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‘We are awake. Let others sleep. What today is known as history, we will abolish altogether.’


Adolf Hitler


‘Nor can we ever know what visions sweeten the dreams of the crocodile.’


John D. MacDonald, One Monday We Killed Them All


‘So I ask myself the question: could the religions I study teach us the art of killing the dragons in our flesh? This diabolical presence, buried within us yet constantly surfacing: is this the original sin I was taught as a child?’


François Bizot, The Gate











ONE


Homs, Syria


16 JULY 2012


The peace demonstration was spiralling out of control. John Hart had been a photojournalist for fifteen years, and he was attuned to outbreaks of negative energy. He could sense when things were about to turn bad. It was why he was still alive.


Hart elbowed his way to the front of the crowd and began taking pictures, switching focus and emphasis as instinctively as he switched cameras. There was a time limit to this one, and he needed to get his material in the can before the mob began to search for scapegoats. He had hidden his Kevlar vest and flak helmet behind a wall, but he still stood out from the pack. He had three different cameras slung around his neck and a separate rucksack for his iPad and lenses. If even one man singled him out for special notice he would need to run. Hart was nearing forty, and he couldn’t run as fast as he used to.


Shots rang out. They were single spaced and ordered, as if whoever was firing had a specific agenda – a sniper, or someone firing a sequence of warning shots. The crowd surged in their direction.


Hart had seen such a thing before. It was a bad sign. It meant that people no longer cared what happened to them. That they were relying on the sheer force of their numbers to protect them.


Hart allowed himself to be swept towards the side of the avenue. He smelt tear gas. He veered down a side street that ran parallel to the main avenue. Almost immediately he found himself running alongside a gang of about thirty young men, their faces covered. Some were talking into mobile phones. There was organization of a sort here, he decided. And intent. He would shadow them and wait to see what happened.


Hart and his companions emerged onto a semi-derelict square. The area had recently been subjected to either a bombardment or a concerted tank attack. Sheet metal and crumbling concrete amplified the moonscape effect. The sun glistened off a field of broken glass.


Hart sidestepped alongside the young men, taking pictures all the time.


A yellow Peugeot 205 breasted the far corner of the square at breakneck speed, struck a lump of concrete and flipped over.


The group changed direction like an animal scenting prey.


A man climbed out of the shattered front door of the Peugeot. Blood masked his features. When he saw the crowd surging towards him he made the most disastrous decision of his life. He took out his pistol.




There was a collective roar. The group turned into a mob. Their focus, once random, became explicit.


The man fired three shots into the air. The mob stuttered a little and then regrouped. It began hurling bricks, stones and lumps of concrete as it ran. Hart realized that no one was in the mood to pay any attention at all to the word PRESS stencilled onto the Peugeot’s roof in both English and Arabic.


He positioned himself on a pyramid of shattered concrete and began taking photos. He knew better than to involve himself in what was happening. He was a veteran of the siege of Sarajevo. Of the troubles in Sierra Leone and Chechnya. Of the war in Afghanistan. Photographers didn’t make history – they recorded it. That was set in stone. You kept your nose the hell out.


It was then that the woman stumbled into view and overturned all his certainties. She had been sitting in the back seat of the Peugeot typing copy onto her iPad, which she was clutching to her chest like a talisman. Hart recognized her despite the Kevlar vest and the padded helmet with her blood group stencilled onto the front in indelible white ink. It was journalist Amira Eisenberger.


Hart had known Amira for ten years. They had slept together in Abidjan, in Cairo and in Baghdad. Once they had even shared a fortnight’s leave on the Kenyan island of Lamu, following which Amira had briefly fallen pregnant. The on/off nature of the affair had suited them both. No ties. No commitments. Falling in love in wartime is painless. The hard part was to pull it off when peace broke out again.




Hart shifted his cameras onto his back and sprinted towards the mob, shouting. The driver was dead. The mob was focusing all its attention on the woman.


One youth made a grab for Amira’s iPad. She tried to hold onto it, but the boy cuffed her across the face with the back of his hand and sprinted off with his prize. He loosed a kick at the battered body of the driver as he ran past.


Another man, slightly older than the others, picked up the driver’s pistol. He forced Amira onto her knees, threw off her helmet and put the pistol to her temple.


‘No!’ shouted Hart. ‘She is a journalist. She is on your side.’


The mob turned towards him as one.


Hart waved his Press Pass above his head. He spoke in halting Arabic. ‘She is not responsible for what her driver did. She supports your revolution. I know this woman.’ He was counting on the fact that some of the men would have seen him shadowing them and taking pictures. That they might be used to him by now. Might sense that he didn’t work for Assad or the CIA. ‘I know her.’


They made Hart kneel beside Amira. Then they took his cameras and equipment bag.


Hart knew better than to argue. Three cameras and an iPad weren’t worth a life. He would buy them back on the black market when things quieted down again. That was the way these things were managed.


‘You are spies dressed as journalists. We shoot you.’


‘We are not spies,’ said Amira, also in Arabic. ‘What this man says is true. We support your revolution.’




Amira’s use of their language wrong-footed the men.


‘Show us your Press Card.’


Amira felt in her breast pocket and took out her pass.


