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Prologue 

The Year of Our Lord, 1191




Many a vanish’d year and age, 

And tempest’s breath, and battle’s rage, 

Have swept o’er Corinth; yet she stands 

A fortress form’d to Freedom’s hands. 

The whirlwind’s wrath, the earthquake’s shock 

Have left untouch’d her hoary rock 

—Lord Byron




The lone horseman sat his horse on a low rise, overlooking the plains in front of the distant city of Acre, and stared intently. He could just make out the desperate conflict taking place before, and even on top of, the tall walls of Acre, once again besieged, this time by the Christian crusaders. 

Although he was the commander of all the Arab forces in the entire region, from his scuffed horsehide boots to his collar, Salah ad-Din was dressed very much like one of his average cavalrymen, but perhaps not as patched and stained. The only concession to his rank was his helmet, which was of burnished steel with an inlay of gold filigree patterned around its rim. There was, however, no mistaking the fine breed of his mount, which was a magnificent creature and had come from Yemen. Salah ad-Din, being a Kurd, was a horseman first and foremost. He rested the palm of his hand on the animal’s neck to calm it while he scrutinized the events taking place ahead of him. His features were set in a tight, grim expression.

Besieged towns were not an unusual sight in the beleaguered Holy Land, but Acre was a very important city for both the Moslems and the Christians, as it represented one of the main portals to Jerusalem.

In a loose group behind the sultan, giving him some respectful space to be alone, were his heavily armed, mounted escorts, accompanied by his brother, Prince al-Adil. They were also staring at the untidy encampment of the Christians and the current assault taking place at the walls of Acre. While they shared their leader’s frustration, they also knew that they could do nothing for the city at present. Fervently they hoped that the defenders could endure until their own numbers increased sufficiently to drive off the Christians and relieve their comrades’ suffering.

It was April, and the vast majority of Salah ad-Din’s former followers who had left at the beginning of winter were still at home, dealing with their own domestic issues: farming, planting, and other tribal matters. The vast numbers he could usually muster would not be available until June. Until then…. His jaw tightened, and he clenched his fist on the reins. He would clean them out like bed bugs and settle some old scores, including the taking of Tyre, which still remained in the hands of Lord Conrad. The count had been a thorn in his side since the beginning of this campaign. In Sha’ Allah, God willing, it would all be dealt with this year. He sighed and tried to settle himself more comfortably in the saddle. The recent illness that left him tired and sometimes weak had not improved with the onset of the spring rains.

He cocked his head to listen more closely as the sounds of conflict became louder. The hoot of trumpets, the clash of steel, and the cheers of the Christians as they pressed home their attack, could be faintly but clearly heard, even from this distance. He frowned. While there had been many attempts to take the city by ladder, mobile towers, and suchlike, this time it really looked as though they might succeed. Christian fighters had managed to climb their makeshift ladders and were now clustered on the battlements, fighting hard to gain a permanent foothold. 

Salah ad-Din shook his head angrily. The Christian army was constantly being swelled by newcomers: from Germany—the remnants of the disastrous Crusade by King Ferdinand—from Normandy, Languedoc, and other regions with allegiance to France, as well as freebooters and mercenaries on the lookout for loot. The erstwhile king, Guy de Lusignan, had given his oath to Salah ad-Din, after the Arab victory at Hattin, never to fight on this land again. But here he was, the commander of the sizable force below. The sultan wondered whether he had made the right decision when he’d released the man two years before. Keeping Guy de Lusignan in prison had not kept the crusaders at bay, and Salah ad-Din had released the ex-king because his incompetence was legendary, in the hope that he would die quickly in some stupid skirmish. Now, however, the man was laying siege to Acre, and while his foul-smelling camp was infested with disease and rats, the Christians, despite all obstacles, were still there, taxing his own resources to the limit.

“My lord!” his Prince al-Adil called to him. “They appear to have gained a foothold! What should we do?”

Salah ad-Din turned his head. “Send our cavalry to attack their camp. We need a distraction. Do it now!” he called back. He remained on the slopes with most of his escort while his brother galloped off to lead the light cavalry, who had been waiting for this very opportunity. 

Within minutes Salah ad-Din saw a large contingent of horsemen and footmen racing toward the Christian encampment. He noticed, too, that for a few vital moments, their opponents were unaware of the menace. Perhaps this was just the opportunity he needed to do some real damage to his enemy.




*****

Eyes wild with the excitement of battle, Lord Gerard de Ridefort glared out from under his helmet nosepiece. As he placed a mailed hand on the ladder in front of him, a body landed with a loud thump just next to him, blood pouring from a gaping wound in its neck.

Lord Gerard de Ridefort paid the body scant attention, but then someone grabbed his arm and shouted. “My lord! My lord!”

De Ridefort whirled around to see a distraught knight. He shrugged off the man’s hand angrily. The knight’s face was distorted and he was gesturing wildly behind him, across the heads of the milling knights, who were pushing and shoving to reach the ladders and gain glory on the battlements above. The knight gestured again, insistently, toward the camp.

“What is it, Marcel?” Gerard shouted back. It was hard to see with all the dust around, let alone to make oneself heard over the din of the shouting, swearing men at arms, and the clash of weapons. The screams of dying and wounded men filled the air.

“We must stop them, Lord!” And again, Marcel clutched his arm.

“Unhand me, damn you!” Gerard shouted, wrenching free, but just then, his eyes were drawn to the place where his follower was pointing. There were Arab banners flying high, and they appeared to be much too close to the Christian camp.

“They are striking us from behind, Lord! They bring fire and sword!” Sir Marcel yelled over the noise. “Their cavalry has attacked our encampment. We need reinforcements or we are lost!”

Gerard seized Marcel by his hauberk. “What happened to Lord Robert?” he snarled. “He was supposed to protect our rear while we dealt with this place!” 

“D—dead, my lord. Struck down by an arrow! God have mercy on his soul!”

“Saints’ robes!” Gerard shouted. "Where is my mount?" Marcel turned away to find his squire, who was hovering on the edge of the crowd of roaring, shoving knights.

Another man had noticed the exchange and paused at the base of a ladder. “Geoffrey, they are attacking our rear, and Lord Robert is dead!” Gerard bellowed.

Lord Geoffrey, the brother of Guy de Lusignan, looked startled and then swiveled his head to stare hungrily up the battlements where men were struggling for their lives. He had wanted so badly to get up there and slaughter the defenders! Another body hurtled to the ground, landing with a soggy thump nearby. This time, it was one of the defenders. Just to be sure he was dead, a footman spitted the corpse with his spear and promptly began to rummage through its clothes, looking for anything else of value, disregarding the conflict going on all around him. Someone tried to join him but was snarled at savagely and backed off.

Geoffrey yelled at the men surrounding him. “We must protect our camp! Get down! Get back down!” he shouted angrily, his voice full of frustration. Thwarted and enraged, he turned away from his objective to look for his horse. By the time Geoffrey had mounted and called his men together, Gerard de Ridefort had already galloped off, back toward their camp. Shouting to the mounted men to follow him, Geoffrey rode hard after Gerard. As he passed a group of men gathered around Guy de Lusignan, he shouted. “They have killed Lord Robert and are attacking our camp. It is in disarray!” 

He and his men, joined now by other horsemen, rode hard straight through the camp and out of the other side, which faced east. The Arab cavalry had been stopped and then chased off—but only just—by the rear-guard defenses. The wide ditches and spiked posts presented a hazard of some significance to mounted horsemen, preventing a cohesive assault which could have proved fatal. Instead, their massed charge had been broken up by the obstacles and they were met by spearmen and crossbowmen, as well as mounted knights drawn from the attack on Acre, who formed solid blocks which they could not easily break up. 

However, some of the more nimble and reckless riders had still managed to get within the tent area and, with their lances, had ‘picked’ the tent pegs of several tents, which had then collapsed in a tangle of canvas and ropes. Other riders following right behind had stabbed at the struggling forms within the fallen coverings, creating havoc and pain for their victims. The riders had then made their escape, yelling exultant war cries and brandishing bloody lances.

The gathered Franks were made aware, yet again, that these light Arab cavalries could also inflict much damage from a distance, which they proceeded to do, galloping in to within thirty or forty paces, loosing their arrows, then wheeling their mounts and galloping out of range of return fire. By the time Redford and his men had arrived, the ground was littered with horses and men—wounded and dying—who had been victims of these skirmishes. Geoffrey and his brother, Guy de Lusignan, stared out at the Arabs with frustration. “Where are our own archers? Get them here and hurry up about it!” Geoffrey bellowed. He turned to his equally angry brother. “A few more minutes and we could have taken that bloody wall! Perhaps even the God forsaken city!” he fumed.

“He is watching it all from up there.” Guy panted angrily and pointed a grubby finger toward the distant figure. “He knew exactly what he was doing.”

“Damn him to hell!” Ridefort raged from nearby, waving his sword in the air. “I’m going after him! When I get to him, he is dead!” 

