
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


Taklamakan

 


“The Land of No Return”

 


 


Book I

 


 


By

John Schettler


Taklamakan

The Land Of No Return

Book I in the Silk Road Series

Smashwords Edition




© Copyright 2001, John Schettler

Writing Shop Press Edition © Copyright 2002,
John Schettler

Smashwords Edition, © Copyright 2011, John Schettler

All rights reserved.

 


Discover other titles by John Schettler at
Smashwords.com



Meridian - Meridian Series - Volume
I

Nexus Point - Meridian Series - Volume
II

Touchstone - Meridian Series - Volume
III

Steamboat Slough - Mythic Mystery

Wild Zone - Science Fiction

Mother Heart - Science Fiction Sequel to Wild Zone

Taklamakan: Silk Road Series Book I -
Historical Fiction

Khan Tengri: Silk Road Series Book II
- Historical Fiction

 


Mailto:john@writingshop.ws

http://www.writingshop.ws


http://www.dharma6.com

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes
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your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
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with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
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Smashwords Edition Note:

 


This is Book I of a special edition
format for the long original novel published in 2001 as a Trade
Paperback under the unitary title "Taklamakan." That novel was
originally divided into two parts, both under one cover when
published in 2001 with AuthorHouse. As I conceived it, however,
Part I was to be titled "Taklamakan: The Land of No Return," and
Part II titled "Khan Tengri: The Lord of The Sky." Eager to get the
whole story out in the most economical way at that time, I decided
to combine both parts under one title in 2001. Yet more material in
the story line was written after the publication of that novel, and
I am taking this opportunity, ten years later, to finally publish
those chapters.

The original novel, was already of near epic
length at over 550 pages (7"x10") in 10 pt type! It comprised both
books: 72 chapters and the epilogue. The addition of seven new
chapters has added over 30,000 more words, pushing the word count
well past the quarter million mark for a single file. I therefore
decided to present the story as it was originally conceived, in two
books. Book I: Taklamakan presents all the original material
from part one of the Authorhouse version, Chapters 1-36, and four
chapters moved from the original part II, to make 40 chapters at
about 150,000 words. Book II: Khan Tengri presents the
remaining chapters from the original Part II, seven new chapters,
and the author's afterword.

Like the three books that make up Tolkien's
long epic "Lord of the Rings," or the two volume edition of
Clavell's "Shogun," this seemed a proper and legitimate way to
revisit the story, ten years after it was first penned, and make it
available in popular eBook formats at a lower price. The two
volumes stand as complete novels on their own, each exceeding 350
pages and 150,000 words in length! Nothing from the original
presentation has been omitted, though some chapters were
resequenced. The new, updated material is largely assigned to the
end of Book II, "Khan Tengri," and answers many lingering questions
the original novel left open about the fate of the main
characters.

I hope you enjoy this new digital
presentation, and the new material added to extend this story, my
epic novel of the silk road.

 


- John Schettler






INTRODUCTION

 


For as long as I can remember, I have
had a fascination for maps—pouring over them, drawing them, hanging
them on my walls. Somehow, the discovery of a new map sets my
imagination to wandering over the landforms, and tracing curious
pathways along unknown roads and rivers. A good visit with a map
has always been a way to go some place I have never been, and I
have often gone to great pains to find more and more detailed maps
once there, to fill in blank spaces in my view of the world, and
tell me tales of far away places.

This story grew from one of my typical
evening sessions with an atlas! While squinting at the heart of
Central Asia one day, I was suddenly struck by the vast, empty
quarter of the Tarim Basin, which is now in NW China and is
sometimes vaguely labeled “Autonomous Regions.” The basin forms a
deep thumbprint on the “Roof of the World” and is bordered by the
Tien-Shan Mountains to the north, Pamirs to the west, and the
Kunlun and Altun Shan ranges to the south. At the heart of the
basin is one of the most desolate and rigorous desert environments
of the world—The Taklamakan. I could recall being curiously drawn
to it, staring at my maps and wondering what was actually there,
and what it would be like to stand among high drifts of sand dunes
in a place that has been feared and avoided throughout all of human
history.

A kind of synchronicity soon developed in my
life, and I found that my interest was tuning me in to information
about the region from many unexpected quarters. I encountered TV
documentaries chronicling the find of ancient mummies in the
desert. I found myself using the wonder of the Internet to download
high-resolution satellite photos of the area, and put a picture in
my minds eye, sketching out the empty hole that the great
Taklamakan represented on most of my maps. And the closer I looked
at my maps, the more I came to find that there were human
footprints all through this desolate and empty region! Small
settlements still existed on the fringes of the desert, and I
learned that in centuries past they had been major trading centers
along the famous “Silk Road.”

Way leads on to way, as the poet says, and I
soon began to look for information about the people and cultures
that flourished on the edge of this great empty desert, and became
interested in their daily lives and struggles. It was not long
before I realized that I could not have been the first person to
have such an interest. My research soon led me to a man who had
spent the latter part of his life exploring the region, and
unearthing many of the remarkable relics and ruins of ancient
civilizations that have long been buried beneath the shifting sands
of the Taklamakan. His name was Dr. Aurel Stein, a Hungarian born
archeologist who worked in the service of the British Empire nearly
a hundred years ago. His explorations have been detailed in works
such as “The Ruins of Desert Cathay,” and “The Sand Buried Ruins of
Khotan.” I made great pains to find these old, (and now out of
print), books, some complete sets now selling for as much as
$25,000 for original first run printings of the five volume set
where Stein recounted his three expeditions from 1900 to 1913.
Sadly, he did not survive his fourth attempt, but his work led to
tremendous discoveries of ancient stupas, shrines, scrolls,
pottery, sculptings and other artifacts of the people who lived,
traded and died along the Silk Road. I found myself transfixed with
interest as I read his work, and oh…the maps! His third expedition
yielded the most lovingly detailed maps I have ever found of the
region, and I have spent many hours with them, wandering along the
ancient tracks of the desert in my mind.

Then, in June of the year 2000, the faces of
people and images of places I had studied just seemed to leap into
focus for me, and a story emerged from my unconscious that simply
had to be given tangible form. I can remember waking from dreams,
where I saw the characters in my mind’s eye, heard them speaking,
and bore witness to their struggles. So I shut the world away one
afternoon, put my fingertip on an empty spot on the map, and
started writing. I entered that timeless quarter that all writers
know, where the hours just seemed to fly by. Over the next few
months I bent myself to the project with tireless energy. As the
story unfolded, it demanded more and more research into the
languages, cultural traditions, currency, religion, trade
practices, clothing, warfare and even the camels that brought the
Silk Road to life. This information began to infuse itself into my
writing, until I realized I was deep into the process of creating a
serious historical novel, enjoying the work immensely.

While the people in this story are my own
fictional creations, the places are very real. My maps now told me
the finest of details…where the sand dunes drifted, where the
rivers flowed gathering into salt marshes fringed by twisted
remnants of tamarisk and withered poplars—where each and every
hamlet and village scratched out a living on the edge, and at times
in the very heart, of the desert. They were all returning to life
now in my story, where segments of the dialogue were actually
based, at times, on fragments of translated scrolls and old Tibetan
woods unearthed during Stein’s expeditions.

This is the story that emerged from that
empty space on my maps. In a way, it also became a story about a
map, and the curiosity of a simple trader that leads him on a quest
that will change his life forever… “Taklamakan—The Land of No
Return.”

If you have ever wanted to leave behind our
“Brave New World” and vanish into the heart of some distant,
unexplored land, then meet Tando Ghazi Khan, and join, for a time,
his caravan on the edge of the Taklamakan desert. And, to use an
expression oft spoken by one traveler on that road to another, “Yol
Bolsun!” – May there be a way, and may you find a safe road!
Gracious thanks to Richard, Mark, Candace and Armond, my first
intrepid readers, who helped me find a “safe road” for this
story.

 


- John Schettler

 


A Note on the Cover Art and Language
usage:

 


Cover art is © Copyright, John Schettler,
2001. The Tibetan script used in the artwork is for ornamental
purposes only. (Actually, it is simply the book title and the
author’s name, etc. typed in the Esam Tibetan font. I certainly
hope it does not inadvertently say anything improper in the
language of Tibet!) At times the characters will speak a phrase in
some Indo-Turkic, Tibetan, Chinese or other language. In most
cases, the meaning of these phrases will be easy enough to intuit,
and the phrase is often followed immediately by the English
translation. In this regard, I wish to thank Mr. Armond Vartanian,
a native speaker of Persian, Armenian and other languages, for his
assistance in helping me craft these phrases. I am also grateful to
my companion Lei for her assistance with the mandarin Chinese
dialogue that appears in places throughout the novels. I have
sometimes altered the English rendition of these phrases slightly,
to suit my own inner ear, and I make no attempt to conform to any
particular convention in relating my Anglicized spellings of place
names used in the story, (Dun Huang being a perfect example).

 


RESOURCES ON THE WEB: The official
“Taklamakan” web site!

 


Readers will find many resources related to
this book on the web at http://www.dharma6.com



This web site contains an image gallery,
character artwork, background information and an extensive map
gallery so you can follow the routes taken in the story. (The maps
could not be properly presented for this digital file version, but
they are all reproduced in the web site.) There is also author bio
information and some free goodies for download. Become one of
Tando’s cameleers! Visit www.dharma6.com
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“So I tell you - Thus shall ye think of all
this fleeting world:

A star at dawn, a bubble in a stream,

A flash of lightning in a summer cloud,

A flickering lamp, a phantom, and a
dream…”

 


- Buddha: The Diamond Sutra


Chapter 1

 


Tando

 


Tando Ghazi Khan squinted from under
the brim of his wide Chinese hat and cursed the wind. The desolate
Tarim Basin was renowned for its harrying winds, rising
unexpectedly from the heart of the desert and driving a haze of
sand and dust across the narrow trail. All day, as the trade
caravan made its way westward over barren fields of gravel and away
from the heart of the Chinese Empire, the wind had been in their
faces, blowing stinging dust into their eyes, and obscuring the
road ahead. Now they were twelve hours into the long day’s march,
and Tando was tired, and thirsty, and vexed by the wind. The pack
camels in his caravan cast long distended shadows that lengthened
as the day grew old, and now stretched out behind him until they
vanished into the brown, wind blown haze.

“Damn this air,” he muttered as much to
himself as to anyone who would hear him. Another day and a half, he
thought. Another day and we should reach the fort at Miran and find
safe lodging and fresh water for the camels. But the road will fork
before that, and I still haven’t made up my mind. Which way? Will
it be north or south? Do I follow that no good pack rat Drekk, or
set my course south with the Wend? No doubt they’ll both have their
say tonight when we park the camels and set camp—If we can find a
hollow out of this damnable wind!

“Where’s Gor!” he said suddenly, shifting
his heavy bulk in the saddle and straining around to look back
along the string of twenty camels that made up his caravan. Tando
was a long way from his old home in the Indus Valley. He had
migrated over the high range of the Karakoram Mountains and had
been working the spice and silk routes for the last fifteen years.
In that time he had carried shipments of jade, jewels and sometimes
gold out of the far reaches of Central Asia and through the western
fringes of the great Chinese T'ang Empire. Over the years he had
traded for everything from ginger and cassia spice to cardamom and
bay. It was no way to make a living, but he had done just that, and
this trip promised to make him enough profit to free him from the
yoke of the trade routes for years to come. Maybe forever, he
thought, as he turned his mind on the rich haul of prized Khotanese
jade he had managed to deliver to the burgeoning markets in Dun
Huang. Those fat lazy bastards out east had paid a fortune for his
nephrite jade, and appropriately enough, he had used a goodly
portion of it to buy a very special tea called “Jade Ring Green” by
the Chinese dealers in Dun Huang. Tando called it “Jagham,” which
was a nickname he had given to a young nephew long ago. It meant
“good fortune,” and he hoped the tea would bring him exactly
that.

The dealers told him this was the best crop
for the tea in ten years time, and it was a fact he eagerly
embraced. Jade Ring Green was a very special leaf from Yunnan
Province—so special, in fact, that it was individually rolled into
the shape of a tiny green ring. Tando had a unique way of preparing
it. When roasted slightly in a kiln before brewing, and infused
with a certain herb he had acquired, the tea had an aromatic
quality that few could resist. It never failed to bring a high
price in the markets of Kashgar and Khotan, where it would then be
shipped to the Kashmir or far Byzantium. In a few months time his
tea would travel thousands of miles, though he would accompany it
for only part of that journey. It would be enough for him to reach
Kashgar at the westernmost rim of the Tarim Basin, or perhaps to go
as far as Samarkand beyond the Tien Shan, the Heavenly Mountains,
that bordered the basin to the north.