The older man raised his glasses and held the pass so close to his eyes that it was clear that he suffered from extreme myopia. ‘It says here your name is Eisenberger. This is a Jewish name. You are a Jew.’


‘My first name is Amira. My father is Arab.’


‘But your mother is a Jew. You have chosen to carry her name. You are a Zionist. You are an Israeli spy.’


Hart knew that he and Amira were doomed. Nothing could save them. The man holding the pistol had a thin mullah’s beard and was an acknowledged leader. As Hart watched, he cocked the pistol.


The snap and fizz of incoming machine-gun fire echoed around the square. The crowd unfolded in all directions like a flower in the wind.


Hart threw himself onto Amira just as the man with the pistol took aim. Why did he do it? Instinct? Knight errantry? Because Amira had briefly – ever so briefly – carried his child? The bullet would probably pass through his unprotected body and kill Amira anyway. What a stupid way for both of them to die.


The pistol clicked on an empty chamber. The man with the beard called on Allah to witness the uselessness of the dead driver’s gun.


Hart turned round and looked at him.


The two men locked gazes.




Hart stood up and approached the man.


The man put the pistol to Hart’s forehead and pulled the trigger a second time.


Nothing happened. The magazine had contained only three bullets, and the dead driver had exhausted them with his warning shots.


Hart put his hands round the man’s neck and began to squeeze. Amira told him later that he had been shouting, but he had no memory of this. He only knew that a red mist descended on him and that his gaze turned inwards, like a man on the verge of death. Like a dead man living.


Syrian government soldiers dragged the two men apart a few moments later. At this point the man who had tried to kill both him and Amira was still very much alive.


Afterwards, when he and Amira passed through the square again on their way to the airport following their formal ejection by the Syrian authorities, they saw the man’s body crumpled against a wall as if he had been washed there in the aftermath of a tsunami. When they asked the military driver what had happened, he told them that the man had tried to escape and had been inadvertently crushed to death by a lorry.


Hart sat back against the side of the van and closed his eyes. What is this madness? he asked himself. Why am I here? Why am I still alive?


When Amira reached across to touch his arm, Hart shook his head.










TWO


The Saleph River, Cilician Armenia, Southern Turkey


10 JUNE 1190


Johannes von Hartelius had never seen a man in full armour fall into a raging river before. Much less the Holy Roman Emperor.


Dressed only in a linen undershirt and a pair of sheepskin breeches, Hartelius sprinted to the riverbank and plunged into the icy water. He was instantly swept towards the central current, fifty feet above the spot where Frederick Barbarossa and his wounded horse were still struggling to stay afloat. The king’s charger was no match for the combination of man and armour that was clinging in deadweight to the pommel of his saddle. Added to which the crossbow bolt in the stallion’s neck, from which blood now jetted, was weakening him by the minute.


Hartelius, a poor swimmer at the best of times, spooned the water towards his chest, alternately lunging forwards and then throwing out his arms like a man welcoming a loved one back to his bosom. Both the king’s squires, swiftly separated from their own mounts, had already succumbed to the river. Hartelius was alone with the sixty-seven-year-old monarch, but still more than twenty feet to his rear. Behind him, he could sense the clamour of the ambush diminishing, to be replaced by the greedy roar of the river.


Riding parallel to him, and on opposite sides of the bank, were the two Turkish crossbowmen who had targeted the king. Hartelius swung onto his side as first one and then the other crossbowman let fly. The first quarrel ricocheted off the surface of the water a few feet from Hartelius’s head, whilst the second quarrel sliced through the gathering twilight in a looping downward arc. Hartelius threw himself backwards in an effort to avoid the missile, but the bolt split the skin on his right cheek as cleanly as a hatchet splits wood.


Hartelius sank beneath the surface of the river. He could feel the water’s icy grip numbing his wound; see the crimson spread of his blood being snatched away by the current against the sky’s fading light. When he resurfaced, the king’s horse was swimming alone – the king was nowhere to be seen. Hartelius arrowed downwards, but the cold and the shock from his wound were beginning to tell on him. He tried three more times to force himself towards the river bottom, but at each attempt his dive was shallower and less effective than before. He now knew himself to be well beyond the place where the king had become separated from his horse. And there was no possible way back against the current.


Hartelius let his head fall forward between his arms and allowed the river to take him. Thirty feet away he could see the bracketing crossbowmen hesitate and look backwards. Their main target was dead – no man could withstand the actions of such a current whilst dressed in full armour. With darkness falling, was an injured and half-naked knight with no accoutrements worth their further efforts, when the real plunder lay back at the camp? The Turks reined in their horses and retraced their path along the opposing banks of the river, first at an amble, then at a canter.


Had the crossbowmen really not recognized that their victim had been the Holy Roman Emperor himself? Hartelius concluded probably not. The ambush had commenced just a little before dusk. And for a good three days now the king had no longer been accompanied by the telltale flock of ravens whose sudden absence, for many, had portended his coming death.