He cast a glance down at the corpse of Lord Robert, two arrows protruding from its chest, and made the sign of the cross across his own breast. He spurred his mount forward in the direction of the shouting Arabs, his face contorted with anger. “I’ll kill them all!”

His men followed him, albeit very reluctantly, as he drove his horse recklessly through one of the gaps in the spikes and ditches, heading for the densest group of enemy riders.

“He is really quite mad!” Geoffrey muttered as he reined in his own mount. “Ridefort, stop!” he roared. “Don’t be a fool! Do not go out there!”

His words fell on deaf ears as Ridefort charged toward the opposing cavalry. His men had barely caught up with him when the enemy loosed a hail of arrows. Arrows struck several riders and horses and brought them down. More than one struck Ridefort’s mount, which staggered and fell to its knees. Ridefort, still a strong and nimble man for his age, managed to disentangle himself and scrambled to his feet, holding his sword. 

“For God and the cross!” he yelled, and ran forward, brandishing his sword to attack his opponents on foot. He didn’t bother to see if his men were following him. It was not very long before he was well ahead of his men, some of whom had lost their nerve and slowed their forward movement. They watched in horror as Ridefort stood on a low knoll and brandished his sword, screaming, “I shall not retreat. I shall kill them all before I leave.” He was quickly surrounded by Arab horsemen and disappeared from view. 

Several of his more ardent followers made to go after the enemy but were quickly dispatched by the cavalry, while the others, seeing how futile the effort had become, reluctantly turned away, to the jeers of the enemy who had captured their leader. He was still screaming and struggling wildly as they took him away.

His remaining followers made their abject way slowly back to the camp and their waiting comrades, followed by the mocking yells of victory from their hated enemy. 

Guy de Lusignan shook his head. “God protect his soul!”

Geoffrey was a more pragmatic man. He shrugged. “He was quite mad. It was only a matter of time, I suppose. God be merciful, but I fear he is destined for hell.”

Guy snapped him a sharp look. “That is close to blasphemy, Brother,” he chided.

“Gerard needlessly sent many a brave and pious soul to his death. Mad or not, I expect he will spend considerable time in purgatory for that,” Geoffrey retorted.

The two men, one who had once been the king of Jerusalem and the other a lord in his own right, turned away from the scene of the skirmish, where men were laying out the dead or escorting the wounded to the dreaded leech tent, and made their way through the camp, followed at a respectful distance by their retainers. 

Few even bothered to acknowledge their presence as they passed. These days, disease, suppurating wounds, and the gas death caused more death than actual fighting, and few had any illusions as to the future success of this forlorn venture. Guy and Geoffrey were unwashed and unkempt. They ignored the rags, offal, and dung piled along the muddy tracks they followed, and the audible hum of the innumerable flies that buzzed around the filth in clouds. Not even the rats bothered to scuttle away as the men approached. The stench of the camp no longer assaulted the men’s nostrils; they had been in this place for over a year with little to show for it. A gust of wind stirred the rags of what had once been garishly colored banners fluttering above the tents.

“It’s going to rain again,” Geoffrey sighed, wiping his sweating face and looking up at the dark clouds gathering in the west. They had arrived back at the western edge of the camp and were now facing the walls of Acre once again. The pall of dust that had hung over the previous frantic activity of battle had settled or blown away. The ladders were lying at the base of the walls; some were broken like the corpses of both besiegers and defenders. Only when darkness came would there be any attempt to remove them for burial, and that would only be after their corpses had been plundered for every item of clothing they wore, any jewelry or coin. 

Guy wiped a filthy hand across his straggly and unkempt beard and scratched. “Rain brings more plague and... fleas.” He glanced irritably at one he had fished from his beard and popped it, leaving a small patch of blood between his fingers. “Ugh!” he grunted. “How I wish for a bath!” Guy had been previously known for his fastidious personal hygiene.

“I hope to God that the king of France, even the king of England, will arrive here in time,” Geoffrey muttered, ignoring his brother’s discomfort as they watched the stragglers from the assault drift back into the camp, some supporting their wounded comrades. “We do not have the numbers to hold him off in the summer and complete the siege; God help us!”

“Do we know if they will come at all?” Guy asked. He sounded skeptical. “How long must it take for them to decide to take up the Holy Cause while we fester here? My wife and daughters were martyred in this stink hole. God rest their souls.” He sounded as though he were ready to weep.

Geoffrey glanced at his brother with mild contempt. “You should have thought of that before you brought Queen Sibylla here, Brother. It was clear to all that it was a pestilent place from the day we arrived.”

Guy shook his head hopelessly. “When that bastard Conrad refused us entry to Tyre, she insisted on being at my side. I wanted to send her to William in Sicily, but he goes and dies, leaving me no choice!” He groaned. His wife, Sibylla, the former sister of King Baldwin IV, had died of the plague along with her daughters, almost a year ago, and he had been mourning them ever since.

Geoffrey recalled the humiliation of the event outside Tyre. Guy and himself, newly released from an Arab dungeon, had collected Sibylla and made for Tyre, the only city to hold out against Salah ad-Din since the fall of Jerusalem. They had been unable to approach the walls because the causeway to the island city had been cut, but Lord Conrad's messenger had been clear enough. Lord Conrad had denied them entry unless Guy rescinded his claim to the throne of Jerusalem, which Guy had refused to do. Although he had little admiration for his brother, Geoffrey approved of the stance, pointless though he felt it really was. The Sultan, Salah ad-Din, ruled Jerusalem now, but Geoffrey still boiled inside when he was reminded of this additional humiliation.

Guy wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and repeated his question, “Do we have news of the kings?”

“We have word that they have sailed from Sicily, Brother. But nothing else.”




*****




Salah ad-Din had remained on the hill all this time. Although he could not see everything that had transpired, he was clear about one thing: his men had accomplished their goal. A horseman came galloping toward him, pulling up in a small cloud of dust before he touched his forehead respectfully to his leader.

“God’s blessings, my lord. Prince al-Adil sends his respects and asks your permission to bring an important prisoner to you, Your Highness.”

“Who is the prisoner?” Salah ad-Din asked.

“A man called Lord Gerard de Ridefort.” The messenger repeated the name carefully, unsure how to pronounce it.

Salah ad-Din’s eyes opened wide. “Ridefort?” he snapped.

“Yes, my lord.” The messenger produced a scrap of paper from his sleeve, confirming the name. He handed it to his sultan.

“That man has broken every oath of trust he swore to me,” Salah ad-Din muttered to himself. He stared at the paper in silence for a long moment, as though reliving the great battle of Hattin, which had destroyed the Christian army, and the subsequent capture of Ridefort and the king of Jerusalem. Both had broken their pledges never to fight his people again. The messenger fidgeted but dared not intrude upon his thoughts.

Salah ad-Din finally looked up. “I do not wish to see him. His head is to be removed forthwith. That is my command,” he told the messenger, who nodded, touched his forehead, and called out. 

“Your will be done, my lord.” He wheeled his horse and galloped back the way he had come.

Salah ad-Din paused for just a while longer, staring hard at his enemy’s camp, but then the first drops of rain began to fall. He turned his horse and rejoined his escorts, who were thankful that they might just make it to cover before the deluge.

[image: MiddleEast]














Part I

Storms on the Horizon







Chapter 1

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;

Close to the sun in lonely lands,

Ring’d with the azure world, he stands.

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;

He watches from his mountain walls,

And like a thunderbolt he falls.

—Alfred Lord Tennyson




There were many castles in the region known as the Holy Land, the Levant, and the Sultanate, under the rule of Salah ad-Din, but some were so deep within the mountains of the lands north and east of the Duchy of Tripoli, bordering on the Duchy of Antioch, that not even the sultan and his army could subdue them. These few castles belonged to a man known as the Master, the leader of a very dangerous sect of people who dealt in murder and extortion, knowing no borders. No one was safe from them.

The three boys who had most recently passed the skills tests of knife and stick fighting were now assembled in a small room in their best clothes. These were simple enough, as the boys were not rich, and their master was not inclined to bestow wealth upon them. Each wore a turban wrapped around his almost shaven head, and a tunic of washed-out white linen.

They were tense with anticipation, as this was their initiation into the Paradise they had been promised from the very beginning of their training. Their particular class had started out as seventeen boys between the ages of thirteen and fifteen, but now there were only eight of them left. These three were the very best of the surviving group. Their former companions were all dead, having failed, in one form or another, during the training; either losing their grip on a wall and falling to their deaths or making an error when fighting with real knives, or simply because they had failed to understand the exacting rules of the Master.

Rashid Ed Din—the Master, or the School Master, as he was otherwise known—did not tolerate. These boys were his absolute slaves and would either fight to the death on his behalf or die at his command. It mattered not to him, as there were always young boys to be had from among the population in the towns and cities along the coast of the Levant.

Tonight, the youths were here to receive their reward and to glimpse the meaning of Paradise, as defined by the Great Master, who lived in his remote castles in faraway Persia.

