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			INTRODUCTION


			For more than eleven hundred years the Byzantine Empire controlled much of Europe, as well as that part of Asia known once as Anatolia.


			Its capital city was Constantinople, founded by and named after the Roman Emperor Constantine in AD 330. In the centuries that followed it became a centre of Christian learning, art and theology as well as an architectural wonder – a man-made heaven on earth.


			During its long life Constantinople was besieged more than twenty times – by Arabs and Avars; Bulgarians and Persians; Slavs and Vikings and more besides. In 1204 the city fell to the Christian soldiers of the Fourth Crusade. The city was raped, sacked and torn to pieces – left in tatters until 1261, when the Byzantines took it back.


			Then in 1453 the twenty-one-year-old Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II brought a truly massive army before the ancient walls of the place they called the Great City.


			Standing in defiance of the young sultan’s ambitions was Emperor Constantine XI. He was more than twice the age of the sultan and had inherited an empire that was unravelling and failing before his eyes.


			In the years and months before the siege began, he had asked for help from throughout Christendom. But the four-centuries-old Great Schism – between the Catholic Church of Rome and the Orthodox Church of Constantinople – meant that even the Pope turned his back on the Christians of the East, and they were left alone, to stand or fall.


			When the Ottomans arrived outside his gates, Emperor Constantine had no more than eight thousand soldiers at his command, ranged against a force of perhaps a quarter of a million men.


			Among the city’s defenders was a man cloaked in shadow. He is mentioned in accounts of the siege, but only in a few lines here and there.


			Some writers described him as a German, but in fact he was a Scot, and his name was John Grant.


		


	

		

			PROLOGUE


			Like a loved one, the darkness took him in her arms. The ghost of the torch flame, extinguished moments before, drifted in front of him, fading to yellow and then blue. He waited until there was nothing before his eyes but steady blackness.


			It was the silence that sometimes felt overwhelming underground. He held his breath, straining with the effort of listening. The silence pressed against him from all sides and leaned down from above. He was a threat to its dominion – likely to make a sound and tear apart the quiet. Only the darkness held him safe.


			He reached out to the side with his right hand until his fingertips brushed against the cool wall of the tunnel. Crouching, bent over like a half-shut knife, he took a step forward into the cramped space, then another and another, and then stopped.


			Instead of rock, his fingers felt empty space. He had reached a corner – a twist away towards the right. He moved sideways again until his fingers regained contact with the wall and began inching silently forward once more. Sometimes his hair brushed the roughly hewn roof of the tunnel and he flinched from it like a child ducking a blow.


			In his left hand, his good hand, he clutched a knife, its blade curved like a tiger’s claw. Experience had taught him that a sword was unwieldy in the tunnels, an encumbrance. He made no noise as he drifted into the darkness, all but floating over the ground as he felt for each step. His breath trailed noiselessly from his open mouth. With his eyes closed he summoned his consciousness and sent it out ahead of him, further into the void.


			He had covered a dozen yards beyond the corner when, on an impulse, he stopped. He trusted his impulses, however slight. The texture of the darkness had altered. Where before it had been smooth and still, now it was disturbed, ruffled. Ripples, like waves from a pebble dropped into water, pulsed against his face and chest. Beats from an anxious heart.


			There was someone else there, someone else trying to be silent but disturbing the peace just the same by being alive. He smiled. With his knife held low he reached out swiftly with his right hand, straight in front. He touched a man’s face, felt stubble on the chin, and cold sweat. A gasp broke the silence – split it in two.


			He stepped forward into the space created there, smelt the sour gust of the exhaled breath. His knife hand moved of its own accord.


			


			A lammergeier draws lazy shapes in the sky above the city of Constantinople. Columns of warm air rise from white limestone buildings seared by summer heat, and the bird rides the updraughts in ever-widening loops. Always watchful of movement below, he tracks his shadow, a tiny black cross, as it flickers across the rooftops.


			A thousand feet beneath his breast lies the Church of St Sophia, like a mother hen surrounded by needy chicks.


			Seemingly attracted by the shape of the dome, he begins a spiralling descent, and as he comes closer to the church, so do we.


			Beneath the dome, inside the church, a broken-hearted girl climbs over the balustrade surrounding the first-floor gallery. Fingers of sunlight through tall windows illuminate her slight form so that she seems to glow. A shadow – her own, and twice her size – rises on the wall behind her. Her long brown hair gleams like the kernel of a horse chestnut, and two tears trace shining paths over high cheekbones.


			Her name is Yaminah – meaning suitable, proper – and she is twelve years old. Beyond the plinth are two stone steps, leading downwards. On the lower step is a second balustrade, this one of carved wood and four feet high. Carefully, slowly, she climbs up on to its top rail, only four inches wide. With both arms spread for balance, she straightens until she is looking out across the void beneath her feet. While she steadies herself she lets her gaze drift down to the bowed heads of the mourners gathered a hundred feet below for the funeral of her mother.


			Unaware that she is doing so, she smoothes the heavy material of her dress with both hands. After all, a princess has to look her best.


			Yaminah is an orphan, but soon – in just a few moments, in fact – she will be reunited with the person she loves more than anyone else in the world. One brave step will be all that is required to bring them together again.


			Well schooled in the Christian faith though she is, suicide seems like no sin at all to a girl wishing only to be with her mother once more, to hear her voice and smell the clean scent of her long fair hair …


			But when it came to it – when Yaminah focused properly upon the reality of the long fall towards the floor below – she changed her mind. Her heart and head were still filled with a smothering fog of sadness, but a pinprick of light had appeared amid the gloom. She could not – did not – identify it in that moment, but it was a flicker of understanding. Yaminah had realised that while she wanted her mother to be alive once more, truly she herself did not want to die – no more than her mother had wanted to die and leave her only child alone in the world.


			All at once she knew that although her grief had near overwhelmed her, the need to avoid a long drop towards the flagstones so many tens of feet beneath her was stronger still. With her gaze fixed on the gallery directly opposite, she let out a long, slow whistling breath.


			And so, as it happened, it was the scream of a woman that stole Yaminah’s balance away and had her topple from her perch. The sound of that one relieved exhalation from high above – so out of place – had caught the ear of a lady mourner. Looking up, she saw the child balanced precariously in all her finery – and yelped, hand to mouth.


			Snapped back from their thoughts by the unexpected sound, the faithful looked around at the lady who had made it, then up towards the point where she was staring. Thus when Yaminah fell out into space with her arms spinning like a penny whirligig, she had their full attention.


			Prince Constantine had noticed her some little while before the mourner cried out at the sight. He had been watching motes of dust drifting through shafts of sunlight – anything to distract him from the misery of the occasion (misery that was not his, but misery just the same) – when an unexpected movement on the gallery high above caught his eye.


			He was standing at one end of a row of mourners and she had appeared above him, although a little to his right. The strangeness of her actions meant he said and did nothing while she clambered hesitantly on to the balustrade. Like a scene from a dream, it all seemed beyond his control.


			But while the lady mourner’s cry made Yaminah fall, it also pulled Constantine firmly back into the active world.


			Rather than toppling forwards, the girl seemed only to hop in fright, so that she was bolt upright as she began her descent towards the shining marble floor. A collective gasp was tugged from the lungs of the congregation as they watched her flutter into space. A broad beam of sunlight caught the moment so that the silvered fabric of her gown shimmered. All below were transfixed. Hundreds of pairs of eyes opened wide, stretching the fragment of a second into ages.


			All were rooted to the spot – all save Constantine. Without any conscious decision, he had begun to drift away from the rest, pulled into a position directly below the girl. Her arms spun and her head was thrown backwards. Her hair stood straight up like fronds of weed in the clearest sea; the folds of her dress billowed with the force so that her skirts ballooned outwards. Her long, skinny legs, exposed for all to see, were cycling too, searching fruitlessly for purchase – for some or other friction to slow her descent.


			They called it a miracle ever after, said Our Lady herself had reached out a hand to spare the child. Perhaps her billowing dress performed some part of it as well, taking just enough speed out of the drop. In the end, though, it was to Prince Constantine that she owed her life.


			Without a thought for the consequences, he had placed himself squarely between the girl and the pitiless slabs of the floor of the church. The sun shone, the dress shimmered, the faithful held their breath, and a teenage prince of the Byzantine Empire thrust out his slender arms.


			None of those who witnessed the moment would ever forget it (most would struggle to believe they had even seen it with their own eyes). But there it was – a shining angel fell to earth and a callow boy reached out for her, caught her, and crumpled beneath the impact like a bag of washing.
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			PART ONE


			Badr


		


	

		

			1


			


			Scotland, 1444


			John Grant had disappeared, as was his intention. Lying on his back among the long grass and flowers of the meadow, he was invisible to all but the birds. He watched the slow circles of one black shape against the blue. Flower heads on long stalks, yellow and pink, nodded in and out of the frame at the whim of the breeze, as though passing the time of day. The bird changed tack and passed from his sight, leaving him gazing into infinite sky. With nothing left to focus on, he let go instead, letting the emptiness rush towards him.


