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The Testament of Eadgyth of York: 
 




(Lines revealed in AD 1070)


In the last days 
To the tail of the peacock 
He will come: 
The spider’s spawn, the Christ-bearer 
The Dove. 
And the Dove will fly east, 
Wings strong, heart stout, mind clear. 
God’s Engines will burn our ocean 
And flame across the lands of spices. 
All this I have witnessed 
I and my mothers. 
Send the Dove west! O, send him west!




 




(Lines revealed in AD 1481)


The Dragon stirs from his eastern throne, 
Walks west. 
The Feathered Serpent, plague-hardened, 
Flies over ocean sea, 
Flies east. 
Serpent and Dragon, the mortal duel 
And Serpent feasts on holy flesh. 
All this I have witnessed 
I and my mothers. 
Send the Dove west! O, send him west!





 




The ‘Indendium Dei’ cryptogram:  
(Source: the ‘Engines of God’ Codex of Aethelmaer of Malmesbury, 
c. AD 1000)

BMQVK XESEF EBZKM BMHSM BGNSD DYEED OSMEM HPTVZ HESZS 
ZHVH
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PROLOGUE 

AD 1070

Orm Egilsson was among the last to reach the village this bright February morning, and the place was already a ruin. The wooden houses had been set alight, the stone barns cracked open like eggs, the winter food robbed, the seed corn torched and the animals slaughtered or driven off, even the pregnant ewes and cattle.

And the bodies were everywhere. Men and boys had been cut down like blades of grass. Some of them had makeshift weapons in their hands, scythes and rakes, even pikes and rusty swords. They had been useless against Norman warriors. But these farmers had to fight, for there was no English army to fight for them, no English king since Harold had been destroyed at Hastings more than three years ago. And once the men had fallen the women and girls were kept for the Normans’ usual sport. Orm looked away from the twisted bodies in their bloodied rags, the mud scuffed around them by the knees and feet of the soldiers.

It was like this all across the land. Whichever way Orm looked he saw smoke rising, plumes of it dominated by the tremendous column that rose up from York itself, a few miles away. It was the Normans’ intention to ensure that this country could not support any more rebellion, not even the furtive pinpricks of the wildmen, not for a generation or more. And the Normans pursued such goals with relentless efficiency.

At a command from his officer Orm dismounted and tied his horse’s rein to a burned stump. The job of the mop-up party was to ensure the work was finished thoroughly. The heat from the smouldering fires made Orm sweat inside his heavy chain-mail coat, and the sooty air was gritty under his conical helmet. But he prodded at charred ruins with a stabbing-sword and kicked over bodies with the rest of them. It wasn’t as bad as taking part in the slaughter itself.

He came to one ruined hovel, actually a little Christian chapel, devoted, he saw from the remnant of a dedication stone, to Saint Agnes, a Roman martyr. Orm kicked away the debris of the fallen walls, exposing an earth floor covered with a layer of straw. Here was a hearth, the stones still warm from the night’s fire, a couple of wooden chests already broken open. Nothing left of value.

But something moved under the straw, a rustle in the dirt. Perhaps it was a rat. He stepped that way.

And he heard a voice, a woman, softly, rapidly chanting English words:
In the last days 
To the tail of the peacock 
He will come: 
The spider’s spawn, the Christ-bearer 
The Dove. 
And the Dove will fly east . . .





A prayer? Not one he knew - but as a pagan, he wouldn’t expect to.

He stamped hard. His boot clattered, a hollow sound. The voice fell silent.

He kicked aside the straw and exposed planks, roughly cut. In the gaps between the planks he saw a flicker of movement, a flash of a blue eye.

Orm braced himself, his sword raised in the air, ready to stab down. But he hesitated, sick of blood. He leaned down, slipped his gloved fingers between the planks and pulled them up.

A woman huddled in the hole, dressed in a grimy black habit. She flinched from the light, her hands over her face. In the hole with her was a half-chewed loaf of hard winter bread, a wooden pitcher of water, and a discoloured patch of ground that, from its stink, told him she had been in here some hours.

He ought to finish her off. It would be kinder than to let the Normans have her. He hardened his grasp on the hilt of his sword.

She lowered her hands and looked at him. She had bright blue eyes, a round, sturdy face, short-cropped hair.