Seated in front of them was a Rafiki, one of their senior instructors, who was there to see to it that they were looked after, and to ensure that the process was done correctly as protocol demanded. The first part of the ceremony began with a servant entering through a door and presenting the boys with tea. The Rafiki indicated that they were to drink it, which they did cautiously. As they settled the small cups on the brass tray, they began to feel sleepy. It was not long before the three boys were sound asleep. After, the Rafiki lifted his hand and servants entered the small room to carry the boys out and place them on beds, in rooms adjacent to the tearoom. 

The rooms were sumptuous by the normal standards of the otherwise austere castle, which was the intent. As the Master watched from his secret place, the boys would wake up and find themselves on a beautiful bed of silk covered with wonderful embroidered patterns, and a girl in attendance, subject to their every wish, leaving the boys exhausted but with indelible and vivid memories of the foretaste of Paradise. This was all they lived for or died for hereafter.

When the boys woke up the second time, they were back in their familiar surroundings and the Paradise they had experienced had vanished, as though it were a dream; but the memories of the flesh remained an enticing reminder , and distraction, from that moment on.

They were to continue with their final training, later to be joined by the others, and it was then that the Master would pronounce them fida’iyin. They were now entitled to wear a cloth cummerbund around their waists with a red stripe woven into it. However their proper training  was not over by any means. Soon the youths would be ready for him to do with as he wished, and to send to wherever he commanded them, to kill or to insert themselves into any city or palace he might choose, assuming the roles of merchants, scholars or poor men, as the occasion demanded.

However the particular task Rashid Ed Din, the Master, had in mind for these three boys was perhaps even more dangerous and fraught with peril than any before. These young killers were to be the point of his barb that would finally finish off the impudent pair who lived in Cyprus. A cobra's strike that would finally kill the man called Talon and his 'Brother" Reza who was also known as the ghost. Rashid had not forgotten the last debacle, but he was a patient man and now the time had come to prepare his killers for a final attack on the two renegades who had thwarted him at every turn. 




*****




In an equally remote location, within the mountains of Cyprus, the night was quiet and cool. Other than the very distant yap of a fox and the nearby hoot of an owl in the dense woods along the eastern part of the mountain ridge, the silence was complete. An attentive listener might hear the light keen of the wind in the corners of the tall towers of the sleeping castle, or the mice squeaking in the stables as they hunted for grain, accompanied by the occasional snuffle from one of the horses. Otherwise, it was very quiet. 

There were only a few clouds in the sky on this moonless night. It was still quite dark and several hours before dawn. The soldiers who patrolled the battlements of the castle of Kantara were alert for any sounds that might herald danger. These men were experienced veterans of many a skirmish and knew the dangers of inattention only too well.

Slowly, very slowly, a hand crept over the top edge of the northern wall, fingers blindly seeking a firm grip on the stone. They hesitated, then the fingers found and gripped a tiny crevice. Half a pace away, another hand appeared on the cracked and fissured stone. A dark, shrouded head rose and very carefully peered over the edge of the battlements.

Seeing and hearing no signs of danger, the intruder, who had climbed the high north wall of the battlements in the dead of night without alerting anyone, was now able to slip over the top and slide slowly and noiselessly into a dark shadow and wait. He heard the sound of a sentry walking along the stone toward him, but fortunately for him, the sentry detected no danger and walked right past the dark recess wherein crouched the intruder. The sentry, who carried a light shield and a short spear, did, however, stop a few paces further along and peer over the lip of the wall, down at the sharp rocks a good one hundred feet below, then shook his head, muttered something, and resumed walking.

Soon after his departure, the shadow of the visitor moved and drifted silently down to the castle grounds, disturbing neither the hounds nor the horses stabled not very far from the huge bulk of the keep, its doors closed and bolted. He went unerringly for his target. Not one of the patrolling sentries saw or heard anything as the intruder glided through the castle grounds. 

The sentries at the castle gatehouse situated on the south side of the fortress did not see or hear anything until the figure touched one of them on his shoulder. The man spun around with a surprised grunt to find a dark, menacing figure, his face covered to the eyes, silently holding aloft a small banner. 

The sentry gasped and shrank back fearfully, but the man held out the stick bearing the banner insistently for him to take, still saying not a word. The sentry took the banner gingerly and walked shakily to the gatehouse and the guard commander. The sentry glanced behind him, but the intruder had vanished.

Perched on the walkway above in the darkness, overlooking the meeting between the intruder and the sentry, another man clad in dark clothing and a face covering that only showed his eyes, smiled with satisfaction. Reza was very pleased. He would enjoy telling Talon all about it in the morning. The sentry had reacted as though he was about to drop dead from surprise and fear, even to the point of clutching his chest!

*****

Lord Talon was woken by a sharp knock on the door to his chamber. He stirred and sat up groggily while Rav’an, his wife, huddled deeper into the bedclothes. It was an hour after dawn, and she was tired.

“What is it, my love?” she murmured. 

“I think I know what it is. I will deal with it, my Rav’an. Go back to sleep. I shall tell you about it when you are up.”

He clambered out of the bed and dressed quickly. Opening the door, he found Junayd, one of the Companions, waiting patiently outside, Junayd ducked his head respectfully.

“Good morning, Lord. I thought you would want to know...” he said with a half-smile on his lean, dark features.

“Good morning, Junayd. What is it?” Talon asked, but then his eyes widened; he knew. The wall had been climbed!

“The banner presented to the guard commander in the early hours, Lord. Andreas did well! Master Reza witnessed it.”

Talon breathed a sigh of relief. It was the requirement of any of the would-be assassins who comprised his and Reza’s group of Companions to complete their initial training by climbing the north wall of the castle. It was a dangerous enough enterprise in broad daylight; at night it was doubly perilous. Two years ago, they had lost one of the acolytes on the sharp rocks at the bottom of the walls. 

Talon had been the very first to scale the wall when he was scouting the castle for himself, some four years earlier. Then Reza, Talon’s comrade of many years, had climbed it to show that he could. After that, all the senior Companions had been compelled by their master’s example to follow suit. And so it became a compulsory final test for all would-be Companions. They were few in number.

Reza never told anyone when the attempt would be made by an acolyte who aspired to become a Companion. “People would be giving the game away, especially you, Talon, because you worry about them and would stay up all night; so all would know, including the sentries!” he teased.

The last time, almost a year ago, it had been Talon’s son, Rostam, who had been nominated for the climb. Talon had to agree with Reza that they could not exempt Rostam, although Talon knew the risks only too well. Neither he nor Rav’an, Rostam’s mother, had been informed until the next morning, when the banner had appeared attached to the doors to the castle keep, placed there by the chagrined guard commander of that particular night. Talon had been deeply relieved, and Rav’an had held her peace, glad that she had not been told, and relieved the boy had survived.

Now Andreas, the new acolyte, had passed the final test of acceptance to the very select group and could call himself a Companion at last. It had been three years since the commencement of his training, under the strict and exacting supervision of Reza who was known by all as Master Reza.














Chapter 2

Reflections 




Always it is a great encouragement 

to feel and realize

That the ultimate Truth

Can never, never tolerate

Human deception-night. 

—Sri Chinmoy




The castle of Kantara stands high on a mountain ridge, at the northern corner of Cyprus. From its battlements, observers can oversee both the northern coast and the south side of the island. A sentry on its topmost tower can see a ship as far out to sea as twenty leagues. The castle would better be called the Eagle’s Nest, or some such name, but its owner and lord, Talon de Gilles, had let the old name stand.

On this gusty but bright sunny day, he rose early, glancing at Rav’an, who was still asleep. She had been up most of the night with their daughter, Fariba, who was suffering from some malady and had a mild fever that needed watching. Rav’an had told him that the child was over the worst of it, when she came to bed, just as the cock crowed down in the main yard, the first streaks of dawn having begun to glow the eastern sky. 

Dressing quietly, Talon left the chamber, closed the thick wooden door carefully behind him, and descended the spiral stairs to the main hall. Some sleepy maids were already at work scrubbing and cleaning. They ducked their heads and curtsied as he passed and murmured, “Good morning.” They smiled back. “Good morning, Lord!” they chorused. He smiled and put a finger to his lips and pointed upwards.

He made his way to out of the main doors of the hall, which were open to the fresh morning air, down a few stone steps to the paved main yard where there was already much activity. He was on his way to the small but finely built chapel, which had been restored to its former simple beauty. As he walked the fifty or so paces to the little building, he could hear, smell, and see that life in the castle all around him was well underway. 

The Sergeant of the Guard, Palladius, was inspecting the day guard, having just dismissed the night sentries, who were hurrying off to the kitchens to grab a bite to eat before going to their beds. To Talon’s critical eye, the day guard appeared to be alert and well-turned-out. Palladius was a tough Byzantine, ex-mercenary, who had come over to Talon’s side at the time when Talon finessed the castle out from under its former Castilian. Promoted to sergeant, he took his duties very seriously. As soon as he was aware of his lord nearby, he turned and saluted. “Good morning, Lord.” 