			There have always been those who feel the spinning of the earth and the momentum of her orbit around the sun. While most people are tricked by the illusion – of a world fixed in place – a handful sense reality. John Grant felt the rush as the planet turned her face from left to right across the sky, sensed too her flight into the limitless dark. When he lay in bed at night he listened to the rumble and hum of the great ball as it turned and turned on its axis.


			Given the nature of Earth’s journey it is a wonder the sensitives are so few, while the many are blissfully unaware. Earth pirouettes at a thousand miles an hour, faster than a bullet fired from a gun. To circle the sun in just three hundred and sixty-five days (give or take) she hurtles through the void at sixty-seven thousand miles an hour. The solar system of which she is an infinitesimal part, clings to the rim of a great spinning vortex called a galaxy. Once around the glowing centre takes two hundred and twenty-five million years and since the world began, five billion years ago, the great odyssey has been completed fewer than twenty times.


			On that day in the year 1444, John Grant had been alive for a few weeks more than twelve years – a fraction of a fraction of time in terms of the voyage of the earth, but a long time for a boy alive to the speed of it all, to the hell-for-leather gallop across time and space.


			He was tall for his age, and lean. His mother despaired that for all he ate, which was as much as she had to give him, he stayed thin as a whip. She would have liked him sturdier, with more flesh between him and the world.


			As well as tall, he was sandy-haired and hazel-eyed. More than hazel, they were flecked with gold, so that sometimes they seemed to sparkle with tiny suns. He was pleasing to look upon. He was quick, too – of mind as well as of hand and foot. Some noticed that when he walked, his footsteps made no sound.


			The lightness touched his mother’s heart. At times he seemed to her a will-o’-the-wisp – something too slight for the world that might disappear, for no reason, at any moment. If he had been a pot of soup she would have stirred in flour, to thicken him. By day she watched his grace and mistook it for frailty. By night she lay awake wondering how she had kept him safe so far and dreaded the nameless threats posed by the days, weeks and years to come. Always she feared that the next gust of wind might snatch him away like a seed from a dandelion clock.


			Had she known his secret, that he could feel rushing infinity plucking at his clothes, seeking purchase like a wind ruffling the topmost leaves of a tree, she might never have slept again. But John Grant lacked the words to share what he knew and so left the truth unsaid. Perhaps he understood, anyway, that what he had to tell was too much for others to hear.


			Young John Grant knew nothing of planets, suns and galaxies, of course – and even less of bullets and miles an hour. How could he? He had no way to make sense of what he felt and no one alive in 1444 had yet learned the truth of it anyway. Earth would have to hurl around the sun another one hundred times and more before Nicolaus Coperncius, of Royal Prussia, would explain it – that we are in thrall to the sun and she to the universe.


			Although John Grant had noted the bird’s sudden change of heart, he had not allowed it to matter. But when a flight of half a dozen more sped across his line of sight, all in the same direction as the first, he began to pay attention. Pulled back, forced to ignore the falling into space, he sat up and looked around. Before there had been the sound of birdsong from a stand of trees some hundreds of yards away to his right. Now they were silent. Those that had not taken flight listened as well.


			From the sun-hardened ground beneath him there came the faintest suggestion of a disturbance. It wasn’t a vibration just yet – more a ringing in his ears – but it was there. He stood up. He was not alarmed as such but his senses were heightened. Instinctively he turned until he could see his home, a long, low cottage built of dry stone and roofed with turf. A curl of white smoke rose languidly from the chimney. It should have been a reassuring sight. But given the tightness building in his chest, it worried him instead. Rather than a source of comfort, the house seemed … asleep, unaware, and therefore vulnerable.


			But vulnerable to what? He did not know. He felt the ever-present sensation he called (to himself and only to himself) the push, accompanied by the faint taste of iron in his mouth. Doubt and fear might be unsettling – a pricking of the skin – but the push brought only certainty and had him set off downhill towards the house at a steady dog trot. After a hundred yards he stopped. The vibration beneath his feet was unmistakable now, and its source lay behind him, somewhere off beyond the trees and the silent birds. He was between its cause and his home – a barrier, however flimsy, and therefore a grain of comfort. He picked up the pace.
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			Hawkshaw


			His companions called him Bear. Badr (which means full moon) felt unfamiliar in their mouths and so they had exchanged it for something that made more sense to them. He was huge, after all – well over six feet tall and broad like the door of a castle’s keep. He was darker than those he lived among now, his skin like a tanned hide. His hair and beard, both long and unruly, were black as the night sky. His eyes were black as well, like a bird’s, so that no light escaped them. Across his cheekbones and around his eyes were clusters of darker pigment, larger than freckles. Around his head was wound a black scarf that kept his hair from falling into his eyes.


			He had appeared among them weeks before. He had ridden along the rutted track to the Jardine stronghold on a warhorse black as his hair. The saddle and other tack were of a style unfamiliar to the Scots, but it was the man who was strangest of all. Folk in the fields stopped what they were doing and straightened aching backs, the better to examine him as he passed by and to remember the moment ever after. Though he knew he was stared at, still he kept his gaze straight ahead. It was not disdain, rather the air of a man with other things to think about. The long curved sword on one hip attracted fascinated glances.


			Man and horse were still hundreds of yards short of the palisade encircling the tower house when there came the sound of iron bolts yanked free from their catches. Heavy wooden gates were pushed outwards. Three men, mounted on shaggy ponies, emerged from inside the stockade, fell naturally into an arrowhead formation and set off at a canter.


			Badr had watched their approach with detachment. The lead rider pulled up some little way in front of him while his companions drew wide and passed either side. They spurred their mounts around and took up flanking positions to the rear of the intruder. Their leader stood up in his stirrups in an effort to gain a height advantage, but in vain. It seemed to him that even the stranger’s horse, an expensive destrier by the look of it, gazed down at him.


			‘What do you want here?’ he asked.


			The black horse stopped, apparently of its own accord, and Badr fixed his gaze upon the man who addressed him.


			‘I have come a long way,’ he said. ‘They say this house is home to a powerful lord. I would like to offer him my service.’


			The Scot smiled, glancing at his companions. They nodded in return. They were younger, less experienced and keen to be reassured that all was well, but their leader remained guarded, suspicious.


			‘My name is Armstrong,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you to him. But you must give up your sword. You are welcome, but my master’s guests must surrender their arms.’


			Armstrong placed his right hand on the pommel of his own sword. He was no match for the newcomer in terms of physical size, but he stood his ground just the same. His eyes were green, almost startlingly so, and unblinking despite the fact that the sun was behind the Moor and shone straight into Armstrong’s face. The visitor was certainly big, powerfully built and armed for battle. He carried himself well, with the confidence of experience hard won. He was a threat to any and all. Something in his bearing, however, exuded calm as well. Everything – from the tone of his voice to the way he sat in the saddle – suggested he felt no need to prove himself. Armstrong, a man-at-arms and a leader among his own kind, had lived long enough to gauge a situation. He had survived his share of tense encounters and in so doing had learned some of the tricks of reading men. For the time being the giant meant no harm – and he could be a powerful ally to any who secured his loyalty. His lairdship would surely be pleased to make his acquaintance at least.


			Badr Khassan nodded and dismounted. His movements were smooth and quick, made perfect by hard muscle and taut sinew unencumbered by superfluous bulk. He landed on the track with hardly a sound. With one hand he reached back, like a girl, to free long hair from inside the collar of his cloak.


			He walked towards Armstrong, unbuckling his sword belt. By the time he reached the mounted man he had wound the leather strapping around the crescent-shaped scabbard. He passed it over casually, as though giving it away for good and without regret.


			‘Your master is a sensible man,’ he said, his face breaking into a smile that revealed teeth startlingly white. ‘For as long as I take shelter under his roof, my sword is his to command.’


			‘So be it,’ said the Scot.


			Taking the scimitar, heavy as a child, and placing it across his garron’s neck, Armstrong pulled on the reins so that the beast wheeled around towards the entrance of the palisade. With neither word nor backward glance he set off for home. Badr followed, leading his own horse and trailed at a respectful distance by the others. He considered the manner of the man who had spoken to him. He had read confidence in his demeanour, and something more besides. The Moor was long enough in the tooth to know the effect his appearance had on most people, men and women alike, and yet this Armstrong had met his gaze and addressed him plainly, and with the authority of one certain of his own abilities as well as of his station in life. Whoever commanded such a man – even just one such man – was a warlord Badr Khassan looked forward to meeting.


			The stronghold had been called Hawkshaw for longer than anyone could remember. It had been home to the Jardine family for four generations. The first of them had been a Frenchman, Guillaume du Jardon of Normandy, and it was his great-grandson, Sir Robert, who held it now – and who had ordered and overseen the building of the gloomy three-storey pile that dominated the surrounding land from its perch on a rocky outcrop overlooking a bend of the River Tweed.