He gasped. ‘Godgifu,’ he said. And he lowered his sword.

The woman in the hole watched him, her gaze fixed on his face.

‘But you are not Godgifu,’ he said in English.

She thought that over. ‘Are you sure?’

‘You can’t be. I saw her die.’ No, his pitiless memory informed him. More than that. Orm had killed her, or his murderous machine of a  body had, in the blood-lust on Senlac Ridge, during the slaughter men had come to refer to as the Battle of Hastings. Killed the woman he loved, without thinking. He had never forgiven himself, even though he had obtained absolution of a sort from Sihtric, Godgifu’s priest-brother.

‘Well, you’re right. My name is Eadgyth. I wish I were your Godgifu, though.’ Her voice was scratchy from disuse. She wasn’t much older than twenty.

‘Why do you wish that?’

‘Because you would spare Godgifu. You will soon kill me.’

‘Why are you here, Eadgyth?’

‘I’m hiding.’

‘From the Normans?’

‘From the Normans, and my parents.’

‘Why your parents?’

She shivered in her hole. ‘I want to give my life to God. They want to give it to the Conqueror.’

He glanced around. The other troopers were busy with something they had found on the far side of the village, a cache of money, or a woman still alive. There was nobody near Orm, nobody watching. Orm squatted down, stiff in his grimy mail coat. ‘Tell me.’

It was a familiar story. Under Harold and his predecessors Eadgyth’s family had been land-owners, well-to-do. But more than three years after the Conquest, any vague intentions King William might have had for rapprochement with the old English aristocracy had been burned away by rebellion. All over the country there were wildmen operating from the woods and hills and marshland, places the heavily armoured Normans could not follow. The sons of dead King Harold had been raiding from Ireland. The Scottish King Malcolm had married his sister to Edgar the Atheling, the relative of Edward the Confessor who some argued had a better claim to the throne than even Harold had. And so on. As one rebellion after another was put down, very few of the native English nobility retained their positions.

Eadgyth’s parents’ intention was to survive under the new regime. And their main asset, as they saw it, was their only daughter.

‘They brought me back from my convent. I was told I must marry the son of the Norman lord who now owns us. I met the boy. No more than seventeen. He tried to rape me before I told him my name. He’s a bishop now.’ She laughed, not bitter.

‘So you ran away.’

‘I’ve travelled from safe-house to safe-house, sheltered by the clergy and by the people of places like this.’

Orm had heard of this. For peasants stripped of custom and English law, hermits like Eadgyth were a reminder of the old days, the old English ways.

She said to him, ‘And you—?’

‘Orm. My name is Orm Egilsson.’

‘Why are you here? You are not Norman, or English. This is not your home.’

‘I am a mercenary. I fight for pay.’

She shifted in her cramped hole. ‘You were at Hastings?’

‘I was.’

‘On such a day it was better to fight for the winner. Why have the Normans brought you here?’

‘To put a stop to the rebellions.’

Eadgyth said, ‘My own uncle is a wildman, in the fen country of the east.’

‘Yes. The Normans call them silvatici. People of the woods.’ All over England the wildmen had taught the Normans another new word:  murdrum, furtive slaughter. ‘The north has been worst, though. This country. And so it will suffer most grievously. Everywhere it is like this, from Durham to York - burned - uninhabited.’ There would be no harvest this year, no lambs or calves; famine would follow the steel.

‘So at last the Conqueror has come here,’ Eadgyth whispered. ‘From Hastings all the way to this remote place of farmers and sheep and cattle.’

Orm heard voices calling. ‘We have no more time,’ he said.

‘Then you must earn your pay.’

He looked into her calm eyes, so like Godgifu’s.

‘What’s this?’ The voice was heavy, the accent crude French.

Orm was dismayed to see Roger fitz Gommery standing over him. Roger was a common soldier, a slab of hardened muscle from toe to brain, and an ardent rapist. The crotch of his leather trousers was already smeared with blood and ordure from his day’s sport. ‘Have I broken into your party, Orm Egilsson? Let’s see what we’ve got.’

He closed his leather glove over Eadgyth’s short hair, and dragged her to her feet. She screamed, and her legs flapped, too weak to support her weight.

‘Roger—’

‘You’ll get your share, Orm.’