“Good morning, Sergeant. I see the guard is well-turned-out today.” Talon responded with a smile, but he didn’t tarry.

Palladius nearly burst with pride. “Thank you, Lord. God’s blessings.” He whirled back to face his men. “You! Brace up! I didn’t say dismissed! Stay right where you are until I give the order!” he bellowed. Talon walked on.

Over in another area of the yard, a small group of Companions and their students, dressed in loose clothing in several shades of brown and green, were assembling under the sharp eye of Dar'an, one of the most senior Companions. They were all armed with light throwing spears, swords, and bows. 

Dar’an also took his duties seriously. In this instance, he was about to lead the little group out of the castle and into the dense forest, along narrow paths of the southern slopes. Their work was to ensure that no strange people, least of all, none of the bands of mercenaries who worked for the emperor, were lurking in the woods, perhaps contemplating a surprise attack on the castle. Talon knew that the further out his scouts were placed, the earlier he would be warned, and hence, better prepared. The usurper, Emperor Isaac Komnenos, was always trying his luck, one way or another, determined to regain the castle. 

Grooms were hard at work cleaning stalls and brushing the coats of the horses to a shine; maids carried pails of milk from the goat and cow sheds, and small children were running around, some screaming with excitement as they chased the loose chickens around the yard, while their embarrassed mothers tried to hush them because the lord of the castle passed by. 

Talon, while he was aware of all the activity, barely acknowledged it. However, the men all knew that, had there been anything amiss, he would notice—and none wanted that. While the lord was known as a kind man, he was also stern. The defense of the castle was of paramount importance to him, above most other matters.

The men gathered at the gates were gossiping and joking with one another when Brandt called softly, “Be quiet, you nattering jackanapes. Lord Talon is coming.”

Men turned and ducked their heads as Talon went by. He greeted the group with a smile and a raised hand but didn’t stop.

“Lord Talon is on his way to the tomb again,” one of the Welsh archers, Caradog, murmured.

“Aye, and he’s limping a little more than usual today,” Dewi, his companion, said in a low voice.

“Never quite got over that wound he picked up in Hattin,” he remarked to his other companions.

Brandt nodded. He watched his master with concern. “Must be a storm coming,” he allowed. You can always tell that when he is limping more than usual.”

“Humph,” one of the stealthy Companions who was with them, Junayd, snorted. “I’ll wager there will be no storm today, and I would bet anyone here that he can still outperform us all with the sword. And I didn’t see any loss of accuracy with his bow, despite that leg,” he told the others, pointing his chin at the departing Talon.

Someone else chuckled. Dar'an was a veteran of many battles alongside his leader and knew that many had underestimated Talon before. 

“I agree with Junayd. Nothing wrong with Lord Talon, even if he is limping. Come along now, you Welshmen.” He jerked his thumb at Dewi and Caradog. “You need to be off with Junayd and Nasuh to check on the south borders. Take the students with you, Junayd. We’ve been hearing from the shepherd boys that strangers have been seen in the area. If there are any who should not be around, try to catch them and bring them in, or bring them down, if they flee.”

Brandt, a huge Saxon and the commander of the Saxon contingent, turned to go and join the other warriors, who were just beginning to appear from their sleeping quarters. “Breakfast time,” he growled. “That is, if those Welsh cattle thieves have left anything for the rest of us poor mortals to eat.”

*****




Talon was about to enter the small wooden door of the chapel when he heard voices from within. He could not quite make out the words of the heated discussion, but he was familiar with its content. He sighed. The two most religious and pious beings in the castle, Father Psellos and Brother Martin, were arguing heatedly, yet again, about some obscure point of theology and the finer details of their respective views of Christianity. He had to take a step back as Psellos, their resident Greek priest, dressed in dark, stained and patched robes, stormed out through the door. He noticed Talon standing there, just in time to stop and nod his head and to give Talon the benefit of a short bow.

“Forgive me. I did not see you there, Lord.” He gestured behind him to the interior of the chapel.

“That... that man in there drives me to distraction with his ignorance. But I love him like a brother! What am I to do?” His mutilated face appeared even more horrible as he appealed to Talon with a grimace. Years ago, he, among many of the priests in Cyprus, had been mutilated by having his nose cut and his lips slashed by the evil Lord Raynald de Chatillon. Talon was glad that Chatillon had been executed by the leader of the Arab nations at the conclusion of the disastrous battle of Hattin, some four years previously. 

Talon tried hard not to grin at the man. He was very fond of Psellos, who was not only well liked in the villages below the castle, but well respected, too.

“Are we not sent here to endure and to love everyone?” he intoned. Psellos rolled his eyes. “Add the words forbearance and patience to that list of yours, my lord. I bid you a good morning. I have to go and see to the schooling of those scamps down by the harbor.” He grinned ruefully at Talon as he lifted his hand in a half salute, then ambled off toward the castle gates, where an escort of Saxons was waiting for him. 

“Psellos, get someone down in the town to sew you a new tunic! Lady Rav’an will have a word with you otherwise. That one has had its day!” Talon called. Psellos waved to indicate that he had heard and carried on walking, his threadbare tunic flapping around his knees in the light breeze. Talon noticed Brandt standing with Psellos’s escort, but guessed he would not be leaving with the priest. He would remain at the castle, unless Talon himself decided to depart.

He shrugged and went into the chapel. While it possessed windows, they were not wide and the light was restricted, but he liked the cool interior of the place. The two men of God, no matter their differences, had made the single chapel into a space where worshipers could gather and send prayers up to God. Talon was somewhat skeptical as to whether God would deign to respond.

Brother Martin, a monk whom Talon had rescued from Acre, after the debacle at Hattin and the subsequent loss of the city to Salah ad-Din, turned from wiping furiously at a copper candle stick with a cloth.

“Ah, there you are, Lord. I was not sure if you would be here today. I shall leave you to your deliberations.”

Brother Martin was a small, somewhat rotund man, slightly balding, with a short and straggly beard that could not obscure a kindly face. Today, however, there was a double furrow between his bushy unkempt eyebrows and his brown eyes were flashing, so Talon waited for what he knew was to come.

The monk took a deep breath. “Why is it that we can agree upon so little, but at the same time, agree upon so much?” he asked rhetorically. “I wish I could get that... that priest to see as we, those faithful to our Father the Pope. Those Greeks are such a stubborn lot, but... I love the man for what he does for the people here and the selfless way he works in the villages.” He sighed. “What am I to do?” He continued to rub hard at the candlestick.

Talon chuckled. “If you rub that candlestick any more there won’t be anything left of it,” he observed. “You will continue to work with him, doing all the good you both do so well, and I suppose you will continue to find differences, which you can discuss with um `patience and, er, forbearance,” he added. “How are the new manuscripts coming along?” he asked, to change the subject.

Brother Martin visibly brightened. “If only I could spend more time with them, Lord Talon! But the days are so full, and I cannot abandon the garden, which my lady Theodora left in my charge. It needs much attention if we are to preserve her good work.” He glanced at Talon from under his eyebrows and said, “But I am keeping you, Lord. You need some time alone with Sir Max. I shall leave you be.” It was common knowledge that Talon came here from time to time to confer with his former companion at arms. Nobody appeared to find it odd anymore, least of all Brother Martin and Father Psellos.

Talon smiled. “You have only to ask Lady Rav’an for help in the garden and it will be provided,” he informed the monk. Brother Martin nodded, then lifted a hand in parting and left Talon to his thoughts. Brother Martin ducked his head and made his way out of the chapel, closing the door quietly behind him. Talon turned to face the altar and walked along the short nave until he came to a stone tomb set just off to the right side of the altar. There, he paused and placed his hand on the stone lid, his head bowed over his hand.

Set along the top of the tomb was a well-cut, stone-carved figure of a man in chain mail and a helmet with a sword lying along his chest. His mailed hands held the sword by its handle with the point of the blade resting near his feet. Talon had hired one of the best stonemasons in Constantinople to create the image.

Max Bauersdorf, Talon’s long-time friend, guide, and councilor, was finally at rest. He had died two winters ago of pleurisy, despite everything their physician could do. Talon missed Max enormously; at the time of death he had been devastated, almost falling ill with the same ailment that had taken his companion. It had taken the combined efforts of Rav’an, his adopted sister Jannat, and Theodora’s skills to pull him through, and even longer for him to cease mourning the man whom he had considered to be like a father. Today, as on many days over the passing months and years, he came to talk to his long-time friend. The peace and quiet of the chapel allowed Talon to think, and talking to Max helped to bring his thoughts together. 

“Hullo, my old friend,” he said as he ran his fingers along the shoulder of the prone stone knight. “No news from Theodora, I’m sorry to tell you. She left three months ago and we still have not had any report from her, and I am a trifle worried. She said that she would send word of her safe arrival back with Giorgios.” He paused. Giorgios was the shipping agent who had brought the news that Theodora’s brother, Alex, had survived the palace torture chambers and the revolution that had swept the Byzantine Empire, and had last been seen in the old family house in Constantinople. 