			Clustered around the outside of the palisade were the homes of some of Sir Robert’s followers, low dwellings of timber and turf. Thin tendrils of smoke trailed skywards from fires within. Women, small and skinny as whippets, emerged from some of the doorways, stooping low beneath stone lintels and followed by scrawny tykes. They peered at the new arrival as he and his minders wound their way up the pathway to the tower house.


			While careful to maintain his leisurely air, Badr glanced around him, reading the story of Hawkshaw. The bleak, square house at its heart lacked panache, but was an imposing structure nonetheless. Everything about it, from the thickness of the walls to the miserly proportions of the few windows and arrow slits, spoke of a preoccupation with defence. There was no doorway on the ground floor – instead a heavy wooden ladder descended from a narrow portal a dozen feet up on the left-hand wall. If attackers breached the palisade and threatened the house itself, the ladder could be pulled inside, making it all but impossible for any unwelcome guests to gain access. Best of all, the house squatted upon a natural high point – a shelf of pale grey stone that, as well as giving the advantage of height, had likely provided most of the building material.


			‘Leave your horse with Donny there,’ said Armstrong, glancing over his shoulder to Badr and gesturing to the younger of the pair bringing up the rear. ‘Follow me up to the house and we’ll see if his lairdship has time for you.’


			Leaving the stranger trailing behind him, Armstrong dug both heels into his horse’s flanks and trotted up the last tens of yards to the foot of the ladder. Badr watched the Scotsman as he jumped lightly down from the saddle and walked to the base of the tower.


			‘Jamie!’ he called up, one hand cupped by the side of his mouth.


			Seconds later a sandy head appeared at the doorway.


			‘What can I do for you, sir?’ said the head. It was unclear whether the use of ‘sir’ had been a genuine acknowledgement of seniority or something light-hearted between men of equal rank.


			Armstrong climbed a few rungs up the ladder and began talking, too quietly for Badr to hear. After a couple of exchanges the one called Jamie disappeared back inside. Badr sniffed the air of the place – horses, and the hot, new-baked smell of an iron forge at work. He breathed deep of it.


			Armstrong stayed on the ladder, glancing occasionally at the newcomer. Badr heard the sound of a man clearing his throat and spun slowly around on his heels. The one called Donny, a short, weedy man with a weak-looking chin and watery blue eyes beneath a head of alarming red hair, had evidently delivered the horses into the care of a stable lad out of sight of where they stood, and had now returned. Badr found it hard to guess the ages of the men and women he encountered in these lowlands of Scotland. Many seemed so physically worn out – weakened by some or other hardship and the always unforgiving climate – that their adulthoods appeared like an extended old age. This one’s manner suggested some residue of youth, but his face was a mask of weariness.


			Silent by his side was the third of Badr’s guardians, a taller, heavier individual with dark hair and a face dominated by a scar that looped around his right eye and down his cheek, like a question mark. Both were keeping a respectful distance, hands on hips and feet shoulder-width apart. Their downcast eyes, however, made a lie of the seeming confidence of their stances. Beyond standing by, they seemed uncertain. Had Badr decided to move against them, it appeared unlikely they would have done much about it.


			Badr would have been content to remain silent but Donny gave in to temptation.


			‘Whaur are ye fae anyway, big man?’ he asked, rocking forward and upwards on to his toes in desperate search of more height.


			Badr was at a loss. During his travels through the long island, he had mastered much of the tongue spoken by the English, but the variant form that prevailed here in the land of the Scots was often beyond him. By way of a reply he shook his head slowly, a carefully quizzical expression on his face to convey, he hoped, friendliness as well as a lack of understanding.


			Donny tutted and glanced at his companion, eyebrows raised in exasperation, before trying again.


			‘Whaur … are … you’ – he pointed at Badr with one bony finger, and nodded for emphasis – ‘from?’


			Badr smiled, none the wiser. Mercifully, he heard a shout from the direction of the tower house and, grateful for the distraction, turned once more towards the ladder and Armstrong.


			‘Sir Robert is heading out now for a ride,’ called the Scotsman. ‘He will see you when he comes down.’


			‘An’ who the fuck’s this, then?’


			The words escaped him, but Badr understood their sentiment just the same. He turned back again to see who had growled and found he was looking into a new face – and for once, it was more or less level with his own.


			‘Well?’ it said.


			Another question, as aggressive as the first and seemingly addressed to all three men, rather than to Badr alone.


			‘Just turned up out of the blue, Will,’ said Donny. His tone was cheerful, placatory – born of experience of dealing with this bristling, aggressive individual. ‘Spotted him on the road outside and brought him in. Armstrong knows all about it, he’s up at the house.’


			‘Is he indeed,’ said Will, looking not at Donny but at Badr. ‘And what about the big ugly bastard? Does he speak for himself or does he just stand about casting shadows?’


			Donny laughed nervously, as did his comrade with the scarred, questioning face.


			The Moor ignored the tone as well as the insult.


			‘My name is Badr Khassan,’ he said. ‘I have been travelling but I am tired. I would stay here a while – a few days, a week or two maybe, if your master permits.’


			Will nodded elaborately, sarcastic to the core.


			‘Good for you,’ he said.


			There was a smell of drink about him too, and alcohol never brought out Will Kennedy’s good side (if Will Kennedy had a good side, he had kept it safely hidden all these years).


			More or less as tall as Badr, the newcomer had none of the width. He was skinny as a rail, with a chest that was almost concave. Years of stooping – the better to get his bullying face as close as possible to the noses of his intended victims – had made him round-shouldered as well. For all the cruelty in his countenance, his long, thin face was handsome, with pale blue eyes. He was bearded, the dark hair shot with grey.


			As soon as Badr laid eyes on the man, the word ‘snake’ sprang instantly to mind. There was a hint of wiry strength coiled in that mean frame, like meat that had dried tough, as well as the suggestion of a viper’s speed.


			He wondered again at the nature of this environment that had produced his oldest friend, Patrick, and that was home still to his woman and his child. The discovery of predators such as this Will, topped to the brim with venom, reminded him of the innumerable dangers that lurked in the undergrowth wherever he travelled. Though he had not yet laid eyes upon Patrick’s family far less spent time with them, still he felt a protective reflex in his chest, a need to find them and to see to their well-being.


			Tension crackled in the air, but not for Badr. The charge passed between the Scotsmen as they waited to see who would move first, who would speak.


			It was while Badr and Will were still eyeing one another’s potential, gauging intent, that the laird of the house stepped unobserved on to the top rung of the ladder. Looking down at Armstrong, Sir Robert noticed that his man was intent on observing something happening off down the slope beneath the tower. Following his gaze, the laird drew a breath when he spotted the stranger. Even from a distance Badr was a striking figure, built altogether differently from those around him. And of course he recognised Will Kennedy – malcontent and bully, but fearless and quick with knife and sword. Faced off against each other, the foreigner and Kennedy reminded Sir Robert of a full moon and a crescent. Hearing the gasp, Armstrong looked up, though Sir Robert was in no doubt that his man had already sensed his presence.


			‘Bloody Kennedy,’ Armstrong said, but the seeming exasperation was more for show than anything sincerely felt. ‘If there’s no trouble available he’ll make his own. I should get down there.’


			‘Wait a moment,’ said Sir Robert. ‘Might as well see what our visitor makes of the locals.’


			Unaware of the audience on the ladder, Will Kennedy continued with his posturing. He was wearing a woollen cloak over woollen trousers and an ancient and heavily stained leather jack, a garment packed tight with wool and worn in hope of taking some of the hurt out of blows from swords and dirks. It was tied shut across his narrow front with four leather loops around four wooden toggles. As he stepped closer to the bigger man, within arm’s reach, he delicately pulled back the left-hand side of his cloak with the fingertips of his left hand. Hanging by his side was a cruel-looking long-bladed knife, the handle angled forwards so it might be easily and speedily drawn with the right. Will glanced down at the weapon theatrically, as though surprised to find it there at his side, and then up again into Badr’s face.


			‘Careful now,’ said Badr softly.


			‘Careful?’ said Kennedy, his blue eyes narrowing, and letting his cloak fall back into place so that the knife was concealed from view.


			Without another word Badr took half a step towards his antagonist. For the briefest of moments the two men were touching, chest to chest, before Badr stepped back again. The move had looked for all the world – and to Armstrong and Sir Robert – like the first steps of a dance. It had lasted no longer than a heartbeat, and the expression on Will’s face when it was over was one of shock. No one – not even women – invaded his personal space so completely and so calmly without his consent. He looked as though he had been slapped across the face.


			In fact it was a gasp from the red-headed and suddenly red-faced Donny that broke the spell. Will Kennedy snapped his head around at the sound and, realising that Donny was pointing witlessly at the ground, looked down between his own heavily booted feet. Four wooden toggles lay on the hard-baked mud, along with their looped fastenings. Reflexively he raised both hands to his jacket and found that it was hanging limply open. Where the toggles had once been there were just four stumps of leather, cut through so cleanly the fresh ends shone bright white.


			‘Knives are dangerous,’ said Badr. ‘Best avoided.’


