-summer ground
in the Woundabout Mountains. But to make up for this subterfuge he
smoked marmots out of their holes by the horse-load and led his
mount home draped in them, front paws tied in couples, back paws
bobbing.

Khazar proposed himself for the job of
pursuit. Tersely Temujin said, “That’s a likelihood.” He hadn’t
told him off yet.

Nevertheless, ahead of a tell-off, Khazar
sulked and muttered perversely, “Strangle me, when we’ve
horse-thieves in? I went for them, you see.”

“You can thank me later.” He stepped onto
their last mount, their only mount. While he was away they’d have
to manage the flock and the mares on foot. Life wasn’t feasible on
the human foot.

Belgutei walked him to the edge of camp.
“Maybe they don’t know we have a horse left. Maybe that’s their
nettle in the grass. We have you, too, Temujin, who outwitted
Tayichiut – I bet they don’t know that.”

Belgutei was a dear. “Keep Jochi-Khazar off
the stallion. Even his skull can be crushed.”

In great uncertainty, as to their future, as
to what he was to do, he rode on the trail of the robbers.

On his first night out there was rain, dense
summer rain that obliterated tracks, that shut off at dawn as if a
bag had been plugged. For an hour, to the circular horizon, the
whole steppe was a mirror, until the downpour seeped in. Marmots
and steppe rats huddled on hummocks and tussocks, as did Temujin,
and watched the watery sunrise. It didn’t matter; the dung from his
quarry’s afternoon halt hadn’t floated far, and they homed as
straight as a flight of nomad birds. To eke out his satchel he
picked up drowned rats, and took the pluck raw.

On his second night he saw wild horses
fight: a young stallion challenged an old for his herd. Temujin
crept near to be a spectator at the sad and cruel drama. His
sympathies went to the loser, which was the old.

There are species, the horse in the wild
among them, where most he-animals never win a mate. And of course,
they can’t think of much else. They go about, a mad-eyed, driven,
grotesque crew, dribbling from the mouth and other organs. Take
this youngster – he can’t believe he’s in. Withers bloody, an ear
torn, he triumphed about the mares, dashed ridiculously at them
with untoward squeals. They closed their hindquarters and hissed
like snakes. Then one let him. Temujin watched slack-jawed as one
let him. Over in a moment, but a moment that seemed to make his
life worthwhile.

And the old stallion, lamed in the fight, at
his age to be a have-not when he has been a have?

From this, from the animals’ lives of sex
and violence, he turned to Hada’s love songs. There was a theme to
them that he had thought queer at the time and had thought about
since. It had to do with irrationality. People tend to do what’s in
their interests – obviously, that’s what instincts are, in animals
and human animals. But now and then they come over irrational, they
want against their interests, they neglect self-preservation, even.
Love songs aren’t about rational matches. Hada’s weren’t, and no
wonder: like Temujin she was the descendant of a wolf and a doe.
How irrational is that? What does that mean? In the irrational lies
the poetry of life? Bit twee, Temujin. In the Age of Jargalant and
Amgalant they were just two creatures in love. And if you think
we’re weird, try the Turks – human-wolf, and the human without his
hands and feet. Who needs hands and feet? People half-laughed at
the origin legends, what with the frown of foreign religions, but
they were no less sacred in the cockles of the heart. They were to
him. Within the wolf and doe, he knew, dwelt much for him to figure
out.

On the third and fourth days he crossed
moors, purple-blue and lichen-green with a topaz smatter of gorse,
merely a floor for the skyscapes, for the theatre of cloud, for
holes in the cloud through to epiphanies of light. He felt an inch
high but he liked that. Once glaciers had raked through here like
bear’s claws and left glens. In one of these old glacier scars, a
deep, green glen with a lake in the pit where the claw had dug in,
a crowd of mares and foals whinnied and frolicked, watched over by
a boy on his own. The boy caught sight of Temujin and waved.

Nearly Temujin gave a wave back and went on,
in a mood to ride alone through the moors. But the robbers’ tracks
skirted the glen and he was out for information.

The boy was roughly his age; a lean and
elastic torso, shirtless, a kerchief tied on his head. Lazily he
flapped flies off a pail of fresh milk, and lively-faced watched
Temujin weave through the mares. “Brother. How’s your flocks?”