Talon knew the city well. He had spent nearly a year there with Max, getting to know the family Kalothesos and the Greek civilization to which they belonged. Theodora was the younger daughter of the famous Senator Damianus, who had died in those very torture chambers under the mad, cold stare of Exazenos. The senator’s wife had died of a broken heart and illness a short time after. 

News that Alex was still alive had galvanized Theodora,  who had also been grieving the loss of Max. Now she was gone, and there had been no news. The silence from that direction perturbed Talon. There was something wrong with that situation, although he currently knew not what. He might have to send a ship to investigate, if only to know Theodora was in good health.

“Rumor has it that the kings of France and England are about to launch yet another Crusade,” Talon went on. He wasn’t looking at the tomb now but staring up at the windows above his head. “If that is true, we can expect all sorts of trouble, Max. I hear that the two kings detest one another.” 

He heard a small, discreet cough behind him and turned his head to see his long-time companion of many years slip into the chamber and walk towards him. Reza made very little noise when he moved. Talon knew the origins of this cat like manner, but many who did not were unsettled by it. Reza came and went like a wraith.

“I decided that if you were not out hunting with the hawks and Rostam, then perhaps you would be with Max,” Reza said quietly. “What are you talking to Max about today, Talon?”

Talon sighed, and then smiled with deep affection at his boyhood friend. “I was discussing with Max the rumors that are swirling around this island presently. And my knee is hurting!”

Reza was dressed in a similar manner to Talon, in clothes that might be considered similar to those worn by the Eastern people: flowing cotton robes that were cool in the growing heat of the day. Both men usually wore a loose turban that could be used to wrap around the lower face, to protect it from the sun, dust, and wind, or render its wearer unrecognizable. Like Talon, Reza now had some streaks of grey in his well-trimmed beard and at his temples.

Many of their Greek followers, who were either grooms or servants, had followed their master’s example, resulting in a colorful mixture of clothing, different from the conservative tunics of the men at arms, or the chain mail worn by the Saxons when on duty.

Reza rubbed the polished shoulder of the stone knight with the fingers of his right hand. 

“Good morning, Sir Max,” he said cheerfully to the figure reclining on the top of the tomb, but then to Talon, “So, if your knee wound is supposed to be telling you that a storm is imminent, then my tits should be aching too?” Talon couldn’t help it; he laughed. Reza had been badly wounded in the chest four years back, at much the same time as he. Reza had recovered, but he bore a fearsome looking scar on his right upper chest. Reza chuckled and continued.

“If you mean the rumors of strife on the island of Sicily, the reports, as usual, are confusing,” he said, as he perched himself comfortably opposite his friend on a wide, polished wooden rail that had been constructed around the tomb. 

“Jannat is getting more pigeons from Dimitri and Boethius than ever before. Visiting merchants, especially from the old Kingdom of Jerusalem, are becoming jittery; they sense something about to happen and are running for cover, if even half of what Boethius says is to be believed. Our Jewish friends have been forced to move ever northward. Not even Beirut is safe anymore because of that pirate, Abul-Zinad, and that siege at Acre isn’t helping, either. That Guy de Lusignan friend of yours” —Talon gave an indignant grunt— “is running it badly, which is not a surprise, after what you told me about him,” Reza said with a grimace. 

“He promised Salah ad-Din that he would not crusade once released, yet there he is, still pretending he is a king, attacking Acre, causing alarm and despondency. If Salah ad-Din gets his hands on him again,” Reza made a chopping motion with his hand, “his head will adorn the walls of Acre itself!”

“One can only hope.” Talon had no liking for the incompetent Guy de Lusignan. He blamed him, his brothers and his cohorts for the horrendous disaster at Hattin, where more than half of a Christian army, and nearly all of the Knights Templar, had died. 

“There is one good thing that has come out of that charade over there,” Talon remarked. “Boethius wrote that Ridefort was caught, and Salah ad-Din didn’t waste any sentiments on him. His head came off within the hour! He was mad enough when we were at the battle of Hattin, but three years on, he was a complete lunatic. Did you hear how it happened?” he asked Reza, who shook his head.

“The Christians were fighting off an attack on their camp. Some ran, but he stayed and yelled—howled like a wolf, if the rumor is to be believed—that he wasn’t going to move till the Saracens were all defeated. There he was, brandishing his sword, all alone on a knoll, when they arrived, overpowered him, and took him prisoner. Salah ad-Din didn’t even waste a breath on him. Just had his head removed. I’m very glad he is gone. He took us from one disaster to another, and now he can answer to the devil for his sins.”

Reza shrugged. “I think they are all mad over there,” he answered. “I’m glad we are well out of it. As long as Salah ad-Din doesn’t decide to take the island away from Isaac.”

“Isaac made a treaty with Salah ad-Din, and unlike de Lusignan and his lords, Salah ad-Din keeps his word. Much as I despise Isaac, he was clever enough in that regard. Although I suspect Diocles, his adviser, played a part in that. Very sensible man, that one,” Talon responded, his tone dry. “He knew which way the wind was blowing when Jerusalem went down. No, we don’t have to worry about Salah ad-Din for the time being. I suspect that whatever bad is going to happen, it will be from Sicily. A new Crusade, perhaps?”

“God help us all if that happens,” Reza replied. “By the way, Boethius might be coming to visit. Captain Guy is bringing him with him from Paphos.”

“Jannat has been busy!” Talon remarked with a smile. Jannat, a princess in her own right, was Reza’s wife and the mother of their son,Rostam. She had taken on the responsibility for the maintenance of the pigeons and the intelligence that flew back and forth by way of the numerous birds used by Talon to keep abreast of events on the island. Messages came and went, written in a crude code, from the various towns and villages. 

Reza dropped silently to his feet and adjusted his sword to a more comfortable position along his side. “I have to see to the Companions. I'll see you later, Brother. Goodbye, Max!” Reza addressed the recumbent stone figure and then slipped away as soundlessly as he had arrived.














Chapter 3

Training 




It’s possible I am pushing through solid rock

in flintlike layers, as the ore lies, alone.

—Rainer Rilke




Several mornings later, Junayd and three other Companions, Khuzaymah, Maymun, and Nasuh, were leaning on the low wall that enclosed the courtyard below. They were watching Talon and Reza instructing their two most senior Companions in the finer art of swordsmanship.

Talon and Reza were facing off against Dar’an and Yosef, respectively, and the four were playing one of their favorite sword games, one Talon and Reza had learned in China from a superb swordsman called Fang. Two men with wooden swords, very like the real Nippon swords they had been given a long time ago, faced off against one another just within reach of the tip of each other’s weapon. Their weapons were coated with enough grease to allow them to be drawn easily from their sheaths because this game was all about speed.

As the men on the wall above watched, there was a shout—a blur of movement—as Yosef and Reza each reached for his sword, drew it from its scabbard, and then struck at the other. Despite the incredible speed that Yosef displayed, it was Reza who had the tip of his sword against Yosef’s neck before Yosef was able to bring his up more than half way. While the swords were absolutely rigid, their clothing was still swirling around the figures, to settle in place as they stood. There were quiet sighs of astonishment and appreciation from the onlookers, as they shook their heads in awe. They were now joined by the commander of the Saxon contingent, Brandt, and some of his Saxon men who ambled along behind him.

“How in the 'effing world does he do it?” one of Brandt’s men exclaimed. “Oi never even saw it!”

"Those masters scare the shit out of me,” another rejoined. “I’m glad we are on your side!”

“Watch Lord Talon. He will be next,” Junayd murmured with a jerk of his thumb. 

“And don’t swear so loudly, you peasants, or you might find yourselves down there, being done over,” Brandt warned his men with a scowl. He could not believe how fast the two masters still were, and yet they were older than anyone else. There were chuckles of amusement from his warriors. Brandt often swore as loudly and fluently as any of his men, but in his role of a commander for Lord Talon he had moderated his language because, as he himself said when confiding to Brother Martin, “I would hate to forget and curse in front of the Lady Rav’an or the Lady Jannet. I’d never forgive myself for such fucking disrespect!” The wives of the masters were venerated by the watching men. The penalty inflicted by Brother Martin, meted out for that one slip of the tongue, had been wearing to Brandt’s knees.

Even as he spoke, both Dar’an and Talon exploded into action, but it was Talon’s sword that stopped on the right side of Dar’an’s neck. Again, no one had actually seen either man draw or the wooden blade strike. To the spectators, it was as though both men had gone from one very still position to another with no movement in between. The only indicator that there had been motion was their still swirling robes. Dar’an stood back, smiling and shaking his head ruefully as he rubbed the spot on his neck, after Talon removed his sword. 