			If Badr Khassan had a blade of his own – and it appeared he did – no one glimpsed it that day, nor on any day thereafter.
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			Badr was as close to the fire as he could get without actually sitting among the flames. For all that he had found to admire and even enjoy in this northern land, the enervating cold was an affront. Weeks had passed since his arrival at the gates of the Jardine stronghold, and one way or another he had enjoyed (or endured) a complete round of the seasons in the countries of England and Scotland. For one grown to manhood in a sun-baked land far away to the south, the rain and wind that presided over so many days, not to mention the toll exacted by the gloom and gnawing cold of winter, had been hard to take. It was summer now – late summer admittedly, but summer just the same – and already the chill of evening was deeper than he would have liked.


			His nightly devotion to the fireplace in the great hall had become a source of amusement to the rest. At mealtimes he made sure always to occupy the last place on the bench, right beside the hearth. He then switched from side to side of the trestle table during the course of the evening to ensure that both sides of his body received an even toasting. At least as important to him as the food was the chance to bake his sorry hide in the searing heat of the flames curling around pine logs heaped and hissing.


			Angus Armstrong, the man who had first confronted Badr on his approach to Hawkshaw, sat apart on a dark wooden chair so worn and polished with years it shone like the surface of deep water. He flexed his legs so as to rock back and forth, allowing the back of his head to brush against the wall in the deep shadow cast by the fire. He watched the big man, saw a gleam in the eyes he interpreted not as malice but mischief. He waited.


			‘Is it good red blood in your veins, old Bear?’ shouted Jamie Douglas from the opposite end of the table. ‘Or maybe water – cold water, at that!’


			The taunt was good-natured and Badr knew it, but he adopted the body language of one struck by insult and rebuke. He had been among these lowland Scots long enough to learn the nature of their humour. Among the men at least it was all about teasing and challenging one another in hope of scoring points, and he knew how much the castle’s inhabitants enjoyed the possibility of seeing him finally, and for once, flex his muscles. If you were ever to be allowed to give it out, you had first to prove you could take it. His size and obvious strength had marked him as a slumbering giant, and the chance that he might one day be provoked into action made him a prime target.


			He froze, head down over a plate of venison stew (the climate might not have been to his liking, but he had to admit the food available hereabouts made up for some of the discomfort). All at once he seemed like a figure carved from seasoned wood. He had even stopped chewing. Undaunted, Jamie’s voice came again.


			‘You’re like a big old hound, steaming there by the hearth!’ he shouted, nudging the men to his left and right as he leaned forward to look down the length of the table toward Badr’s hulking form, silhouetted against snapping flames.


			Here was bravery indeed from a young blade. Badr was twice Jamie’s age and twice his size. Any physical clash seemed certain to end in disaster for the slighter man.


			‘Mind these teeth then, boy,’ said Badr evenly, his gaze fixed on his food. And then he growled. It was a trick he had learned in boyhood and perfected since. It was the first time he had used it among these folk, however, and the effect was instantaneous. It was a primal sound, animal – and for as long as it lasted, Badr’s humanity seemed far away, buried deep, or gone. Every spine around the table felt icy fingernails traced lightning fast from waist to neck and back again. Every hair rose on every square inch of skin and not a soul moved. Every spine and hair, that is, save those of Angus Armstrong, who read the signs for what they really had to say and remained on his perch, calmly rocking. For everyone else around the table, the air seemed sucked from the room and replaced by fear. The sound came from low down, and it tugged like a cold hand at the curled tail of monkey brain that waited tensely in the dark cave of every man’s imagination.


			Without moving, without even raising his head, Badr growled a second time, louder and more menacingly than before. After a handful of seconds he began to rise from his seat, pushing himself back with so much power that the whole bench, with half a dozen full-grown men upon it, swung slowly away from the table with a squeal of wood on stone. Once he had room to move, he stepped clear of the bench and turned to face the younger man, still seated between his comrades. None of them had the nerve to meet Badr’s eye; instead, each waited, motionless, praying that the coming storm would pass them by. He growled a third time and kept his stance low, careful not to straighten to his full height, the better to increase his width. Every other fellow seemed turned to stone. Most forgot to breathe. It was finally happening. Badr began to advance, slowly. A bear right enough.


			Jamie found his voice. He stayed on his bench, small now and getting smaller, recoiling inside his own frame. His face suddenly grey, he offered only:


			‘Come on, Bear … just playing you … No offence meant …’


			It was almost the voice of a child.


			Badr’s lip curled and at once the growling stopped. Silent seconds passed, and time dripped from the rafters high above like cold water.


			‘NONE TAKEN!’ he bellowed, so that every man around the table jumped, and now other ears and eyes paid attention. ‘Got you there, boy!’ he shouted, and roared with easy laughter.


			All the while Badr had dominated the space, time had seemed to stand still, but at once the world jolted back into motion. The noise of the Bear’s laughter and the accompanying release of tension were so abrupt that a few of the men let out helpless yelps of relief. Then it was all about slapping the table and regaining lost ground by laughing along with the friendly giant in their midst – desperate to appear party to the joke.


			Still low, weight on the balls of his feet, Badr launched himself at Jamie, grabbed him in a steely hug where he sat, and scooped him into the air like a little boy. He set him down on his two feet, roughly, so that the younger man almost fell backwards, and then ruffled his sandy hair with one hand. Jamie breathed out heavily, his relief still huge and making him grin gormlessly in his happiness at finding himself alive and unharmed. Armstrong only watched, eyes alight with reflected flames, as he let the front legs of his chair come to rest upon the floor.


			If the air in the room had been crushed, as though by a storm cloud that had loomed and lowered, it was clear once more. Food and drink appealed as before and the men in Badr’s company breathed deeply of life as they turned their attentions back to the meals in front of them.


			The knowledge of a happening at the men’s table spread rapidly around the hall. From the raised dais, Sir Robert Jardine, master of the house and uncle and guardian to young Jamie, saw only his charge being hoisted high. Satisfied that it was nothing more than horseplay, he said nothing. Though his motivations remained hard to fathom, the big man had been something of an asset. His presence among the armed patrols that checked the borders of Sir Robert’s lands had added weight to Jardine authority hereabouts. His calm confidence steadied the younger men, and their air of self-possession while on duty meant that nowadays their job was half done without the need for word or action.


			Turning to address the man on his right, Sir Robert said: ‘I would not be without … remind me, what name is it they use for Khassan nowadays? He’s practically a war band all on his own.’


			‘Bear,’ muttered the cadaverous figure, hunched over his plate like a crow. ‘They call him the Bear, sire.’


			As he said the nickname the second time, he nodded his head from side to side, loftily, adding mocking emphasis to the word. He took a moment to consider his master’s face and glimpsed the shadow of the handsome man of years before, now all but consumed.


			‘You don’t care for our guest, Davey?’ said Sir Robert, his thin lips twisting into a smile.


			‘You don’t need me to like him – or any of the men, sire,’ he replied. ‘I’m wary of strangers – especially strangers dark as Badr Khassan, or as massive. Allowing something that size indoors is like giving house room to a bull … if you ask me.’


			‘I care less about the colour of his skin than the strength of his sword arm,’ said Sir Robert. ‘As for a bull, he has the manners of a gentleman. I’ve heard not a bad word about him in all the time he’s been among us. They say he hasn’t so much as raised his voice in anger to man or woman.’


			While Sir Robert spoke, he kept his eyes on the room and on the men and women enjoying his hospitality. His gaze was tireless. A borderer by birth and inclination, he lived by little wars – either raiding or fending off his neighbours. Scottish, English – their nationality was of no significance and no concern to a Reiver such as he. His holdings were his world, jealously guarded and set apart from all other obligations. He lived as he saw fit, and neither listened to nor tolerated any authority but his own. Here, where the kingdom of the Scots rubbed together with that of the English, were all the unhealed wounds and jagged ends of broken bones left by uncounted years of feuding. No distant monarch held sway here, and those folk that made their homes along the disputed borderlands understood they were beyond the help or care of kings. It was therefore to local strongmen – men like Sir Robert Jardine – that they looked for any kind of security, never mind the maintenance of law and order.


			‘Nine weeks,’ said Davey carefully. ‘Nine weeks he’s been here, and anyway, that’s the thing about animals: bonny enough outdoors and from a distance but less appealing squatting by a man’s own fireside.’


			‘My fireside, Davey,’ said Sir Robert. ‘Mine.’


			Davey Kennedy, master of Sir Robert Jardine’s stables and elder brother of Will – Will of the sheathed knife and the severed toggles – turned his attention back to his food.


			‘And no word of Grant?’ said Sir Robert, wiping up the remnants of his meal with a last lump of bread. He licked his lips and remembered the taste of sweeter flesh.


			It was a statement of fact rather than a question, but Davey heard his master’s dissatisfaction coiled around each syllable.


			‘It’s been years since there was more than rumour of him hereabouts,’ he said. ‘I doubt he’s even in the country. There’s no safe bed for him within a hundred miles of Hawkshaw – nor will there ever be again. He has accepted that. Patrick Grant is gone, and will stay gone.’