I’ve forty packs of the finest Jagham that
will ever find its way into a brewing gourd and cup! It’s mountain
vale grown, every last leaf, and it will fetch five Kuan a cup
after brewing. Five Kuan a cup! I’ll sell off a third here in the
outland provinces, and save the best for the markets in the Indus
Valley where it can bring the highest price per fist. A fist of my
premium Jagham should bring a thousand Kuan in the trading bazaars
of Kashgar. I’ll insist on at least that much before I let the crop
go anywhere else.

“Damnit where’s Gor I said! Where has that
no good root worm hidden himself this time?” He was yelling at
Jammu, the train boy riding just behind him. The boy’s face and
slight form were bundled so deeply in a threadbare wind cape that
only a thin brown forearm emerged to hold the camel’s rein and
guide the sluggish beast along behind Tando’s mount. “What, has he
gone off to the back of the train again? Why is it that whenever I
need him he’s never at hand? Get down off that infernal beast and
run the train till you find him, lad. Bring him up quick for me and
I’ll have a little something for you after we camp. And fetch a
water bag while you’re at it! Go on now! Gená!”

The boy had thrown off his cape and
scrambled down from the camel in a wink. He squinted up at the
heavy set man, watching Tando’s thick fingers take a firm grip on
the leather reins of his camel. Then he was away, another mote of
dust blowing off to the end of the caravan, his small voice barely
audible over the droning wind as he shouted for Gor.

There’s a good lad, Tando thought. He had
taken the boy under his wing a few years ago, finding him orphaned
when bandits had ambushed his family. They had been making their
way home to the village of Jammu in the Kashmir at the time, and
the boy was the only survivor when Tando found him wandering, alone
and half starved, in the mountain foothills. “Jammu” was the only
word the boy would speak for days and days. He kept pointing at the
purple veiled mountains and repeating the name, and so Tando got in
the habit of calling him by it. Now the boy was like a son to
him.

He’ll make a good apprentice some day if I
stay on the trade, he thought. He must be ten years old this
winter. Ten years old and already as good a train rat as any of the
others, and without half their lip! The thought of the winter
coming round again filled him with a sense of increased urgency.
They had already been two weeks out from the markets at Dun Huang
following the tracks south and westward between the northern skirts
of the Altun Shan Mountains and the Lop Desert to the north. He had
taken some risk along the way, as the mountains were often havens
for bandits and other nomadic raiders that preyed on the caravan
traffic. He made great pains to avoid the festering salt marshes of
Lop Nor that fringed the road leading west from the city.
Eventually, all roads heading west would bend to meet near the
outpost settlement at Miran—and he was very close to that place
now.

Thankfully, their passage had been
uneventful and peaceful so far. They had passed many columns of
Chinese troops heading east along the way, called back to their
homeland to confront trouble in the heart of the Empire. The really
difficult stages of his journey still lay ahead. There were vast
open tracts of the Tarim Basin to cross, and the shifting dunes of
the Taklamakan would form an impenetrable barrier that had to be
bypassed, to the north or south. The well-traveled caravan trails
around the desert stretched between small city states that thrived
on the few oasis lands and rivers that watered the region.
Depending on his final destination, there still might be high
mountains to get over or around, one way or another, and another
dangerous trek through the Arab Caliphate if he chose to deliver
his cargo to Samarkand. The journey would take time.

He wasn’t worried about the Jagham. He made
sure to purchase an early pick of the crop that would actually
ripen and mature over time as they made their way west. It would be
months, in fact, before it would be coming into its prime. If he
wanted the best price, however, he had to get his cargo across the
Tarim Basin in time to be sold in the western markets and
transported over the mountains. The last big caravans heading west
to Samarkand and Byzantium, or south into the Kashmir, would leave
before the mountain passes were closed by the snows. If he was late
he would be forced to winter here in the wild outlands and his
goods would only wring a fraction of the price he should rightfully
get for them. Yes, time was running out and blowing off on the
wind—damn cursed wind that had been in his face all day, and would
likely work itself up into a real fit with the sunset. That’s when
the winds were the worst, chilling suddenly with the setting sun
and blowing over the featureless terrain of the basin like the
ghastly breath of death itself.

Time was running out, and now he had to make
up his mind which way to turn at the fork in the road near the
outpost at Miran. He knew both routes well enough, but after
spending many long months in China, it was easy to lose track of
events in the west. Strangely enough, they had only come upon a few
in-bound caravans as they made their way westward, and these were
small independents with little to barter and even less wit for any
real news of what was going on in the wild outlands. The soldiers
they had passed on the road had tramped along sullenly and would
have little to do with the traders. He knew where they were going,
and why, but he was leaving all that behind him now. There was
great trouble in the heartland of the Chinese Empire, but his mind
was set on the road ahead.

Tando had been away too long. A year ago,
the warrior bands from Tibet to the south began showing signs of
stirring up trouble again—curse them like the wind! The Tibetans
had come over the high mountains of the Kunlun Shan to the south,
and were putting dangerous pressure on the southern arm of the
trade routes through the Tarim Basin. Their numbers seemed to swell
each year.

He could still hear the chilling call of
their warrior bands “Zari Hun!” when they fell upon a caravan he
was leading two years ago. That time he had been trying to get down
to Kashmir through the Ming Taka Pass, and he had lost his entire
shipment of herbs and spice, and nearly his life, when they were
ambushed in the high mountains of the Kunlun Shan. It was a stroke
of good luck that he had been at the rear of the caravan when the
raid was mounted, and a fast, sure-footed donkey served him well
enough to make a good escape. Ever since that time he had referred
to the warriors of Tibet as “Zari,” and now everyone in his train
called them by the name.

Like so many sand lice, he thought. Filthy
Zari and their bloodthirsty ways! It will come to blows with them
in time, if it hasn’t already. The Chinese Empire has held them in
check for thirty years, but it won’t be able to prevent their
interference here much longer. They’re a blight upon the land, and
a war in the making for sure. They have no honor! They would sooner
take a man’s head than his purse, and they herded their captives
like cattle. Yes, they were thick in the slave trade, the lecherous
bandits, and their hearts were black as coal. Maybe it was the
black arts of the Bön, their heathen religion, that had so darkened
their minds over the years. The worst of it was that they had no
liking for real trade at all. Anything and anyone they came across
was theirs for the taking, or so they thought. The idea that they
had to respect the rule of law and property was scorned by each and
every one. Buddha save me from the Zari! They are a scourge, and
they are south, and that is one for Drekk. He will argue for the
northern route, and perhaps he would be right. Who knows what the
Zari have been up to in a year’s time? Maybe north is the smart
turn until I can find out more.

Now, what would the Wend say? He’s been out
for two days, scouting south and west into the Altun Shan for signs
of trouble. He was due back an hour ago, and the Wend is never
late. Has he run into trouble; run afoul of those heathen Zari?
What if he was dead by now, or taken alive for their god-cursed
slave trade? What if my whole caravan is heading right into a Zari
raiding party at this very moment! I should have brought train dogs
with me. I can’t see ten feet ahead of me in this wind and dust.
Drekk is scouting to Miran, so I’ve got no one close in on point
now. Zari could fall on us and slit our throats before we knew they
were at hand. Can’t hear a thing in this wind!

He turned it in his mind a bit and then he
dismissed the thought, because the Wend would never let himself
wander into trouble like that. No, the Wend will be in with the
dusk. Tando was certain that he would bring good information when
he came. The Wend was the best Guide-Scout he had ever seen. The
man had an uncanny sense of direction, and he could read a trail
like none other. If there were Zari about, he’d be on them and back
here in plenty of time to warn us. Yes, he would be in tonight
then. What news would he bring?

The neighing of a horse caught his ear, and
he twisted in the saddle to see Gor’s mount coming up. The spiked
tip of the man’s onion domed helmet glinted in the fading sunlight,
and he was fussing with the sleeve of his gray quilted Kaftan
overcoat as he reined in beside Tando’s mount.

“Ayo, Incha?” He said, “What is it now,
Captain? The train porters are tired and I’ve got five more mounts
to check before we lose the sun.”

“Let the porters tend the mounts!” said
Tando, “I hired you for protection, and I think we’ll need someone
out a ways to look for shelter. We can’t set camp in the open
tonight.”

“Where’s the Wend? Or Drekk?” Gor
complained. “Aren’t they the scouts? What, am I your train guard,
porter master and scout now?”

“Drekk left for Miran early this morning.
The Wend is scouting south. He’ll be back soon enough, but I need
to get the camels out of this damn wind. Get on ahead, will you,
and find me something for tonight. We’ll set camp as soon as we
can, and then decide on the road ahead after we eat.”

“Are we that close?” I thought we still had
another day’s march in front of us before we hit the fork.”

“That’s why I don’t pay you to scout for
me—except this one time. Gená! Let’s get it done!”

“Farah!” Gor shouted back, more at the horse
he was riding than at Tando, but he gave the train captain a sour
look as he spurred his mount on and cantered out into the blowing
dust. Tando watched him go with a smile. Gor had a temper, but he
was a good man, and a sturdy hand when needed. This was his fourth
trek with Tando’s company, and the two had reached a subtle,
grunting compromise on how the caravan should be run. Tando relied
on Gor for more than protection and, over the years, he had given
him his trust along with a good measure of extra responsibility.
Gor would grumble and complain, but he would also have a fat slice
of the profits when the caravan sold its goods, and Tando knew he
had more bluster than temper, particularly at day’s end.

Which way ahead? Tando returned to his
thoughts. If I go north with Drekk I’ll be two weeks getting him
through Kara-Kum and Korla and then another week before we get up
to Kucha—if we get up to Kucha. The Kuruk Mountains near that place
have been infested with nomads of late and all that land is plagued
by bandits from accounts in Dun Huang. Drekk will want to sign on
more men for Gor, and he’ll want thirty Kuan a day for them. Once
we make it to Kucha, the way should be safer as we skirt the Tarim
River over to Ak’su. From there I can either head up into the Tien
Shan Mountains to Samarkand or make for Kashgar to pass my cargo on
for delivery to Byzantium.

Tando did not relish the thought of trying
to make Samarkand on his own. Strange folk up that way, he thought,
and dangerous for all wayfarers these days with the Arab Caliphate
holding sway in that region. It will still take me another week to
get through the Tien Shan and that last leg over the mountains is
very hard. Miss a day or two on the march, for any reason, and we
won’t get over the passes near Khan-Tengri before it snows. If that
happens, or if we get an early storm, I’ll get stuck in the Tarim
Basin for the whole winter. That would be the dreariest thing
imaginable! Unless…

He suddenly remembered the map he had
obtained from the Dorian traders, and the strange shrines that were
said to be built of gold in the deep desert. He had often wondered
about them, pouring over the map when he was alone in his tent each
night, and trying to visualize the shrines in his mind. The rumors
he had heard spoke of sacred ruins where shrines to the Buddha had
been secreted away in the desert. It was said that they held
ancient sutra scrolls written by the Buddha himself with his own
blood, and that a sect of rebellious monks fled here from India to
hide the sutras in the desert to prevent them from being tainted by
the hands of non-believers. Why would they be so foolish as to
build a shrine if they wanted to keep the scrolls secret?
Particularly a shrine of gold! He realized that the rumors, like
all tales and stories that passed along the trade routes, had
probably been exaggerated.

The map showed the figure of a seated Buddha
drawn in the deep desert near Niya and Old Domôko—both on the
southern road to Kashgar. He had explored the region once, and he
was very tempted to go that way again to satisfy his curiosity. If
nothing else, he would put an end to the rumors that had been
teasing and nagging him over these last months. But there was
something else about the map that continued to plague him. This was
the strangest map he had ever seen! There were images of common
trade commodities drawn along the fringe, but they were oddly out
of place. He knew enough about the trade routes to know that they
no longer traded jade in Kara-Kum. Why was there an image of jade
drawn there? It did not make sense, at least in the beginning.
Perhaps the map was just very old, he thought—Until that night in
Dun Huang when he had cast the yarrow sticks to read his fortune.
His view of the map changed a great deal after that, and he kept it
very close.

