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Boleyn’s Alternative England


Prologue

The Past Catches Up
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Make the necklace,

bind the woman, hold the farmer.

All bow the knee to the guild,

so the guild bows to the king.

— Song of the Flemish Resistance, 1543.

––––––––
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JACQUE’S ACHING BREATH sent pangs to his stomach. Running in the forest, he spotted the knight’s body atop some farmer’s daughter. No movement from them. Both dead?

As he drew closer, a vision came of that other woman from years ago. Just like the frail figure on the ground before him. He heard about that woman — Mom — her death. No. He wasn’t there in England when King Henry took her life. Because she couldn’t bear him a son.

Stopped for a moment. What right did he have to think of Mom? What does a bastard really mean? Him, because he was born out of wedlock? Or a curse on a king who values no life.

Shook his head to see the sight again today, right in front of him. Two people, both knight and woman dead. Lifeless forms.

Another vision. What of his sister now? The child from Mom and Henry. Would she become a third victim? Hope her new land offered life. She was safe in England...maybe.

Jacque brushed a wet tree branch away from his eyes as he stepped over the fallen knight. Raw rasps from vultures overhead tore him, ready to descend.

Coming from behind the fallen knight, he tore a trinket from the knight’s neck. “They shouldn’t wear gold. They should be bound to protect.”

“Hah...you make good jester — you could sing your chant as zee slit your throat. Hah.”  The voice hit Jacque from his friend Flourens.

Knelt over the woman. “She stole a scarf from the market. The knight worked for the guild.”

Flourens stood and slapped his thigh. “She’s a traitor — of course. Scarves will wreck the French court if peasants have them — Hah. Without zee scarf, zee grand lord would look poor. Maybe I dress them. What you think?”

Jacque lifted the knight’s head from the wet forest floor, revealing another gold necklace. More intricate. Designed from the Holy Lands. “That necklace didn’t come from the market. Where did the guild get it to give to the knight?”

He rubbed his chin in thought. “That gold came from some faraway place. That’s new.”

He saw disgust in Flourens’ face. “Guild’s a working with the nobles.” 

A wide smile gleamed on Flourens as he rubbed two fingers, indicating money. He started a dance, throwing his hands in the air. “Make the coin...lose the coin.”

He gazed up to the sky as he threw an imaginary coin into the heavens. “Ha...give it to the vultures...give it to God. He knows priests need it.”

Rustled leaves and a dank forest mixed with dried blood made Jacque recall when mother was taken away. Before she had sister. But that was then. Mother was gone now. Sis had some friends. But he was here, in France. 

They were the past, now is now.

He heard today’s vultures fly off. Worried other knights would be coming from the French court. Stood and searched the horizon for signs of warning that they were followed. Looked again at the necklace. “You think God has a big enough money pouch?”

A wail came from his friend. Flourens looked like he was about to cry. “Oh me guild...me poor guild...only nuff to stuff face for a year till next caravan come from the East.”

Jacque shifted wet feet in the forest muck as a flight of birds leaped to the sky from the South.

A wrist grabbed Jacque’s tunic. “Something scared them. Time for a race — zey’ll be after us. Let’s give them a ride. Hah...ah, hah.”

“After us? The birds?”

“Hah...Young prince’s boys be a dancin’ to get their gold...you not likely be welcome at court now.”

“Flourens...you’re crazy.”

“Hah...I know.” 

Jacque bounced on his horse, rode through brambles of the noble’s forest, turning only a few times to see huge stallions in the distance, rumbling after them.

He pulled up at a twist in the forest trail, almost forcing Flourens into a wide tree. From a distance, he could see the barrel-chested attackers. “My god, is everything about them overly large?”

He saw Flourens wild black hair fan out over a face cringed in mock anger. “Zee eat all day from the kitchen.”

“What do they eat?”

He watched Flourens drive his horse faster. “You need a small horse to ride fast. Hah, you ride like silly girl with gowns tied to the mare’s mouth.”

Jacque sneered. “You wear me out to keep up with you.”

Flourens turned sour. He darted around Jacque to see the pursuit. “Ah...the fools be pushing us to our bear traps. They don’t know about those traps — do they?”

He smiled that gritty tooth look at Jacque. “Want to see a French head in a bear trap?”

Slapped his thigh. “Ah, I like to see that gleam in zah eyes then. Ah...I love zee bears.”

Jacque took his mare up a hillside covered with ferns and boulders. At the crest, they turned to see the noble’s men shifting to the west road, right to the bear traps, which led to their direction.

Jacque stopped alongside his friend. “I mean, what do they eat?”

Flourens sighed with confusion. “Zee horses?”

“No. They men following us...you said they were big.”

Flourens started to move away.

“I mean, do they eat capon, fowl, wild boar or...”

Flourens cast a doubtful look at him. “Sometimes I worry about you.”

“I know...me too.” 

Before he pulled on the reins, he took one last look at the advancing men in the distance. 

“Flourens. Maybe you should use bear traps as your big weapon to defeat the nobles. That way you can trap your bears along with the men.”

Jacque’s humor turned to worry as he spotted Flourens leaning over his horse, peering into the distance.

A group of five cloaked men had ridden up to the troops. Then the troops veered off. They turned away from the area filled with the traps.

But the five seemed to stare right in the direction of Jacque’s hill.

A finger jumped out from Flourens in the noble’s direction.  “Eh...something smells like sick fish. Ze not know we put zee traps there. Why ride away from zeem?”

Watched them come closer.

“Why zee troops leave? Who are these guys in cloaks?”

Jacque couldn’t think straight. The troops made him worry about how soon they followed from Fontainebleau. Did he make a mistake when he left the chateau?

Instead of thinking about it, he had to find a distraction. “So where’s your border town? You want to show me some of your Flemish hospitality.”

Flourens eyebrows widened as he spit to the side of his horse. “Flemish hospitality is dead. Morte. Because I still have no big weapon. To fight zee nobles. Hah...but I show you some gold in the Flemish palm.”

Jacque tugged his horse away from the hill. Images crept into his mind of that woman lying under the knight. Made him think of another woman. The halls of Fontainebleau dripped with blood from Rose’s hair. Only a serving girl, but deemed a threat to the French court. A threat, according to the Dauphin’s wife, Catherine.   

Jacque looked into the distance of the road ahead and saw rolling slopes leading to the Flemish border. 

Yet he felt a pull from behind. From those men who disappeared instead of following them. Why? Why did they listen to the men with the cloaks. Who were the cloaks? 

Another image jumped into mind of Coretta, the sad housemaid back in Fontainebleau. 

Coretta needed help to send a son to England, and Jacque arranged it. Coretta’s sad eyes worried when Jacque fled the court. She had given him keys for the underground chamber to escape.

Keys made because he could no longer hide in the tunnels. Someone discovered Jacque’s way of escaping and not being found.