The ravens and the Holy Lance of Longinus had between them constituted unimpeachable proof to the faithful that the king’s authority was directly vested in him by God. The sacred Lance was the very one used by the half-blind Roman centurion, Longinus, to spear Christ’s side on the Cross. History had construed this as a final act of pity to prevent the symbolical breaking of Christ’s bones by the followers of the Israelite High Priests, Annas and Caiaphas. Since then, the Holy Lance had served as emblem to all the great leaders of Germany and the Western Kingdoms. Now the ravens were gone and so was the king. And the Holy Lance had doubtless sunk to the bottom of the Saleph River, never to be recovered.


Hartelius had little choice but to submit to the current and allow it to carry him along. Far ahead he saw the king’s stallion struggle towards the far bank and collapse onto a sand spur. The horse’s body spasmed once, its legs sweeping the air like those of a newborn foal, and then it died. He struck out towards the spur. He was beginning to die of cold himself. There was only one possible solution to his condition.


Hartelius crawled onto the spur and dragged himself towards the horse. The king’s sword was still attached by its scabbard to the saddle. He levered it out and used its blade to disembowel the stallion. The hot blood and stomach contents of the horse gushed over his feet. He tore out the Turcoman’s gut sack and intestines, and then, still gagging, he eased himself inside the animal’s vacated belly. He could feel the heat from the Turcoman’s body enveloping and cradling him as if he were a child.


In this way, through this symbolical rite of passage, was Johannes von Hartelius, celibate Knights Templar and proud wearer of the white mantel of purity, frater et miles, and oath-sworn servant of the German kings, reborn.










THREE


Morning came, and with it, the sun. Hartelius, noisome and fly-infested, crawled from his hiding place and looked around. In the distance he could see smoke – whether from cooking fires, or as the result of carnage, it was impossible to tell.


Hartelius glanced down at the Turcoman. The stallion had harboured him well. All night its residual warmth had protected Hartelius from the cold, as well as from being spotted by any Turkish scouts or outriders on the lookout for stragglers. Now, having long ago sacrificed his shirt to bandage his wounded face, Hartelius decided that the caked blood and gore that still coated his body might serve to protect his armour-pale skin, at least for a little while, from the rays of the morning sun. He had lived with the offal-stench all night – he was pretty near immune to it by now.


Hartelius hefted the king’s sword and turned to go. But a fleeting memory caused him to pause. Some years before, as a very young knight, he had seen the king ride past him during an investiture at Speyer Cathedral. He remembered asking his companion what was in the finely tooled leather pouch that hung from the opposite side of the king’s saddle to his sword.


‘But that is the famous Lance. The Holy Lance of Longinus. The king carries it everywhere with him.’


‘That is no lance. It is less than a foot in length.’


His companion had laughed. ‘The Holy Lance is more than a thousand years old, Hartelius. The wood on its haft has long since rotted away, leaving only the blade, and a single nail from Christ’s Cross, which has been bound to the bevel with gold thread.’


Both men crossed themselves at the mention of the Redeemer’s name.


‘You have seen it, Heilsburg? You have seen the Holy Lance yourself?’


‘No. No one but the Holy Roman Emperor may look upon it. But whilst it is in his possession, or that of his successors, God is with us. Everything is possible.’


Sick with anticipation, Hartelius cut the leather girth and levered the saddle away from the Turcoman’s carcase. Yes. The pouch was still there, hanging from the pommel straps just as he remembered it.


Hartelius reached down to unlatch the retaining buckles and reveal the Lance, but some power outside himself stayed his fingers six inches from the hasp.


‘No one but the Holy Roman Emperor may look upon it,’ Heilsburg had said.




Hartelius snatched his hand back as if it had been burnt. As a Templar he had taken many vows. Foremost amongst these was his oath to the Grand Master, and, above this even, to his Liege Lord, the Holy Roman Emperor. Such oaths might not be broken, even in the exceptional circumstances of the death of a king, without the oath-breaker risking eternal damnation.


Hartelius used the girth to fashion himself a harness strap, from which he hung the king’s sword and scabbard, together with the leather pouch containing the Holy Lance. When he was satisfied with his arrangements, he secreted the king’s saddle inside the Turcoman’s still reeking stomach, drank his fill from the river, and started in the direction of the camp. Whether it would be his companions he found there, or a triumphant enemy, was entirely in the hands of the Lord. One thing he knew, though – he would smash the Holy Lance to pieces with the pommel of the king’s sword rather than let it fall into any Saracen’s hands.


It took Hartelius three hours to retrace the distance it had taken the river a mere twenty minutes to sweep him. He was in bare feet. Even with the remaining parts of his undershirt wrapped around each foot, every step he took was agony. The ground was rocky and unrelenting. The sun, even this early in June, was fierce. Many times he was forced to stop and retie the Saracen-style turban he had fabricated to protect his facial wound from the flies that hovered eternally around him.


Hartelius only realized that the encampment had been abandoned when he ascended a hill a quarter of a mile short of where the original site had lain. He stared out over the mayhem the crusader knights had left behind them and felt his heart clench inside his chest with shame. He could read the signs as if they were seared across the sand in Gothic script.


Crushed and unmanned by the unexpected death of their king, the knights had gone home. There was no other explanation. The course of their retreat was clear. Hartelius shaded his eyes and tried to discern some further narrative from the chaos left behind by the panicking army.