This was a short version of
the traditional greet inquiries. Of old, when you met a stranger on
the steppe you asked him, Brother, does
your camp have peace, do your herds increase? Temujin’s answer was no, as must often be the case. But he
liked the boy’s face. “Quiet days to you, brother,” he said, an
abstract of the old answer.

“Touch too quiet.” He crumpled his mouth,
which went right across his face, and swivelled the ladle in the
pail to Temujin’s side. “May you live in quiet times. It’s a
Chinese curse.”

“I heard that differently.” Temujin sipped
milk, warm from the udder. “Were you out here early in the
day?”

“I’m permanent here. Shoo the wolves from
the foals. There’s my bivouac.”

This was a hammock, strung from lilac-spiked
bushes near the lake. “Did you see horses led by, eight cut mounts
similar to mine?”

“I did see them. Five o’clock. I had a guess
what the horse-string meant, and I’m sorry my guess was right.”

“You know these people?”

“Our local bandits. They have a hang-out up
back of Arulat.” He hissed in disgust out the sides of his mouth,
both sides. “I’m glad you’re after them. That’s what I don’t see
often enough. Are you the scout? If you want to leave a message
with me for your posse, or how else can I help?”

“No, I am the posse.”

“Just you?”

“After their visit we had one mount left. So
there’s one of me.”

“How far have you come?”

“This is my fourth day.”

“Arulat’s home turf to them; I’d be wary
from here on. They’re not the worst lot, our locals, but they’ve
cut a throat or two when inconvenienced. What’s the idea? Find out
where they live and enlist your chief?”

Temujin didn’t have an idea, which made him
feel a bit quizzed. The boy had done that thing people do, they
hear you have a problem, they rub their hands and walk right in, as
if they don’t have problems of their own. “The first part,
yes.”

“What tribe, friend?”

He asked so amiably.
None of your business was
no sort of an answer. The robbers answered that way. “No tribe,” he
said plainly. “My family fell in between tribes. The old one’s
defunct and we’re at odds with the new one.”

“Did your tribe go down the gullet of
another? Lot of that around too.”

“Um, I might get on after my horses.”
Temujin half stood up.

“It’s how these bandits operate. They don’t
attack strongholds. They don’t irritate strong chiefs. They feed
off the fringes.”

There you had Temujin: the fringes.

“If only they wrestled in their weight
division. If only they fought fair. But no. Typical of them that
they rode right by my father’s herd and didn’t touch a hair.”

Temujin may be a flyweight, but he noticed
this boy wasn’t. When the boy stood up with him he noticed the
cloth shirt hung from his trouser-band, the cloth merchants call
cotton, a very pricey import. He wore an ear ornament, a silver
thistle that clasped most of one ear, on a stalk of green quartz.
Temujin didn’t like him so much. It explained why he was pushy, why
he was take-charge.

“The songs glorify horse raids, but in the
songs, you throw your opponent your gage. It’s, see you next month,
my territory. These disgraces, they make like they’re gallants out
of the songs, but they hit who can’t hit back, they rob just the
people who can least afford the loss. That’s what I hate.”

Great. And he concerns himself with the
fringes of society. How can I put this? Lightly Temujin leapt
aboard his horse and surveyed the throng in the glen. “These are
your father’s mares? I thought they were your tribe’s.”

The boy, a hand on a hip, the other up in
ire, stilled.

Maliciously, Temujin, now he had him, sank
his teeth in. Where did the malice come from, this urge to chew on
him like a cur? “Where I am, the ground jumps with steppe rat. Why
bother with herds? Leave your pot outside the door, the rats swarm
in, you slap the lid on. There’s dinner.”

Other than the other hand going on his hip,
he didn’t react.

“Peace and increase to you, brother.”
Gratified, not to say with an unholy glee, he clicked his tongue to
his horse and departed.

At the brink of the glen he found the boy
beside him on one of his milch mares. He hoisted a leg over to sit
sideways, leant his elbows on his knees and told him, “Listen. I
know their haunts. You can track them but they have sentinels.
Arulat go up in the hills for chalk and they let us alone, on the
principle of don’t piss in your tent. I’ll take you.”

“What’s in it for you?”

“Not a heap, but I have this old-fashioned
thing, I help people.”

“That’s nice. You don’t want to help
me.”