Disappearing just when they thought him trapped. The secret entrances now were locked. He needed the key...from Coretta.

His mind went back to those years of wild ramblings through the tunnels as he grew up. 

Without Mom.

Thought about how that other way of living disappeared when Mom returned to England. He lost Mom to King Henry. But she was important and he...he was only a child. She would be a...

A rock leaped up from the horse’s pounding gait, grazing his side from the wild neighing of the flight. 

Still that nagging thought. How did Coretta gain possession of the keys to give him to those tunnels? How did his pursuers find out where he went?  Had he trusted the wrong person?

Turned in his saddle, gazed into the forest. Why did those men turn aside — allowing the cloaked men to follow him?
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Chapter I

Flemish Coins Hold Daggers
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Nobles spill their beer.

Guilds pull out their swords.

Hide threats from eyes that leer.

Sticks of control farmers can’t afford. 

— Song of Flemish Taverns, 1543.

––––––––
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THE PUB De Blauwe Kater reeked from stale beer, but Jacque eased his legs under the wooden table after the escape. His tunic dripped with sweat. Fingered the mug, gazed right to left at the wailing from someone. A chant of sorrow, flowing from the woman singer. Her voice, a throaty anguish of a sea life’s torment. Made him think of that peasant woman in the forest.

A sigh came from Joss, Flourens' friend, who sat next to Flourens across from Jacque at the table. Amazing how Flourens seemed to know people wherever he went.

Jacque leaned over his side of the table to see a man stooped by the counter. His belly bloated from yesterday’s food. His hat held a feather, showing status. 

Swallowed, thinking about how wealth of the guild made some believe they were above others.

Another man at the counter leaned over his mug, every minute eyeing people who sat down. He was out of place, Jacque thought. Too muscular for a farmer. No. He’s a fighter.

The woman’s song of sorrow was replaced by a chime of long notes, streaming in from some lute in the corner. Why did that make him think about the women he cherished. One dead, one left in Fontainbleau, and the other one...Mom.

A nudge from Flourens. Jacque looked at the counter where a farmer handed the fancy man some paper. Whatever it was, made the man wipe his mouth on his sleeve and doff his plumed hat.

“Fool. Tell me my business?”

Jacque picked up some of the Flemish, but needed help. “What’s going on?”

Joss sniffed the air, like he tried to find something. “Keep yer mouths shut. I be a lis’ing — keep yer drivel ta yerselves.”

A shove from the guild member at the counter. The farmer at the bar went sprawling as the wealthy man flipped a couple of gold coins on the farmer. “You know the law. Don’t tempt me to have you arrested.”

Flourens temper almost made him rise out of his seat. Joss had to hold him back.

Jacque tried to understand Joss. Hard face of gravel. But a heart of loyalty. Keen wit. 

Joss tossed a frown at the noble. “Been a tryin’ figure why he be here. That guild man be a small noble. Offer me a small kingdom a year go...all I had a do was poke me beak in on the guild.”

Jacque felt his brow curl. “His own guild...you spying on them?”

A slap of Flourens’ hand on Jacque came with a laugh. “He’s not from the guild, he wants spies cause he be working for the men with gold.”

He saw Joss shake his head. “Yer friend’s a little slow?”

Flourens raised his hand, shaking it. “Just a little. The lad knows how to ride a horse though.” 

Joss sniveled. Rolled his eyes. “Yer see, me slow friend, yer got der guild...trader, skilled men eh? And they be gettin’ more an more a dem. Making money on der backs oh us peasants.”

Blinked at Flourens. “Den yer got der nobles...heard oh dem, yah? Well only been around since der Romans were here towsand years ago. Only now, they shake in der boots acause dem guild people been making more money — threatened the nobles who have land.”

Flourens slapped the table. “An they don have their land based on money. So they need ta control the guild.” 

Jacque’s elbow poked Joss. “Hush. We’re not exactly in a friendly pub. The jail isn’t far.”

Flourens let out a laugh. “Oh good, then I be hav’in a chance to bust out ‘av a cell.”

“Flourens... the...” Joss clamped hands on both of them. “Shut up...listen.”

Jacque narrowed his eyes at the sight Joss watched. Some wealthy man flipped silver coins on the bar. “Be more oh that now. We’ll be drinking more your ale.”

The bartender dipped his head. “Maybe not. The prices are going up so much, I don’t know if I can afford to buy beer...” His head looked up at the rough beams of the place. “Might not have money for the new taxes to keep you happy.”

The smile disappeared on the merchant. “Careful, your talk. Be sending you to those Inca mines where we been getting that silver to keep the mutton on your plate.”

A sneer followed. 

“Ingrate.”

Twisting in his seat, Flourens showed a pained expression. “A new member of the House of Orange is letting the fat king in Madrid bloat himself on our profits. He’s allowing the hoarders to control the money.”  

Flourens tugged into his belt to pull out an image of armor. He’d been working on those sketches for awhile. The plating looked deeper and covered more than the usual chain mail. “I need a bigger weapon. Need to crack through the armor. Tired of losing to those nobles.”

Joss shifted his weight in his seat. “Weapons didn’t help you at the last battle.”

Flourens squinted. “Too many nobles wi’ their hands in the pockets of the guild. Need bigger and bigger swords, horses...”

Jacque heard them, but only thought of the blood dripping from that peasant woman. “And this armor is going to stop that?”

A giant frown shadowed Flourens’ face. “Oh...my...talk’ll stop ‘em. I be movin” ta find a wench to bury me head in...maybe she appreciate me new weapon.”

Then Flourens' face beamed. He slapped his thigh. “Aye...be good to see larger heads roll — then the peasant can live wiout threats.”

His mood changes made Jacque worry. But his comment on money hit a part of Jacque that saw an image. A gold piece on the knight in the forest. 

Jacque nodded at the wealthy character. “He’s Spanish — not Flemish.”

A wink. “Aye. And paprika falls outta his nose. That be the plan. Bring more people north to stop the French nobles a helpin’ the English ones. Someday be an accounting — we’ll all rise up wi’ some member oh that House of Orange. But now...now? Madrid’s too strong.”

Jacque clasped Flourens' arm and nodded at the muscular fellow who looked strange. His adjusted hood covered his face as the man left through the back entrance.

He felt a pull from Joss. “We have to go...now.”

Before he could leave, he watched Joss bolt to the floor as though drunk, then roll over under the area where the muscular man once stood. The wealthy Spaniard almost tripped over Joss, his face surprised by Joss’ action.

Jacque stopped Flourens from leaving through the front. He pulled Flourens up the stairs to the owner’s floor, closely followed by Joss. Barging into the wife and shaking up the basket of bread in her arms. 

Jacque held a finger to his lips. “We’ve angered the guild...we have to leave.”

Recovering from her shock, the woman directed them to an open window that led to a back alley.

They leapt from the first floor onto a hay wagon. Then scampered under an overhanging canvass sheltering some pottery. In moments, they found themselves by a gurgling stream, leading out of town. 