Yes. A smaller trail did indeed lead on in the direction of Acre. Surely this meant that the Emperor Barbarossa’s son, Frederick VI of Swabia, might nonetheless be pressing onwards to Jerusalem with his remaining knights? Or was this trail the one left behind by the retreating Turkish skirmishers after they had attacked the camp and killed the king?


To retreat at this point seemed to Hartelius an impossibility. If he walked into a trap, so be it. But his duty now lay with the king’s family. He needed to return both the king’s sword and the Holy Lance to its rightful owners. He also needed to explain where and how the king’s body might be retrieved from the river, if such a thing had not already been done.


Hartelius had acted so much on the spur of the moment in following the king into the water that he was still unsure if anyone else had seen him in the confusion caused by the first Turkish onslaught. The attack had occurred near sunset. Most of his companions had been at evening prayers. Hartelius had been excused from attending vespers through being outwearied from guard duty. Such exonerations were customary on campaign, where military realities had long since overcome excessive dogma. Hartelius had been preparing for bed when the Turks struck.


Now, perilously close to despair, Hartelius foraged amongst the detritus left by the retreating knights for some item that he might wear over his sheepskin breeches, which were now in a lamentable condition. He found only a lady’s bliaut, belonging, no doubt, to one of the noble handmaidens being sent from Germany to serve at the court of Sybilla, Queen of Jerusalem, and Countess of Jaffa and Ascalon.


Grimacing at the sun, Hartelius hacked off the ludicrously extended sleeves of the bliaut and abbreviated the ground-scraping hemline of the garment with the point of his sword. Then he rinsed himself clean in the river and slipped the bliaut over his head and into place. The discarded sleeve-cloth could serve as further head protection.


If he must die dressed as a woman, thought Hartelius, so be it. At least he would not die of sunburn.










FOUR


The four horsemen approached him at a gallop, with the sun behind them.


Hartelius freed the king’s sword from its scabbard and took up the port arms position. He decided that he would attempt to bring the lead horseman down and then take cover behind the dead horse. He had been taught this technique as a young squire and had used it numerous times on the battlefield when deprived of his own mount. It felt good to Hartelius to be about to die as a martyr should, protecting the Holy Lance, and with a guaranteed place in heaven as a result. No knight could wish for a better end. At the last possible moment he would slide the Holy Lance under the dead horse, where it would hopefully rot, quickened by his own and the horse’s body fluids, unseen and unrecognized by the enemy.


He was disappointed, therefore, when he recognized the first of the four approaching horsemen by the cant of his silhouette. Its rider was constrained to lean at least thirty degrees off the upright, thanks to a congenitally foreshortened leg. Einhard von Heilsburg was unmistakeable, even in battle.


‘Heilsburg. Put up your weapon. It is I, Hartelius.’


Heilsburg pulled up his horse thirty feet from where Hartelius stood.


‘Hartelius?’


‘Yes.’


‘You are alive?’


‘So it appears.’


‘Why are you wearing a turban? Do you have toothache? Or have you decided to become a Saracen?’


‘I shared a quarrel with a Saracen crossbowman. He instigated the direction of the quarrel and I received its after-effect on my cheek. I needed to protect my wound from the sun.’


Heilsburg slapped his thigh with his gauntleted hand. ‘Why are you dressed in women’s clothing, then? Did the Turk offer to marry you after your temporary misunderstanding?’


‘I am still celibate, Heilsburg. You may rest assured of that. My vows are intact.’ Hartelius leant wearily on his sword. There were moments – and this was one of them – when Heilsburg’s perpetual good humour became a little wearing. ‘These women’s clothes were all I could find to cover me back at the camp. When I dived into the river after the king, I was wearing only my shirt and my sheepskin breeches. Later I used the shirt for bandages and the breeches for decency. I still required protection from the sun, however. The bliaut seemed like a good idea at the time. I realize now that you will never allow me to live this down, so I shall unfortunately have to kill you.’ Hartelius straightened up and made as if he were about to take off the bliaut before engaging in combat.


The three knights with Heilsburg burst out laughing, but Heilsburg’s expression turned serious. ‘Are you telling me you followed our king into the river?’


‘Yes. But I could not save him from drowning. I recovered his sword, though, and the Holy Lance. The king’s Turcoman fetched up on a sandbar some way downstream, and I was able to retrieve these objects from his majesty’s saddle.’


‘You have the Holy Lance?’


Hartelius held up the leather pouch.


The four knights crossed themselves.


Heilsburg unhitched himself from his horse and limped towards his friend. ‘Here. You are tired. Take my mount. The king’s son is encamped a mile down that track. We were sent out in posses of four to check for further marauders. It is lucky we ran into you, Hartelius. The Turks are everywhere. They can smell the scent of carrion on the wind. You would have been dead meat. After they had raped you, of course. The bliaut sets off your beauty very well.’


Hartelius made as if to strike his friend. Then he eased himself into Heilsburg’s vacated saddle. It felt good to be on a charger again. ‘Come, Heilsburg. We can ride like Bactrian camels from Turkestan. You can be the front hump and I the rear. Surely you trust me in this rig?’


Heilsburg forced back a smile. ‘No, Hartelius. You are the bearer of the Holy Lance. I will walk below you, as is fitting. Our Seneschal was killed in the raid. We have only a Marshal left. The Holy Lance’s return will be a cause of great rejoicing to him and to all the remaining knights.’