“Yes, you’re a right charmer, but that
aside. The fact remains you need help, and help might be hard to
come by in these parts. Ignore and be ignored, that’s Arulat’s
official answer to the bandits.”

Temujin peeled his lips back. “Not what I
meant. You don’t know who I am.”

“Simply can’t wait to be introduced.”

His tactics hadn’t worked, had they? Worse
than that, Temujin liked him again. “I’m serious,” he said. “What’s
your name?”

“Bo’orchu, since you ask.”

“Bo’orchu. It’s a criminal offence to help
me. Criminal to Tarqutai Kiril-Tuq, from whom I’m on the run, and
who can give trouble where he wants to, in or out of his
jurisdiction.”

“Tarqutai Kiril-Tuq, he’s a thug. What’s he
after you for?”

“That’s... you ask a lot of questions,
Bo’orchu.”

“Eh. Be fair. Tell me yours, you can use
mine.”

“My name’s Temujin.”

“Yeah?” He wriggled his knit fingers,
between his knees. “Temujin, Temujin. You aren’t Yesugei’s Temujin,
are you, by idiotic chance? Yesugei’s Temujin, last seen in
Tayichiut in a yoke?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“This interference habit you’ve got, is that
how come you know the life histories of people who drop by?”

“Not exactly. You are Temujin, aren’t
you?”

“I’ve told you I’m Temujin. Is there a price
on my head?”

“Kiril-Tuq has an incentive scheme, yes, for
your whereabouts or your red-haired scalp.”

“Oh. How much?”

“Have I mentioned, my dad’s Naqu the Rich
and I’m his only kid. You can trust me.”

“Oddly,” said Temujin, “I do.”

“We’re getting off on the right foot, then.”
He slapped his hands together. “Had my doubts. Are you aware, or
aren’t you, you’re about the most wanted person on the east
steppe?”

“No... no.”

“Isn’t only Tarqutai in search of you.
There’s us.”

“Us?”

“When I say
us, I don’t count. I’m
not even armed, my dad won’t arm me, though I am fifteen. But
there’s a few of them out in a search party – to guard you against
Kiril-Tuq. Here we’ve gone and found you first. I have. And I’d
like to offer you my services. My unarmed services, alas. Which I
did already, and I didn’t have a clue who you were. If only I had
hilts I’d offer you my hilts, but I don’t, so...” He grabbed
Temujin’s hand.

“Bo’orchu, are you a bit sunstruck?”

Bo’orchu smacked a big sloppy on the back of
his hand. “My khan.”

The world stopped for a moment. The world
stopped. Temujin got off. “Says who?”

The other knew what to expect from him by
now. “Says the late and great Bultachu Ba’atur. Says Yesugei, who
with him was the last of the heroes. Says the tolgechi Azjargal,
whose gravesite has been a centre of peculiar activity.”

“A group of dead people.”

The mouth that didn’t fit on his face
squelched. “That wraps them up, yes.”

“It’s been, ah, fairly bizarre to meet you,
Bo’orchu. You’re a nice kid. I’ll see you, or maybe I won’t.” Once
more, with feeling, he left.

He hadn’t gotten far when eight horse legs
jogged up from behind. Bo’orchu was astride a huge, muscly brown
mare and had a sleek grey in tow. Strapped under his cantle, a felt
wrap and flasks. “The chalk hills are three days’ travel. How about
you hop on Holy Smoke and loose yours with our mares? Yours has had
a four-day trip, and these both won at the Arulat races. My dad
bought the winners for me, as he does. We may have cause to thank
him.”

“Holy Smoke? I hope he came with the
name.”

“It’s naff?”

“It’s a mild blasphemy.”

“What do you call your string of creams when
you can’t tell them apart?”

“Tweedledum and Tweedledee and Tweedledum
and Tweedledee... and there’s one I call Pinky.”

 


An hour into their travels together he said,
“Tell me about your dad.”

“Don’t start me.”

“Think I just did.”

“You’re stuck with me to the
hills and back. It’s going to happen. I’ll tell you about my
dad. Naqu the Rich is insipid and I reckon, Naqu the Shopkeeper.”

“He has a shop?”