			Sir Robert chewed his food. He took up his cup and drank long and slow of the finest wine his folk could find. He tasted only blood and bile.


			‘Why the troubles on my land, then?’ he asked. ‘Who torments my tenants? Who burns their homes and takes their beasts?’


			He turned to look at Kennedy and his gaze seemed to burn the other man’s face so that he squirmed.


			‘His bitch is here, and his brat,’ said Sir Robert, running his tongue back and forth over his teeth to clear them of the scum of half-chewed food. ‘He’ll be back for them one day. If not, then he’ll send for them sooner or later.’


			‘More likely he’s dead in a ditch,’ said Davey Kennedy. ‘And there’s an end of it.’


			‘That,’ said Sir Robert, ‘would be more disappointment than I could bear. If I don’t stretch Patrick Grant’s neck myself, I won’t rest easy in my own grave.’


			He took another gulp of wine before continuing.


			‘Keep watch over his family,’ he said. ‘They are the key to it, bait in the trap. The day will come when I’ll see all of them swinging on the gibbet. Mark me, now – they will all hang for what he did to me.’
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			Given all that was to happen that day, it started quietly enough for the folk of Hawkshaw. There had been reports through the night of trouble on the southern marches – cattle taken, homes raided and set ablaze. A patrol was to ride out, assess the damage and set others to work to put things right.


			Sir Robert Jardine considered himself beholden to none and policed his own lands as he saw fit. The men he gathered around him to those ends were bound either by blood or by the silver coins in his purse, but he placed the full weight of his trust in none of them, not even close family. He reviewed his situation every day and made whatever adjustments he felt necessary.


			Before he had finally retired to his bedchamber on the uppermost floor of the tower house, he had given Davey Kennedy the task of leading whatever force he deemed necessary to the site of the trouble. A little after dawn, with a watery sun rising, the master of the stables was at the head of a dozen mounted men trotting out through the gateway of Hawkshaw’s palisade. There was little in the way of conversation. Each man remained withdrawn, maintaining as much distance as possible from the rest and from the chill of the morning.


			Davey Kennedy was fuming. The task of leading such a routine patrol was a long way beneath his dignity, as he saw it. It was, however, in keeping with his master’s way of doing things. If challenged (and who would have dared?), Sir Robert would have said it was important his senior men remained battle ready at all times, and vital that they had up-to-date, first-hand experience of the people and the lie of the land.


			What use to the household and the estate was any who had grown distanced from the day-to-day realities of the fight and the need for restless vigilance? Sir Robert therefore insisted (and a grudging part of Davey Kennedy both understood and even approved of the strategy, in principle at least) that rank was no bar to service. Even the laird himself was no stranger to the drudgery of riding the marches, maintaining the boundaries of his own lands and underlining his authority through the simple tactic of remaining visible at all times.


			But early morning was early morning, and Davey, a man who liked his bed more and more with every passing year, was in a foul temper. It had given him some little satisfaction, therefore, to insist that his quarrelsome brother join the party, and he looked back over his shoulder to the end of the line of horsemen where Will, as silent and morose as Davey himself, trailed some half a dozen horse lengths behind the others. Davey kept watching his brother until he made eye contact. With a jerk of his head he signalled that Will should join him at the head of the troop. Once they were trotting side by side, he slowly looked his brother up and down.


			‘Like what you see, do you?’ said Will, without lifting his gaze from his garron’s mane.


			‘Aye, you’re a pleasure to be around, brother,’ said Davey. ‘No chance anyone will ever mistake you for a ray of sunshine.’


			‘If you’ve nothing worth saying, I’d prefer the quiet,’ said Will, eyes now fixed straight in front of him.


			They rode in silence for several minutes.


			‘I’ll go on ahead, Davey,’ said Will at last. ‘See what’s to see.’


			‘For what reason, when we’re all going anyway?’ said Davey, meeting his brother’s gaze. ‘Not like you to put yourself out on behalf of others.’


			‘It suits me to be by myself,’ said Will, his face expressionless. Then he smiled, dripping sarcasm. ‘It might make me happy.’


			‘This ride out is for no one’s pleasure,’ said Davey. ‘The point is to be seen. To let it be known we will respond to any and every breach of our lands.’


			‘Oh, it’s our lands, is it now?’ said Will.


			He dug his spurs into his horse’s flanks. The beast reared in pain and surprise and plunged away from the line.


			By the time Davey Kennedy and the rest of the riders reached the Henderson farm, the focus for the trouble during the night just past, there were no signs of life. There was a chaotic mess, sure enough. While the thatched roofing of the main cottage was largely intact, there were clear signs of burning. The whole lot of it was sodden, evidence of efforts to douse a fire, but it looked as though the flames had never fully caught. In any event, much of the thatch had slumped into the interior under its own weight. Some of the poor belongings of the Henderson family, tenant farmers who paid Sir Robert rent for the privilege of their miserable existence, were strewn around the doorway. Smashed pottery, clothing, bits and pieces of broken furniture were testament to a raid. But for all the signs of destruction, there was not a soul to be seen or heard. The cattle were gone too – driven off by whoever had descended upon the place in the night. No doubt the Hendersons had sought comfort and shelter with some or other neighbours.


			‘Will!’ shouted Davey Kennedy. ‘Show yourself!’


			Nothing. Not a reply, not a murmur.


			‘Look inside,’ he ordered, gesturing to Jamie Douglas and another of the troopers, Donny Weir. The pair jumped down from their horses and sauntered over to the doorway. The lintel was low, no more than five feet off the ground, and both had to duck awkwardly to pass beneath and into the darkened interior.


			Seconds later Donny re-emerged, his usually ruddy cheeks white as a fish’s belly. He said nothing, but looked straight at Davey Kennedy for a long moment, and then away again.


			Kennedy dismounted and ran to the doorway. Misjudging the height in his haste, he bumped his head on the lintel hard enough for the men to hear, and to wince in sympathy.


			When his eyes adjusted to the gloom inside, he spotted Jamie crouched by his brother’s side. Will Kennedy was slumped in one corner of the ransacked cottage, eyes wide and his throat laid open from ear to ear. His dead face was discoloured with bruises, evidence of a heavy beating administered before the fatal wound.


			Davey said nothing at all, just walked slowly over to his brother’s corpse. Hearing his approach, Jamie turned to look at him. He was holding Will’s cold right hand.


			‘Look,’ he said, holding it up for Davey to see. The knuckles were split and bloodied. ‘Put up a fight.’


			‘Aye,’ Davey replied. ‘I’m sure, for all the good it did him.’


			Back outside, the word had spread, courtesy of a whispered account from Donny Weir.


			‘I’d like to meet the man that bested Will Kennedy,’ said one man. And then, after a pause: ‘Or maybe I wouldn’t.’


			Davey emerged from the cottage, followed by Jamie Douglas, who was wiping his hand hard on his trousers.


			‘Donny Weir,’ he said, ‘and you, Jamie: you found him – take word of my brother’s death back to Hawkshaw. The rest of you mount up.’


			He spat on the ground, then walked smartly to his horse and climbed back into the saddle. Donny Weir and Jamie Douglas made ready to depart. Silently, the rest got back on their mounts. Davey Kennedy set off first. There would be time later for the business of seeing that his brother’s body was properly taken care of. For now, his time would be best spent elsewhere, and he nudged his beast towards the rutted track they had followed to reach the Henderson place. The troopers, heads down and stealing glances at one another, followed suit. When they reached the track, Kennedy kicked his garron into a gallop.
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			John Grant felt the vibrations of the galloping horses before he heard them. Even as he ran full tilt towards home, he could detect them through the soles of his bare feet as they pounded on the grass. The push was hard upon him now, insistent as a scolding parent. The cottage was seconds away, but still he felt compelled to stop and look back towards the rise and the trees beyond. Now that he was standing still, his heart thumping, the tremors threading up from the ground and agitating his skin like needles were unmistakable. By paying attention to the push he was able to orientate himself so as to face, and therefore pinpoint, the source of the staccato pulse. He was facing in precisely the right direction when he finally heard the sound of their approach, just seconds before a band of mounted men appeared on top of the rise and spilled downhill towards him. They were perhaps a quarter of a mile away. At the sight of him, the leader of the group seemed to begin urging his mount even harder. Seeing this, reading it as more bad news, John Grant turned to complete his dash for home.


			‘Mother!’ he cried as he covered the last ten yards. ‘Men are coming!’


			He charged through the doorway of the cottage and knew exactly where to look to find his mother’s face. She was tending the fire in the hearth, coaxing enough heat to boil water, but at the sound of his voice, and his sudden appearance in her domain, she dropped the blackened stick she had been holding and turned to face him. Jessie Grant was tall and long-limbed, like her son. Her face was handsome rather than beautiful, so that it was the way she held herself, her balance and poise, that turned men’s heads.


			She saw the alarm on his sweat-slicked face and straightened.


			‘Why so fearful, son?’ she said, but his manner told her all she needed to know. If he was afraid, then he had good reason. She ran to meet him, taking him briefly in her arms, and then, pushing him behind her, she ducked her head and stepped out into the daylight.