As he reached the bridge over the narrow canal, Jacque passed a wagon, topped with sheets of heavy cloth. Concentrate, he thought. He knew they simply had to cross the bridge and find their horses.

A sound struck him, making him look over his shoulder. A wagon. The white canvass in that wagon flew open, spewing five cloaked fighters who jumped to the ground, aiming to cut them off. 

Flourens' sword clanked right and left as Jacque lifted a dirk from his belt.

Jacque saw three approaching him. Moved past some pottery vases ready for loading onto barges. He sidestepped one man who swung a sword.   His vision just caught a barge headed for the bridge. But he had to think.

Where was Joss?

Jacque leapt by one vase, lying on the ground. Cut off two of the men. He parried the lead man and picked up one small vase to fling at the man’s head. The attacker brushed aside the vase. The vase went crashing to the ground, breaking and sending a white powder that spread over the man’s face. The attacker went to his knees, hands scratching his face.

Jacque saw the dropped sword, lifted the tip just as the second man moved up. The man’s speed thrust him right onto the point of the raised sword. Right behind, a third man rushed. 

Jacque heard a scream from to the left as Flourens’ clashing sword stuck violently, but Jacque couldn’t turn his head. “Having a good time now? Ha...ever see so many heads roll down the hill...ha...ha.”

“Flourens. You’re really crazy.” 

Jacque turned his attention to the third fighter. The distraction gave the fellow a chance to threaten him. Before the man could swipe at his legs, Jacque leaped over the bank to the bridge’s wall. The cloaked figure climbed up just as Jacque pulled the bridge gate lever.

The rising gate caught the man on the chin, sending him over the side where his head bounced between the oncoming barge and the bridge wall.

Another scream and then Flourens' wild laugh made Jacque turn. Flourens passed the man who still rubbed his face from the white powder. As he passed the attacker, Flourens thrust his sword through the neck.

“Ah...now that’s a fitting end for the nobles.”

But Jacque’s attention stayed with the floating man in the canal. A package failed to become wet and sink. Came from the fellow’s belt. Was that a special hide skin over the package? 

He descended the bridge to the canal as shouts from the barge men became frantic.

“Jacque...what are doing? We have to be off.” Flourens’ voice sounded frantic. 

Jacque pulled out the package and retrieved a message with a wooden stick.  

A hand clasped him and drew him off to their waiting horses. Joss’ hand. His stern face looked even harder. 

But Jacque could not worry about that. Jacque’s mind wandered at the images. No uniforms. No special guards from the French King.

Yet a package could mean a special mission that sent these cloaked men. Even putting them over the authority of the local noble’s troops in the forest. The ones who had turned away.

He dipped his face at seeing Flourens on the bank.

His friend grumbled. “Ground no good, ya.”

Jacques had to laugh. “The ground’s no good?”

Joss snarled. “Keep yer jaw goin’, yer be in chains in a flash.”

Why did Flourens twist his head like that. Like he was shaking off a demon. “Ah...too many dead farmers here...not nuff nobles biting dust.”

Then watched Flourens mount his horse with a laugh. “I spit on zem, you know...they help us by dying.”

He pulled his reins, ready to ride. “Ya...I come back when dead to haunt them...I think.”

On his horse, Jacque turned to spot a wrinkle of appreciation from Joss.

“Wasn’t too slow, was I?”

“Yer be sloppy. Old. Slow, yer be.”

He rode hard with Flourens and Joss until they found a small town with an empty church. In the rear, Jacque handed Flourens the message. “They were sent to find me. From Fontainbleau.”  

Flourens frowned. “How? Zee could not know. You told no one...did you?”

Jacque’s stomach ached. “Coretta. Coretta helped me escape through the hidden tunnels.”

He saw Flourens slap his forehead. “Mon dieu. You fool.” He punched Jacque with a hard blow. “Coretta works with the Medici. That be Catherine, the princess. Zee want something here. How could you...”

Jacque paced around Flourens, the heaviness of the church’s facade suffocated him. 

He turned to see Joss’ folded arms, and dipping head.

Jacque’s mind flew back to the red blood from that woman in the forest. The feeling he had of connection with Coretta. His mistake to trust her. Wetness clouded his eyes as thoughts changed from that peasant’s red blood to another woman — a stately young woman with black hair — Mom.

A shake. Flourens’ wild face brought him back. “You go crazy now, I think.” 

Jacque pulled away, stepping out from the church, just as a fire lit the sky. Some streaking line across the heavens. 

He turned to face Flourens. “This.” Showed the wooden stick he picked up from that package of the agent. The package that was knocked into the stream. “A tally stick is the key to the crown’s control of money. It helps the crown avoid gold hoarders.”

Jacque rubbed his chin. Then handed over the wrinkled note from the courier. “Lucky I can read.”

He watched Flouren’s sniffle. “You taught me. This is important, this note?”

“That’s right — nobles here in France, working with nobles in England. That note...something about making money apart from the crown. All tied to those money people at the pub.”

Flourens hissed as he paced around Jacque. He shook the note as though he thought it could go away. “Zis is nothing. I know you English. Your King Henry controls finance. No zee nobles. This message is no sense.”

Blinking once, then twice, Flourens paced left and then sighed. “So this is some plan to take away a...what? Stick? I find you a forest. Maybe the wood has filled your head with dry leaves.”

He slapped his thigh. “This helps the nobles?”

Jacque grabbed Flourens' shoulders. “They found me. These were French, but they were working with some English people.” 

Jacque rumbled through the pack from the agent. He pulled out a short knife. “This bears the seal of Seymour. An important noble with Henry. The message has them working with a small group who want to change trade in the world.”

A stone kicked along the ground from Joss’ foot as an ache filled Jacque. 

Joss was temperamental, but these moments bothered Jacque more than most. “Eh, I not tell you before. I too. Me, I read.” Flipped out his hand with another note. “Our Spaniard nae really arguing wi the guy in the inn. He was a coverin’ up a note...meant for someone.”

Jacque opened the note. “Bank records paid in Lisbon...S agrees.”

Flourens paced the other way, raked a hand through his hair. “What’s a Lisbon?”

Joss blinked. “A big place with Portuguese, you know. The guys who send ships to Asia.” His finger pointed east.

“You too wise for you dumb face.” But Flourens looked upset. “Forget Portuguese — it’s the bloody nobles fer Christ’s sake.”  

Jacque grabbed the message. His breathing slowed with a resolve. “We have to go to England.”

Flourens twisted from one side to the other. “Aye. To find a bigger weapon to fight the nobles — that’s what you said.”

Jacque felt the tally stick in his palm. He rubbed the notches on it. “It’s more. Now it’s some English noble named S, working with the Portuguese.”

He felt heat from the sun. “It’s involved. They were looking for me — me.”

