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History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty




About the Author

Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett, Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot. 

Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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Praise for Paul Doherty

‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus




To Camilla Gauci and her family of Woodford Green, Essex, great friends!




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ever since I was a boy, I have had a passion for Marco Polo’s incredible description of his travels and stay in late-thirteenth-century China. Marco Polo was a rich Venetian merchant who travelled overland to China (1271-75) and then spent seventeen years serving Kublai Khan before returning by sea to Venice, where he died in 1324. His master, grandson of Genghis Khan, was Mongol Emperor of China until his death in 1294. Marco Polo’s account of the Kublai Khan’s magnificent court and the glories of that ancient civilisation were a joy to which I constantly returned. I was just as fascinated by what Marco Polo deliberately omitted as by what he described. Which novelist could resist the temptation to fill in some of the gaps?

I have tried to be faithful to the contemporary spellings of different cities and provinces though, of course, this can be difficult. I am very grateful to Mr Cheong of Woodford Green (not to mention his wife, Evelina and, of course, Baby Matthew) for their assistance.

P.C. Doherty




PROLOGUE

The Hour of the Rat

Venice, Winter 1322

 

In his large, forbidding house overlooking the Campo San Lorenzo, where the canal water, swollen by autumn rains, lapped under lowering grey skies, Marco Polo, nicknamed Il Milione (‘the millionaire’), stared into the flames of the pine-log fire. His white, cropped hair was sweat-soaked, his sallow face flushed. He clutched the jewel-encrusted goblet, holding a potion mixed with wine, which the physician had prescribed for the seventy-year-old man to calm his raging fever.

‘I am for the grave!’ Marco whispered.

He shifted in the high-backed chair, tugging his robe about him. He wasn’t afraid of the dancing shadows. They were welcome ghosts, evoking memories of the past-but what memories . . .  Dark-blue pagodas against white, thick clouds; the terraced fields; the canals like so many snakes cutting through the ground. The gorgeous panoply, the exotic temples of Cambaluc. The brilliant pennants and banners, garments saturated with jewels and diamonds, chambers full of gold and silver.

‘Tien Hia.’ He murmured the name for Cathay. ‘What does it mean? What does it mean?’ Once he had been so conversant in the tongue: he could think, dream and speak in it, but the passage of years had wiped out the marks, covering with dust the memories of his youth. ‘Ah, that’s it!’ he remembered suddenly. ‘Tien Hia means the Home of the Celestials, the place beneath the sky. Sz Hia!’ He spoke another name for Cathay, the Country within the Four Seas. There was a third name, surely? Marco smiled. ‘Ah yes, Chung Kwoh, the Middle Kingdom!’ House of the Lords of the Pure Dynasty who had Heaven’s mandate to rule the La Min, the black-haired people.

Marco closed his eyes. He saw a white, winding path; on either side, peach blossom covered the countryside surrounding the fabulous city of Cambaluc – a carpet of pink which stretched as far as the eye could see. Along the dusty track outriders galloped, clad in robes of great richness which caught the early morning sun. On their heads were gorgeous caps with tails or plumes. They were the vanguard of a glittering cavalcade: their mounts were the finest Mongolian ponies with white glossy coats and flaring manes. Jewelled saddles and cumbersome stirrups, gem-studded or lacquered in many colours, glinted in flashes despite the clouds of dust which threatened to cover them. The horsemen passed. A good distance behind marched soldiers under tiger banners. These preceded a huge gold sedan chair, its sides emblazoned with the imperial dragon. Behind its silver-brocaded curtains sat Kublai Khan, King of Kings, Lord of the World, staring impassively out at the hazy blue hills on the far horizon. Gongs clashed to the rumble of tambours, their hollow beating from nearby drum towers filling the air with a thunderous sound. Marco felt the heat of the fire and relaxed as if it was the warmth of that long-ago sun. Other, darker images intruded. The House of Serenity on the outskirts of Cambaluc, its painted doorway-screens protection against the demons, as were the upturned corners of the eaves or the bronze mirrors which hung over every entrance.

‘Why did they do that with mirrors?’ Marco murmured, trying to remember.

He stared at the one across the chamber. That’s right! The black-haired people believed a demon could not enter a room containing a mirror lest he see his own reflection and frighten himself away. Marco smiled to himself and sipped from the cup. His mind was definitely failing! A few months ago he wouldn’t have asked himself that question. He’d have revelled in the memories and wondered how such superstitions could protect anyone against the real Kwei: those powerful demons who flew like wild geese through the air and interfered constantly in the affairs of men.