			John Grant followed her and moved around his mother so as to stand by her side, close enough that they were touching. The horsemen had slowed to a trot, and as they arrived in front of mother and son, the leader pulled up his mount and climbed down from his saddle.


			‘Good afternoon, Mr Kennedy,’ said Jessie. ‘What brings you to my door … and with so many friends?’


			Her pretence at nonchalance and warmth was convincing enough – perhaps enough to fool the larger part of the audience – but John Grant felt the fine hairs on her arm, the arm touching his own, standing on end. Though her hand was tucked out of sight in her apron, the taut tendons of her forearm told him it was balled into a fist.


			Davey Kennedy smiled but said nothing as he closed the distance between them.


			In the end he came much too close – close enough to place a heavy hand on John Grant’s shoulder and pull him away from his mother.


			‘Still no father for the boy?’ he asked.


			Davey Kennedy was a head and shoulders taller than John Grant, but the boy took care to thrust out his chin and look the man straight in the eyes.


			Davey cupped John Grant’s chin and turned the boy’s head first one way and then the other, as though considering his worth.


			‘He’s growing up pretty, is he not?’ As he said it, he turned to the men. They understood the joke and laughed accordingly.


			John Grant freed himself from the man’s grasp and stepped back to his mother’s side.


			Everything about Davey Kennedy’s physical presence radiated threat, like a static charge in the air before a storm. John Grant found the force of it nauseating, and unconsciously he took some steps backwards away from the man, as though to escape a bad smell.


			Davey Kennedy turned fully towards the men and took a few paces towards them.


			‘Thomas Henderson’s farm was raided last night, Mrs Grant,’ he said, addressing the words over the men’s heads before spinning around on his heel to face mother and son once more.


			‘Why are you telling me?’ said Jessie.


			‘Well … something of what we saw reminded me of some of your husband’s handiwork, back in the day,’ he said, now strolling back towards the pair.


			Jessie sighed and looked down at the ground between her feet for a few seconds before replying. Whatever his failings, and they were numerous, Patrick Grant had been no bully and no thief.


			The wife of an absentee husband did not have her troubles to seek, however. She had been both mother and father to the boy for most of his years. For almost all of the time he felt like the blessing he was and she thanked God for him. But at moments such as these she longed to stand behind the protection of a man, and she silently cursed the name of Patrick Grant, wherever he was.


			In the pause while no one spoke, John Grant felt the presence of another, suddenly filling the silence. The hackles on his neck rose and sent a crackling tingle through his body, as though a cold fingernail was trailing up and down his skin. Whoever it was, they could not be in the cottage – he had seen that his mother was alone. If not inside the building, then whoever it was had to be behind it. He felt the push and it turned his head. Still he saw nothing and no one. There was someone there, just the same. He knew it.


			‘As you well know, Davey Kennedy, my husband has been gone for years – almost all the boy’s life,’ she said. ‘Why you seek to blame him for trouble on the Jardine estate is beyond my reasoning.’


			Jessie smiled at her son. For as long as her fond gaze lasted, John Grant felt like it was just the two of them. His whirling senses were briefly calmed, pacified like troubled water anointed with oil.


			Davey Kennedy strode towards Jessie and punched her on the side of her head with all of his strength. She dropped like a felled tree – still conscious but utterly befuddled, a roaring in her ears.


			John Grant hurled himself at his mother’s attacker, even managed to land a substantial punch that brought a gout of blood from the man’s nose. Davey Kennedy lashed out reflexively and caught the boy across the face with a sweeping blow from the back of one hand, before using it to wipe the crimson from his own face.


			‘Take the bitch back to her fireside and do what you will,’ he said, standing over his victims. ‘And if she still can’t remember where that bastard husband of hers has been hiding, do it all again until she does.’


			The mounted men leapt from their horses. Suddenly offered unexpected entertainment, they were on the ground and over to Jessie in seconds. Their own Will Kennedy was dead, after all – and who were they to question his grieving brother’s tactics for finding the killer.


			Leaving the boy where he lay, they picked Jessie up between them and carried her clumsily but swiftly into the cottage. Their hands were hauling at her clothes, pushing her skirts up around her hips. There was a burst of oafish laughter from one of them and a groan from the semi-conscious woman.


			John Grant rolled over on to his front and was trying to get up on to his hands and knees, still stunned, when Davey Kennedy kicked him in the stomach. It wasn’t the hardest blow, but was designed instead to humiliate and subdue. The wind was knocked from the boy’s lungs just the same, and he stayed down.


			He was still alert enough to see the giant shadow that rushed from behind one gable end of the cottage and grabbed his tormentor by the neck, lifting him easily off the ground.


			The sound that escaped the bully’s compressed throat was muffled and weak, but still discernible.


			‘You …’


			The cracking sound that silenced Davey for ever was louder than his last word. His neck broken, he dropped to the ground like the innards of a butchered beast.


			Wordlessly, still uselessly winded, John saw the great shape cross to the doorway of the cottage. Before the man stepped inside, he drew a long, curved sword from his belt. It was already stained with drying blood, from work done earlier in the day. And then, finally, John Grant knew no more.
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			Donny Weir would have howled the news of Will Kennedy’s demise  for the last mile back to Hawkshaw. Like every whipped dog, he knew how to yelp. The whip hand had often been Will Kennedy’s, and the urge to share the astounding knowledge of the messy death of his oft-times bully bubbled in Donny’s breast like a rising spring. They had ridden at full gallop and their horses were wide-eyed and flecked with sweat by the time they reached the gates of Hawkshaw’s palisade. The sentry had watched their frantic approach and the way was made open for them.


			‘Hold your tongue now, Donny. We must tell it first to Sir Robert,’ said Jamie Douglas, the younger head but certainly the wiser. He had been giving the same counsel for most of the ride back and was now repeating it over and over like a prayer. ‘There will be an awful price for this,’ he hissed as they swept beneath the lintel at full speed. ‘You make Sir Robert the last to know now, and you’ll likely end up paying a portion of it yourself.


			‘Where is my uncle?’ he shouted towards a group of troopers standing near the base of the fortress. He and Donny brought their mounts to a clattering halt and fairly leapt from their saddles. Before any could answer, Donny spotted Sir Robert climbing down from the single, heavily defended entrance to the tower. He thumped Jamie on the shoulder and pointed.


			Jamie reached out and lowered Donny’s clumsy paw, making eye contact with Sir Robert as he did so. Apparently sensing trouble, the master of the house jerked his chin upwards, questioningly, towards the breathless new arrivals.


			‘Well – where’s Kennedy and the rest?’ he asked, his face dark like a sky bearing storm clouds.


			‘Mr Kennedy sent us ahead, sir,’ said Jamie, keeping his eyes fixed on Sir Robert’s, though the urge to look at the ground between his feet was all but overwhelming. Uncle or not, Sir Robert Jardine was a hard man to please and the wrong sort to trouble. ‘Will is dead, sir,’ he said. ‘Murdered.’


			Sir Robert blinked but gave no sign of emotion. Jamie knew his uncle well enough to know that the lack of an outward show of feelings meant nothing at all.


			‘Tell me,’ said Sir Robert, stepping closer to his nephew while the rest of the men looked on silently, careful not to move and draw any attention upon themselves at such a time.


			‘Mr Kennedy sent Will on ahead of us this morning – to the Henderson place,’ said Jamie. He cleared his throat and swallowed before continuing. ‘When we got there ourselves, there was no sign of … of life. The place was a mess, the house put to the torch, belongings scattered all around.’


			‘And Will Kennedy?’ asked Sir Robert.


			‘There was no sign of Will at first,’ said Jamie. ‘Davey told us …’ He glanced over at Donny. ‘Mr Kennedy told Donny and me to check inside the house. So we did. And we found Will alone in the place – dead. His throat was cut … his head was all but severed.’


			At the addition of such marvellous and gory detail, Donny Weir made an involuntary tutting noise with his tongue and shook his head, as though disapproving. Jamie glared at him and Sir Robert made a half-turn of his head that brought Donny swiftly back into the here and now. He rushed a cupped hand to his mouth to reinforce his sudden, mindful silence.


			Sir Robert remained quiet for a few more seconds and then turned away from his nephew to face Donny and the rest of the men who had been listening. More of them had drifted over, keen to hear what was going on but sensing the need to keep their mouths shut.


			‘Mount up,’ said Sir Robert, his voice clear and strong. ‘Our Will Kennedy is dead, slain by someone who has chosen to make himself my enemy.’


			The undoubted force of the laird’s intent seemed to blow across the courtyard like a gust of wind. Men turned to look at one another, exchanging short sentences that mixed together into a murmur of disquiet.


			A black bird on the highest masonry of the tower house gave out a rasping cry before spreading its wings and taking to the air, as though intent on carrying the news further afield. Before it had time to beat its wings a second time it was pierced through by a long, thin shaft of ash wood, tipped with shining steel and fletched with grey goose feathers. Someone gasped in surprise and all looked up in time to see the crow transformed from a creature of the sky into what looked like a bundle of black rags on the end of a stick. The lifeless heap of it landed a few feet from the bottom of the tower house and a scruffy dog trotted over to inspect the windfall.