Hartelius turned to his companions. He was grateful to them for their instant acceptance of a story that other non-knights might have found catastrophically far-fetched. ‘I saw a slug trail leaving the site of our camp. How many men did we lose?’


‘Three-quarters of our fighting force have deserted. There are less than a thousand knights remaining. And only a scant few thousand followers left to minister to our needs and those of our mounts. Many knights committed suicide when they heard of the death of the king. Their bodies are scattered in unmarked graves along the Silifke-Mut road. They will be eaten by turtles, or so the priests tell us. And then basted by demons in the eternal pot.’


‘You have not lost your sense of humour, I see, Fournival.’


‘You neither, Hartelius. But I have to tell you. You make a piss poor woman.’










FIVE


By the time Hartelius and his posse arrived at the outskirts of the fresh camp, they were surrounded by at least fifty knights, all clamouring for news of their dead king. Each moment that passed brought more knights, so that it soon proved impossible for Hartelius to break away from the throng, far less dismount.


The charivari flowed inexorably towards the tent of the king’s twenty-seven-year-old son, Frederick VI of Swabia. Whilst his elder Minnesinger brother, Henry VI of Staufen, was running their father’s kingdom from Frankfurt during the crusade, the as yet unmarried Frederick had been taken along by the Holy Roman Emperor as battle companion and fallback leader. Having just lost three-quarters of his effective fighting force in the panic following his father’s death, Frederick was both fearful for the future and in mourning for a dominant and charismatic father lauded throughout Europe as the greatest Christian king since Charlemagne. If this was a test of his mettle, Frederick was little prepared for it.




‘What is this? What is happening?’ Frederick strode out of his tent, accompanied by his ally, Prince Géza of Hungary. A small group of noblewomen, destined for the Queen of Jerusalem’s court, shadowed the two men.


Hartelius now found himself shunted to the forefront of the mass of mounted knights. He eased himself from the saddle and prostrated himself on the earth. A vast muttering swept over the throng like the reverberation from a flight of starlings, and then fell silent.


‘What is this? Why is this man dressed as a woman? And what is he doing here?’


Some of the ladies began to laugh behind their hands.


Heilsburg limped forwards. To kneel, he first needed to corkscrew his body to one side and then compensate by a second counter-screw, accompanied by a deft backward flick of his leg. The entire performance seemed to fascinate both the crowd and the two paladins facing it.


‘It is Hartelius, Sire. One of your Knights Templar. He has come to tell you of the exact manner of the king’s death. He also wishes to return to you your father’s sword. Together with the Holy Lance.’


Bedlam erupted from the crowd encircling the tent. Cheers became mixed with wailing and weeping and guttural shouts. Frederick Barbarossa had been Germany’s beloved king – a legend both to his family and to his people. His death had been perceived as a sign from God that all was not well in Europe. Might this be God’s countersign?


Hartelius moved towards the Duke of Swabia on his knees, bearing Frederick Barbarossa’s sword in front of him like a talisman. He laid the sword carefully on the ground. Then he unhitched the Turcoman’s girth from around his neck and placed the pouch containing the Holy Lance beside the sword.


‘You retrieved these from my father’s body?’


‘No, Sire. I failed to reach the king before the river took him. Instead, I followed his horse to its place of death. The king’s sword and the Holy Lance were still attached to the saddle.’


‘How was my father killed?’


‘Turkish crossbowmen, my Lord. A quarrel struck the king’s horse. The horse plunged into the river to escape the pain. The king was in full armour. He hung on for some moments whilst the crossbowmen dogged him. I tried to catch up with him but I am a weak swimmer, and I was almost immediately struck on the face by a second quarrel.’ Hartelius revealed his wound. ‘But the cold water revived me and served to numb my pain. When I regained my wits the king was gone. Only his horse remained.’


‘So you know where my father’s body can be found?’


‘The certain place, my Lord. We can dredge the river and retrieve the king’s person, I guarantee it. I will show you exactly where he has fallen. I marked a sosi tree – what we call a plane tree – on the riverbank as I was swept past. It is unmistakeable.’ Hartelius prostrated himself on the ground behind the sword and the Holy Lance.


Frederick inched forward. He was uncomfortably aware that the many mounted knights and their followers were watching his every move. Nobody dared dismount. Only the nicker of the horses and the swishing of their tails against the flies disturbed the pregnant silence. It was as if the throng was waiting for a revelation.


Frederick understood that he was facing his moment of destiny. Whatever he chose to do now would dictate the future progress of the crusade, together with the honour, or dishonour, that would subsequently adhere to his name.


He picked up the pouch containing the Holy Lance. Then he grasped the pommel of his father’s sword and cradled the weapon across his chest. ‘You have done well, Hartelius. What is your full name and noble title?’


‘Johannes von Hartelius, Lord. I have no noble title. That belongs to my elder brother.’


‘Where do you come from?’


‘Bavaria, Lord. Near Saint Quirin.’


‘Which is near Tegernsee Abbey, is it not? Where the Ruodlieb was written? And the Quirinals? And the Game of the Antichrist?’ Frederick found himself smiling. ‘My grandmother, Judith, was Bavarian. I have family there.’