Which way? His mind returned to the matter
at hand. If I take the southern road the Wend will be happy,
because it will mean I will have to pass through his home city at
Khotan. The road on the southern fringes of the Taklamakan will not
be a friendly one. If the Zari are stirring up trouble again,
things could get ugly anywhere along the way. If I can get as far
as Khotan I could just pass my teas on to the merchants there for
transport to Kashgar. I could trade the Jagham for jade again, and
head back to China. Perhaps next year the roads will be safer, and
I could make an earlier start.

Suddenly the thought of waiting another year
was not so appealing to him. He was tired of the trade routes and
wanted to settle somewhere safe to live out his graying years in
peace and relative comfort. No, he would have to get his cargo to
Kashgar where it would fetch the best possible price, or he would
have to get it up to Samarkand, one way or another. Then he could
take his profit and go his own way without worry—even to seek out
the strange shrines in the desert if he wished!

So, which way now? Both routes will take me
two months or more, but if I’m late, the southern route has no
mountains to cross and I can forget the snows of the Tien Shan—if I
can avoid the Zari and get my cargo through intact. I’ll let Drekk
and the Wend have their say on it, and then brew a deep cup of my
Jade Ring Green before I decide. It was all about the tea in the
first place, wasn’t it?

He slipped his stubby fingers into a side
pouch at his waist and drew out a ring shaped leaf of ripening tea,
which he slid quickly into his mouth. He bit down on the leaf,
letting his parched tongue languish on the tart, earthy flavor of
the tea. It was ripening well, he thought. Another month or two
will just about do it, and this will be a crop they’ll talk of for
years to come—particularly after I lace the batch with my special
herb.

It was not long before the hazy shape of a
rider ahead prickled his guard, and he instinctively reached for
the cross bow slung on the pommel of his saddle. He kept the weapon
loaded at all times with a clutch of three short arrows at hand. If
he had to get off a quick shot, he had only to engage the first
dart and lever it back on the bowstring. The dust billowed ahead
and he cursed the wind again as it masked the form of a rider
looming in the hazy brown. He hefted the bow into the crook of his
doubled chin, ready to lever the first arrow into firing position
as his pulse quickened a pace.

His alarm dissipated as the winds abated a
moment and he heard the telltale sound of a riding bell signaling
the return of one of his guide scouts. Camels could be skitterish
beasts when taken unawares. Riding in suddenly on a caravan was a
good way to start a stampede and send the neat line of
nose-tethered camels bolting in all directions—tearing out their
nose pegs in the process. As the blowing dust resolved into the
shape of a man, he looked to see that it was Drekk on a squat
Tarpan horse. He was back from Miran where he had gone to parley
with the border watch there. Tando exhaled and saddled the crossbow
as he watched Drekk sidle up to his pack camel and rein in his
mount. The man had a dusky aspect and called out a greeting in a
throaty voice as he drew near.

“Balad Rahbar!” Guide Leader. Drekk
announced himself in the old tongue, and Tando made the customary
bow, grunting forward in his saddle as Drekk threw back his cape
hood and unveiled his face-guard to reveal those wide set, dark
eyes under heavy brows.

 


“Barghastán!” Tando replied, granting his
scout a safe return to the trading party. “What news at Miran,
Drekk?

“Still there,” Drekk replied stoically, a
wry smile tugging the corner of his lips.

“Yes, and I’m still here in this damn wind!
We’ve got an hour, if that much, before we lose the sun! The Wend’s
not back and I had to send Gor out to scout for a good campsite.
He’s likely to go and lose himself before he finds anything. What
kept you?”

“Caravan up ahead,” Drekk replied. “Outbound
from Kara-Kum. They’re settling in a dry streambed about a half a
league on. It’s well protected from the wind, and there’s plenty of
room for us. Don’t worry about Gor. I sent him up to the camp ahead
to parley. Figured you would want to see me about it right
away.”

“Caravan? That’s a stroke of good luck. How
many camel?”

“None!” Drekk replied. “Small group of cloth
traders. Six yak and a few mules teamed on three wagons. They’re
heavily loaded with good pelts and probably fifty bales of lap.
Need anything? You can probably talk them out of a good length of
lap for sack cloth if we need it.”

“I need information, Drekk, not sack cloth!
What news?’

“Things are tightening up. Zari patrols are
getting bolder. The wagons had a troop of men from Miran as escort
for a while, and I came up on them just as they were ready to head
back to their watch post. They tell me there was a Zari raid three
nights ago before horsemen of the watch drove them off. They’ll be
back, of course, but what does that matter to us? The way north
through Kara-Kum is safe enough. This time tomorrow we can be well
on our way up the Tarim River. The wind falls off there, so the
going should be easier on the camels. When we reach the river I’ll
fish out something for you to eat, Tando! You look like you could
use a little more variety in your diet. Are you chewing on those
tea leaves again?”

Tando squinted over his shoulder, coming to
a quick decision. “All right. We’ll set camp with these wagons, if
they’ll have us, and we’ll see if a brew of good roasted Jagham
will loosen their tongues a bit tonight. Once I hear what they can
tell me of the goings on in the outlands I’ll be able to set my
mind on tomorrow.”

“What’s to settle about it?” Drekk swathed
his mottled brow with a forearm and pointed northwest. “There’s the
way, Tando. Have you been talking with the Wend while I was out?
Still arguing the southern route is he? Follow your nose, Tando!
You don’t want to take up with the Wend for another month, do
you?”

“We settle nothing here,” Tando did not want
an argument now when he knew he would have a good one later. It was
late and he was tired. He had been in the saddle for four hours
since their last stop and he needed to get out of this wind and
take a good long piss. He would hold on for a short while longer,
as it was his custom to piss on the land he left behind him with
every new border he crossed. Now that the Lop Desert lay behind
them, he would empty his bladder with great thanks that this first
long stage of his trek was over at last. Then he would chew his cud
with the wainsmen tonight, and brew up some Jagham. A good night’s
rest and he would set his mind by first light.

I’ll have a look at that old map one more
time, he thought. And then we’ll see what you’re really made of
Drekk, both you and the Wend together.

 


Please see Map 1: The Approach to Miran at
www.dharma6.com


Chapter 2

 


Night Camp

 


The camp in the riverbed offered
little comfort after the long day’s march, but Tando would keep
that to himself. Years ago an ancient stream had cut a wide gorge
around the brow of an overhanging cliff. The bed was not heavily
silted, and was strewn with a scatter of crusty rock. Tando saw
that the wainsmen had set their camp near the face of the cliff to
give them as much protection from the wind as possible. Their three
wagons were arranged in a wide arc to create a semblance of some
defensive perimeter. The wainsmen already had a fire going and
welcomed the visitors warmly when Tando’s caravan finally reached
them an hour after sunset. It was clear that they were greatly
pleased to be hosting another party, and the protocols of accepting
guests were well known. The wainsmen had swept the ground to clear
rocks and ready places for the newcomers to settle in. Their leader
was a toothless scrub of a man, with graying hair and a weathered
aspect. He called himself Locca, and his people were of the Turghiz
clans of the Talas River, beyond the white-laced vales of the Tien
Shan.

“By Ari’s Ghost,” he said, invoking the
spirit of an ancient ancestor. “It’s a good night for friends in
the wild. Strength in numbers!” He flashed them a wide, empty grin,
and Tando returned the smile with as much warmth as he could muster
after fourteen hours in the saddle. The strength and the numbers
were his, for he had over thirty men in his caravan, with ten armed
train guards among them. However, he was a visitor in another
trader’s camp, and the rules were well laid for such
encounters.

“Well met,” he grunted and slid down off his
camel mount with a hefty thud as his boots hit the dry, crusted
ground of the stream bed. “How many are you?” He knew this already,
they were a small party of just eight men as Drekk had told him,
but it seemed a natural way to open the greeting.

“Just me and me son Tok, with two men per
wagon. We’ve been in about two hours and the camp is well set. You
can have your men round up them camels and set them out that way.”
He gestured off to the right where the streambed had scooped a
hollow against the side of the cliff. “That’ll keep ‘em well away
from my yak. Can’t imagine they’ll take much liking to one
another.”

“Probably best, as you say,” Tando agreed,
and shouted back for his cameleers to begin mustering his train in
the hollow. “Looks well out of the wind at least,” he said, though
he could not make out much in the gathering night. He was just glad
to have the dust off his brow and leaned back to stretch the
stiffness from his back, stooping to get some blood flowing in his
legs. “Hard ride today,” he said. “We wanted to get as close to
Miran as possible with these Zari raiders kicking up again.”

“Zari? Who might they be?” The man did not
understand until Tando explained that he had come to call the
soldiers of Tibet by this name of his own making.

“Yes,” said Locca, “Dangerous sort, aren’t
they? They’ve stolen away captives from many of these lands in the
past and forced them into servitude. From the looks of it they may
be on my back as well!” The man gave him an anxious look. “How safe
is the road to Dun Huang?”

“Safe enough, I suppose,” said Tando. “There
were many Chinese troops on the march. Trouble at home they say,
and most have gone east. If you hurry tomorrow, you may be able to
catch up with them and then you will have a fine escort along the
way.”

This news lifted the man’s spirits
greatly.

“Come on in to the fire then. What are you
carrying, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Good mix of spice and herbs,” Tando said,
“and a shipment of teas.” He tacked this last bit on as if it were
an afterthought, even though the tea represented the bulk of all
his cargo. Caution was always best with strangers, and Tando didn’t
feel comfortable about speaking too freely until he could size the
man up. “It’s all bound for Byzantium or Samarkand, by one route or
another, though I will only be going half the way.” They were
walking in toward the circle of wagons and Tando’s cameleers were
busy with the animals.

“Why come this way?” Locca asked. “The route
north through the Jade Gate and Turfan would have been faster if
you mean to go to Samarkand.”

“True,” said Tando, “but there’s a terrible
stage on the road to Hami that I’d sooner forget.” He was speaking
of the desolate road not too far north of Dun Huang where the trade
route skirted the Gobi Desert. The winds there were even worse than
here on the fringe of the Lop. For many travelers the only sign of
human activity was the bleak, weather-bleached skeleton of some
fallen beast along the road. All too often there were human bones
in the mix. A hundred tales of woe were associated with that road
over time, and Tando had heard too many of them.

“If that were not bad enough,” Tando
continued, “the word is that the Uighur tribesmen are exacting
heavy tolls from every caravan these days. So much for their truce
with the Empire!”

Locca’s features soured at the mention of
the Uighurs. They were another nomadic people that had migrated
from the vast steppe lands to the north, and they had often warred
with the other Turkik peoples, including Locca’s tribe. “If only
the Kagan of the Ten Arrows were still alive today,” he said. “Then
we’d teach these Uighurs to mind their own affairs, and bend them
to our will, by Ari’s ghost!”

“Besides,” Tando offered yet a third reason
for his chosen route. “In the old days there was a good road up
from Miran to Kara-Kum and Kucha, just west of the Lop Nor. I know
it is not much traveled now, and the desert has claimed the land
again, but the way is still there. Why, you must have taken that
route.” He fished for information, curious about the lands to the
north.

“Yes, but it’s hard to find fresh water
there now,” said Locca. “The salt marshes have spoiled the land,
and it has become a fearful place. I had to carry plenty of water
from Kara-Kum, and that makes the journey slow. The Tarim is still
wet in places this time of year, but you can’t count on the river
for water as much as you might hope. Do you mean to take that
route?”

The question reminded Tando that he still
had to chart his way before the night was out. It rankled him a
bit, like any unfinished business would, but he did not want to
tell this man the real reason he had come down to Miran. It was
best to keep some things quiet on the road, for word traveled
easily from mouth to mouth and stories in the wrong ears could cost
lives and money. A traveler could not say what he did not know, so
he dismissed the question as politely as he could.

“I’ll have to wait and see how things look
at Miran,” he equivocated. “If the water is good there this season,
I may set my mind in a day or so.”

The small camp was filled with activity as
the porters worked the heavy spice packs off the camels and set
them well inside the perimeter. Gor had been in with the wainsmen
for some time. He came out from the camp to direct the settling in.
Already his men were eying the ground as if they were searching out
the best places to pitch their small dugout tents and wind breaks.
The airs were considerably stilled here, though the sound of the
wind still hissed overhead on the brow of the cliff.