“He has a shop. An animal shop. You might
have wondered what we need with that amount of mares, him and me
and the servants. You didn’t see the sheep. It’s the Chinese
tribute – it’s upset the system. People understand how to breed a
livelihood, but with the tribute to pay they have to aim at a
surplus. Big herds are uneconomical, hard to manage; to oversize is
to ask for trouble, in normal circumstances, you overgraze your
patch, you have to divide. Either families haven’t got the grass or
haven’t got the hands, or they try to breed up and go bust. Arulat
find more convenient to purchase the additional from my father, and
my father finds a tidy profit.”

“Isn’t he ever hit by frost? Disease?”

“Yes, like other people. The great
equalizers, spring frosts, cattle plague – we’ve had them. But when
we have them, the neighbours have them, the neighbours have to
start from scratch and he starts from a remainder, that he can
lease to the neighbours. To live on animals is meant to mean you
can’t accumulate. Rich in summer, poor in winter. Your funds are
temporary. But with the tribute, with people not independent,
there’s room for exploitation. No, he’s always rich.”

A mile on, Bo’orchu firmed his mouth and
said, “You can snigger at me, Temujin, you know, at my angst. But
why doesn’t he arm me, and me of age? He shrewdly suspects I’ll run
away.”

“As you have.”

“As I have.”

“Won’t he worry? And won’t your foals get
shredded?”

“Nearest wolf lives on Burnt Fir Bluff. But
I like the hammock life, you know? I sleep out the whole
summer.”

His back in particular was sunburnt. He wore
an olive-and-grey striped headscarf, knotted at the rear. His
trousers were baggy to actual obstacle value, along with the shirt
that hung over his tail end, sleeves draggling on the ground. He
nodded at Temujin. “Fab hat.”

Temujin thought his hat was funky, whatever
boys’ fashions might be. However, he had grown conscious of the
patches on his knees, patches that were very, very obviously rat.
As if he had knelt on a couple and gone splat. “Marmot gravy? There
may be rat.” He passed his flask.

“Ta.” Bo’orchu took a swig. “Milk? Sorry,
it’s raw.”

“And Tchilaun’s dad thought him
unConfucian,” annotated Temujin.

“Tchilaun, who’s he?”

“A slave,” he answered rattily. “And the
bravest of the brave, who’d have thrown his own heart to the dogs
before he threw a stranger.”

“Friend of yours?”

He frowned. “I must trust you, Bo’orchu,
I’ve told you half his story. Two slave boys of thirteen are why I
got out of Tayichiut alive. If the Princes That Be connect them
with me, horrid things happen to them.”

“Gives you faith.”

“Faith?”

“I said your dad and Bultachu were the last
of the heroes. Now you’ve told me Tchilaun.”

Temujin smiled. “And Tchimbai. If you can
ever help them, Bo’orchu, and I don’t get to. You like to
help.”

Bo’orchu coughed. “Inscribed.” He muttered,
“May be the only charge you ever give me.”

Further on Temujin asked him, “When you run
away from home, where are you going to go?”

“I won’t join a bandit gang. Though that’s
what kids do these days.”

“Do they?”

“You’re out of the loop, aren’t you,
Temujin?”

“I’m happy out of the loop. Who wants to be
in the loop?”

“Valid point.”

“Are the bandits a bunch of kids?”

“Exclusively kids. A few of them have been
kicked out of their tribes. Most just join because home’s dull or
there’s no opportunity.”

“Once I almost ran away to join the
mamlukes. I guess I’d never have gotten that far.”

“I think of the gangs as anti-nokods. And
there’s faith to be scraped from the bottom of that barrel. They
have codes. Screwy, but they do. Infringers of the code are
group-flogged and shot by the captain, so you can’t fault them on
discipline. Don’t-dos include robbery from a fellow robber, and
ineligible women.”

“What’s their stance on eligible women?”

“They’re unwived, that’s half their trouble,
but they have a fix for that: they kidnap girls and negotiate
towards a wedding. The girl’s family has to agree, and the gang
troops in for the sheep’s-neck feast. The captain gets himself
fixed up that way, next in the queue his lieutenants. But at Winter
Slaughter last a gang gate-crashed a festival and wed girls in the
aggregate. There’s a sudden fad for lasses to hastily hitch up with
cousins and uncles. Safe in a hat. It’s said girls have figured
that out and go about in hats and that bandits don’t take hats for
gospel now.”

Temujin asked, “Is bachelorhood half their
trouble, or...?”