‘Yes, Lord. Your grandmother was the daughter of the Black Duke. My great-uncle was briefly Abbot of Tegernsee before his death. He was accorded the great honour of baptizing her.’


Frederick raised his father’s sword. ‘Rise to one knee, Hartelius.’


Hartelius did as he was bidden.


Frederick brought the flat of the sword down on each of Hartelius’s shoulders in turn. Then he twisted the sword in his hand and lay the virgin side onto the crown of Hartelius’s head and the opposing side against his own forehead. ‘Now stand and take back the pouch that you have brought me.’


Hartelius stood and took the pouch.


‘I dub you Baron Sanct Quirinus. From this moment you and your descendants will be Guardians of the Holy Lance. In perpetuity.’


Hartelius squinted into the sun. ‘In perpetuity? Descendants? But, Lord, my vow of chastity. As a Templar Knight I am constrained not to marry. I can therefore have no children.’


For a moment Frederick looked crestfallen. He briefly closed his eyes. ‘I have done what I have done.’ He turned his full gaze onto a knight standing to his right. ‘Marshal. Can this man be freed from his vows?’


The Marshal stepped forward. He was still in shock following the Seneschal’s unexpected death the day before, followed so swiftly by that of the king. As if that were not enough, he was also smarting from the disgrace brought upon the Templars by the desertion of a significant number of their knights, and the suicide of others. The Marshal was determined not to rock the royal boat before he knew the full extent of his duties, responsibilities and even liabilities. The actions of this young Templar might very well be enough to redeem the honour of the brotherhood.


‘Your action has freed him, my Lord. You stand here as representative of your father. This knight’s oaths were taken, first to your father, then to the Templar confraternity. Such an oath may only be negated by the perception of a greater duty than that owed to the brotherhood. You have pointed to such a duty. The way is clear.’


‘Good. He is exonerated, then. Now we need to find him a wife.’ Frederick turned to the noble ladies behind him. As he did so, he winked at Prince Géza. Both men had long ago chosen mistresses from amongst their number, for, needless to say, the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience taken by most of their followers could hardly be deemed to apply to princes of the blood. ‘Can any of you ladies suture a wound?’


One of the young women had been looking fixedly at Hartelius from the moment he dismounted from his horse. It had become clear to her from the outset that it was her own abandoned bliaut that the knight was wearing. Thanks to this fact she had been one of the first to laugh in delight at the ridiculous picture he made. This alone was her connection to him. But it was enough. She knew this as if a weight were pressing from outside her chest and hard upon her solar plexus. ‘I can suture a wound, Lord.’


‘What is your name, my Lady?’


‘Adelaïde von Kronach.’


‘So you are also Bavarian?’


‘Yes, Lord. From Upper Franconia.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Fifteen, Lord.’


‘Perfect. If I were to suggest to you that you tend to the Baron’s wounds, and if the two of you were to come to an understanding during this process – in terms of dowry, transfers of property, and suchlike – that you were then to marry him in a binding Muntehe ceremony, might you be amenable to this? I would, of course, underwrite such an agreement in your father’s absence. I am sure he sent papers of lodgement with you?’


Adelaïde could feel all her companions staring at her. Her face turned ashen white. ‘I am your ward, Lord. As are we all until we reach the court of the Queen of Jerusalem. My father has placed me in your hands. And yes. I have my papers of lodgement. It was always expected that I would marry whilst at the Queen’s court, and with the Queen’s permission. But I am not as yet under her tutelage. I will do as you wish.’


‘Excellent. Hartelius?’


Hartelius was struck dumb. In less than two minutes he had moved from being an inconsequential younger son, dedicated for the span of his mortal life to chastity, poverty and obedience as a Templar, to being a soon-to-be-married Baron and hereditary Guardian of the Holy Lance. He wondered for a moment whether his wound had become infected and he was imagining all this. Was he still lying inside the belly of the king’s Turcoman and fever dreaming? But no. The icy waters of the Saleph had cleansed and anaesthetized his wound. There was no fever. And now this elegant young woman – his future wife – would soon be leaning over him and suturing his wound with hemp. Never – beyond his mother and his nurse – had any woman been allowed to touch his body. His battle wounds, his jousting knocks, even the care of his hair and beard and teeth, had all been vouchsafed to men. The prospect facing him was therefore quite extraordinary.


‘Hartelius? What do you say? Will you agree to a verba de praesenti without the presence of clergy?’


Hartelius opened his eyes as wide as he was able. He feared that he might be about to plunge forward and measure his length on the ground. ‘If my Lady will agree to tend to my wounds. And if she is not put off by this proximity to my person, who am unused to women. And if she respond positively to my request for her hand at the despontatio. Then will I agree to the verba de praesenti.’


‘Good. That is settled, then. In one week from now you and your wife will return to my brother’s court. I will provide you with a suitable escort. You will take my father’s sword and the Holy Lance with you, Hartelius, and you will personally place them in my brother’s hands, together with a full account of what has befallen our father. One of our Turkish notaries will transcribe a record of all that has occurred to be given to my father’s advisors. We remaining crusaders, meanwhile, will fulfil our holy vows. We will first take Acre, and then Jerusalem.’