Drekk had been at the back of the train,
ever watchful, to be certain any unwanted guests were not stalking
them. He was riding in now on his Tarpan horse, still wrapped in
his gray cape, a ghostly figure in the last fading light of dusk.
Tando watched him come up and nodded a greeting. “Any sign of the
Wend?”

“None yet, but he’ll know how to find us
easily enough.”

“How does it look?” Tando wanted to know the
lay of the land and how Drekk felt on their chance for a quiet
night here.

The swarthy scout steadied his mount,
leaning down to pat her neck and the thick, upthrust mane as he
spoke. “Nothing moving on the plain behind us,” he said. “Chinese
garrison is still at Miran. We should be fine tonight. If there
were any Zari here of late they are probably far off and heading
south into the mountains by now. They’ll be making for the ridge at
Bash-Kurghan. It’s the only breach south into the Altun Shan, and a
good place to stage for these raids. If the Wend scouted out that
way he could easily have run afoul of the devils. Personally, I
don’t think they’ll be back for at least a week. We can be well up
the Tarim River by then and on our way to Kara-Kum.” He gave Tando
a sidelong glance, but the train captain did not react. “As for
you, wainsman, I would advise an early start tomorrow. Get as much
of the road behind you as you can, and steer wide of the mountains
to the south there.” He pointed at a darkened shelf of stony
mountains still black against the fading light of the sky. “Zari
will have scouts out and there are too many places in the broken
footlands where they can lie in wait for you.”

“A good plan,” said Locca. “But come on in
now and stretch your legs by the fire. You can fill me in on the
trek. I’ve got an earful for you as well.”

“What news on the northern route?” Tando was
eager to learn as much as he could, but his attention was still
half on the porters where they were working with the camels. “Hey
there, have a care with that bundle now! Set it down well above
ground, on top of the pile. And be sure the whole lot is covered
with tarp and tied before we sit to eat. Come on now you louts, get
the camels parked in two good lines.” His men worked on, knowing
what to do, but very accustomed to the captain’s constant meddling.
They proffered small bows to acknowledge his orders and went about
their business. Tando had been particularly touchy this trip. He
seemed to dote on the tea more than usual and was always haranguing
them as they handled it.

They walked in towards the campfire. Locca
waved two of his men away so he could offer his newfound guests a
place of honor at the head of the fire. Flat stones had been set
there with food platters to receive the spitted slices of dried
meat he was planning to share as the evening meal. The meat had
been soaking in spiced water for an hour now and would soon be
ready for the fire.

Tando’s porters were finishing their work
and edging up to the campfire one by one. The cameleers had parked
the caravan in two facing rows and the gurgling and squealing of
the beasts had finally settled down as they were muzzled with feed
bags. The large train bell that was always worn by the last camel
in the line had been taken off and set aside for the night. All the
cargo was laid out in neat piles on ground cloth by the side of the
cliff, covered with a tarp, and tied down with rope that was staked
to the earth. As each group of two and three men finished, Tando
surveyed the scene, satisfying himself that the work was being done
as he wanted. Then he turned to look for Jammu, pleased to see that
the spindly boy was near at hand with his arms wrapped around a
thick, soft cushion. Tando smiled, gesturing to the lad, and the
boy ran up quickly to place the cushion where Locca indicated, at
the head of the fire. Then he stepped back, watching Tando
closely.

The train captain folded his arms and waited
until the last of his men had finished their tasks. Locca was
unsure what was going on. Why was the man waiting? Did the fire not
please him? Did he not find the camp acceptable? All of his men had
worked hard the last hour, along with Gor, to make the camp ready.
“I can clear away an outer circle and set more tinder on the fire
if it’s not to your liking,” he ventured. “We can make an offering,
or burn incense if that is your way.” Locca gave him a perplexed
look, certain now that his offering was to be spurned and that he
would have to suffer the insult of an unhappy guest.

Tando simply gestured with an arm, bidding
the man to be silent. His attention was keenly focused on his men
and he stood very still, listening to the wind and the growing
night. He waited until all his men had finished their tasks,
wondering where the Wend was, and worried that his scout had still
not come in. They stood in silence for a moment, then Tando
unfolded his arms, turned, and strode quickly to the place where
the boy had set his cushion. He raised a hand over the crackling
fire and gestured to Locca.

“We thank this man, Locca, and his party,
for welcoming us into the circle of his wagons.” He spoke with an
air of formality. “He has honored me with this seat at the fire’s
head, and I accept this place as his guest in the name of the
Buddha and all gathered here tonight.”

Locca, confused at first, was suddenly
beaming, his toothless grin painted by the firelight as he smiled,
nodding graciously. He was greatly relieved. By taking the place
set for him, Tando had in turn repaid Locca a great compliment. He
was host to a caravan of over thirty men! Their captain would sit
at his fire tonight and his men would accept their place in his
camp. He nodded, very pleased behind a wrinkled smile, and watched
as Tando took his seat on the cushion. The spell was immediately
broken. His men set themselves at ease at once, talking with the
wainsmen and shuffling about the camp. Soon they were settling in
nicely, digging in to their pouches and packs for food sticks to
skewer the meat strips that would soon be on the fire.

“Now then,” said Tando, “Shall we begin the
evening meal?”

Locca nodded his assent and they each
selected two men to set the metal rails over the fire and hang the
strips of meat that the wainsmen offered as a main course. Tando
knew the meat was costing the man a week’s rations, but he would
see that he was well rewarded for his hospitality. He told Jammu to
run and fetch some honey sauce and the cooks used it to glaze the
meat on the fire. He had been hoarding a bag of sweet roots, and he
had them brought out and boiled on the side. When they began the
meal Drekk sat at his right hand and Locca and his son sat to the
left. The platter of fresh cooked meat was set by Tando so he could
take the first strip and he ate graciously and with great relish.
Then all the others at the fireside were served before the meat was
distributed to the remaining men. The sound of conversation rose
all around them as the men talked and shared stories while they
ate.

Tando turned again to Locca. “What is
happening in the north?”

“Ah,” said Locca, pleased to become the
center of attention again. “We came down the main track from Ak-Su
and Kucha and thence to Kara-Kum. I followed the old track south
from there to here. Things were fine until we reached the edge of
the Lop Desert. The winds have been cruel there and travelers have
had a lot of trouble of late. As I have said, the water is very
foul this year and it reeks of salt. Worse than that, the Uighurs
have crossed the Gobi in places. The whole region near Hami is no
longer safe. You were wise to come this way, I think.”

“Yes, it is just as I feared,” said Tando.
“If the Chinese continue to pull their garrisons back in to the
Empire, what else can we expect? The way north through Hami is
dangerous now, and the way south may be more perilous than ever
with the armies of Tibet on the move again.”

“What, has the Emperor decided to abandon
his western holdings?”

“There is trouble in the capital,” Tando
explained. “In fact, I would have wintered in Dun Huang and taken
this journey in the spring, but events in the Chang’an led me to
make early departure.”

“What events?”

“Well,” Tando looked askance, wondering how
much he should say to the man. He did not want to be branded as one
who had besmirched the name of the Emperor or his Precious Consort,
but the wainsmen was heading east, and as one tradesman to another,
he felt a bond and a duty to warn him of the misdeeds brewing in
the heart of the Chinese Empire.

“One never knows what is true or what has
been fabricated,” he began, “but word is that the Lady Yang has
been overly affectionate towards one of the Chinese generals.”

“The Emperor’s Precious Consort?” Locca
gaped in a wide smile. It was clear that he wanted to learn
more.

“Now, I wouldn’t want it to be said that the
rumor started here.” Tando raised a hand, feigning innocence, and
Locca laughed, reassuring him. “Still, this An Lu Shan, this
plainsman general who cannot even subdue the Khitan raiders on the
doorstep of the Empire—well it seems he has made other conquests of
late.” The implications of what Tando was saying were plain on his
face. He rolled his eyes so no one could mistake the obvious
scandal in his story. “This has stirred up a great deal of unrest
in the heartland. You will hear much of this when you reach Dun
Huang.”

Locca was beside himself, his face wrinkled
with pleasure as he listened to the tale. He suddenly realized his
young son was at his side, and he stilled himself, returning to a
more formal tone.

“How have these stories set you on such an
early march? Why not winter in Dun Huang when times are
interesting?”

“If only the people thought as you do, but
they do not. I am afraid this An Lu Shan has ambitions beyond the
conquest of the Emperor’s Consort. He brings armed men to the
capitol and there is much strife. I do not blame the people, for I
have seen the man. He is a fat buffoon! How he ever came to be a
general I cannot say! It is rumored that he intends to set himself
up as a military governor in the capital—or worse, that he wishes
to install himself at the head of a new ‘Great Yen Dynasty,’ or so
the tale goes. I have lived long enough to smell trouble and I just
felt it best to leave when I did. If you want my mind on it, I
would get your wagons to Dun Huang and then leave at once. There is
bad trouble brewing in the Empire. Why else are the garrisons here
recalled? There are those who say a civil war is in the making and
the Emperor is gathering all his soldiers for some great campaign.
In any case, I want no part of such doings.”

“Yes, and with the garrisons leaving, the
armies of Tibet will intrude from the south and the Uighurs from
the north and choke off all trade! I must tell you, there are very
few caravans on the way north this season. It is getting bad
already!” Locca folded his arms, his thick lips pursed with
displeasure.

“The Zari are getting more and more brash,”
Drekk put in. “They are coming closer to southern route now. With
each raid they grow bolder.”

Tando was not happy. Things were indeed much
worse than he had feared. He did not tell Locca all that he knew
about the situation in the Imperial capital. Word was circulating
that there were already many men loyal to An Lu Shan in the city.
It was said that talk of rebellion and civil unrest was rumored as
well. Could the Emperor know something was afoot? Was he
strengthening his position at home to fend off this upstart
general? The real reason, he knew, was the death of the High
Minister Li Lin Fu, the real source of power behind the Imperial
Throne. An Lu Shan had been gaining influence for many years now,
ever since he had been appointed Commissioner of the Northern
Provinces. Li Lin Fu was partly responsible for the general’s
meteoric rise. The minister seemed to have some hold on the man.
Tando had heard stories of how the general would sweat profusely in
the High Minister’s presence, as though he was deathly afraid of
the man. Imagine that! A man of the strength and girth of An Lu
Shan cowed by the frail, wheezing regard of an old minister! Now
that Li Lin Fu had finally succumbed to old age and illness, there
was no rein on the general. It was all too much for Tando to worry
about. He had enough in his Jade Ring Green and his twenty camels
and he left the Empire at his back.

But now the news concerning the Uighurs and
Hami, and the dangers of the northern route, disturbed him greatly.
He never thought the Zari would be so quick to react to the changes
he had been discussing. If the Zari came up thru the Kunlun Shan in
force this year, they could have easy access to all the city states
along the southern route to Kashgar. With the Chinese Emperor
embroiled in a civil war at home, there would be nothing the Empire
could do to stop them without the garrisons. He wondered how many
Chinese troops were still left in the western provinces now. It
seemed that there was no safe road these days, no matter what he
decided.

“Didn’t I say as much, Tando?” Drekk
continued. “The road south is just not safe any more. I doubt if
the Chinese will be able to hold it open much longer. Yes, the road
north through Hami is perilous as well. However this middle course,
up the Tarim River to Kara-Kum, by taking this route we can avoid
the Zari and the Uighurs and still find good trade all along the
upper road to Kashgar. You were very wise to come this way, Tando.”
He flattered his captain. “Just as this good man has come down from
Kara-Kum, so we must go that way as well. We are only half a stage
from Miran tonight. The Zari will think twice before they come near
Miran for a while yet. There are still Chinese troops there, and
the watch is up to a hundred men now!”

“Yes!” Locca smiled. “If the northern road
is closed, more caravans will take this route. As you have said,
Tando, it may be untraveled these days, but it is safer than other
roads. Just be sure to bring plenty of good water,” he cautioned,
leaning in a bit and poking at the fire with a long stick to stir
the coals.