“It’s another system out of whack. Wives
cost as much as they used to, only most can’t afford them. Those
who can afford them hoard them. They always did, but again, the
inequity is greatly exacerbated. Kiril-Tuq lives in right royal
style with I don’t know, a dozen: there’s eleven kids without a
one. They can’t set up without a wife, they’re stuck at home, or
else they club together in a bachelors’ camp. That’s how the gangs
began.”

“Have a streak of crusader in you, don’t
you, Bo’orchu?”

“Heigh-ho for Jerusalem.”

“What?”

“Crusaders. You mentioned them. They’re on,
right now, the Crusades, over west. Richard Lionheart. Salah
a-Din.”

“Are there mamlukes?”

“Aplenty. There’s a Mamluke state, in Egypt.
You’re behind on the news. I want to be a knight.”

“I can see you do.”

 


On the second day they had a spat. No doubt
Temujin was to blame, but he forgot what he said. It annoyed
Bo’orchu, though. “Right. You’re right. You’re no khan. Not with an
attitude like yours.”

Temujin had already forgotten what he said,
unless he never knew, and he was nettled. “I told you. Not as
though I volunteered. Why get shirty with me? Next time I suggest
you sniff before you kiss. That’s the hand I gut my rats with.”

“I’m tired of your rats, Temujin.”

“Me too. But you are what you eat. That’s
why you bleat on and I’m a rat.”

Bo’orchu was pissed. But he didn’t push
Temujin off his racehorse and head home, as Temujin had so
earnestly incited him to do. “What you are you may yet find out,
Temujin, the day you decide to pull your socks up.”

“Pull my socks up?”

The fifteen-year-old left a pause. Then he
stood by his phrase. “Yep.”

Temujin went through a convolution of
feelings. Curiously he asked, “Where did you get that from?”

Bo’orchu rubbed his underarm. “Dunno. I
think my wet nurse told me, the other week. She hasn’t caught up
with events, such as that I’m off the teat.”

“Know why?”

Uncertainly he indicated with his head that
no, he didn’t know why, but he was prepared to be told.

“It’s your enormous slurpy mouth. Get that
around a mare’s udder. Doesn’t your milk dribble out the
corners?”

Bo’orchu didn’t seem to have a comment on
this. Temujin went on without one. “Tell you what, how about you
offer leadership and stuff? Suits you.”

In a moment or two he said, “It doesn’t.
Doesn’t suit me. You know the theory, there are leaders and
followers? I’m a follower.”

Temujin tipped his head. “Insofar as I’m
more than a turd, I’m a follower too.”

“Why do you say you are?”

“I, ah. You just know, Bo’orchu, don’t you?
I mean, I don’t even feel an objection when you boss me
around.”

“I didn’t boss you around.”

“But you ought to. That’s my point.”

“Leave out. I can’t wait to
say yes sir.”

“Yes sir
is simple.”

“You have to find your sir.”

“That’s the not-so-simple part.”

“You don’t say,” Bo’orchu apostrophised the
air. “They run a bloody mile.”

 


At the edge of the chalk
hills, where the racehorses fed on a fescue said to enhance speed,
they talked about it. Temujin introduced the subject with a
question. “Who’s us?”

“The us in search of you? People used to
knock on Bultachu Ba’atur’s door and ask him what to do with life,
beg a purpose from him. A few, fighters without a fight, knights
without a quest, over his final months he sent your way: strong
arms to defend you in the anarchy of the times.”

“I haven’t spotted any cavalry on the
horizon.”

“No. The toenail without a half-sword, me,
is the first to unearth you.”

“When I have my horses back you can bury me
again.”

This time Bo’orchu had a bridle on his
patience, and hobbles. “Up to you, of course. Has to be up to
you.”

“The mamlukes look temptingly
anonymous.”

Bo’orchu nodded.

“I’m sixteen. I don’t know jack. I don’t
know how to solve the social and economic problems of the Mongols.
You’re ahead of me there.”

“Nobody has in mind to elect you
tomorrow.”

“Damn straight. I don’t want to meet these
knights without quests, Bo’orchu. Tell them they can toddle off on
a better quest than me.”

“I’ll tell them what you tell me to tell
them.”

“Imagine you had a prophecy you’re the
advent of the Promised One, the Right Guide and the Champion of
Light. You’d believe that, right? And if you didn’t, you’d love to
meet people who do.”