With his gloved hand Roger ripped at the neck of Eadgyth’s habit. Old, much patched, the material gave easily. She was left naked save for pants of stained wool, which Roger pulled away. Her body was skeletal, her skin pocked by lesions, her breasts shrunken mounds  behind hard nipples. She whimpered, her eyes closed, and she seemed to be praying:
And the Dove will fly east, 
Wings strong, heart stout, mind clear. 
God’s Engines will burn our ocean 
And flame across the lands of spices. 
All this I have witnessed 
I and my mothers . . .





As she gabbled these words, Roger looked her up and down, contemptuous. ‘Skin and bone. Chicken legs. You know what, Dane? I can’t be bothered; I’ve had my fill today. But we can still have a little sport. Have you ever carved a chicken?’ He took a knife from his belt and, almost thoughtfully, drew it across Eadgyth’s back. She jerked rigid at the pain, and warm blood poured.

And her eyes snapped open.

She stared directly at Orm. ‘Egilsson,’ she said. ‘Orm Egilsson. Can you hear me? Are you there?’ All the weakness had gone from her voice, despite the way Roger held her up by her hair, despite the wound that crossed her back. It didn’t even sound like her voice any more, but deeper, heavier, the accent distorted. ‘Are you there, Orm Egilsson?’

Roger gaped. ‘Is she possessed?’

‘Orm Egilsson. Listen to what I have to tell you. Listen, and remember, and let your sons and their sons remember too.’ And again she began to intone her eerie, unfamiliar prayer.


In the last days 
To the tail of the peacock 
He will come: 
The spider’s spawn, the Christ-bearer 
The Dove. 
And the Dove will fly east . . .



Roger crossed himself. ‘By God’s wounds, she’s a prophet.’

She spoke on in that clear alien voice, of fires consuming an ocean, of war.


All this I have witnessed 
I and my mothers. 
Send the Dove west! O, send him west!



Orm was unaccountably afraid of this naked, helpless woman. ‘What peacock, what dove? I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Find him,’ Eadgyth said, and her voice was a hiss now.

‘Who?’

‘Sihtric.’

It was the name of Godgifu’s brother, the priest. He had not told Eadgyth of him. The name shocked Orm to his core. ‘But Sihtric is in Spain,’ he said weakly.

‘Find him. And stop him.’

Roger lost his nerve. He let go of the woman’s hair and she crumpled into a heap. ‘Screw her, kill her, or marry her, she’s all yours, Dane. I’m having no more of this.’ He turned and stomped off, massive in his armour, obsessively crossing himself.

The woman was huddled over on herself, her back bright with blood. Orm lifted her face with a gloved hand. Spittle flecked her lips, and he saw blood on her tongue. She had bitten it while speaking. He said, ‘Who are you? By whose authority shall I command Sihtric?’

She looked at him. ‘Orm?’

‘Who are you?’

‘I am Eadgyth. Only Eadgyth.’ She frowned. ‘I - have I fallen?’

‘Do you remember what you said to me?’

‘What I said . . . What’s happened to me, Orm Egilsson?’

He stood up. The bright February day became insubstantial around him, and a harsher light shone through its sparse threads. He remembered all Sihtric’s talk in the days before Hastings, the mystical babbling of a possibly heretical priest - talk about the tapestry of time, and how its weave might be picked undone and remade by a god, or a man with sufficient power. The Weaver, Sihtric had called him. And now Sihtric and his mysteries had returned to Orm’s life.

But on the ground before him was a woman, helpless, naked, shivering, bleeding. That was the reality. He reached up to his horse, pulled a blanket from the saddle, and draped it over her shoulders. The Norman soldiers, drunk on blood and rape, drawn by Roger’s gabbled account, gathered around curiously.




I
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MUSTA’RIB

AD 1085




I

The north Spanish country did not interest Robert, son of Orm.

Why should it? Green, damp, mild even in July, it was too like England. And besides, Robert, fourteen years old, believed that his soul yearned for spiritual nourishment, not for spectacle. So he was glad when he and his father reached Santiago de Compostela, the city of Saint James of the Field of Stars, where he would be able to prostrate himself among the flocking pilgrims before the tomb of the Apostle, Santiago Matamoros, James the Moorslayer.

As it turned out, it was not his soul he would give up in this city, but his heart, and not to the dusty bones of a saint, but to the sweet face of a half-Moorish girl.