“Whatever happens, I hope war does not come
north with these Zari as you call them. Up in Kara-Kum they are not
war crafty and such. There is still trade there, but war is never
good news to the caravanserai. These Zari—good name for them, eh?
Wasn’t there a demon called Zari? Well, they move like shadows and
demons, don’t they? First they are here and then they are gone.
They climb the high mountain passes and are masters of the roof of
the world. But we are men of trade. What do we know of war? If they
come north, all we can do is sit fast behind city walls and hope
they grow tired and leave us alone. We will fight, if we must, but
from behind the walls of Kara-Kum and not out in the desert with
the bow and spear. Let the Chinese do that!”

“And the Zari?” Tando asked. “Have you seen
them fight?”

“I’ve heard things, of how they cut the ears
from their enemies, or brand their faces with strange markings,”
said Locca. “How they herd their captives into pits and mark them
for the slave trade—and how they sit on their war drums and invoke
the wild devil spirits of the mountains.” He looked again at his
young son and grew quiet.

“We know how they fight on horseback, but I
have seen better,” said Drekk.

“Yes,” said Locca. “The Chinese bow has a
long range, and they are remarkably good with it. By all accounts,
the armies of Tibet do not have many mounted archers. The soldiers
of the T'ang always had the advantage with the bow and arrow. Yet,
I’ve heard that the Tibetan foot soldiers are truly fearsome when
they fight. They wield a long spear, deadly sharp, and they are
armored from head to foot in a dark weave of mail.”

“They must get close to use such a weapon,”
said Drekk. “Will not arrows hold them at bay? Well, there are
still good bowmen at Miran. If they see Zari riding down from the
mountains they will bristle them with their arrows, and send them
back to their devils.”

“For now perhaps…and I hope forever!” Locca
was quick to assuage his remark. The watchmen at Miran were one of
the last Chinese troop garrisons in the region. How long would they
stay?

Tando had been quiet, listening carefully to
all that was being said. At last he shrugged, and leaned back to
whisper to the wiry boy Jammu who was sitting in attendance a few
paces behind him. The boy crept nearer at his gesture, and then
scrambled away into the camp on some errand.

“Well my friends,” Tando began, ready to
reward his host now for his kindness and hospitality. “I think
tonight we will drink on the matter—will you share a cup of Jade
Ring Green with me?”

“I would be honored!” Locca seemed very
eager to oblige him.

In a few moments the boy returned with a
small roasting kiln, water flask, a copper pot and a gourd. Tando
reached into a side pouch in his kaftan coat lining and produced a
small leather pouch. He placed the earthen kiln on the flat stone
and asked Locca to have one of his men fill the bottom chamber with
hot stones from the base of the fire pit. Then he opened a
compartment at the top of the kiln and carefully poured in a
handful of the ring shaped Jagham tea leaves to let them dry out
briefly in the heat of the kiln. He also added a pinch of his
secret herb. Tando told the boy to fetch Gor. The porter master
came to the fireside just as Tando was placing the tea in the
roasting chamber. Saying nothing, Gor knelt quietly, settling back
on his haunches and watching his train captain as the scent of
roasting Jagham rose about them. All eyes were on Tando now, and he
spoke in a quiet voice, almost reverent.

“Blessed be the Buddha, blessed be the leaf,
blessed be the tree, blessed be the fire…”

Locca watched him with wide eyes. He had
never seen a Tea Master before, though he had heard that the drink
was often accompanied by great ritual. He had tasted tea, or cha as
it was often called, many times, but never from the hand of a Tea
Master, and never from the raw leaf like this, so curiously rolled
into tiny rings and then roasted in a kiln. What was that heavenly
scent on the air? This was a very great honor and he sat up, his
eyes darting first to Drekk, then to Gor, and back to Tando for
some sign of how he should act. He cast a furtive glance at his
son, a youth of barely fifteen years. The boy was watching quietly,
not certain of what was happening, but instinctively knowing that
it was somehow very important. At such times silence was a friend,
and no one spoke a word while the tea roasted, filling the air with
an ever more sublime aroma, sweet and earthy.

At length Tando produced a small mixing bowl
and a tiny ivory pestle. A small metal hook fit neatly into a nook
on the roasting container, and Tando lifted it slowly from the
kiln, tipping it to let the warmed tea rings and herbs trickle into
his bowl. He rolled the pestle in his hands a bit, warming it
slightly with the friction, and spoke another quiet invocation to
himself as he did so. Then he bowed low to the Jagham in his bowl
and began to grind the fresh roasted tea to a fine powder.
Immediately the pungent aroma of the Jagham seemed to multiply
itself and the men around the fire found themselves breathing
deeper, as they waited with a growing feeling of desire.

The ritual progressed, Locca watching ever
more closely as Tando poured water from a flask into the copper pot
and set it on the topmost portion of the roasting kiln. While the
hot stones in the kiln heated the water, Tando took a small spoon
and carefully measured the fresh green powder into a wide bottomed
gourd. When the water had reached a low boil, he took up the copper
pot in one hand and poured the steaming water slowly into the mouth
of the gourd. There was a hiss and a column of pungent steam rose
from the gourd and rolled over the men by the fire. It was the most
enticing aroma Locca had ever smelled. He felt his lungs filling
deeply as his breath slowed, and a feeling of calmness settled over
him. His head felt suddenly light, and his vision blurred slightly,
making him want to close his eyes. As he looked at the faces of the
other men at the fireside, he could see that their lids were heavy
as well. They sat utterly still, like carved figures painted by the
ruddy glow of the fire pit. Only Tando moved, his hands deftly
swilling the heated water inside the gourd until the hiss of the
boiling subsided and there was only the delightful aroma of the
Jagham.

Then he set the gourd before him, bowing
deeply, and rose to fill a wide brimmed cup. As he poured the dark
green liquid it suddenly occurred to Locca that a hush had settled
over the entire camp. The voices of the men had quieted and there
was only the sound of the crackling fire and the Jagham pouring
into the cup; even the wind was stilled. Tando looked straight into
Locca’s eyes as he extended the cup.

“Take this cup as my gift of thanks for the
hospitality you have so graciously shared with us tonight. May
Buddha’s compassion be with you.”

Locca was amazed that he should have been
singled out to receive the first cup! Even though he was not a
follower of the Buddha, he knew he had been granted a very high
honor. His head swam and he saw his unsteady hand reach out, as if
of its own will, and take the cup, which he quickly embraced with
both hands to steady his hold. All eyes were on him now as he drew
it slowly to his lips. A steamy mist rose from the cup to envelop
him completely. He had never smelled a tea like this before, never
dreamed of anything so rich, so sweet, with the heart of the earth
itself transformed into vapor and rising in his head like a
comforting balm that seemed to chase all cares from his mind and
soothe him completely.

He drank.

The vaporous mist from the cup surrounded
him, first like a quiet, softening fog, and then giving way to an
amazing clarity. It was as if all his senses were enlivened at
once, redoubled and made new!

“Oh…By Ari’s Ghost…” he said involuntarily,
for there were no words to describe the experience.

“Blessed be,” said Tando, and he poured the
second cup.


Chapter 3

 


Road Council

 


The Wend found them four hours later.
The men had already turned in for the night, and were huddled in
small groups behind the half tents and wind breaks they had erected
on the streambed. Gor’s sentry spied a rider just after midnight
and sent for Drekk. It was Artuk the Wend, dressed in the
traditional garb of Khotan with a large chapan out-coat to protect
him from the elements and a thick, oval fur cap. His charug leather
boots were soiled from long wear and he had a haggard look about
him.

“Late again, Wend?” Drekk taunted him.

“Farah!” Artuk brushed the greeting aside,
telling Drekk to ‘get lost.’ Drekk was a northerner, a mongrel with
a mix of Mongol and Sogdian blood, and the men out of Samarkand
were not to his liking. Even though their lands and cities were
often beset by enemies, they resisted conquest, maintaining a
stubborn identity of their own and meddling in all matters relating
to trade on the roads into the Empire. He had heard tales of how
they conspired to cheat other merchants in the oasis bazaars where
the Sogdians always seemed to have a resident Tradesmaster in the
thick of things. While Drekk never seemed that interested in trade,
he still had a crafty edge to him that always left Artuk on guard.
He was a big man, with a dark, swarthy aspect, and heavy brows over
deep-set eyes. His curly black beard was short, and often smelled
of the strange seeds he chewed on while scouting. Yes, he was more
Sogdian than Mongol, Artuk thought. He did not like the food they
ate, the stories they told, the gods they paid homage to, or their
women. He tolerated Drekk, as the man was chief guide scout in
Tando’s train, but they often quarreled over the route.

“No doubt you’ve been up to Miran, Drekk?”
Artuk’s dark eyes flashed with the light of the waning moon. “Glad
to see your sour face again there, were they? Well don’t plague me.
I’ve news for Tando that won’t keep.” The Qishlaq accent of Khotan
was thick on his speech, though strangely tinted with another
accent that Drekk could never quite place.

Artuk was as much a mystery as he was an
annoyance as far as Drekk was concerned. The man had come to Tando
in the trade bazaars of Khotan during the eastern leg of their
journey. Tando was haggling for jade and the man kept inserting
himself in the bargain, whispering things in Tando’s ear. When
Tando closed the deal, he invited Artuk to the inn where they were
staying for the night, and they talked for long hours. Somehow, the
man had convinced Tando to take him along when the caravan headed
east to Dun Huang.

“He can serve as a scout, Drekk,” Tando told
him. “Take him under your wing and show him the roads. He claims
that he has much knowledge of these lands. Perhaps he can be
useful.”

Drekk wanted nothing to do with the man,
however, and it was only with great reluctance that he agreed, at
Tando’s urging, to train him in the ways of the caravan scout. In
time, he saw that Artuk did seem to have a natural gift for the
road. He handled a horse well for a younger man, and his nose was
good. He brought in much useful information, though Drekk resented
the added voice each night when they would meet in Tando’s tent for
the ‘Road Council,’ as Tando called it. Tonight the Wend was late.
Drekk had all the time he needed to urge Tando to head north
without interference from Artuk. He looked at the man now, noting
the red flush on his high cheekbones, and the tanned smoothness of
his skin. That won’t last, he thought. The dry desert airs and
blowing sands had a way of sapping the vitality from a man. Soon
his face will be as weathered as mine, he thought. He gave Artuk a
sidelong glance as though he had little interest in the information
the man was bringing with him.

“What news? We’ve had all the news we need
from the wainsmen. You missed a good meal, and Jagham—fresh from
the kiln at Tando’s hand! Where the devil have you been?”

“Just lead me to Tando’s tent.” Artuk
dismounted, handing off his reins to one of the cameleers who had
run up from the outskirts of the camp. Drekk noted the sheen of
perspiration on the animal and knew the Wend had been riding hard
for hours.

“He’s off there near the face of the gully,”
said Drekk. “Probably fast asleep by now. Good then, let’s go and
wake the captain after his hard day’s ride and after his fresh brew
of Jagham, I might add. I’m sure he’ll be very happy to see you
just now.”

“It can’t be helped,” said Artuk. “I have
urgent news for the Road Council.”

“Road Council? That was over long ago!
You’re late!” Drekk was more eager to learn what Artuk knew than he
let on, but he did not want to appear too concerned. “Tando’s set
his mind on the morrow without your urgent news. It’s not like you
to tarry in the saddle like this, Artuk. The moon is low and the
camp is asleep.”

“Well, they will have to wake,” Artuk waved
him away, spying Tando’s tent ahead in the gloom. He could sense
Drekk’s veiled interest in spite of the man’s awkward attempt to
downplay the moment. Yes, you wait, you lice ridden scum, Artuk
thought. You were in with the dusk, no doubt, and bending Tando’s
ear while I was still riding hard in the Altun Shan. What do you
know?

The two men made their way to a large round
tent and Drekk was surprised to see the soft glow of a small fire
within. Tando was awake; that was not a good sign. They knelt just
outside the entrance, sitting back on their heels in the customary
way.

“Biya, Padesh,” Artuk whispered a
traditional greeting.

“Ayo? Incha? Yes? What is it now!” Tando’s
thick arm emerged from the tent portal as he threw the door curtain
aside. “Ah!” he said, spying the Wend. “You’ve decided to join us
at last, Artuk.”

“Balad Rahbar!” The Wend greeted him
formally now.

“Barghastán!” Tando returned. “Enter my
tent, both of you.”