Flourens looked him up and down, as though the man was trying to see Jacque’s desperation. “You? Mon Dieu. You just a rebel peasant. Some French adventurer.”

Jacque looked back at the fire raging in the sky from the setting sun. “My friend, my past may be coming to haunt me. My name’s Boleyn. Anne Boleyn’s bastard son. 

He saw the stunned look on Flourens. 

“My sister, Elizabeth, is 10 and when Henry gives up the ghost, she could be queen. I have to protect her.”

He raised the wrinkled message to Flourens and Joss. If a noble named S is involved, her life could be in danger.”

Flourens recovered from shock and burst out in a hardy laugh. The man held his stomach, dancing a jig. “Be off to big London town. Be off to find me lady in the down. Find one, find them all.”  

Joss shook his head.

Flourens stopped dancing and gazed at Jacque. “Hah...I still get to kill nobles.”
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Chapter II

Eastern Flames Threaten The West
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Carry the garment.

Carry the sword.

Use the farmer and the priest.

Control them and seize the world 

— Song of the Silk Road 1543.

––––––––
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FLAMES LICKED THE AIR over the desert hill as Abhaya watched the home burn. Crackling stung the air. Heat filled old bones from the flames...oh my... and more...

“Is the will of God.”  

Abhaya heard Pradu’s words. Made no sense.

He thought of the gentle touches from his lover. She was in that dwelling. 

“They say monk with woman, is no good.”

Wiggled his head. “No silliness now — please.”

His face strayed to the road below. Blinked out tears. Searing acrid traces of smoke flaked his nose. He imagined the raiders moving up and down that road. Those cursed hills.

Those cursed hills held narrow mountain trails. Not empty. Filled with mules struggling through ledges of granite, carrying sacks of silk and spices to those camels in the West.

He blinked back another tear, thinking about those camels, yawing through heat with riches for nobles in the West.

His hand slipped down to his belt to caress the dagger. Should always remember the rawness. Sharpness. Death.

He felt Pradu’s eyes watching his dagger. “We must go, you know. They still riding, looking for much trouble.”

Abhaya felt a sigh escape his being. He must trap that killing spirit to be the monk. Yet his belt felt heavy with that writing that brought him here. Something wrong with that message. Some Portuguese signature with an old Chinese dialect.

He adjusted his headpiece, setting it upright and took a step to the ruined house.

“Is no good, my simple friend. Only dead people here. You can do nothing for her, but get ourself killed when Chinese came back.”

Abhaya dismissed Pradu’s wise words. Let the flame’s heat pass through his spirit. He would not listen to the flame spirits. He had to find out more.

He fought through the heat, the burnt out wood falling off the roof, the blackened forms inside once alive. He stopped before the form that once he held. His shaking almost prevented his spirit from chasing away the heat suffocating his being.

A scrambling of feet and sound of splitting wood on the ground behind him distracted him. “My monk, please come. Horses, I hear. The Order found out about your lover. They come to take you to great trouble.”

Abhaya turned and gave his friend the simple head wiggle. “Oh my. Now I get you in trouble too.” He stepped over a pouch that had not burned. As he stooped to pick it up, he noticed the clomping hooves coming from the hill. “But is not the Order.”

As he left the ruins, riders spread out surrounding Abhaya and his friend. Some leader in a folded tunic set narrow eyes on them. His sword flashed from his belt as others moved closer, a gleam in their faces.

“Monk...you bother yourself with business of others.” The leader scowled. A sneer and then a glance over to bodies in the ruined building. Then widened eyes as he pulled his horse around. He mumbled to another.       Abhaya could only pick up a few words. “Expected...message...burnt house...meeting spot.”

The leader drew back to Abhaya as his horse snorted. A whip flashed

across Abhaya’s face. “You have something that belongs to me.”

Riders dismounted to grab Abhaya’s wrists. Pradu fell to the ground from a rider’s foot. 

One of the men ripped open Abhaya’s tunic, spilling the pouch and written message. Abhaya’s hidden knife fell, gleamed in the sunlight. The raider seized the contents of the pouch and handed them to the leader.

A shake of the head. “You are dung for birds, this is some monk’s scribbles.” He seemed to think it over. “Still...” 

He lifted his sword as the man behind scoffed. “They are unworthy. Send them to their ancestors.”

The riders pulled swords as Abhaya tried to feel the moment. He drew into himself the flow of energy from the land, heat from the sun, the burnt house. From the war in the veins of the Chinese. The anger building in his being. 

No. That had to be turned away. His mind went to that knife and he recalled his vow. 

Before the leader gave the order to do away with poor Abhaya, he laughed at the men. “You may have more trouble with killing me than you think.”  

The rider’s sword came to Abhaya’s neck, but stopped at the leader’s hand. “You have two breaths to explain your horse drippings.”

Abhaya stood tall, extending his chest. “Before you come, I see. Let go my pigeons. Message about your danger. Send to Hindu cotton traders.”

He kicked dirt on his knife, which lay on the ground. He thrust his chest out. “I would not use that against you. But...oh my...I would fight you without violence. You will suffer from my death. From the Hindu Trading League.”

The horse grew impatient. One of the raiders came back with Abhaya’s horse. The leader flipped open one saddle bag to see a wooden bird cage. He became anxious when he saw it was empty.

“My gracious one, we need the trade with the Hindu league.”

A snarl and the whip flashed out to point a warning. “If I see you again this far north, I kill you and forget those unworthy Hindu bandits.” He tossed the pouch and letter to the ground.

They rode off to the high hills, with the large white mountain gods looking down at them from the lands of Nepal.

Abhaya watched them disappear, leaving the ground silent. Until winds blew gusts into Abhaya, heating his anger so he could hardly hear Pradu. He heard instead the whistling from a cloud that sent a warning.

“You go very wrong, way too far.” A whisper through the drone of the valley.

“Only one man can help me with the message’s meaning. We go to his hidden place. The Sadhu Laiti Baba.”

A laugh. “You very strong with sickness. No such man exist — is for children’s story.”

Abhaya mounted his horse and gazed at his friend. “I served with him, dear Pradu. He was my Sensi.”

––––––––
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AFTER HOURS OF WALKING, hours of riding, Abhaya felt his legs like so much dal’s mush. They had reached the narrow, rock-edged trail and left their very fine horses. Abhaya remembered such a trail leading up to the old sanctuary. Almost as though it was yesterday. He straightened his head piece, more to give himself strength than stop it from falling. Too many questions. Too many fears. Chinese traders with a Portuguese message. Too much silk going west. Too many hands dipping into pockets of peasants.

Each step brought back memories. He walked up that mountain years ago to stop himself from death. That was a dark time. Sanctuary lived up there. He twisted the knob of his knife. Brought his finger onto an exposed edge to remember the anger that drove him.

He had to stop.

The light in the sky turned into flames. Flames dissolved into blackened faces. The flame became a woman near the Silk Road. His chest erupted. He held it tight. Over his heart. 