“Temujin, I see your angle. I see your
near-bloody-impossible position. I’ve got one thing to put to
you.”

“Put.”

He began by putting on a speech-face. It
suited him, since he had the intrinsics, he had the intelligent
nobility. “I’d hold a high opinion of a person who works towards a
cause and isn’t afraid to end up with egg on his face.”

Temujin blinked.

“The cause is Mongol unity. Almost
guaranteed, we’ll have to go through failed attempts. A person
unafraid to be one of those failed attempts, because attempts take
us a few steps in the right direction – a person courageous enough
to be laughed at in the service of a cause – he’d have my esteem.”
He backed this up with nods.

Temujin stared at him solemnly. “Wow, you
make a case.”

“Hell, Temujin. You don’t believe. I don’t
believe either.”

“What are you kissing hands for?” he
screeched.

“For Bultachu Ba’atur, when you push me.
Like these knights. What’s unique about you? Our last hero – of the
old set – breathed his last breath into you. For that, damn you,
you can try. And if you flunk, you’ve done the right thing by him.
The right thing by the Mongols. And if that doesn’t earn you a
quiet grave, you’re too focused on yourself.”

Was that a loophole he spied? I’m allowed to
fail? That just might pretty seriously help. For now, for now,
Temujin made greatly dubious eyes at him. “It’s a funny sort of
hero you’re after.”

“Maybe. But if he stepped up, I’d stand
beside him, I’d hazard the laughter beside him. I’d put my money
where my mouth is.”

Temujin bent a daisy stalk over and let go.
“Lucky you’re a rich kid, then.”

Bo’orchu watched his daisy bounce.

“That’s a joke. Get it?”

“I get it.”

“I like the mouth.”

“Thanks.”

 


In the mottled hills you had to have the
gamut Mongol has to talk hue and pigment: the strong gamboge, the
verdigris, the mauve, the splashes of a violet wort. At cliff faces
the naked chalk glistered, for gers white as eggs, for bagchis’
vestments. White belongs to the spirits, blest, kissed by the
untarnished light. It’s funeral wear in China. The trees hadn’t
gained a foothold here. “No, there isn’t a tree in Arulat,”
Bo’orchu said. “They find life too hungry and thirsty, they up
roots and scuttle over to the Torghut, with whom we swap our chalk
for wagon timber.”

“Are you very sparse or did you take me by
unfrequented ways?”

“Both.”

Late in the afternoon Bo’orchu delivered him
unespied to the bandits’ lair, where he discovered they lived in
caves. “Did I mention? Our famous limestone caves. Stalactites and
stalagmites. Pity we can’t go in. Can we? What are we going to
do?”

Hundreds of animals were fenced (no doubt
because they had homes elsewhere) in honeycomb-cells coarsely woven
from the furze. The newest additions, his horses, had been stashed
in an outermost cell on their own. Even if the bandits took a
gander from the cave mouth, there was such a hubbub of animals. The
bottom rim of the sun squashed against the hills. Perhaps they got
more vigilant at night. “Bo’orchu, I’m one for a thought-out
operation, for information first and deeds only when we know what
we’re doing.”

“Very correct. Very correct.” Bo’orchu
nodded a lot. He seemed a bit stoked up.

“So I’m going to rush in now and drive my
horses off and run away.”

His nods petered out. “By God I hoped you’d
say that.”

“You’re agreed?”

“By God I am.”

“In case I’m caught, don’t worry too much. I
can talk my way out, or I can talk my way into the gang.”

“Hang on. I’m going with you.”

“I don’t want you to. If you were hurt I’d
feel rotten.”

“What, you go in alone and I sit here on my
bum? Simply won’t happen, Temujin.”

They came to a standstill. Temujin tried,
“Can I make that an order?”

Bo’orchu gave this hypothesis earnest
thought. “Not yet, no.”

He was hard to shake, Temujin had learnt.
They both went. Bo’orchu furnished them with a running commentary –
not a loud one. “Dose of their own medicine. See how silly they
feel when we raid them right back. Stupid kids who come on
heavy-duty. We have our gang, we do. We’re the Kids For... What are
we for, Temujin?”

“My horses.”

“For Temujin’s Horses. And for Nokods. Kids
For Nokods. I like that. That’s catchy. Not every boy wants to join
a robber band. There are other boys than me who dream of
nokods.”