The two men bowed and got up, stooping to
pass through the tent portal. They sat down in silence and Tando
gave them a scowl as he settled himself on a cushion. They knew it
was considered improper to enter a man’s tent after dark and Tando
was appropriately perturbed. He could see Drekk was fighting a half
grin, his dark eyes sparkling under thick bristly brows as he
glanced at the Wend, knowing that Artuk bore the responsibility for
interrupting his train captain’s rest. Artuk had a strange look
about him, however, and the glimmer of warning in his eyes. The
scout threw off his cap and ran a forearm across his brow, sighing
as after a hard exertion.

“Are you hungry?” Tando was suddenly
concerned. “You look very tired, Artuk.”

“Thank you, I will eat later, captain.”

“Then you have news for me? Ayo? You have
news that will not wait for the dawn?”

“I have come up from the Altun Shan.”

“So you were out chasing the Zari. Or they
were chasing you from the looks of it.”

“I came upon a troop of seven men, a small
Zari patrol. I followed them into the footlands of Bash-Kurghan. I
do not think they saw me. They were in a great hurry.”

“They could probably smell you!” Drekk jibed
at him.

“Yes, for I’ve been too long in your
company!” Artuk returned, angrily.

“None of that nonsense!” said Tando. “This
is Road Council.”

“Road Council?” Drekk protested. “The moon
is nearly down, Tando! Why should we haggle on the road now when
the way is clear? He is late! He should have been here at
dusk!”

“True, but he missed his meal and I will let
that stand as lesson enough for tonight. Road Council! I declare it
now and I expect you both to act accordingly!”

The two men nodded an apologetic bow to each
other and to Tando, but the captain could see that they had been
quarreling long before they entered his tent. It was not simply the
natural rivalry of one scout with another. Each one always wanted
to be in first with the best information; that was natural. These
two had something else between them. Drekk was a Sogdian out of
Samarkand, and Artuk was a Wend from Khotan. The difference was
enough to create a bothersome friction between them, and that was
that. Still, he would not brook their squabbles in his tent. Not
after Jagham, and not on a night before he set his course for
another month or more of hard journey—Not at Road Council.

“Say on then.” Tando motioned to Artuk,
yielding him the right to speak first.

“As I said, Tando, the Zari patrol was
hastening south towards Bash-Kurghan. I followed them into the
footlands, unseen, I am sure now. There are many gorges and dry
streambeds there, like this one; many places to hide. I was able to
work my way well into the highlands and followed my nose. I
tethered my mount in a narrow gorge where she could wait unseen
while I went up on foot to a high ridge. From there I could hear
them, many voices echoing in the canyon below. They made no effort
to conceal themselves! This surprised me, considering they are
enemies of the T'ang. We have seen so many Chinese soldiers on the
road of late and this camp was not well hidden. Then I saw why they
were so heedless. There was a very great camp there! Many fires and
tents; several hundred men—perhaps a thousand!”

“That many?” Tando was surprised at the
number.

“Easily, captain. They were busy with their
night meal, drinking and cavorting about the camp. The smell of
their roasted barley was on the wind, so they were just at the end
of their feast. But so many men, Tando! I decided to have a look
around north of Bash-Kurghan. There are at least two more camps,
just as large!”

Tando leaned forward, suddenly concerned and
very attentive. “You are sure?” He knew the Wend well enough to be
certain his information was correct. Artuk nodded in affirmation
and waited.

Tando pursed his lips thoughtfully before
speaking. “The wainsmen said there have been raiding parties coming
down from the Altun Shan of late, but nothing that big. There was
word of a raid earlier today.”

“Probably just a foraging party out scouring
the vales for Tamarisk branches. They did not appear to be settling
in, Tando. I think the main camps will move at first light. We are
not safe here. I rode as hard as I could, five hours straight.
Forgive me for not returning sooner but I got wind of something and
I thought I should follow it. We are not safe!”

“You think they mean to strike north at
dawn?”

“I do.”

“With a thousand men?”

“More.”

Drekk was clearly uncomfortable with this
news. He shifted impatiently, waiting his turn to speak, and eyeing
the Wend with some suspicion. This is just the sort of last minute
trick I might expect of the Wend, he thought. The man is afraid
Tando will heed my advice and take the northern route to Kara-Kum!
Curse you, Wend, and all your kind. You’ve had your way too many
times this trip. Sticking your nose in my business again are you?
Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we? Why should Tando go south now
with the Zari at hand? You slit your own throat with this news!

Tando seemed to voice Drekk’s inner thoughts
as he questioned the Wend further. “Why? Why should they bring so
many men down here to the basin? Difficult to quarter so many men,
ayo? What would they be doing out here with numbers like that?
There are not many caravans for the taking this time of year. Ours
may be one of the first out for the winter haul. I don’t understand
it. What would they gain by raiding north with so many men?”

“Your pardon, captain. This is no raiding
party! If they come this way in such numbers then they mean to
stay.” He let that sink in, saying nothing more and waiting for
Tando to consider the implications. Drekk was getting more agitated
now, but Tando had one last question for Artuk.

“In your opinion, where will they strike on
the morrow?”

“At Miran.”

They both looked at Drekk and Tando nodded
to him to speak his mind.

“They would not dare such a thing!” he said
darkly. I was near the watchmen at Miran just yesterday. I spoke
with the guards at their out towers. They say there are forty
mounted archers, and a troop of sixty spearmen at Miran. Each one
has eyes. They have been on the watch for months now. They said
nothing of this great war party you speak of, Wend!”

“Argue,” said Tando, extending an open hand
and giving both men permission to contest the matter.

“How far south do the watchmen ride, Drekk?”
Artuk spoke quickly. “Surely not to Bash-Kurghan as I have done
today. They are charged with keeping a watch on the road and little
more.”

“They are the eyes and ears of the Empire!”
Drekk acted as if he had been insulted personally, though he bore
no great love for the T'ang. “They would know such a thing, if it
were true.”

“Perhaps,” said Artuk, “but this is a recent
development. The Zari have only just come up from the south. They
were burning toghrak poplar trees as well; I could smell them on
the wind. Those trees do not grow near the road much, but there are
stands well south, up in the hills. I say this war band only just
arrived tonight, and that more will follow them.”

“Nonsense!” Drekk was adamant. “If they set
one foot in the shadow of Miran they will pay dearly.”

“There were a thousand or more, Drekk!”
Artuk raised his voice for the first time, then stilled himself,
not wanting the men sleeping in the camp to hear them. “Think about
this, by the Great Buddha, and use your head. How long can the
garrison at Miran hold out against numbers like that?”

Drekk scowled at him, but said nothing.
Tando looked from one man to the other and then snapped his open
hand closed in a fist. The argument was to be over, at least for
the moment.

“How it is you are certain they are going to
move on the morrow? Tell me that Artuk,” Tando asked.

“I studied their camp closely, captain. They
were not digging any permanent dugouts. There was no well site in
the making. They had a string of small tarpan horses with them, but
not many. Most were foot soldiers. There were many yak nearby, and
each was well loaded with sacks and barrels of food and drink. The
horsemen were grooming their mounts, but they did not unsaddle
them. There was no sign that they meant to make a permanent camp
there at all. No—They mean to move again at dawn! Perhaps they plan
to take the outpost at Miran by surprise.”

“It will take them all day to reach Miran!”
Drekk could not help breaking in. Tando gave him a stern glance,
but he let it pass and Artuk answered.

“You have no fear of them, Drekk, ayo?” He
asked the question to make his point. “Your countrymen live far to
the north and the Zari do not get up over the Tien Shan easily.
Even here in the basin they have not come north in any strength for
years. There has been very little fighting here of late, only these
intermittent raids. I would guess the Chinese garrison at Miran has
no fear of them either. Well, things have changed. We passed too
many Chinese soldiers on the road out. The T'ang are leaving their
western outposts to the Zari—and rest assured, they will come! Is
the watch on Miran ready for them? A hundred men there you say?
They will sweep over the walls of Miran like the wind and set their
camp there tomorrow night!” He waited, having spoken his full
mind.

Drekk sat in silence. Tando watched them
both for a moment and then he took a deep breath. “We decide now,”
he said. It was time for action and he indicated that Artuk should
speak first.

“May I see the map, captain?”

Tando knew he would need it, and he was
already fishing in his night pack for the thin-pressed leather
guide map. He untied the cords and rolled it out on the floor of
the tent so all could see.

“Break camp and head west at once,” Artuk
pointed a gloved finger at the road leading to Miran. “We are here
and the road forks not far ahead. The Chinese troops have set up a
water cairn on the road for their patrols. We can fill our bags if
we must, but we have need of great haste now and there are four
more hours of darkness that will be our friend. If we move quickly,
we should be about here by sunrise, near the out-tower at
Phakta-Bulak. Once there we can convince them to light their
warning fire, or one of us can ride on ahead to the fort for help.
It will only be one fast march to Miran by then. Once we get beyond
the fort, the Zari won’t be able to spot us easily. They are coming
for Miran and will not bother with us with the fort at our backs.
They’ll come up to Miran along the road from Bash-Kurghan and when
they reach the fort there will be a fight for that place. The
battle will not last long. Still, it will give us the time we need
to head south and west to Charkhlik and Taran. After that, I would
advise us to head down through Lashgar to the edge of the desert.
The Zari will have no mind for the desert and we will be safe.”

“Drekk?” Tando looked at his other
scout.

“Yes, we break camp at once, but we head
north at the fork, on the road that bypasses the fort at Miran and
makes for the Tarim River. I ride ahead to warn the garrison at
once. If it’s help you want, then the soldiers in Miran must be
alerted as soon as possible. By dawn the caravan should be just
north of Miran where the Tarim River empties into the marshland of
Kara-Kashun. We follow the river and cross over to the north bank
somewhere here.” He pointed at a bend in the river where it curved
west towards the marshland. “The bed is mostly dry and the crossing
will not be difficult. Once we are on the north bank we stay with
the river north to Kara-Kum, just the way the wainsmen came. And
yes, Miran will be a strong shield at our back for a while, but we
must go north, as I have said all along.”

Tando extended an open palm to hear one last
round of argument.

Artuk spoke first. “If they move out just
before dawn, and march hard, the Zari can be at the water cairn
fork by mid-day.”

“Yes, and we’ll be about here,” Drekk put
in, pointing a thumb at the river.

“Or here,” Artuk countered, “just reaching
the fort. We’ll have a good three or four hour lead on them. That
will give us the time to get through the settlement of Miran to the
west of the fort. We can even take on provisions there. We need
fodder for the camels, Tando.”

“There will be plenty of scrub for them
along the river,” said Drekk, but Artuk ignored the remark. He
pointed at the map again, just west of the settlement at Miran.

“I know this road well,” Artuk said. “There
is a drift of sand across the road not far from Miran. Remember? It
will mask our tracks as we head west. From there we will be out on
a gravel slope again and we should make good time west. The camels
will be tired, but if we only take a brief rest at Miran they
should make it. We will have to climb a low ridge for a while, but
once we get over the crest we cannot be seen from Miran. That is
the key. We can camp in the dry bed of the Toghrak River beyond the
crest.”

“Better camp on the north bank of the
Tarim,” said Drekk.

“We won’t make it if we go that way!” Artuk
forced as much urgency into his argument as he could.

“How dare you say that!” Drekk was suddenly
angry. “You are too set on returning to Khotan, Wend!”

“I do not speak against your counsel for
that reason, Drekk. Look! The road north from the fork at the cairn
drops down into the scrubland and descends to the river, ayo?”

“And what of that?”

“The southern fork to the fort at Miran is
on higher ground, that is what! It skirts the scrubland but it
stays well up on the bare gravel beds of the mountains. Now, the
Zari are heading for the fort. If we move as you advise they will
see us when they reach the water cairns. They’ll see everything
north to the river and they have cavalry. They’ll sweep north and
take us just before dusk.”

“Nonsense!” Drekk spat, flustered by the
Wend’s argument. Yet the lay of the land did not lie. Even if his
other reasoning was sound, the Wend had put his finger on the crux
of the matter at last. The real danger point would be the roads
between the cairn and Miran or the cairn and the river. Drekk’s
route was fatally exposed.

Tando frowned, deciding.

Drekk made one last challenge to the Wend’s
line of reasoning. “Who is to say they will not see us on the
southern fork to Miran?”