“You are getting better, Dar’an. I want you to teach that boy of mine,” Talon remarked. He smiled at Dar’an with the fondness of a father for his son. Both Dar’an and Yosef went a long way back with Talon and Reza.

“Rostam certainly has the making of a swordsman, Lord,” Yosef remarked. The four had been working with their swords at one exercise or another for over an hour, and their thin tunics were damp with sweat.

“He has,” Reza agreed, “but there is still much he can learn from either of you two. Make sure he doesn’t get a swollen head,”

Both Dar’an and Yosef ducked their heads with amusement. “Don’t worry, Master Reza, we can make sure of that.” Dar’an spoke for both of them.

Yosef had suffered a severe injury to his throat while in China, so he was economic with his words, but it was clear he agreed.

“Very well, I shall leave it up to you two to bring him along so that Master Reza can finally say he is up to standard,” Talon sighed, theatrically, “which might not be in my lifetime.”

Reza snorted a laugh as the other two grinned. “He’ll get there one day, never fear, Brother. Now, Dar’an, call those other seniors loafing on the wall to come down here for some fighting with cane weapons. They need to show the new Companions how good they are.”

Junayd and his Companions needed little persuasion; they knew how valuable this kind of training could be. The masters, along with their families, Yosef, and Dar’an, had been to China some years before and had brought back with them knowledge of sword play that only a very few in the world they now lived in could match. All the younger Companions were more than passable swordsmen, but with Master Reza—and sometimes, when his other duties permitted, Talon—mentoring them, their swordsmanship had achieved another level.

“Cane swords today, men,” Talon called. “Be sure to wear those light helmets we made, too. I don’t want an eye poked out for no good reason.” Then he and Reza placed the newer Companions against the older, more experienced men, and the combat began. The tightly bound, stripped sugarcane reeds closely resembled the practice weapons Reza and Talon had first learned to use in China at a dojo. Many were the painful hours the two had spent there, but they had come away with a keen knowledge of how to use their Nippon swords, which they would never have learned otherwise. They were determined to teach their own men as much as they could.

Talon stood back and watched as Dar’an and Khuzaymah went at it in a blur of snapping blades and shouts as they struck at one another. The men were confined to a rough square that the combatants were not allowed to leave without losing the bout. Dar'an continued to prove that he was exceptional, and made Khuzaymah work for every foot, while Yosef chased Junayd around with his wicked speed. Everyone, without exception, was going to have bruises and welts afterward, Talon surmised. Leaving Reza to supervise the combatants, Talon decided that he could do with some practice of another kind.

He walked across a sand-covered space filled with combatants and men practicing against wood pillars, to arrive at another wooden target, a crude torso carved out of a soft wood, depicting an armless man from the waist to the head. The whole contraption was held on a post dug into the ground, bringing it to the normal height of a man. The target, front and back, was pitted with the marks left by blades striking all over its surface. There was another one nearby.

Rostam, his son, was busy with another young acolyte, throwing wide-bladed knives at the target. Rostam was by now a lean, fit, well-muscled young man with a light-colored mop of hair, who now topped his father by a good half hand. He turned to Talon and grinned.

“Hello, Father. Are you going to show us?” 

“Is it going well?” Talon asked Rostam in Farsi, without answering the question.

“I think so,” replied the boy in the same language. He turned to the trainee. “Show my father how you are doing, Andreas.”

“You did very well on the wall,” Talon informed Andreas.

The youth was about Rostam’s age. He looked embarrassed, but hugely pleased with the compliment. Talon did not give out praise very often. Andreas went over to the target, retrieved a number of blades stuck close together in the wood, and walked back toward Talon and Rostam. He ducked his head respectfully.

“Should I throw them, Lord?”

“Yes,” Talon said.

Andreas positioned himself carefully about ten paces from the target, took one of the steel blades in the fingers of his right hand and then, with a burst of speed, he lashed out with the knife, releasing it hard. His body was leaning into the strike with his leading, front knee bent. The blade whirred briefly and then struck the target with a solid thunk just below the base of the neck. Two others followed in quick succession. He turned toward Talon and Rostam, looking pleased with the result.

“Give me one of those,” Talon demanded.

He took the blade and, almost casually, from more than twelve paces away, hurled the knife. To the watchers, it appeared to be barely aimed. The blade struck the middle of the throat of the target. Its impact made the target shake and a tiny splinter of wood flew into the air.

“Always better to go for the throat, and never give your enemy any indication as to what you are about to do. The chest has bones that could deflect a knife,” Talon admonished the youths. “Rostam, it’s your turn, and don’t forget to focus.”

He watched critically as Rostam threw several knives, and nodded. Rostam was becoming very accurate at knife throwing and was, according to Reza, even better at fighting with them. His thrown blades came very close to those of his father’s. After all three had spent some time working on the inoffensive targets, Talon pointed toward Reza and the other men. “Andreas, you need more practice with the unarmed fighting. Come over to the grass dojo.” He called the padded grass square a dojo, in honor of his former teacher. 

Andreas and Rostam followed Talon to the mat, where they took off their belts and boots, leaving them with bare feet and dressed in just loose shirts and pantaloons.

“You first, Andreas. Come on!” Talon called from nearly the middle of the dojo. Talon insisted upon the obligatory bow, but then it was time. Andreas knew from experience how fast his lord could be. He knew too, that on the dojo, no one was lord, so he struck as fast as he could for Talon’s midriff. His blow never landed. Talon, from a deep, low stance, blocked and returned the strike. Andreas almost blocked it, but strong fingers seized his shirt at his chest level, and before he knew it, Talon had whirled inside his guard, ducked under and away from him, and he went flying over his lord’s head, to land with a jarring thump on the mat.

“Ow!” he exclaimed, rubbing his arm as he sat up. He reached for his loose turban which had fallen off when he fell.

“Come on, young fellow. You have been taught how to fall and you won't need that while we are on the mat," Talon told him, indicating the discarded turban. "Try again, it’s only me,” Talon smiled. It was one of those smiles that all the acolytes had come to know only too well. It spelled some rough handling.

Andreas tried again, only to meet the same fate. As did Rostam, but then Talon set them against one another and lectured them on how to deal with an opponent.

“Everything is a weapon, from a sword to a small stick, and even your fingertips,” he told them, and demonstrated by striking them none too gently in the solar plexus. Both youths gasped, but grinned ruefully and listened respectfully as they rubbed the bruised area. 

Finally he told them, “You are both getting better, but remember to use your speed and to seek every opportunity, whether you are on horseback or on foot. Surprise! Your opponent must not see your blow coming.” The sweating boys nodded agreement.

Talon scooped up one of the knives lying on the ground and threw it in one fluid motion at one of the targets. It landed with a loud thump, exactly where the Adam’s apple would be.

“Both of you go and let Uncle Reza beat you up,” he told them. “He is going to be much less kind than I am.”

His ears didn’t fail to pick up the comment made by Andreas to Rostam as they walked away. “Does Master—I mean, Lord Talon, ever miss?”

Rostam shook his head and laughed. “I’ve never seen him miss. But Uncle Reza is always saying he is kinder than Father.” They both snorted with rueful laughter.

Watching them walk toward the others, Talon shook his own head. He felt he was definitely slowing down and it bothered him, but he consoled himself with the thought that the Companions and those foul-mouthed Saxons, whom he proudly and affectionately called his own Veragnians, were the product of his and Reza’s hard work. Now a formidable force to be reckoned with.

They had gathered around them men who were loyal to the death and very capable of inflicting great pain on any enemy who might be bold or foolish enough to try for Talon’s or Reza’s lives, or those of their families. The two men had, at least, been able to pass along a knowledge that would keep the next generation on its toes, and thanks to their training in China every bit as dangerous—perhaps even more so—than the infamous Bãtinis, who lurked in the mountains of the Alborz and in Lebanon serving Rashid Ed Din Unlike the Bãtinis, who served their master Rashid Ed Din. 

While they were well known within the precincts of Kantara and its lands, they were phantoms anywhere else on the island of Cyprus.      Talon and Reza intended for this to be so, for it kept their many enemies at bay, surrounding the castle and its lands in an aura of mystery and menace to all outsiders.

Talon walked over to where Reza was preoccupied with Dar'an and another would-be acolyte.

“I have to go down to the harbor and sit on the court today. Are you coming with me?” Talon said.

“No, Brother, you go. You are, after all, the lord of the castle,” Reza smirked. “I know that you enjoy the role.” Talon scowled in pretended annoyance.

“And you know me,” Reza continued, “I’d rather be honing the skills of our Companions, anyway. They are doing well, but we have to keep them busy. Don't we, Dar'an?” he said, turning to their senior Companion, who nodded soberly.

Don’t forget that there is to be a ceremony tonight for Andreas, who has passed all the tests, including the final climb,” Reza added with a grin.” “I watched him arrive and it looked as though he was going to give the sentry a heart attack!”