The assembled knights cheered the Duke of Swabia. The feeling around the camp had changed, in an instant, from desolation to hope. Frederick felt more than satisfied with his morning’s work.


Johannes von Hartelius, on the other hand, beset by wounds, blood loss and dehydration, drifted slowly to his knees. He appeared to hover for a moment between the earth and the air, almost as if he were estimating the potential value of each.


Then he yielded to nature and to the forces of gravity and pitched headlong onto the ground.










SIX


Syrian Air Flight 106 from Damascus


17 JULY 2012


‘What in God’s name made you do it?’


‘Do what, Amira?’


‘You know what I’m talking about.’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Yes, you do.’


John Hart and Amira Eisenberger were standing in the rear galley of the early morning Syrian Air flight from Damascus, via Aleppo, to London. It was the first time they had been alone together since their sequestration. They had been escorted onto the plane in handcuffs by the Syrian police. They had not been allowed to pack their own cases. But they had been made to pay for their flights in hard currency and encouraged to add a hefty tip on top of the ticket price to make up for the inconvenience they had caused their captors and to recompense them for the fuel used in ferrying them around town. It was made clear to them at the time that it was either that or spend another few days in one of Assad’s jails, this time communally. Amira, who was on a significantly more advantageous expense account than Hart, had, under protest, divvied up for them both.


Hart filled two plastic cups with ice. He took out two of the whisky miniatures he kept hidden beneath the false floor of his holdall and cracked their caps. He poured the whisky over the ice. When Amira shook her head, he transferred her whisky into his own cup and threw the unused cup into the trash bin. He loved the crackle the whisky made when it kissed the ice and the scent of the Bailie Nicol Jarvie in his nostrils. One needed to be alive to enjoy such things. And free. And – against all the odds – he was both.


‘By “do it”, do you mean clatter in on my white destrier to your aid when I might have turned round and run away?’


‘No. You were right to do that – I am a fellow journalist. I mean throw yourself across me when that man was threatening to shoot. What do you think that would have achieved? Apart from sending me to my grave covered in bruises?’


Hart took a sip of his whisky. He held onto it for a moment, letting the fumes filter through the roof of his mouth, then swallowed. ‘I wasn’t thinking. I just did it.’


‘The story of your life, then.’


Hart took a second sip of his drink. This one he held for even longer. Amira was an Aquarius, he told himself. An idealist. She viewed humanity as a mass that needed to be saved. Not as a collection of individuals, each with their own eccentricities and modes of behaviour. Hart, a Robin Hood Aries of the old school, thought he understood this. But it blindsided him every time.




His phone buzzed, saving him from having to respond. He retrieved it from his shirt pocket and squinted at the display. ‘I need to take this. It’s my mother.’


‘We’re on a plane, John. Using mobile phones is forbidden.’


‘My mother doesn’t know that.’


Hart moved away from Amira and went to stand by the porthole. He stared at the passing clouds as if they might hold the answer to some question he had not as yet managed to formulate.


‘Yes, Mum. I’m all right, Mum. The Syrians just decided to throw us out, that’s all. Nothing heavier than that. No, Mum. They didn’t imprison us. They didn’t torture us. They didn’t hold us to ransom.’


There were pauses in between each answer whilst Hart attempted to digest the question. His mother was crowding the line in her panic. She was in the early stages of dementia, and still frighteningly aware. He could feel Amira staring at the back of his head, but he refused to turn round.


‘I’m sorry? What did you just say? You’re handing me over to Clive? Why would you do that, for Pete’s sake?’


Hart sighed. He signalled to Amira for a pen and paper. He stood with the phone trapped between his ear and his shoulder and began to write.


‘Yup. Okay, Clive. Yup. I got that.’ There was a long pause whilst he scribbled something down in longhand. ‘Thank you for passing on the message. Yes. Thanks. I’m glad my mother’s all right. Seriously. Yes. I know you’re doing everything you can in the circumstances. I appreciate that. And yes, I’ll send you the cheque as we agreed. Thank you, Clive. Thank you. Would you please pass me back to Mum for a moment?’


The connection ended and Hart stared at his phone.


‘Who is Clive?’ said Amira.


‘My honorary stepfather. Or so he likes to call himself.’


‘Did he just hang up on you?’


‘No. He hasn’t got the imagination. The connection broke. Or Clive pressed the off switch before he had time to listen to what I was asking him. I’m used to it. He does it all the time.’ He blew air out through his lips. ‘Both of them are off their trolley. Only in subtly different ways. My mother chemically, Clive genetically. But it no longer matters. The damage has been done.’


‘What damage?’


Hart shook his head. He motioned for Amira to precede him back to their seats. She eased her way through to the window and he sat down beside her. He spent a long time rearranging the cup on his tray whilst Amira stared at him.


‘John. What is this damage you’re talking about?’


Hart rubbed his forehead, his elbows outspread like butterfly wings. ‘It concerns my father.’


‘Clive?’


‘No. My real father. My American father. James Hart.’


‘Your American father? I didn’t know you were American. You never told me you were American. You don’t sound American. You don’t even look American.’