“They may, but it will be much more
difficult. The winds will be up again and the haze will mask us on
that road. But if we head north, down into the scrubland, they will
see us easily from the higher ground.” Artuk allowed a good long
space of silence, but Drekk did not say anything more. Then Artuk
lowered his voice, looking only at Tando. “If we go north we’ll be
exposed. They’ll be no escape if they send riders after us,
understand? We can’t run the camels fast enough, or far enough, to
reach the river. They’ll take us before nightfall.”

“You have said yourself that the Zari are
coming for the fort!” Drekk countered, his anger flaring again.
“Won’t they be right on our heels if we go south as you say?”

“Ayo,” Artuk assented, remaining calm. “But
we can be under the protection of the fort by the time they reach
the water cairn…We need to get past the fort, Tando. Even if they
should spy us on the way to Miran, it would take them two or three
hours to reach us. They won’t know how strong the garrison at the
fort is, so they will approach with some caution. With a bit of
luck they may decide to set camp and attack the fort later. The
fort may not hold for long, but it buys us time to get over the
ridge. It’s our only chance.” He folded his arms firmly on his
chest, indicating that he had spoken his entire mind on the
matter.

Drekk was red faced with anger and
frustration. What could he say? Desperate, he made one last
argument. “I’ll ride to the garrison and convince them we need
their protection at once,” he said quickly. “I’ll ride hard to them
with this warning and we’ll light signal fires on Miran to beckon
help from every settlement in the region. If reinforcements come,
then perhaps I can convince the watch captain to send his men east
to the cairn and fight a delaying action there. The Chinese also
have cavalry, ayo? Forty mounted archers! I will offer to lead the
party myself! We can hold out at the water cairn for a while and
then give way if the Zari come in such numbers as he says. We’ll
hold them until dusk!” He was beginning to convince himself, if no
one else.

“They will be cautious, just as you say,
Wend, and we will teach them manners with our arrows. Then we fall
back at dusk, while you are heading north with the camels to the
river, Tando. So they won’t see the caravan and you’ll be under the
protection of the men of Miran. They’ll act as a strong rear guard
for you. I’ll lead them personally, I tell you! I am not afraid of
the Zari!” He gave Artuk an accusing look, but the Wend let the
insult pass, knowing that Drekk was at the end of his rope.

“The alarm will be up and the Zari will pay.
Others will see the beacon fire, and they will come. In three days
we’ll have a thousand men at Miran and there will be many dead Zari
at the foot of her walls.” Drekk folded his arms in a huff, his
anger vented.

Tando clenched his open palm to a fist. The
matter was concluded.

“Artuk,” Tando said quickly, “give orders to
break camp at once, ayazz, very fast! And tell the wagonsmaster to
get his animals tethered to the wagons and to follow us. He’s a
toothless lout going by the name of Locca. Tell him I’m afraid he
will have to forsake his journey to China for a while. Gená! Go on
now!”

Artuk bowed quickly and was up at once, but
Drekk remained seated, anxiously awaiting Tando’s next order.

“Drekk, ride hard for Miran and warn the
garrison as you counsel. I do not think they will be so bold as to
sally out as you say, or to allow you to lead them. That is nothing
against you, of course, but the Chinese have become too complacent.
They will sit in their fort, I fear, and do little else. As for the
reinforcements—well, perhaps it would be wise to signal for help,
but I doubt if there are a thousand men in the entire province,
Drekk. Still, you can at least give them fair warning at Miran. If
there is fighting there tomorrow, I leave it to you to stay or to
join us as you see fit.”

“But which way are you heading?”

“You will see that clearly from the towers
of Miran. Now go! Gená!”

Drekk was unsatisfied. He stared at Tando
with a strange, lingering look in his eye, as if he saw things on
the road ahead for them now—hidden implications of the decision
Tando was about to make. “Tando,” he said quietly, his voice trying
to mask an unsettling emotion that was rising in him. “If you
follow the road to the fort as the Wend counsels, remember that
there is also a road leading north from Miran to the river. Think
on this as you ride. I will see what I can learn at the fort.”

Tando nodded, his face grave, though he said
nothing in return. Drekk hesitated a moment and then gave a quick
bow before he crept out of the tent. There was nothing more he
could say. It was Tando’s choice now, for good or for ill. He was
soon running quickly to find his mount.

The alarm was out and the campsite was
already astir. The camels began to grumble their stubborn protests
at the noise. Men were rising groggily on unsteady legs, but they
moved ever more quickly as Tando emerged from his tent, dragging
his night pack with him. He was very tired. The Jagham had
refreshed him somewhat and he was glad he had taken the cup
tonight, but he had only two hours sleep under him and did not look
kindly on another stint in the saddle. Where is the harm in that,
he asked himself? Your fat ass is nothing you can bargain with!
It’s the Jagham that matters! You’ve come all this way; too far to
let it slip now. See to the Jagham!

“You there,” he shouted at a porter.
“Where’s Gor?”

“Here, captain!” Gor came huffing up out of
the dark. “What’s the matter? Raiders? I’ve got five spearmen ready
by the cargo, the others are stringing the bows!”

“No, stand down and get your men up on their
horses. We’re moving out. I want you out to the south, about half a
league, with five men. Make it the archers, and make sure they have
a signal fire. Leave the other five with me for a train guard and
post them at the rear. We’ve got to move fast now. Stay close
enough to see us!”

“Ayo!” Gor was away with great haste.

Good men, thought Tando. I would hate to
lose any of them tomorrow. He thought of Drekk, realizing something
inwardly with a stab of regret. Then he reached into his night sack
and drew out a small pouch. He spied Drekk near the edge of the
camp and moved toward him as quickly as his thick legs would carry
him. By the time he reached him, Drekk was up on his sturdy
mount.

“Yol Bolsun,” Tando spoke the old saying of
farewell, breathing heavily. “You have served us well, Drekk, and
if things go ill, on either road tomorrow…” He said nothing more,
but pressed the leather pouch into the scout’s hands as he spoke,
holding tightly for a brief moment. “Take this and keep it safe for
me! Join us soon!”

Drekk looked at the pouch. He suddenly knew
that Tando would not be heading north at the fork in the road, and
the strange emotion rising in him became a tightness in his throat.
He set his jaw, clasping the small pouch along with the reins as
Tando let him go.

“May the Buddha’s compassion go with you!”
said Tando.

“Yol Bolsun,” Drekk said quietly. “May there
be a way, Tando!” Then he spurned his mount, and rode quickly away
down the empty road to fort Miran.


Chapter 4

 


Miran

 


When the dawn finally broke upon the
wide horizon, Drekk was approaching the out-tower at Pakhta-Bulak,
riding hard in the cool morning air. Situated an hour’s march from
Miran, the tower was a squat structure manned by three Chinese
guards. Well-oiled kindling was kept ready at all times to light as
a warning beacon for the main garrison at Miran. The approach of a
single rider had not gone unnoticed by the watchers at the post,
though they gave him little regard. Drekk wondered why no one rode
out to meet him.

It was a cold morning, and the sun was just
breaking over the horizon behind him, sure to silhouette him for
any watching eyes ahead. He wondered if they would be able to see
the caravan from the top of their small tower. Curse you, Tando, if
you follow the Wend! He’ll lead you off into the wild and right
back to his homeland at Khotan again. What if we look out in an
hour and see the roads are empty and that nothing moves on the
Altun Shan? What then? The Wend will have his way, that’s what,
bursting in on us in the dark of the night with his damn urgent
news. Stampeding us all off to Khotan like a herd of yak! Curse
you, Wend! I’ve ten years in the saddle on the trade routes, and
then you come along and work yourself into the captain’s favor. Now
it’s off to steal away the whole damn caravan, is it? We’ll see
about that one day, won’t we? Sooner than you might think if these
Zari raiders don’t show themselves.

He slowed his mount, peering down the long,
gray stretch of the road to Miran for signs of movement on the
tumbled slopes ahead. He could barely make out the shape of a rider
on a fast horse, and he knew he was being watched now as he picked
his way through the gravel-strewn course of the roadway. He came to
a stop, patting the neck of his tired mount as he reached in his
saddle pouch and drew out a small brass horn. After taking a long
draught from his water bag to wet his parched mouth, he drew the
horn up and blew a high, steady note that echoed down the roadway,
resounding from the rocky crest of the mountains that rose to his
left.

The wind stirred and swilled about the feet
of his horse. He cast an involuntary glance over his shoulder,
watching the lowlands below. It was true, he admitted grudgingly.
From this road, he had a clear view of all the land that fell off
in a gentle, downward slope to the distant bed of the Tarim River.
Here and there, he could see glints of sunlight in places where the
water still gathered in reedy pools. Closer at hand he saw thick
stands of toghrak, the desert poplars that were so frequent in this
region. As he approached the rider ahead he heard a distant note on
the wind, answering his call in the manner of the men of China. It
had a strange sound to it, high and bright, but it nonetheless gave
him comfort, and stilled his grumbling mind over the trick the Wend
had pulled on them. He would see to the Wend in due time, but now
he had to get down this road and alert the watchers ahead.

He nudged his mount on a ways further and
then dismounted to lead her in on foot. This way he would appear
even less threatening to the Chinese guards, who often did not
greet strangers on the road with much warmth. The winds were slowly
rising with the morning airs, and they chased a light brown shroud
of dust over the land, veiling much of the ground below. Was that
just the wind, or was there a column far up on the slope of the
Altun Shan to the east and south of his position?

A moment later the approaching rider called
out in a deep, clear voice. “Ting Zhi!” The rider was shouting at
him to halt. The man stood up, in his stirrups as he rode, and
Drekk could see that he carried a long, slender shaft in his bow.
He was clad in the traditional garb of the Chinese army, though his
outer garments were soiled and ill kept.

“You return?” The Chinese guard spoke first
and Drekk now recognized the voice of Chaoyang, a patrol leader he
had spoken to yesterday with the watch out of Miran. “I see no
caravan! You boast?”

“Coming soon,” said Drekk, switching to
Chinese. He did not speak the language well, but he had learned
enough to get by on the trade routes over these many years. “You
have seen nothing on the road?”

“You must climb higher to see in this wind
and dust.”

“There may be trouble here today. I need to
get to higher ground, up to the garrison at Miran. Can you spare me
a water ration for my horse? I’ve been riding since before dawn to
give warning here.”

“What warning?”

Drekk squinted at the haze on the road
behind them for a moment, thinking to himself. If I go off running
my mouth and end up looking like a fool… “Could be trouble from the
mountains east and south,” he ventured. “One of my scouts was out
south last night. He came with news of a large camp with many
warriors.” He struggled to remember the Chinese name for the men of
Tibet. “Tu Fan, Fan-tse! Down near Bash-Kurghan. He says they come
this way with the sun.”

“Large camp you say? We have heard nothing
of this. How many?”

Drekk struggled a bit, trying to make
himself understood as he stumbled over the Chinese words. “Many
hundreds, could be more—This is how my man tells it.”

“So many?” Chauyang gave a wide grin,
unbelieving. “Leng-t’ou. Your scout is wrong headed! We have seen
no large camp. Sometimes bandits, sometimes traders. Men come here
and seek wood for their fires. Little else. Many hundreds cannot
come here. Your man sees too much! Leng-t’ou. Wrong headed.”

Drekk made a respectful bow, not wanting to
be disagreeable, but how could he convince the man that there could
be danger ahead? “Ko-p’ao! Jih ta tsu-tsu!” he wanted to say, “You
base born son of shameless ancestry!” But of course he could not
say that, so instead he offered the bow.

“Maybe…Even I see too much without sleep,”
he said, returning the man’s grin. “Yet my man swears and how can I
say otherwise? Better if I go to Miran and look from the high
towers there.” He pointed west towards the fort.

Chauyang shook his head, unconvinced. What
was this man saying? His Chinese was very bad. Why did the Emperor
not insist that all who walk his trade roads learn to speak his
language first? He nodded and gestured to the man to mount his
horse. “Kwei Kwei,” he said, referring to the devil spirits the
Chinese feared in the mountains. “His eyes are too big!”

Drekk mounted his horse and soon they were
riding back towards the out-tower. The watcher spoke again, and
Drekk strained to understand him.

“Who says many men? Camel puller?”