			All eyes, Sir Robert’s included, turned then to focus on the archer, though every man in Hawkshaw knew instinctively who it was that must have loosed the arrow – who alone among them had such casual mastery of the art. It was Angus Armstrong. He walked towards them, his longbow of the good red yew held loosely in his left hand.


			‘Are we going hunting?’ he said, to no one in particular, though all waited for Sir Robert to respond.


			‘Aye, hunting it is, Mr Armstrong,’ he said. ‘We will ride out to find the rest of the patrol. I tell you all now: I will know the whole story by nightfall.’


			There were shouted orders then as men came to their senses and set about the business of preparing to leave, and on a war footing. Violent death was hardly a rarity in these debatable lands, but Sir Robert Jardine of Hawkshaw was known to be unusually vengeful – even by the standards of the day. He interpreted any abuse of his men as an attack upon his own person. And then there was the matter of the victim. Will Kennedy was feared at best by most of the community around Hawkshaw, but none had expected to live to see the day when any gained the upper hand in a fight with the man.


			‘Where is the Moor?’ shouted Sir Robert, as he strode towards the stables. Angus Armstrong had recovered his arrow from the crow’s carcass. He and Jamie Douglas and several more of the men trotted over to his lairdship and kept pace with him.


			None of them had offered any immediate reply to Sir Robert’s enquiry.


			‘Khassan – Badr Khassan? Where is he?’ asked Sir Robert a second time, a note of impatience rising in his throat like gall.


			‘He’s not here,’ said Armstrong.


			He it was that had been first of all the Hawkshaw men to meet the giant stranger upon his arrival on the road in front of the fortress more than two months before. Having brought him inside the palisade, Amstrong had felt a responsibility for the stranger’s presence ever since. Though he had grown to respect, even to like the man they called the Bear, still he had bothered to keep an eye on the stranger’s comings and goings.


			Sir Robert stopped and turned to face Armstrong, a man he valued above all others and found it worth paying attention to – in times of strife, most of all.


			‘He’s not here, my lord,’ said Armstrong again. ‘I have not seen him since yesterday, in fact, and I am confident of saying he did not spend last night at Hawkshaw.’


			Badr Khassan had been in the habit of leaving Hawkshaw on his own. If anyone asked him about it, he always put it down to curiosity.


			‘I am a stranger in a strange land,’ he would say. ‘There is much to see and to know.’


			Sir Robert had been informed of Badr Khassan’s habits and had been content to leave him on a long leash. As far as he was concerned, if people saw the Moor on Jardine land, then he served as a visible symbol of his own ever-present authority in these parts.


			It burned Armstrong to have to admit that he had no idea concerning Khassan’s whereabouts. He did not make mistakes, and yet … and yet it seemed to him that the Bear’s absence at such a time was more than a coincidence. For the first time in a long time he felt he had been – now what was the word … outmanoeuvred. He would not let the same thing happen twice in one day.


			Sir Robert remained stationary, and for a moment Armstrong knew he read thoughts similar to his own on his master’s face.


			Saying nothing, Sir Robert turned and strode faster still, down towards the stable block. A groom had his horse ready, as always – a tall and broad-chested destrier, a warhorse – and he almost leapt into the saddle in his haste to be away. The beast was briefly startled and reared slightly in protest, but Sir Robert brought it quickly and easily under control before wheeling it around and making for the gates of the palisade at a canter.


			Casting his mind back to the evening before, to his conversation with Davey Kennedy, he stumbled suddenly across memories of Patrick Grant. Along with thoughts of Grant came memories of a woman. Those images were worn and stained, like portraits hung on a wall exposed to too much daylight. Before mounting his horse he had had not an idea in his head of where in his demesne to begin the search for the foe. Now, without knowing quite why, he shouted out their destination. They would head first of all to the sometime home of the man who had wronged him and all his heirs, leaving them with so little when they might have had so much.
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			John Grant dreamed he was flying high in the sky, or perhaps swimming in deep water. In any event, he was weightless and graceful as he soared, twisted and dived through an element that offered no resistance. He loved it. And then he hated it. All at once there was an awful dizziness as the world, or at least the world inside his head, began to spin, faster and faster. He felt the contents of his stomach pitch and roll. He closed his eyes as the sensation, so briefly perfect and wonderful, turned into a lurching fall. He was sinking deep or plummeting to earth and he opened his mouth to cry out, or to vomit, or both …


			He returned to consciousness then, helpless and weak like a drowning man dragged from rapids. He lay on his back, his head supported, mercifully, by something soft. The world still spun for him – not the familiar grinding turn of the planet on its axis that he lived by, but a hideously tight rotation. When he opened his eyes he saw not his mother, nor even an empty heaven above, but a huge black face that seemed to be in high-speed orbit around his own sorrowful skull.


			He breathed in sharply and felt the spinning start to slow. He tried to rise, pushing with his elbows, but a crushing pain in his head made him clench his eyes shut and collapse back on to the grass. Strong hands held his shoulders then, and when he opened his eyes a second time, just slits, the huge black face was almost stationary and beginning to speak.


			‘Stay down for now,’ it said, the voice gentle.


			‘My mother?’ said John Grant, remembering all of it at once. ‘Where …?’


			‘She will be well. She sleeps. That’s best for now.’


			‘Did they … Was she …?’


			‘They did not touch her,’ said Badr Khassan. ‘She rests now on her bed. The blow to her head was a heavy one, I think.’


			John Grant raised a hand to his face, felt a crust of dried blood.


			‘Where are they?’ he asked.


			‘They are at peace too,’ said Badr. ‘Though a deeper peace than that presently enjoyed by your mother.’


			‘You …?’


			‘Yes, little master,’ said the Moor. ‘I have sent them ahead to face judgment.’


			‘You killed them?’ asked John Grant.


			Badr shrugged, made light of the deed. He limited his reply to the practicalities of the work.


			‘Small spaces like the inside of your cottage make it easier for one man to deal with many – keeps the targets bunched together, no?’ He reached behind his back for his scimitar, unsheathed it and held it in front of John Grant’s face. ‘And my good friend was with me, so all was well.’ He allowed himself a grim smile.


			Stunned as he was, head spinning and with a still-sickening ache in his middle, John Grant was suddenly aware of his mother. Turning to look at the cottage, he saw her standing in the doorway, leaning heavily against the woodwork. Seeing her son lying on the ground, and with a huge stranger kneeling over him, she cried out.


			‘Get away from him!’


			She lunged towards them, but after no more than a couple of strides her legs gave way beneath her and she toppled headlong.


			Badr Khassan was by her side in an instant.


			‘I am a friend,’ he said, reaching for her as she struggled to rise once more, only making it to her knees.


			Jessie lashed out blindly with both fists, but while the blows connected, they seemed as ineffectual as raindrops. Badr crouched beside her, easily pinning her arms by her sides. She looked into his face then and his calm expression slowly made her relax. The tension went out of her arms and she allowed him to help her rise to her feet.


			John Grant was standing too now, unsteadily, and he stumbled towards his mother with his arms outstretched. They came together, all of them, and made an unlikely trio. Badr backed away from mother and child while the pair embraced.


			‘Who are you?’ asked Jessie, defeated, still holding her son and with her back to the giant stranger.


			‘I am all the trouble in the world,’ replied Badr, his eyes towards the ground at his feet. ‘But I came to settle a debt.’


			Jessie turned to face him, an unspoken question on her face.


			‘You are the wife of Patrick Grant?’ he asked. ‘And the boy is his son?’


			‘Patrick? You have news of Patrick?’ she said, eyes widening in disbelief.


			Badr was silent for long enough to let finely pointed roots of fear grow down into Jessie’s chest.


			‘Patrick Grant is dead,’ he said, taking care now to look her in the eyes.


			Jessie took a single step backwards, stumbling. For a moment Badr thought she might fall once more, but she rallied, steadied herself, and reached out instead for her son. Failing to feel him with her outstretched hand, she turned to look for him. But John Grant was nowhere to be seen.


			‘John!’ she called out, her mind reeling, knocked in all directions at once. There was a sound in her head like rushing water, and she thought she might faint. ‘John!’


			From behind the cottage there came a single cry. Jessie turned towards the sound, but Badr Khassan was quicker. He passed her in two great strides and was ducking around the low gable end before she was even under way. Picking up her skirts with both hands, she followed the giant unsteadily, and as she rounded the building she almost ran into his great broad back. Beyond him stood John Grant, stiff as a post, arms by his sides, staring at a row of dead men laid out neatly on the ground, their heads against the back wall of the cottage, like so much firewood.


			‘We cannot stay here,’ said Badr.


			His voice reached her across a yawning chasm – the distance between the familiar past and the uncertain future.


			‘They would have had you – all of them,’ he said.