The Final Climb, as Reza called it, was the most severe tests of an acolyte before he was accepted into the brotherhood of Companions, who were ruled by Reza with an iron hand. The story of Talon’s entry into the castle, before he had finessed it from under the nose of the emperor, had passed into legend. The reward for this endeavor had been, ultimately, the acquisition of the castle of Kantara with almost no bloodshed.

“I should be able to arrive back at the castle in time for the ceremony, Brother,” Talon stated as he got up to leave.

“We cannot have it without you, Brother. So, deal with those petty criminals, drunken sailors, and adulterers, then get back as fast as you can.”

“Arg! The duties of a lord!” Talon grated as his right leg took his weight. “Neither of us is getting any younger Brother, and I spend an inordinate amount of time dealing with petitions, quarrels, and petty criminals. But today, we have a more interesting case. Do you know about it?”

Reza looked puzzled. “I don’t think I know about this. What is it all about?”

“I only heard today, via one of the pigeons sent up by Henry’s man down at the harbor,” Talon stated. “One of our lookouts, a goat herder on the eastern side of the town about a league along the coast, found a small boat in one of the very narrow calanques. Not advanced quite as far as the inlet where the pirates arrived last time. The boat was deserted and quite well hidden, but he was sure it had not been there long. And now we have a prisoner. A man has been arrested and is being held. Henry says he and his two companions were making for this boat when they apprehended them. Two were killed from what I have heard, leaving one who is now our prisoner. I am to go and look him over. Now would you like to come?” he teased Reza, who suddenly looked thoughtful.

“Only the one man, you say?” he asked slowly.

Talon gave him a sharp look. “Only one left. If they were Bãtinis then it comes not a surprise that the other two preferred to die rather than be captured but I don’t know the full story. If you are thinking what I am thinking, then you had better come along with me and help me to decide who this is and what might be going on.”

Reza nodded agreement. “I shall have to tell the others to go without me but—” he paused, “perhaps they should stay nearby. My nose is telling me something is not quite right about this.”

Talon felt the hairs on his forearm tingle. “I have never had any reason to distrust your instincts, Brother. We should keep at least some of the Companions on heightened alert and close to the families up here. It cannot do any harm to be careful. We will have an escort of Saxons to take us down to the harbor, so I am not worried about that. So, I can expect you to join me there?” he asked.

Reza nodded soberly. "Yes, I shall be there. In the meantime, I shall send a couple of our more senior Companions to the location of the boat to try to find out more.”














Chapter 4

Uninvited Guests




This being human is a guest house.

Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,

some momentary awareness comes

as an unexpected visitor.

—Rumi 




Talon stifled a yawn as he sat through the long-winded accusations and excuses of misdemeanors by members of the villages and the crews. He knew most of the petty offenders by name by now and they, for the most part, knew what to expect from him when they were brought before him. The behavior of the accused varied from subservient to cheeky, and sometimes downright outrage at being accused, but no longer was anyone insolent. That had always ended in severe punishment, and people had learned that their new lord, while fair, was not to be trifled with.

Seated on a makeshift dais in order to give solemnity to the occasion, which was built twice a month for this express purpose, he would listen as either one of the captains or village headmen pressed charges. On other occasions, the accusations came from individuals. Those cases were primarily marital or inter-family related, and he found these to be the most irksome. Then the air became charged with emotions which Reza, in private, would somewhat scornfully point out, were very Greek; little was provided in the way of factual evidence. Sometimes Talon found it hard to disagree with his brother, but they were now his people, so he forced himself to remain inscrutable while emotions were played out in front of him.

The cases of drunkenness and petty theft were more easily disposed of. Drunkenness was summarily dealt with by turning over the hungover culprit to his chief, either a captain or a village headman. While theft, anywhere else on the island, would be rewarded by hanging, Talon preferred to dispense stern justice by confinement to a ship, chained, working as an oarsman, whether that man knew how to row or not. The crimes were seldom repeated by the same offender, as neither the crews nor the ships’ captains were sympathetic. Finally, the court procedures were brought to a close, but the one matter remained, and Talon sat up and looked around. 

“Where is the prisoner?” he demanded of Brandt, who gestured off to their right in the direction of the crew’s barracks and storerooms.

Reza, who had been absent for a while, reappeared. Just behind him were two burly Saxons, and between them was a single disheveled-looking man. Behind the trio stalked another of Reza’s watchful Companions.

They halted at the base of the dais and Reza strode up to join Talon, who stared down at the manacled prisoner. He  was still being held in a tight grip by his Saxon captors.

The man looked tired, and his clothes had known better days; there were rents and stains. His hands were a giveaway to Talon, but he didn’t react.

“Do we know anything about this man?” he murmured to Reza.

“He is definitely not one of Rashid’s little boys,” Reza responded from the corner of his mouth.

Talon nodded in agreement. This was no fida’i from Lebanon. “Seen his hands?” he inquired of Reza.

“Yes, this is no peasant, but he does know how to fight. He put up a struggle,” Reza said. "Rodosthenos can tell you more. He was there when it all happened. I learned it from him an hour ago.”

Talon beckoned to the man named Rodosthenos, the town headman. He walked forward and took a knee. “My lord?” he asked.

“Tell us what you know, Rodosthenos,” Talon said, indicating that he should rise. The man stood. Although his name meant strength and power, the slim, wiry man did not project that image. However, as Talon knew very well, appearances could be deceptive.

“Our boys were herding over to the east of the town when they saw this small boat tucked into an inlet, one of those very thin ones. As you have instructed, Lord Reza, the boys sent one of their members back to find help, and that boy brought back three off-duty archers, who were by the harbor. They brought some of the sailors with them, and it was just as they arrived that three strangers were seen trying to leave, Lord.” He paused.

“You mean, they were trying to escape?” Reza demanded.

“It looked like it, Lord,” Rodosthenos replied.

“What happened then?” Talon asked.

“The men thought it was suspicious, Lord, and shouted at them to stop.” Rodosthenos glanced at the man. “We meant them no harm, Lord, but they refused to stop, so we chased after them, shouting at them to halt or we would shoot.”

Rodosthenos opened his hands and shrugged. “They continued running and had made it to the beach when one of our men decided to shoot at one of them. It wounded him grievously, and his cries made the other two turn back to help him. Our people had arrived, and then the fighting began.”

Rodosthenos looked again at the prisoner, this time with frustration and anger written on his lined, dark features. “We told them to surrender, but they would not. We did not wish to harm them, but they fought back fiercely so that our men had no choice. They wounded one of our people before we killed two of them before this man surrendered, Lord. I am sorry for it if we did wrong, Lord. They were determined to leave despite our calling to them to give themselves up.”

Reza nodded at this. “I have talked to the men who were there, and it happened just as Rodosthenos stated, Brother. I do not think they did anything wrong.”

"Take the wounded man to the castle where Lady Rav'an can treat him," Talon ordered.

Rodosthenos looked relieved. "Ot once, Lord"

Talon nodded then stared back down at the prisoner, who had been forced to his knees by his captors. He tried Greek. “Who are you, and where do you come from?” he demanded.

The man looked up. Although he had clearly been roughly handled, there was still some defiance in his hazel eyes. “Ah, someone who speaks Greek the proper way, unlike the barbaric accent of this island. Do you mind if I stand? It’s uncomfortable here on my knees.”

Talon leaned forward and said with an edge to his voice. “You will stay right where you are. But Greek isn’t your native tongue, now, is it? You will learn just how barbarically we treat spies in this land if you do not answer my questions, and quickly.” Talon glared. “I have other things to do today.”

“Like watch a polo game,” Reza muttered from nearby, in Farsi.

Talon suppressed a grin and put on a stern scowl for the benefit of the prisoner.

“Furthermore, I dislike your tone.”

The man hesitated.

“Answer me!” Talon roared. The Saxons didn’t yet speak much Greek, but even the imperturbable Brandt blinked. The guards almost took a step back. The prisoner appraised his captor with wide open eyes, as though he had not expected this approach.

“I... I am from Venice,” he said.

Talon sat back in his chair. “Ah. And what might a man from Venice be doing with two others in a small sailing boat on this coast?” he demanded. “You are a very long way from home,” he added.

‘“I was er… investigating,” the prisoner replied.

Talon gave a sigh. “Give me your name and the real reason you are here. Where is your ship? You didn’t sail all this way in a small fishing boat.”

“No, I didn’t. May I have the honor of knowing to whom I speak?”

“I am Lord Talon, and this is Lord Reza,” Talon replied briefly. “You may stand,” he told the prisoner. He gestured to the guards to allow the man to get to his feet.

“My name is Cristofo,” the man said as he struggled to his feet with evident relief. He even rubbed his knees with his manacled hands. “We were on our way back from Alexandria... er, Lord. There was a storm, a bad one. We only just managed to avoid being thrown onto the shore not very far from here. But we did sustain some damage. However, there are bad stories about this island, and I didn’t want to land and find myself in a dungeon. The emperor has a reputation, you see.”

“I am aware of this,” Talon said dryly.