“Camel puller?” Drekk put on airs enough to
take a mild offense at the remark. “Ta-Lu ti!” He thumped his
chest, using the well known Chinese expression that meant Man of
the High Road. “I’m a Tarim Scout. Twenty years!” He gestured at
the land about them with a mitten-gloved hand and Chauyang grinned
at him again. “No camel puller,” Drekk went on. “My scout has good
eyes. My train captain listens for a long time. We broke camp many
sticks ago and moved twenty camels in the dark. I riding many hours
now!” He knew he had the tense of the verb wrong when he saw
Chauyang grimace at his bad Chinese. But he was understood.

They were coming up to the out-tower, a
simple wooden structure with weathered trunks set in an earthen
base and extending up some fifteen feet off the road bed. Chauyang
allowed Drekk to dismount and water his horse briefly. Drekk noted
that two other guards were eyeing him suspiciously as he worked and
muttering to one another in a dialect he did not understand.

“You will light the beacon?” Drekk asked
haltingly. “Good warning fire here, yes?”

“No, no,” Chauyang was waving him away now.
“No fire. No warning now. You go to Miran and tell my captain.”

Drekk could see that he would get little
more from the man. Chauyang was an underling and wanted as little
to do with wayfarers as possible. He wondered if he would have any
better luck at Miran. The Chinese! Who could understand them? The
T'ang Dynasty had ruled this land for decades, and yet they still
befuddled him. They could be so obstinate and thick headed at
times.

“Look hard to the east!” he gestured as he
took to his mount again. “My Captain comes with twenty camels.
Maybe trouble soon after. Be ready!”

“Qian wang! Qian jin!” The Chinese guard
just waved him off and tramped stoically back inside the makeshift
wooden tower. Drekk had no idea what the man was saying.

He nudged his mount forward, looking sourly
back over his shoulder as he went. The road was still hugging the
edge of a slight ridge, skirting the boundary between the bare
pebbled glacis of the mountain slope and the reedy lowlands
descending to the Tarim River. He hurried on and made good
time.

Well, let’s hope the Wend has it wrong
today, he thought. These Chinamen will be slow to move. Things have
been too quiet here of late. But I’ll not be made of fool of! I am
a Tarim Scout! I suppose the worse that could happen is that the
Zari don’t come. I’ll just clap a few backs and head off to meet up
with Tando. Then I’ll rub the Wend’s nose in it! He won’t live this
down so easily, and Tando will come to his senses and listen to me
next time we sit at road council.

The track was rising gently now, and at
length he caught sight of the tall, earthen walls of Fort Miran. It
sat astride the road, its main wall a little over two hundred feet
in length, and supported by a thick bastion in the center that
extended well out from the plane of the wall. Oblong towers guarded
each corner, and tamarisk branches had been embedded in the walls
here and there to give added strength. Drekk could see many men on
the pressed earthen parapets. They wore helmets and carried long
Chinese spears. He had not come this far yesterday and had not been
to the settlement of Miran for some years. The town was once a
thriving center of several thousand people, but now he was
surprised at how empty the region seemed.

Beyond the fort, the land sloped down to the
mouth of the River Miran, now little more than a dried out stream
bed feeding into the loess and scrub-infested plain of the Tarim
farther north. It was well past the flooding season, when the
summer monsoons would blow up over the high mountains to the south
and send cool waters coursing down into the lowlands. Now the land
seemed brown and barren, with drifts of sand encroaching about the
few weathered tamarisk that the locals had left standing. Most of
the other trees had been cut into firewood for the colder months of
the winter. Dried out branches of old, sun-bleached poplars and
juniper trees were seen here and there. A thin-branched willow, its
spindly limbs already bare, rattled on the wind. There were other
structures, ragged and forlorn, some ways out from the fort.
Probably old temples and shrines, he thought. On the whole, the
place was a dreary sight. Even the fort seemed to slouch in
disrepair. The Chinese presence here had apparently been on the
wane for many months—if not years. It seemed that the T'ang were
too self possessed. They are letting things slip, he thought.

The gate of the fort was little more than an
opening in one of the corners. The walls provided some relief from
the ceaseless wind and allowed the garrison a small measure of
comfort inside. As Drekk approached, the men at the gate gave him
little notice. He asked to be taken to the captain of the fort, but
no one was eager to oblige him. The Chinese soldiers seemed a bit
haggard and were grumbling for home, as any man might in a place
like this. He gave up and led his mount inside. There was a small
hillock just inside the entrance and he could not help thinking
that it would be a good place to mount a last defense if the gate
was breached. A large, permanent fire beacon was mounted on its
top—the ‘needfire,’ to warn other settlements of imminent danger
and to rally aid in time of distress.

The garrison had sited a small army camp
beyond this low hill. There were dugouts in the earth where the men
had been making bricks from the rock and soil. A bit more permanent
stone work showed where they had built a kiln, water trough, and a
latrine. Drekk could not help but recall the Wend’s warning about
the fort at Miran…There will be a fight for that place, but it will
not last long. He shielded his brow with his hand and peered about
the inner parapets, looking for some place where he might climb up
and find a good vantage point to assess the east road. He had an
uneasy feeling in his gut.

Suddenly he recognized a thickset man in
dull green garb and dark felted boots, as was the fashion for
Chinese officers. “Ah, the merchant” the man said, eying Drekk
carefully, and noting the sleek sword and dagger the scout always
wore.

Drekk had met the man once in Kara-Kum,
though he doubted if he would remember him. He called himself
Jinsong, the “Sturdy Pine,” and he moved with an air of confidence
and sureness that gave Drekk some heart. The captain of the
garrison was not a peasant soldier like most of the others here. He
was born of a middle class Chinese family, and had the benefit of a
little education. He even spoke the mix of Turkic and Persian
languages that was the common tongue on the basin trade routes.
Drekk was pleased that he would not have to labor in Chinese. He
bowed, thanking the man for honoring him by speaking his language.
Perhaps Jinsong would listen.

“I am a guide scout, Lord. I serve a small
train of twenty camels out from Dun Huang. We have need of great
haste for news has come to us of a large camp, with many soldiers,
to the south and east.”

“I have not heard this. What soldiers do you
speak of?”

“Tu Fan…” Drekk used the ancient Chinese
name for Tibet and the captain immediately darkened at the words.
“Some call them Fan-tse. Our word for them is Zari, and I have been
sent to bring you warning that an enemy may soon beset your walls.
There is great danger, captain.”

“Tu Fan?” The captain nodded. “Yes, they
have many names in many places. All mean one thing: Tu Fan bring
trouble. They have not dared to come this way for many months but,
like a bothersome fly, they will not leave us in peace for long. If
they bother us today, they will be taught a hard lesson. The
Emperor may not cast his eye here often, but he does not forget his
Western Provinces. How do you know this? You have seen this enemy
with your own eyes?”

Drekk explained all that he had told the
guard at the out-tower, only this time the captain listened
closely, intent on every detail. Then he laughed loudly and Drekk’s
hope sank again.

“A thousand! On the road from Bash-Kurghan?
This morning?” Jinsong laughed. “We’ve seen nothing, though the
wind is bad and the haze hides much.”

Drekk repeated all that had happened the
night before: how he had been sent by his train captain to give
warning, but Jinsong was not unsettled. “Yes, Tu Fan will come
again now that many of the garrisons are called home to settle
other matters, but not so soon, and not so many.”

Drekk was fidgeting, anxious to get a better
vantage point to the east. He begged the captain to let him look
for himself, bowing appropriately, and asking his permission to
climb the wall. Jinsong led the way, and soon they were up on a
high place looking down the thin brown ribbon of road that
stretched its way east over the dull slope of the mountain
footlands.

“You’ve men out on horseback now?” he
asked.

“Three patrols,” said Jinsong.

“No word back? Well, that’s a good sign.
Could be my scout was seeing too much in the dark and the wind. He
is young and inexperienced and—” Drekk was cut off by a long, high
note resonating from one of the watch towers. He started at the
sound, squinting southeast and edging over the wall to see better.
“What’s that?” he asked, an agitated look on his face.

Jinsong followed him, the grin fading from
his lips as he went. A swarthy spearman ran along the wall parapet
towards them. He was coming down from the high watch tower at the
northeast corner of the fort. “What is it?” Jinsong asked sharply
in Chinese.

“Smoke, sir,” said the man. “Not signal
smoke. Not from the out-tower. Too much wind for signal smoke, but
something is burning on the plain, far out by the crossroads.”

Drekk set his jaw and the men looked at one
another, considering.

“Smoke?” He peered south, shielding his gaze
with a forearm.

The watch captain leaned in closer, eyeing
him with interest, and straining to see where he was looking. “You
see it?”

“Yes, just there,” Drekk pointed. “That
would be fairly close to the fork…must be a wagon burning from the
looks of it. There were wagons on the track heading east and we set
our camp with the wainsmen last night. My captain convinced him to
return west with our caravan after the news we had from the south.
Strength in numbers. Couldn’t very well send them off on the road
to China with Tu Fan lurking near by.”

“We’ve had no other traders this way in many
days. If your eye is true, then your train captain may have run
into trouble already.” Jinsong made a quick hand signal and two
spearmen rushed to heed him. “Go to the out tower on the main road.
Give word that I want eyes on that fire at once. Close enough to
tell the tale, but be cautious. And find out why the men at
Phakta-Bulak have made no report!” The men nodded and scrambled
down from the upper wall to pass on the order. All the while Drekk
was peering east, his eyes battling with the rising sun, brow lined
with concern.

“Just the one wain is all…Can’t be more than
that,” he muttered.

“What’s that?” Jinsong seemed anxious for
news. Drekk could see that he was now relying on him to read the
signs out on the slopes of the mountain where the thin curl of
smoke billowed up on the wind.

“I say it looks as if there’s just one wagon
burning. There were three in the camp with us last night. If they
ran into trouble, then I think they made a good escape. Otherwise
why aren’t the other wagons fired?”

“They may have been taken. Was your train
guarded?”

“Yes, ten men, and good men at that. Then
there were another twenty porters and cameleers and such. They
could have run afoul of a Zari scouting party and beaten them
off.”

“We will clear the roads again this
afternoon,” said Jinsong. I will send out twenty men.”

Drekk thought for a moment, then ventured a
half question in the form of a rumor.

“I have heard, captain, that many of your
garrisons are marching east as you have said. Why is that?”

“An Lu-Shan.” The captain seemed to spit the
name out. He wars on the Khitan north of Wutai Mountains, but he
does not war well. He is not Chinese. The Emperor was foolish to
allow outsiders to meddle in military matters. I mean you no
offense, for we accept the trade and goods of many peoples in the
Empire, and always have. But to appoint such a man to high
authority was a foolish thing to do. An Lu-Shan has come to
Chang’an and he will cause much trouble. Trouble at home means the
army goes home. It has always been so.”

Drekk’s eyes narrowed at the mention of An
Lu-Shan. He knew the man was of Turkik origins, and had Sogdian
blood in him as well. He remembered the talk of the previous
evening, and the rumors concerning the Lady Yang and An Lu-Shan.
After a moment’s reflection, he decided it would be best not to
mention this to the Chinese captain.

“Will your garrison stay here long?” he
asked, changing the subject.

“Much of my division has already gone off to
Dun Huang.”

“We passed many on our journey this way,”
said Drekk. “Will they return? What if the Tu Fan come this way in
strength?”

“If they are fool enough to do so, they will
be killed.”

“What of the word we had from my scout? He
counted many spears, many men close by.” Drekk was a bit more
insistent, yet trying not to seem overly concerned about the
matter.

Jinsong studied him closely. The man was
hiding something, holding something back. He could feel it, though
what would there be to hide?

Drekk was intent, his eyes ever scanning the
eastern horizon, tearing somewhat with the cool morning air and the
bright sun. He was staring southeast, at that strange swirl of dust
rising up a bit higher than the wind-driven haze that veiled the
slopes of the Altun Shan. The sight of it made him uneasy. He
crossed his arms over his barrel chest to think. There’s no sign
that the caravan took the northern fork as I argued, is there? That
wagon is on the south fork, very near the crossroads. Damn Wend had
his way with Tando and they’ve already run afoul of trouble. Maybe
Tando will come to his senses now and turn north while he still
can, but don’t count on it. No. He’s gone off with the Wend, and if
that was a Zari party that fired the wagon then perhaps the Wend
was not as daft as I thought. Could there be that many? Is that
dust yonder the wake of their march column? How much time do we
have then, three hours?

He found himself fingering the small jade
amulet that he kept just inside his kaftan coat for protection.
What should he do? This Chinese captain must be told all he
knew.
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