Marco stared at the logs crackling in the hearth and thought of another consuming fire. Faces came and went. Su-Ling so perfect, those beautiful, lustrous eyes, her shorn head, saffron-coloured hood and travelling robe of slate-grey. Tears wetted Marco’s cheek. Next to her was Raphael, the Franciscan, with his long, smooth face, tonsured head and the earnest eyes of a child. From the smoke, curling like some wraith, rose the faces of Lin-Po and Wei-Ning – true Kweis, real demons, helpmates to Azrael, the great Baron of Hell.

Marco pushed back the chair. These faces were returning to him more and more often in the last few weeks. Memories he’d buried deep now thrust through the dust of years. Why? Were they harbingers of his own end? Marco shrugged to himself. He was not frightened of death, not if Su-Ling’s promises were true! He would pass through the chambers of Hell and he would drink the wine of the Goddess of Mercy, which blotted out the memories of souls and prepared them for a new turn on the Wheel of Life. If Su-Ling, not the Church, was correct, they would all meet again: Marco, Raphael, Su-Ling and Mai-da. He smiled at the latter’s name: his treacherous concubine had taught him so much of the pleasures of love-making. Would they also meet Lin-Po? Or had his soul been blown into nothingness, his dust buried in the very depths of Hell?

Just then, Marco heard a creak behind the arras and he froze. A nightmare sound: the scrabbling patter of rats’ feet. He breathed a curse. Time and again he had ordered both his wife, Donna Donata, and his daughters to be most vigilant in that one matter. There must be no rats in his house! Venice might have its picturesque canals, its beautiful, broad lagoons, but it was also a breeding ground for vermin, offering sustenance and comfort to these harbingers of Marco’s nightmares. He had spent good silver, buying all sorts of noxious potions to keep the house clear. He’d even hired a servant, armed with rod and sack, his one task being to keep the house free of any rodents. Marco sighed: it was like trying to catch the sunlight.

Easing himself up, he grasped the poker and walked over to the arras. He jabbed at it like a swordsman would do an enemy but nothing was there. Shaking and shivering, Marco went back to his chair. He pulled it closer to the fire, hands stretched out towards the flames. Why all this now? At night, why did he dream of million-coloured chambers and Lin-Po’s face, ghastly in the light of a blue lamp? Why did Tanglefoot, the old beggar, come hopping towards him, sacking tied round his mangled feet, pretending to dance to the cacophonous sound of blind musicians, their eyes and noses disfigured by the pox? At other times he found himself alone in the slums of Cambaluc, his nose and mouth full of the awful stench from the rat-eating houses. He’d roll around the bedclothes in sweat-soaked fear and the images would go. Next he’d feel the fresh air of the countryside and be gazing at some pagoda, drum tower or deserted temple built on the lee of a hill. He’d hear a sound behind him and, when he turned, there they would be – Lin-Po, Wei-Ning, Su-Ling, Raphael.

Marco sighed. He dozed for a while. This time his sleep was dreamless then he started awake at a knock on the door.

‘Come in!’ he shouted.

The figure slipped into the room but walked purposefully across to him, the heels of his boots rapping on the wooden floor. Marco turned in the chair and gazed up at the face of his friend, the man who had written and published his memoirs.

‘Rusticello!’ he murmured in pleasure.

‘I’m here from Pisa.’

His visitor pushed back his cowl and crouched by the chair as if Marco was a priest about to hear his Confession. Despite the heat Marco shivered: Rusticello’s face was grey with fear.

‘It’s started!’ he exclaimed.

‘What has?’ Marco was confused.

‘Ten days ago a ship docked in Genoa, bringing with it stories of a great plague in the East, spreading like a black cloud. The contagion spares no one. Marco, they are talking about whole cities of the dead.’ He grasped his friend’s wrist and squeezed. ‘You said Lin-Po and Azrael were banished to the furthest Hell?’

Marco crossed himself and stared up at the crucifix nailed on the wall above the hearth.

‘Su-Ling said it would come,’ he replied slowly, ‘but not as fierce as it should have been.’ He glanced sideways at Rusticello. ‘And for that we should give thanks.’
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