"I wanted to investigate the lay of the land before bringing my ship in for repairs. The thin inlets along this coast would have been ideal for us to rest and recuperate but then your people discovered us and we were desperate to get back to the ship. I am a merchant and I look for trade, not trouble, so I decided to leave the vessel out at sea in this calmer weather and investigate. There is too much damage to allow us to sail all the way back to Venice.”

“All you had to do was to sail up to our harbor here and announce yourself,” Reza snapped. His tone was skeptical and caustic at the same time.

“Er, yes, my lord, but you see, we Venetian people have become wary. Not so very long ago, the emperor of Constantinople, a Greek like yourselves, allowed his citizens to massacre our people. I was simply being careful.” He grimaced, as though at a bad memory. “We are, however, tenacious merchant people. Our existence depends upon trade. I am sure that there are other of my people who have visited this island, but certainly not recently.”

“You might be right there,” Talon nodded his agreement. "Our emperor here is not welcoming to the Greeks of other lands, and he harbors an unreasonable dislike of other foreigners, for his own reasons, I dare say.”

Cristofo had looked resigned to whatever fate lay in store for him up to this point, but now his expression brightened. “I feel I should humbly beg for your forgiveness, my lord. Had I known better, I should not have been so lacking in discretion.”

“Your recklessness has cost you two companions,” Reza remarked dryly. “We are not yet decided as to whether we should believe you or not.”

Talon, who had been watching Cristofo, noticed how crestfallen he became at this news.

“I do not know what I can say to prove that I am innocent of intended harm to your people,” he said carefully.

“Then why did you flee?” Talon demanded. “Why did you fight?”

“Because Lord, we were interlopers, and the reputation of this island is well known; your emperor and his people, as I said.”

“Then count yourself lucky that you survived this encounter,” Talon told him. “You picked the worst place on the entire island to try to spy out the land, but by the same fate, you might just live while we think on it. You are not free to go, but we will consider your words. Where is your ship at present?” he asked.

Cristofo looked out to the sea. Before he could say anything, however, something happened to make all eyes swivel toward the distant castle. A rocket had climbed silently into the sky, leaving a thin trail of smoke. It was too far away for anyone to hear its hissing sound. Cristofo gasped, but it was no surprise to Talon and his men. The watchmen on the roof of the castle keep, trained to the task, had lit the fuse to one of the signal rockets, which Talon had installed on the roof of the castle keep, and sent it high into the sky.

“What is it?” Reza called over to Dar’an, who was already on the quay of the harbor. 

“It’s a ship, Lord. Henry is alerted.” Dar’an called back. “He is on his way out already!” 

Dar’an’s light coloring drew attention to the fact that he was a Kurd. He had known Talon since their days in Jerusalem, when Talon had rescued him as a young, starving boy from a doubtful life on the streets. He was now a superb horseman and very skilled in the art of stealth and weaponry. Talon and Reza had seen to that. 

Now the three watched in silence as Henry, one of the ship captains, conned his galley rapidly out between the two small towers that had been built to guard the channel into the harbor. The sleek, warlike vessel slipped out to sea to intercept another vessel that they could observe some leagues further out. The small rocket had warned Henry’s men that there was an approaching craft, and he had responded exactly as Talon wished. He nodded his approval and glanced at Reza, who smiled back. 

“Henry didn’t waste any time at all!” he commented. 

Dar’an, who had the sharper eyes, pointed and exclaimed, “I see not one, but two ships!”

The others stared hard, and then they, too, realized that there were indeed not one, but two ships that Henry was approaching at speed. One without doubt belonged to Guy, but the other was a mystery, and it looked in far worse shape than Talon’s vessels. In fact, it was being assisted toward the harbor by Guy’s ship, using a tow line.

Talon had a thought. 

“Bring the prisoner here,” he ordered.

When Cristofo was brought before him, he pointed to the three ships. “Is that ship yours?” he asked. 

Cristofo darted his eyes toward the incoming vessels, and a shifty look came over his youthful features. “I’ve never—” he began, but he was cut off.

"Don't lie, Cristofo. That would be a very poor beginning."Talon snapped.

His tone was ominous. 

Cristofo sighed with resignation. "Yes Lord. That is my ship. Will you be merciful to the passengers and crew, I beg of you?"

He pointed to the after deck of the ship that was being towed. "That is my sister who is standing there, my Lord," he stated with a pleading look at Talon and Reza.

"You have nothing to fear from us at this time as long as you tell the truth and do not try to escape," Reza assured him.

They all turned their attention back towards the two ships which were now maneuvering towards the quayside.

There were several ladies on the venetian ship and from what he could tell one of  their number was one dressed in the fine clothes of a noble woman. Talon realized that Cristofo was very concerned for their safety. He shook his head but then said."We will protect you as our guests, Christofo . You need not fear for your womenfolk. We are not barbarians. However you will be guarded until I decide otherwise."

Cristofo appeared to accept this verdict and then waved to the women on the after deck of his ship. There was a wary response from his sister.

"Her name is Armilia," he told them. "May I go and speak to her? She will be confused and worried, my Lord." He asked Talon who nodded. "Yes go," he told the young man.

“Now this is becoming interesting,” Reza remarked with a gesture towards Guy's ship. 

“Indeed,” Talon agreed as he glanced up and recognized Irene, the daughter of Boethius the merchant from Paphos. He gave a sober nod. “I think we need to provide an escort for the ladies on both ships, one that will protect them on the dangerous journey to the castle." He half smiled. " This gets more intriguing by the minute. Boethius has sent his daughter instead of coming himself! I wonder why?

"You go with them, Brother, and take young Rostam with you. Make sure everyone behaves themselves,” he finished with a half-smile at his brother. “I want to talk to Guy and hear what news he has before he goes and gets drunk.”







Guy had much to tell. After he had seen to the anchoring of the ships and the transfer of the passengers and the foreign crew to shore. He gave Talon a bear hug that nearly broke his ribs shouting with pleasure as he always did when he came back from a voyage. 

"Well met Lord!" he bellowed. We have a cargo and some guests as you can see. The wine and copper sold well in Alanya."

"Well met again Guy. I see you appear to be well. Any pirates?" Talon demanded as he pulled his robes back into place.

"One gave chase but after we sent a harpoon into his bows he became more interested in staying afloat and we left him behind with no difficulty," Guy responded rubbing his huge hands together as though relishing the memory.

Talon smiled and placed a hand on his captain's broad shoulder. "I'm very glad of it, Guy." There appear to be more pirates in these seas than ever," he said.

"Boethius would agree with you on the score, Talon," Guy growled. "Which is why Irene is here with us. He may well take advantage of the next time we visit to coxed as well. The emperor is taking an unhealthy interest in the city again,"

"Ah but come, you and your men should eat and rest," Talon told him.




Later Talon sat with him as he and his men wolfed down a meal of fresh fried fish and turnips along with huge chunks of bread washed down with wine that Talon ordered to be provided. He considered his men to be worth the expense although he could sell his wine for a good price almost anywhere these days.

"Tell me first how is Boethius?" He demanded of the hoary old mariner. Guy spoke with his mouth full which was quite normal. 

"The word is that the pirates of Beirut are becoming a menace, Talon. They have become brazen and attack small harbors all along the coast including here on the island which I am sure you know all about. Boethius is of the opinion that unless that man Abdul ... er. "

"Abdul Zinad and his brother Ibn al-Bannā Makhid," Talon finished for him.

"Yes that's them. They need to be stopped, somehow!"

"I wonder why Salah ad Din is not doing anything about them. It cannot be good for trade inland?" Talon mused.

It was late in the evening before Talon and his tired escort arrived back at the castle.














Chapter 5

Chogan




The Ball no Question makes of Ayes and Noes,

But Right or Left as strikes the Player goes;

And He that toss’d Thee down into the Field,  

He knows about all—HE knows—HE Knows!

—Omar Khayyam




By the afternoon small white clouds had scudded in from the south, driven by a cool, fresh breeze. To the great relief of everyone, there was no immediate sign of the storm Talon’s knee had foretold.

Tents were lined up on either side of a main marquee on the south side of the freshly mown Chogan field. For three days, villagers and crewmen had mowed the new grown grass to a tight green pelt, erected the tents and tied colorful pennants to their poles. Today the area was crowded with spectators, their attention riveted on the game that was proceeding apace.

Seated in the shade of the marquee were Talon, Reza, and their families. To a person, other than perhaps the two restless young children, the family members seemed avidly engrossed in the wild and noisy game taking place on the field. they were   surrounded by not only their own servants, but some of the Companions, whose eyes never stopped scrutinizing the crowd, and a solid phalanx of Saxon warriors, who, being foot soldiers, were fascinated by the display of horsemanship taking place on the field. Cristofo and his sister were seated nearby under the watchful eyes of both the Companions and the Saxons. While he had not yet decided if he trusted them, Talon felt confident his men could deal with any stupidity, should they misbehave. He saw no reason, therefore, not to let them witness the festivities. 
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