His vision turned to the past when his mother’s face turned black from another fire. Breathing increased. He saw himself racing from his boyhood home. A knife in his hand wanting blood.

Then, he ran into a brothel, seeing a Chinese merchant. The sign of Islam stood bold on his necklace. But before he could approach the man, lying on the sex mat, he saw that woman from the corner of the room stab the merchant for being a Muslim. The woman’s robe flew open as she screamed with delight. “You die before you touch this.”

He looked down at the knife in his hand. 

Abhaya shook himself back to the present, just as he shook then. He vowed then to carry that knife to remember his folly. The folly of thinking killing solves a problem.

His feet continued climbing until he saw the whitewashed walls of the sanctuary.  

He had to stop at the open archway. This was the place he found the true spirit. Oh my, the spirit to kill the drive of violence.

“Oh...you pick such a day to visit.”

The sing song words hit Abhaya from the well of the past. He turned to see the worker of the place who prepared meals. “My, my. My simple Abhaya. Your sensi not here, so near to be almost here. He so loses himself with his herbs.”

Abhaya watched Pradu’s hand reach out to some herbs in the worker’s basket. “Herbs? Surely such a wise one would not work in a lowly garden.”

The worker sent them a laugh and ran with such quick feet no cloud of dust would form.

Abhaya felt a sigh escape his oh so weary lungs. 

But what was that waving in the distance, moving closer? The Sadhu’s right arm waving a frantic motion as he hobbled to meet them from the rear of the dwelling.

Abhaya clasped his palms together in greeting. “We thought you lost with the meditation of the day.” 

“No, no, no...more important than that.”

Abhaya waved his hands. “What could be more important than that?

Abhaya watched Sensi Laiti lift a handful of d’hania. “Seed of coriander.” His left hand lay hidden under a bushel of long-stemmed herbs.

Abhaya felt a flush from the pungency. “Sensi Laiti, still you work in the garden?”

Sifting gravel hissed from sandals as the man ambled forward. “Oh no...such silliness from this one.” He faced Pradu. “This is only one I allow to call me that.”

A shake of the head. “No good, this time you come. Such happenings.”

After they moved inside and settled, Abhaya found himself and Pradu sitting across a wooden table from his former master. The man’s wrinkled hands shifted through the pouch as he examined the letter Abhaya found.

His attention stayed on the material as he told Abhaya about his problems.

Abhaya’s hands crept up to hold his head. “I can not believe. The Maharajah here...working with raiders?”

Deep-set eyes looked up. “What...now you still a child? The Maharajah  

sees money dripping from those Chinese filth.”

His sensi seemed to concentrate for a long moment as he examined the writing. “This...this here keeps appearing...something with the word of a new temple, or some such holy place. Some threat.”

Abhaya had to stand. “I knew the Maharajah. Oh...so much of worry. He would help the poor farmers.”

The master put down the material with a look of amazement. “Such nonsense. You think big money keeps liberals with their ethics? You were born maybe two hours ago?”

Abhaya’s knees felt weak. It could not be. If those types of people could be poisoned, then what hope did anyone have? He slid down in his seat. Felt his head throb.

The worker appeared with a tray of tea. His face cringed at Abhaya when he set down the cups filled with a steamy fragrance.  

The sensi raised his eyes at the worker. “This one not like herbs, you know.”

The worker started to stumble out. 

That made Pradu lift his eyes. “People should like herbs.”

A tapping from the master’s finger on the letter brought Abhaya back to the note again. “This was meant to warn someone in that group of...what...you say raiders?”

Abhaya slid back closer to the table, seeing a blank look on Pradu. “I saw the term, Old Babylon.”

“Good...yes...very good. Your mind has not turned to putty. This warning is for Chinese people and Persians. Some group worries about a new church. But very confusing. Word often mixed with word for traders.”

Abhaya waved his hands. “We’ve always had traders...traders who steal from the farmer...”

The master slapped his hand on the table. “Not like this. Oh no. Some group wants to set up trade organization around the whole world.”

Abhaya’s weakness returned.

Pradu rubbed his chin. “Who would do this?”

The words came from Abhaya before he realized them. “Or some church people. Hum...Portugal.”

The old sensi frowned. “Do not stumble into the gorge without you see the rockslide. Maybe the Portuguese. But maybe this note means something about a person in England.” 

Abhaya looked at the sensi’s face. Such wisdom. Knowledge from the man. He felt the spirits flow from the sanctuary. Knew something had to be done.

He adjusted his headpiece. “Come Pradu. We go.”

Abhaya tapped the table, feeling the spirits of thought and action. “Much to do. Oh my. We go to Goa. The Portuguese are building more churches. Ah...they make the temples vanish.”

The master shook his head. “Our Emporia trade cities not think like Europeans. They not have politicians control them. They work with one hand helping other hand.”

Why should sensi Laiti close his eyes like all the world puts giant foot on a shoulder? 

“I think I go back outside...find some more tea.”

Abhaya stretched out his hand to delay the man. “What words in your throat that you can not say?”

A tap on the hand with a smile. “Oh, so many clothes to clean, you should see my bucket.” 

He rose and went to the far side where he found a basket. A wave of a hand. “I think to do this task last week, but where goes the daytime?”

Abhaya reached out again. 

This time the sensi gazed with tired eyes. “Hum...You have to watch little people in Goa. People who shrink from black cloaked new priests. I see them work with those Portuguese.”

He squinted at Abhaya. “You look to find monks to warn them?”

“Before I warn them, I have to find out what is happening.” He moved to pick up his pack from the far wall. The weight pulled him. “Sometimes I feel like small stream, lost in the giant Ganges.”

The old sensi turned, placing his palms together in a peaceful gesture. “You still want to find answer to what makes war? What do you hope to find — what people want?”

Abhaya sympathized with the stunned look on Pradu. “Whatever they want, it’s control over people.”
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Chapter III

Eastern Flames Threaten The West
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“I learned a long time ago that I can't control 

the challenges the creator sends my way, 

but I can control the way I think about them 

and deal with them.”

— Chief of Cherokees Wilma Mankiller.

––––––––
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DEGANAWIDAH BENT OVER new trail, fingers digging into Mother Earth. Look for tales of who walked. He gritted teeth, a fist forming. “Land tell of people who want control others.”

Smell musk, old feet. Could think of old sweat from furs of White faces.

Looking up at the fur man, pale face, Deganawidah see man standing with rock shoulders. Branches from forest slapped at fur man — wind spirits. Breath of Mother licking one who values furs. 

A sneer from the man. “Two Rivers, why do you say that?”  

Deganawidah stood, brushing off his leggings. “Two Rivers Running 

see much.”

He brushed past the man, stepped over slippery ferns. An arm caught him. “What did you see?”