His non-stop talk didn’t interfere; he was
quick, alert, circumspect, he heard when Temujin spoke to him and
possibly didn’t know he was talking. First time in action. Gently
they clopped downslope, they unlatched the gate of furze, Temujin
whistled low to his horses, who were glad to see him.

“Hey, you. Who the hell are you?”

From behind a yak-cow cross in a neighbour
cell, a bandit stood up and put this inquiry to Bo’orchu.

And what did Bo’orchu answer? “Kids For
Nokods.” After that they ran away.

The racehorses were fast and had gone
flat-out for twenty miles to win their races. Flawed horses don’t
survive the races, but then you don’t want to be on them in a
combat situation. Temujin’s eight were fleet without the weight of
riders. They distanced a dozen of the bandits, but there was one,
on an albino, with a pole-lasso, who slowly gained on them. A
peeved Bo’orchu yelled across to Temujin, “What’s that freak?” They
saw the albino’s pink eyes now. “That’s a phantom, not a horse, or
I’m a Frank.”

It was alike to Toghrul’s stallion, trimmer
from the cut; tall and lean, thin coat and thinly haired, a horse
shaped like a hound, that ran like a hound. Its rider stood in the
stirrups, ready to cast – not at Temujin’s horses, instead, at
Temujin. Lassoes were used in war to drag people to the ground,
though not pole-lassoes, a cross between a lance and a fishing rod
– they’re for horses. The lassoist lunged and cast, towards
Temujin’s neck. Temujin ducked. The loop of rope thwacked and
flopped on him, dislodged his hat. He didn’t fancy a spill from
Holy Smoke at speed inside a noose.

“Get off of him,” Bo’orchu bawled, with a
saw of the arm to go with that. The three of them pulled up:
Bo’orchu and he turned on their attacker, while the latter hauled
in his pole. “Temujin, time for a bout? Throw them here, Temujin.”
This meant Temujin’s bow and quiver – Bo’orchu clapped his hands
for them. “I’ll take him on.”

Bo’orchu was right, if overexcited. Time to
give fight, or be lassoed. “Sorry, my affair.” Reins and whip he
swapped for bow and arrow.

“No, Temujin, let me. Let me. I’m your straw
guy, Temujin. Can’t have him puncture you.” Bo’orchu even caught
his arm, to hinder him with too much help.

Temujin ignored him. He had to.

There are grades of fight. The wrestle is
the least; and the most fatal snake, when it fights with its own
species, wrestles, doesn’t bite. Archery duels are a step up but
there’s an etiquette, or like the snakes, it’d be over quick.
First, does your opponent agree to have one? The lasso was a
foul.

At home Temujin and Khazar went one-on-one
with blunts: duck and weave and crawl about your horse, don’t drop
your arrows. But brothers can’t bluff each other and he knew
Khazar’s final answer was the ram. Live was different. They locked
eyes, him and the kid on the albino. Who must be big in his scene,
to have the rare horse. A wolf’s incisor hung from each ear, curved
in with the contour of his throat. Temujin had an arrow half-drawn
and pointed at the albino’s near front hoof. He’d have to fling his
pole clear to engage him, but he didn’t. He didn’t engage, he kept
the pole, lance-style, to push or prod. In these postures they did
several steps of a circle. Temujin said, “Mongol.”

“Yeah?” said the kid.

“Try to break our necks again, I won’t muck
about.”

“Yeah? We know where you live. Shoot me,
we’ll be back, shoot your brothers in a row and slit your
throat.”

“No. I’ll shoot your horse.” This also was a
foul. “Tell your captain we’re even, and salute him from me, nokor
to nokor.”

Nokor, a handy word, served for an opponent
as for a comrade. It simply meant, at bottom, an equivalent, a
counterpart, an equal. The kid on the albino didn’t answer this
time, and Temujin kneed Holy Smoke away.

The sun had gone down behind hills. They saw
others gallop up to the ghostly horse, who was stationary, and
consult. None, while in sight, pursued.

When they had put twenty miles, easily,
between them and the bandits’ lair, Bo’orchu let the horses have a
jog. At that gait he started to gab again. “Sizzling, Temujin.
Sizzling.”

“How do you mean? I didn’t fight.” On an
afterthought he added more to himself, “Or if I did, you ought to
see my mother fight.”

“No, he opted out of that encounter.”

“They’re only horses.”