			She could not stop looking at the bloodied corpses of Davey Kennedy and the rest. It was already impossible to think that these empty, broken shells had ever lived. The absence of life, plucked from them so recently, made it seem they had always been dead. John Grant had seen enough, however, and turned to bury his face in her chest.


			‘And when they were done with you, they would have killed you,’ Badr added. ‘The boy too, I don’t doubt.’


			‘My father is dead,’ said John Grant, quietly. It was a statement rather than a question.


			‘Patrick Grant saved my life,’ said Badr. ‘I would do the same for his family. You must come with me, both of you.’


			Jessie looked at him over one shoulder.


			‘Where can we go?’ she asked.


			‘As far away from here as we can get,’ he said.
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			It seemed to John Grant that sleep wanted nothing whatsoever to  do with him. Lying on his back and looking up into a sky stirred thick with stars, he felt he would never sleep again. It was hard even to close his eyes. He tried to summon his father’s image but found he was able only to visualise an outline, almost a shadow.


			He had always felt sure he knew what his father looked like – that he would have recognised him at once if he appeared before them now – but the features of the face, let alone any expressions, like a smile or a frown, eluded him. He knew he ought to be mourning the loss, crying. But all he felt was anxiety – a nagging emptiness that made him feel he had forgotten something important. Somewhere there as well was the truth of it all – that his mental image of his father was made not of his own memories, but those of his mother.


			Patrick Grant had been in his life for only fragments of time, and all of those when he was too young to remember. The picture that came to his mind at the mention of his father was made of snatches of detail his mother had given him, though she had few enough of her own. He did not properly remember his father at all. His memories were hand-me-downs and borrowings; leftovers and scraps from meals enjoyed by others while he was left hungry, but treasured just the same.


			The night was a warm one, but still as a tomb – as if the universe itself waited, breath bated, to see what might happen next. He slowly turned his head until he could make out the shape of Badr Khassan, a seated silhouette a shade darker even than the night, leaning against a solitary tree some little way from where John Grant lay close by his mother. He looked at her next, curled into an S and with her back to him. There was no way of telling if sleep eluded her too, but she seemed peaceful.


			Badr had forced them onwards, southwards, for hours, long after darkness fell. He had allowed them mere minutes back at the cottage to gather together a few belongings – clothes, some food – before selecting a garron for each of them from among those of the dead troopers. The rest of the beasts he had driven away, with shouts and claps and a slap to the hindquarters of the one nearest. The animals had scattered, together with the remnants of the life John Grant had known before the coming of the Moor.


			Khassan had almost thrown him into his mount’s saddle before being slightly gentler with his mother. For many hours thereafter they had kept up a punishing pace – a ride made all the harder by the big man’s insistence on staying far from any roads or even trackways.


			‘They will be after us soon enough,’ he said as they started out. ‘Distance from this place must be our only friend now – the more miles the better.’


			He had led them into the high country then, from where it was possible to see in all directions and so ensure they kept away from any who might observe their flight and speak of it to others.


			‘The fewer folk catch sight of us for the first few days, the better it will be for us,’ he said.


			John Grant had nodded his assent to whatever Badr said. Jessie, however, devoted all her efforts to watching the landscape around them. Her expression seemed as desolate as the hills they passed over, and since leaving their home she had remained all but silent.


			It was while John Grant was a little ahead and just out of earshot that Badr took the opportunity to speak to Jessie.


			‘I know about the boy,’ he said.


			Jessie kept her eyes on the track ahead.


			‘What about him?’ she asked.


			‘I was close to Patrick,’ he said. ‘For many years. We talked together and I knew him well.’


			It was no answer to her question, but Jessie guessed at his meaning just the same.


			‘He is all I have,’ she said.


			‘And you are all he has, I know,’ said Badr. ‘I wish only to tell you that I will do all I can for you both. I had hoped to find you well. If I am honest, I had thought you might be … better looked after.’


			‘By another man, you mean?’ She did not ask the question harshly – if anything, there was a smile in her voice, for the first time. ‘I think not.’


			She turned to look at Badr, and he felt sudden embarrassment and turned away.


			‘I had not expected to find you both in danger,’ he said. ‘And now it is clear that my presence here, and my actions, has done more harm than good. I came only to see that you were safe and well – as Patrick had hoped – but I have brought trouble with me instead.’


			Jessie nodded.


			‘We have been alone until now,’ she said. ‘Jardine and his men have hung over us like a shadow all the while. Trouble of one sort or another would have come our way eventually. I am glad you are here … to share it.’


			He stole a glance at her profile and saw the proud set of her jaw.


			‘I must tell you that I had not prepared a rescue mission,’ he said. ‘Beyond finding shelter tonight, and putting more distance between us and Jardine tomorrow … I have no plan.’


			Jessie Grant said no more and instead kicked her horse into a trot that put her alongside her son.


			The sky was cloudless and the moon, not quite full, seemed to shrug one hunched shoulder at them. The long dusk of summer had given time for their eyes to adjust to the fading of the day, and now a million stars added lustre to the curtain of night.


			As they dropped down below a ridge of high ground and on to a wide terrace, the way ahead had seemed blocked by huge figures. Badr had pulled up his great black warhorse in alarm, and while his eyes struggled to make sense of the scene before them, it had been John Grant who was first to recognise the ambush for what it was: a circle of standing stones. The push would have told him if there was life up here and it had not done so.


			‘I have seen the like of this before,’ said Badr, after John Grant had explained. ‘Stones stood on end by the ancients, for some or other magical purpose, or so I was told.’


			‘I am told my father said the people who lived here before us felt the need to track the journeys of the stars, and also of the sun and the moon,’ said John Grant.


			‘Astronomers,’ murmured Badr, nodding.


			‘Ast …?’ said John Grant, failing to catch the whole of the word.


			‘Astronomers,’ said Badr carefully. ‘Astronomy is the study of the arrangement of the stars.’ He looked at the boy then, searching his face for understanding and finding none.


			‘These are Greek words,’ he said.


			‘Greeks?’ asked John Grant. At least this time he had been able to repeat the word the Moor had spoken.


			‘Having saved your skin, now I must save your soul, I see,’ said Badr. ‘Your education begins now. It will pass the time for both of us.’


			Badr had them settle by the stones, almost in their shadows. It would be as good a place as any to pass the night, he said, and perhaps the spirits of the ancients would watch over them through the remaining hours of darkness. Though he said nothing, John Grant was pleased by the choice of campsite. He knew, even if the Moor did not, that standing stones like these were regarded with suspicion by most folk hereabouts. It was said they had witnessed wickedness long ago, scenes of human sacrifice and witchcraft and the like, and none but the brave and the foolhardy risked spending time among them. They would be safe, he thought.


			Lying in the darkness, his thoughts whirling like a gin, he stretched his arms out beyond the edge of his blanket until he could place his hands, palms downwards, on the cool grass. He spread his fingers and waited. There it was – the rumbling vibration of the spinning of the world. He could hear it too, deeper than the deepest bass note beneath the rise and fall of his own breathing and the beating of his heart, like wind in distant treetops. It was a comfort, a reminder that far beneath his cares, the world was turning, spinning forwards into the dark, as it should and always would. He let go and gave himself up entirely to the fall towards the stars, a movement so enveloping and so vast that all other considerations were swept away like dead leaves.


			It was his mother’s voice that brought him back.


			‘Why did Davey Kennedy and the rest turn up at my door?’ she asked.


			Badr considered the question for a few moments.


			‘You would have had to ask his brother,’ he said.


			‘Will Kennedy,’ she said. ‘That snake. What was he up to this time?’


			Badr nodded approvingly at the use of the word.


			‘I spent enough time at Hawkshaw to learn the truth of that,’ he said. ‘He, and a few others in thrall to him … encouraged tenants like Thomas Henderson to part with an extra coin or two each month. If they did so, then their homes and children were left alone.’


			‘Folk have little enough as it is,’ she said. ‘Why are there always men like Kennedy ready with ideas to make life harder still?’


			‘Will Kennedy has nothing at all now,’ said Badr. ‘It was his gang who burned out the Hendersons the night before last. Drove them off for holding back what they owed him.


			‘And you?’ asked Jessie.


			‘I found him there yesterday morning,’ he said. ‘Perhaps he meant to cover his tracks – or maybe he was drawn back there by his own ill will. Whatever – he did not expect to encounter me there. We had words.’


			‘Well … good,’ she said.


			‘I expect there was no particular reason for Davey to lead his troopers to your door,’ he said. ‘You and your son were just—’


			She interrupted him before he could finish.


			‘We were just somewhere he could bring his anger,’ she said. ‘Jardine and his cronies have needed little excuse to make trouble for me and mine.’


			There was a silence then, and John Grant gave himself completely to the planet’s spin, relishing the freedom from thought.


			‘What happened to my husband?’ asked Jessie, and the boy drew back from the void.


			Badr moved in the darkness, turned to face the place where she lay.


			‘Your husband saved my life,’ he said. ‘Men came to kill me – and would have succeeded.’ He coughed to clear his throat and rubbed his hands over his face.
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