A growl came from Deganawidah fear as he look at fur man. “Hunt took place.” He shot his arm up to the stream, gushing along water bed. “Water hurry now. Held back for some time.” He dipped his head. “Water bed soft, make for digging easy — pits for big hunt. Many furs.”

The man seemed to think about that. “Well, zee be many trappers here, you know that.”

Deganawidah touched the man’s fur collar. “You take for wear. For winter. Maybe food from animal.” 

He darted around to point at the hurried stream. “Men who backed up water want more than need. That mean power. They want control of people who not trap.”

He walked away, up a rise when he heard fur man. “My fur Queen wants to meet you. She values any skilled hunter who can find more furs.”

Deganawidah held breath as a pain shot through his side. He looked up, trying to see beyond tops of trees to sky. But could not see Mother’s blue. Way was hidden. He would have to search for it.

“You don’t like zee hunting, do you?”

Stopping, Deganawidah turned, gritted teeth.

“Why?”

“Fur man hunt too much. Mother Earth give, but we give too — your ways — no give.”

For some shadows of the sun they stepped over leaves and rocks, finding thickets few fur men ever saw. Not land he like. Most Iroquois and brother sister land not have so many thickets. Remembered open lands for animals to graze. Iroquois gather — not hunt.

Why hunt? They want wampum. Not food. Not clothing. They make wampum when use furs.

But Deganawidah not want hunt for wampum. Deganawidah want something else. Some way stop pain in side. Pain from new path he seek.

Fur man lives to fight. Why he want so much fur? “You come many hills from your land. No fur in your land?”

Strange man moved to avoid log over narrow trail. Only stumbled near a tree. “Mon dieu. Zis land have so many trees.”

Deganawidah stopped, raising a palm to the fur man’s chest. “I ask, but no answer. I help you find path. You no tell me of your land?”

The White man dipped his head. “My princess Catherine will be Queen soon. She needs furs to pay for her warriors. Her nobles sometimes stop their support for her. So she needs other ways to raise money.”

Felt a strange tug from somewhere. “Nobles? People not sup...port?”

Fur man only shrug shoulders. Tongue not tell.

Deganawidah walked ahead, his side spit like angry mountain. Eyes clouded, thinking back to another evil. A woman. One woman in Iroquois Council also want power. Deganawidah want another way. Man should not have spirit of power drive them. 

Like that root woman. 

Maybe cat...rine, that fur leader White eyes speaks...maybe same evil.

A scream shook his ears as he dropped to the ground. Turned to see fur man shaking like falling leaf. Grabbing a leg.

A moan as Deganawidah leaned over the leg. See quick swelling with red mark. 

“Ah. Mon Dieu. Some mosquito.”

“No fur man. From snake.”

Deganawidah’s eyes turn to look for special moss. Jumped up, spinning to see base of trees. Not right type of green. Height too tall.

A look at fur man’s face shout agony. Had to hurry.

Another look at trees. Was that a golden thread? Thin enough to be missed? Then moss must be close. Moss to help.

Raced to side where tree thread pointed, hang over low strands of moss. Not quite right moss. Another dip in ground show a valley. He stopped, using spirit of eye to find moss. Under one rock, just a handful.

Deganawidah returned to find fur man breathing heavy. Pulled out his knife to slice leg. Cut strange clothing. Man’s leg needed help. A slit in skin. Grabbed his leg. Used his teeth, drawing out foul water. Fur man’s face went wide. “What...what are you doing...oh, Mon Dieu.”

He patted the moss on the wound.

Then stood, thinking of the stream. Went to his pack to reach for  water hide. In the pack, he grabbed few sprigs of curing herb.

Held breath as he struck flint to start fire. Kicked earth to open spot for fireplace. His water hide would work to hold brewing tea. Trimmed branches to place in ground. Hold up hide as he pound curing herbs to powder. Preparing herbs took mind off moaning from fur man. 

Chirps cried from the wise ones who fly. Rustling shakes of Mother’s breath sent branches, tapping a dance on trees. 

A steam grew from his hide as water became hot. Time to place herbs in water.

“You feel weak. I make tea...must drink for feel better tomorrow.” 

Fur man gave a tired glance, then his eyes grew large. “You. Still here? You could have left. Made your way back to your people.”

Strange words make Deganawidah feel bad. Who was his people? Woman who turned him away? Root woman who killed his brother?

Deganawidah poured drink into small pewter cup. “Two Rivers not leave brother in woods.”

Fur man took drink with a cough. “Hah...what makes you think you ze brother?”

“Two Rivers sees all men as brothers...even those with fur for wampum...fur for head.”

He eased back against a tree. The sight of fur man made him think that time when his brother lay dying. Root woman stood over his brother laughing. She dropped poison herbs into cup as she leaned over brother. 

Deganawidah still hears her voice. “Think you could lead our people? You defy our ways. You say no to wisdom of ancestors. Now you meet them.”

Held back his fist. Watched from lodge side of healing hut. He wanted to rush her. But she was one who controlled. He stayed in bush as brother died.

Another woman troubled Deganawidah. His woman stopped brother from leading council. When brother sought new alliance with Fox Clan, brother not know root woman filled herself with anger. She hated brother. Deganawidah woman make brother see root woman.

His own woman helped kill brother. Two women. Root woman and his woman.

Deganawidah hear low whistle from bird. Knew he was walking a new path. Away from home. He would seek another way. A new land. Opened and closed fingers. He would find wisdom of greater root knowledge. A place where no woman could hold such power.

“You are ze real man. I never thought...” Fur man’s head turned away.

Maybe this was time to find out more. “Who is this other fur leader you want me to meet? A woman?”

Fur man showed face of agony, twisted. Yet only rustle of leaves sounded with no answer.   

Felt like time he fish with hands in stream. But hands never catch wiggling fish. “You see I help. But you not trust me.”

Instead, fur man rubbed his leg. “The swelling is going down.” He looked surprised. “How did you learn zee healing?”

Deganawidah gave a nod. He turned to feed the fire for more tea. 

Sniffed air. Some foulness filled the forest. “Two Rivers hear many Iroquois disappear.”

“My contact is important. Strange things are happening home. I’ll put in zee good word for you.”    

Felt that ache in side. Fur man play with Deganawidah same way he trap fox.

After a few days of rest, Deganawidah watch fur man hobble through woods. “Fur man. You shout to bring evil spirit by walking all day. Why so important meet this man?”

He stopped and blinked with face of guilt. “You saved my life. Call me André. You should know something about this.”

Why stranger have big weight off his shoulders? “My people, the French, need more wampum. They use furs in a place called Antwerp. Been money in sugar afore now. Now furs are needed for wampum dealers.”

He took just a step. Looked like in pain. “My new rulers...soon be Queen Catherine and King Henry...” He look lost. Must know Deganawidah hear his strange words with no meaning.

Watched man flex his hand, grip his knife. “But the people in Antwerp are disbelievers. They worship differently.”