“You threatened his. I’d have pulled scary
faces and not been half as scary. Like him, in fact. Blab. I’d have
threatened more and been believed for less. You made him blab, like
a novice, and you like an old hand.”

Temujin hadn’t been without his anxieties.
He had thought he might see Bagtor as his target. But he hadn’t,
he’d seen what was in front of him. Nevertheless he was stuck with
Bagtor, wasn’t he? Quietly he answered, “I am.”

From the way Bo’orchu clammed up and asked
no questions, he knew he knew about that. It was, ostensibly, why
Tarqutai had had him in a yoke.

In a bit Bo’orchu said, “You lost your
hat.”

“I lost my hat.” Temujin clapped his hands
to his head in genuine distress. “I liked my hat.”

“Make another.”

“Drat.”

“On the plus side, you have your horses
back.”

“I suppose that’s more important.”
Wearables. Most valuables are wearables, in the nomad way of life.
Bo’orchu understood.

“Are we on no-hat terms, you and me?”

“I’m on no-hat terms.” Boys are shy about
head exposure, but not dead serious.

“I’ll get you a scarf.”

While Temujin emitted half-words to prevent
him, he ripped his cotton shirt apart at the seams. “Hey,” he said
as he handed over a square of smoky grey gingham with black nubs,
from a loom in Beshbaligh perhaps or Almaliq.

“Hey what?”

“Major cranium. As a craniologist I tell
you. I wager he saw what he was up against, once we lost the hat.
He thought he had a pussy but he got the King of the Cats.”

Temujin tied a scarf, on the model of
Bo’orchu’s. Retribution, he guessed, for the mouth. “I knew you
didn’t pass my hat.”

In the last watch of the night Bo’orchu let
the horses munch the dewy grass. Temujin tickled Pinky under the
chin. “Nuisances.”

“Phosphorescent nuisances. Do they glow in
the dark or is that a trick of the starlight?”

“A quirk of the hair. The hair the breed has
glints to a hint of light, more like splinters of steel than hair,
though as soft as possible.”

“Wow.”

“Yes. Silver glows in the dark, but the Iron
Khans starved the Tartars on their silver. What’s the use if you
can’t trade? We went to market and you’ve seen the result. I vote
dump His Nibs, get in a plain type.”

“His Nibs is your stallion? Flog him to my
dad. I’ll be your agent and you can use a pseudonym.”

“Unfortunately, as one half of an anda
exchange, we’d be very wrong to flog him off. But I might have to
cut them off. The nibs.”

“Now, Temujin.”

“Before he gets us into more hot water. It’s
a fine life for him. Never a day’s labour. Only effort he puts in
is... Anyhow, four of these are yours.”

“Four of your horses?”

“Our winnings, yes. Fifty-fifty is four each
by my math. You pick yours out.”

Bo’orchu puckered above the eyes. “Salvage.
Salvage, they are, but you can’t put them in the winnings bag. They
were stolen from you.”

“We endangered life and limb for them. I’d
say they’re winnings. And of course we split our winnings evenly. I
can’t in conscience do otherwise.”

“But then I haven’t helped you much,
Temujin, have I? That was my purpose. It sort of ruins my purpose.”
Grimly he mentioned, “I have horses.”

“What we have and have not is outside the
frame here. We’re comrades. I’d like us to both go home with
trophies and keepsakes of our deed, and of our comradeship.”

“That’s a lovely thought, Temujin, and I’ll
treasure the thought.”

They were only going to spiral out of
control here, weren’t they? He had to stop these dances with
Bo’orchu. They were like two ladies getting in a door. He knew
who’d have to concede. “Then I must be content to be in your
debt.”

“Sweet.” Bo’orchu lurched to his feet. “Your
turn to have a nod.”

A horseback doze, he meant. They didn’t lay
down their heads on the return trip.

“Bo’orchu, have they done the kind of thing
he told me they’d do if I shot him?”

“They feud like champions, and they do slit
throats, no figure of speech, to signalize they truly don’t like
you. The way Sartaul merchants kill their cattle. Uh, not often.
Twice that I know of.”

“Why?”

“They say they were given insult.”

“Fine. I haven’t given insult.”

“No. I’d have called the captain by other
names than nokor, but again, I’d be the chump.”

“You were right, Bo’orchu, they’re
anti-nokods. They
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