‘That’s because I’m not American. My mother is English. I was born in the Bristol Royal Infirmary. My father left my mother when I was three years old. Some sort of breakdown, apparently. But then I no longer know what to believe when it comes from my mother. Half of what she tells me stems from memories she can’t be sure she ever really had. One thing I do know, though: my father now lives in Guatemala. Under a false name.’


‘Why would he use a false name?’


‘Maybe he’s become one of those nutters who thinks the CIA is after him? Or the Internal Revenue Service? Or the Child Support Agency? I haven’t seen the man for thirty-six years, Amira, so I really don’t know. He’s calling himself Roger Pope, according to Clive. Well, at least the bastard has a sense of humour.’


‘John. Stop joking please. You joke about everything.’


Hart closed his eyes. He let out a ragged breath. ‘My father is dying. Clive tells me he phoned my mother and told her he needs to see me. Urgently. To pass some kind of message on to me. Something of crucial importance that has only recently come to light. And my mother, being my mother, promised him that I would go.’


‘And she’s sure that it was him?’


‘She’s not that far gone, Amira. She was married to the man for seven years.’


‘And you’re planning to go?’


Hart shrugged. ‘Yesterday, before that stuff happened in the square, I’d have said no. That nothing on earth would get me out of Syria. That my father could go fuck himself. But suddenly, for the first time in years, I’m a man with no assignment. And no cameras.’ Hart made a phantom pass towards his chest, as if he was responding to some ancient muscle memory known only to photojournalists. ‘Staring down the barrel of that pistol has shaken me up. Last night I dreamt of the kid we might have had together. That he was talking to me. Urging me towards something. But I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Maybe my father feels the same way about me? Maybe he has the same nightmare? Maybe he wants to apologize for leaving me when I was three? I suppose I should be grateful that he didn’t persuade my mother to have me aborted.’


Amira grasped Hart’s arm. Her face was ashen. ‘I had to abort our baby, John. You know that. I’ve told you over and over why I never wanted to bring children into this filthy, stinking world. Why I never wanted to be a mother.’ She struck her chest with her fist. ‘I’m a journalist. And a good one. That is who I am. Nothing else. My career is the whole of me. You knew that right from the start. I thought we were agreed on that? That the rest was just icing?’


‘You might have asked me. About our baby.’


‘I know what you would have said.’


‘And what’s that?’


Amira turned her face away from him and refused to answer.










SEVEN


The Hitlerbunker, Reich Chancellery, Berlin


29 APRIL 1945


‘We’re dead.’


Inge von Hartelius stared at her husband. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that we’re dead.’ The colonel held out the palm of his hand. Two blue ampoules nestled in the valley formed by his headline, his lifeline and his mound of Venus. ‘The Führer gave these to me. He assures me that he has had them tested out on his Alsatian, Blondi, and that they work. Actual tears sprang into his eyes as he told me. Now he’s handing them around to his people as if they are lollipops.’ Hartelius gave an involuntary shudder, as if someone, somewhere, had just walked over his grave. He glanced up at the ceiling of the anteroom and raised his voice. ‘It is a great honour to be asked to die with the Führer.’ He lowered his voice to little more than a whisper. ‘They’re potassium cyanide. Two hundred milligrams. Bite one and you lose consciousness in seconds.’


‘How…’




‘Heart attack.’


‘I mean how long will it take for us to die? If we’re desperate enough, or stupid enough, or frightened enough to bite on one of these things?’


Hartelius pocketed the pills. He reached for his wife’s left hand, squeezed it in both of his own, and kissed the ring finger. It was a long-standing ritual, and each recognized its significance. ‘The actual time span is irrelevant, Schatzi, because we will no longer be conscious of the process once it has begun. In reality, between thirty minutes and three-quarters of an hour. But even if the Ivans burst in just as we are taking them, they will not be able to resuscitate us or avenge themselves on our bodies in any way that we will notice. From the moment we bite into these we will be freed from any such nonsense.’


‘But what about –’


‘Inge. No.’ Hartelius pressed a finger to his wife’s lips. His gaze travelled round the upper corners of the anteroom. He cleared his throat and raised his voice. ‘Ever since the July plot the Führer has become justifiably suspicious.’ He rolled his eyes to show that he was in deadly earnest about the possible presence of microphones. ‘All of us are searched. Nobody is immune. Not even our generals. Yesterday he had the traitor Fegelein brought in. His own brother-in-law, I tell you, accused of conniving with that sewer rat Himmler. The Führer has brought in Müller of the Gestapo to question him personally. This is happening as we speak. Then he is to be taken out and shot. Good riddance, I say.’




Colonel Freiherr von Hartelius raised his hands in mute supplication as if to apologize to God for the gulf between his words and their meaning. He was a Wehrmacht officer. A career soldier. Instinctively non-political. For the past two years he had seen Adolf Hitler steadily arrogate all military power and all strategic decision-making solely onto himself. First it was the fifty-six-year-old and otherwise healthy General Guderian who had been overruled and forced to take sick leave; now it was General Krebs’s turn. Everybody knew that the daily strategy meetings held in the bunker had become little more than a screaming match in which Hitler blamed everybody but himself for the imminent collapse of the thousand-year Reich. He was the Gröfaz, after all – the greatest commander-in-chief of all time.
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