Deganawidah stopped. He saw again a sight from just last week. A burnt body tied to a tree. “Who burn man on tree last week?” 

Lines jumped on An...dré’s face. “We have some new priests...they want to kill all disbelievers.” A worried face look like he stepped into beaver trap. “We French not like extra rules from these, bah, strange priests.”

Deganawidah held up an arm. He saw loose dirt on edge of the trail. “You say your friend wear heavy heel.”

A surprised breath. “You see his track?”

Feeling his sour spirit take him, Deganawidah gazed deeply into fur man. “Why heavy heel travel with many boots?”

His face showed he not know of others with his man in heavy heels. “Should only be the priest...alone.”

Deganawidah rubbed his head, feeling two feathers touching his ear. This not good. André not know of many men with priest.

On the hill at night, the sky appeared for the first time. Break in the trees that crowd the spirit. Deganawidah felt the air. Looked at the web covering blackness of lights in heaven above. “Watermaker will make travel in swamp hard.”

“But that’s the way we have to go. My priest is expecting us.”

Deganawidah shook his head. “Oh-weh! Oh-weh!” He slapped his thigh. 

“What?”

“We must flee from water. Many men move into swamp to trap us.”

He heard that word again. Priest. “Who decide your priest is right? Who becomes one not believing?”

Troubled fur man moved slow, rubbing his leg. “It’s hard to explain. We have a head priest in a place called Rome. Some people want to worship another way...but even zee head priest in Rome doesn’t control zee new priests...they want to burn others.”

Deganawidah pointed to himself. “Yet you want me meet this priest?”

“He’s different...not like the others.”

“He moves with others.” Deganawidah decided he could no longer trust fur man. How could fur men be part of Mother Earth? How could he find hew herbs from a new land? 

“We move into a beaver trap in the swamp. We should walk the ridge, have eyes over swamp...see who men are.”

André rubbed his hair. “No...no...Mon Dieu. He would think I betrayed him.”

“Maybe priest has betrayed you.”

The swamp felt heavy, dragging his feet down. But Deganawidah had to go. Had to find out why these people want so many furs.

The constant rain from morning beat water up from swamp to pull them away from trail. Fallen branches poked the path.

A snap from an arrow whistled past Deganawidah.

He sank to watery mud. Lifted one foot over another to reach solid ground by other side of the trail. His foot touched hard ground just as a sharpness clipped his neck.

Cloaked men filled hard ground around him. Sharpness from long knife held by one. He turned to see André surrounded.

Tried to see the men. But a crack on his head made him blind.

Strange man spit on back of his head. “Barbarian. You trouble us.”

The voice came from a heavy cloak man.

Soft footsteps and a hand on the cloak’s sword came from another cloak.   “Easy, brother. These are children of God. It is not our lot to chastise them.”

Deganawidah feel this must be dream. Words made no sense. Blow on head made him think too slow. That headman wanted him for some reason.

Warmth of camp fire rose to him. Some time had passed. Took fullness from his stomach. Needed food. But not here. Heard whispers of insects as cloak’s voice demanded furs. “Two Rivers? Two Rivers is what you are called?”

Deganawidah opened his eyes. Sealed his heart.

“Two Rivers. How many furs are there in this forest? How many can a man trap in a season? Just tell us what we want to know and we’ll let you go.”

Slowed his breathing. Looked at André. That one shook his head. Who were these men?

“Talking to us will not be hard. We don’t expect too much.” 

Voice sounded like honey, but Deganawidah felt thorns in his mind.

“How large is the size of Iroquois land? How many forests like this can we find?”

Deganawidah looked at the cloak. “You not need furs. You already have cloak.”

A blow from behind made Deganawidah see blackness.

Blackness brought dreamtime. Deganawidah may be Reapoke. Evil one who threatens good. How could he vision a name like Deganawidah for himself? Ancient tales told of real Deganawidah. He, who started Iroquois on true path. Away from being cannibals. Started the great plans. Used councils where women selected men.

He was Deganawidah. But he wasn’t that Deganawidah. That made him leave home. Women plagued him for his pride...unworthy of such a name.

His mind started to wake. Heard some words, but kept eyes closed. “...he knows too much...could help with more furs. Trade...we need...demand from...they...too much silver...we...furs...trade.”

Deganawidah thought the men must not listen to their leader. That Een...queen? Cathr...ine. Another woman who holds too much of an arrow over people.

A whisper from one cloak shook Deganawidah. “Take him to France.”

Would Deganawidah become one of the missing Iroquois? Maybe this could be chance. To warn those men about their woman leader. About fur hunts that would kill the land. The Frn...ch men would listen.

A crack of power and fire lit the sky from the storm. Deganawidah felt a storm inside. But he had to find a new land.
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Chapter IV

Western Gods Threaten Eastern Spirits
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India of the ages is not dead 

nor has she spoken her last creative word; 

she lives and has still something to do for herself 

and the human peoples.

— Indian philosopher.

––––––––
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ALICE WALKED THROUGH the maze of hedges in the vast Hatfield estates, but she wanted to find a new land. Out of the heights of the brushes, out of the red-roofed towers.

But she only found the sound of clomping horses to break the stirring blasts from trumpets that announced arrivals.

Yet while she taught young Elizabeth, Alice was bound. She felt the brush strokes of life, like branches from the hedges. They hid her from freedom. Her heart beat faster as she felt lost in the vines. 

She shouldn’t think such thoughts. She was a woman and ought to know her place.

But those books from father... 

A hedge blocked her path. She imagined the “veiled lady” haunting those grounds as the legend would have it. The grated sound of movement from beyond the hedge sent shivers down her spine, making her think about that “spectral coach” with ghostly horses whonwould come for her.

Her imagination should be pushed away. Especially since she would teach the young girl Elizabeth.

Her feet stopped as she raised her hand to her throat. But she strolled right through those gardens where the feared spectral coach put terror into young women. That was only legend, was it not? About the former owner. 

Leaves rustled as a cough broke the silence. Alice saw young Elizabeth’s form being thrust in front of her from Lord Seymour’s grasp of the child’s hand. Elizabeth looked like she was holding back a cry.

Alice started to bend down to hold the girl when a foot tripped her from Seymour. “She’s not the problem — is she?”

Seymour yanked her away from Elizabeth as Alice tried to reach the princess.

“I thought you still in the Netherlands fighting the French?”

Seymour drew young Elizabeth back further to send her away with an attendant. 

“So you think to become a head master of learning whilst I am helping the Crown?”  

“Sire?” Alice dipped her head as she knelt before Seymour.

“India? India? You decide to teach the young girl about India?”

Alice held her breath as she raised her head. “I thought you wanted her knowledgeable about the world? She asked about the countries during a geography lesson.”

Seymour drew his dirk from his belt, picked the edge. “So sharp, methinks.” He clasped her chin. “You’re here because your father couldn’t instruct her. He said you used to observe his lessons. Now, you must learn to ‘observe’ my lessons.”

Alice felt the heat rise, but controlled herself. “Of course my Lord. What should I have done?”

Seymour played with his knife as the wind swirled the topmost branches of the hedge. The ghosts were not coming, she thought. They were here.

Seymour drew in a breath. “Tell her it’s a country, somewhere to the east.”

He turned to leave. His back seemed to threaten as his voice came in a low tone. “Never...never tell her about India.”

“Sire?”

A head turned. “I don’t have to explain to you — do I?”

Those footsteps leading away echoed the ghosts from the maze. Ghosts are not legend, she thought. She would have to send a letter to Jacque. He would have to know about this. What was happening to England? And to that faraway place called India?    

––––––––
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GOA WAS NO LONGER GOA. Acre watched flames consume the old temple called home. Stood to the side wall away from prying eyes of guards who were always looking for the enemy. His monk’s tunic would help, but a pale face under his darkened soot could betray him.

Acre hid his dagger and ambled a weak leg to throw off workers who awaited the fire sparks to lessen. 

Heard a voice. “Teach those heathen to buy from us...the guild will show-um.”

Acre twisted his head as he circled the crumbling edifice. Stone blocks crushed into the dust flying up from the ground. Spewed outward as more blocks slammed into the turf. There was Martin, stumbling by the other side. Good looking Indian for an Englishman. Great disguise.

Cries climbed into the midday heat from women who used the temple out buildings for supplies and rest after working the fields. Timbers yawned before cracking and turning the ground black. 

Acre felt thrown back in time. His Buddhist training allowed him to touch the minds of his ancestors. As the guards’ glittered swords up to the Indians in the courtyard, he held the image of other soldiers. Crusaders. Those who manned the walls of Acre when Saladin took the city. Acre’s wrist crept to his dagger, thinking about the waste of what those soldiers did.

Sighed. For a period, Muslims traded with Christians at that time while warriors protected. Until wily European priests wanted to oust the Muslims.

That was years ago. The Past. His family’s past. But those politics of the 1300s made his family outcasts. Fled to India.

He came back to today as he watched Martin move closer after walking by some fancy clothed traders. Reached his position overlooking the square. Just a hands’ length from him, back against the wall. Eyes on the square.

Slid over to Martin, standing just to the side. “Priests are pushing this. Some ties with the Vatican.”

Acre shook his head, pulling Martin away from a guard’s approach. “They’re destroying a Buddhist temple to build a cathedral.”

Martin whipped his head back. “You jest...for sure. Not enough Catholics here for a cathedral.”

Acre sneered. “Not now. But tomorrow...they’re getting ready.”

They passed a street, heading for a narrow alley away from the fire. “Acre, nobles have to restore order. They were the ones who held back the Church years ago.”

He scanned around the corner, then the rooftops.

“Also prohibited our ancestors from having married lives. Guess they weren’t all knowing. Were they — that we would end up here.”

Acre’s breathing increased, right fist forming, looked Martin up and down. Threw an elbow, thrusting Martin against the wall. “You losing your wits?” He flipped open a red cloth only partially hidden by Martin’s tunic. “Why not hold a banner saying you’re a Templar?”

Martin’s eyes glowed. 

Acre reached Martin’s neck, pulling a red cross necklace out in view. “Those new black cloaks walking around...those are special Vatican agents. Looking to burn threats to the Inquisition — top of the list is us.”

He released Martin and shook his head to clear his thoughts. Right hand moved to touch Martin’s face. “Sorry...”

Started to shake. 

“Acre. I share your worry. We are together.”

Had to swallow. If the enemy could inflict pain like this, then how could he succeed? 

Martin adjusted his tunic. “My friend. I blame you not.” Hesitated. 'Do they even know a group of Templars fled in the 1300s? That we’d end up here? That we fled from those same types of people? That we’d even have families in ashrams?”

Acre blinked as he darted his head right to left, looking to avoid a threat that could come walking around the corner. “They know about us.”

Acre shook his head. “Know the Templars exist no more. They know some did have families and fled when 1302 hit with the Papal Ban.” He sighed. “And yes...they know about us.”

Had to think. The loss of the temple left him at odds. His English ancestors screamed for revenge. Just as his father cried to kill when grandmother died from a local Muslim merchant. 

But his Buddhist training told him to avoid the knife.

He twisted his head back to the sputtering sounds from the temple.

“Your adopted father would have words for this, had he lived.”

Acre stopped as he was about to turn the corner. “Don’t speak of him.”

“You’re almost more monk than Templar.”

Acre shook off some moisture from his head. “He helped me deal with...things.”

His hand felt the comfort of the dagger. Part of his spirit wanted to throw the dagger in the flames. Listen more closely to those words from his adoptive father. But part of him wanted to turn west to find the ears of the right noble. “Someone at home has to listen to the injustice.” 

Acre’s attention drifted to one of the stone workers who walked back and forth by the opening of the square. The man’s head dipped occasionally at people who passed by.

Acre grabbed Martin’s sleeve. “Ever see a stone worker not covered in dust from the cutting?”

Martin’s face turned with a concerned look.

Acre smiled. “Put the plan into motion. I’ll lead him away.”

He moved back to the square, catching the eyes of the strange worker. Noticed the worker swallow, then turn and walk faster. The fellow was checking over his shoulder to see if his friends followed. He had to have support.

Acre glanced, drawing the man past a corner, down a narrow flight of steps as sprays from a fountain dripped on children who played next to low-lying homes. 

Once past the first street, Acre shed his tunic, pulling a priest’s robe from inside his bag, and adjusting it as he hurried. 

Darting into a small church by the Catholic Quarter, he stopped by a window at the entrance. The worker from the temple had run in his direction. Before going inside, he noticed a hand signal from the worker to the rooftops where a man flashed a mirror to a group of cloaked figures at the opposite end of the street.

Inside the church, Acre listened to chimes of music with flowing voices around a small organ. He moved closer to the group, holding his breath as the cloaks entered the church.

“Can I be of service?” A voice cracked from an elderly priest to the cloaks in the entrance.   

A gruff bearded fellow pushed the priest aside and looked right at Acre. “You’re out of place here, English. Stand aside.”

Acre squinted, seeing an opening to the right where a passage seemed unoccupied. Took one step before hearing a scream.

The cry came from the priest who was held by the gruff cloak, a dagger pinning his neck. “Try to leave and the priest meets his maker.”

Children by the organ screamed, then broke out into a run, away from the organ.

Acre felt his feet caught in quicksand. Faced the cloak. “He’s a priest for God’s sake, your own people.”

The cloak’s deep laugh came with a shriek from the priest as the knife broke skin, blood trickled down his neck. “Take out your dagger and toss it on the floor in this direction. Then the priest lives.”  

Acre blinked, shook his head to show frustration. Took out his dagger and threw it across to the cloak.
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