The three of them, Robert, Orm and Ali Ibn Hafsun, their guide, sat on little stone benches in the shade of an apple tree, resting bodies weary from the day’s ride from the coast, and sipping a vendor’s sharp-flavoured tea. Saint James’s city was small, shabby, somewhat decayed, as if nobody had repaired a wall or fixed a broken roof tile since the departure of the Romans. But this little square bustled, as pilgrims in travel-stained dress queued to pay homage, children chased chickens, women shopped for food, and men in loose white clothes conducted business in various tongues.

And in the shadow of the squat church, camels groaned and jostled. The camels were extraordinary. Robert thought they looked wrong, somehow, as if put together from bits of other creatures.

Orm laughed at the camels. ‘I always heard that Africa starts on the other side of the Pyrenees. Now I know.’

Ibn Hafsun was studying Robert. About Orm’s age, somewhere in his forties, Ibn Hafsun dressed like a Moor, and yet he had greying blond  hair and blue eyes. He seemed to sense Robert’s restlessness. ‘You are distracted, boy. I can see it in the way you gulp down that hot tea, the way your gaze roams over every surface, looking at all and seeing nothing.’

Orm had always said Robert had the spiritual soul of his long-dead mother, Eadgyth, who had once been a hermit. But Robert had the build and temper of his father, who was a soldier. ‘What’s it to you?’ he snapped back, fourteen years old, bristling.

Ibn Hafsun raised his hands. ‘I mean no offence. I am your guide in this strange country. That’s what I’m paid to do. And though I have delivered your body to this place, I’m doing a poor job if I allow your spirit to wander around like a chick that has lost its nest.’ He spoke an accented Latin dialect. Robert had expected everybody to speak Arabic, but there were two tongues in Spain, Arabic and this diverged version of Latin, which the people called aljami or latinia.

‘I’m not a lost chick.’

Ibn Hafsun smiled. ‘Then how do you think of yourself?’

‘I am a pilgrim. And I’m here in this city of Saint James to visit the tomb of the brother of Christ, who came here to die.’

Orm murmured, ‘You must forgive him, Ibn Hafsun. It’s the fashion these days to be pious. A generation after the Conquest, the English kings are forgotten and every boy in England wants to be a warrior of God like King William.’

‘But this is only a way station,’ Ibn Hafsun said innocently to Robert. ‘Your first stop in Spain. Your destination is Cordoba. And as I understand it you are here in Santiago to meet not a long-dead apostle, but a living priest.’

Robert snorted. ‘If it isn’t all some elaborate hoax, devised by some trickster to empty my father’s purse.’ They had quarrelled over the purpose of the journey many times in England.

Orm shifted on the bench. He was still a big man, but his body, battered and scarred from too many campaigns, was stiff, sore, uncomfortable even in rest. He said firmly, ‘I wrote to Sihtric, and he wrote back, and I recognised his writing. Oh, Sihtric lives. I’m sure of that.’

And he shared a look with Robert, for the central truth went unsaid: what had drawn them here was Orm’s story of the ‘Testament’ spoken by Eadgyth, Robert’s mother, when Orm had first found her hiding from Normans in a hole in the ground. Now, after years of saving and preparation, Orm was ready to fulfil her command to seek out Sihtric.

Robert only half believed all this. But when he had been very young his mother had drifted away to the old church of Saint Agnes near York, now rebuilt by the Normans, and had crawled back into that hole in  the ground, ignoring her distracted husband and distressed young son. And Robert had been only six years old when she died, her lungs ruined by her years of flight from the Normans.

Ibn Hafsun watched the silent exchange between them, and Robert saw a calculating curiosity in those pale eyes. ‘Well, you’re here, Robert, whatever the motivation. So what do you think of the country?’

‘Not much. It’s like England.’

Ibn Hafsun laughed. ‘I won’t deny that. Yes, this corner is like England or Ireland. Wet, windy, dominated by ocean weather from the west. But very little of the peninsula is like this. You’ll see.’

‘I think he’s not quite sure what a “peninsula” is, Ibn Hafsun,’ Orm said.

‘At least tell me this: what do you call the land to which you have come?’

‘Spain,’ Robert snapped back.

‘Ah. Well, it’s had many names. The Romans called it Iberia, named for a river, the Ebro, which drains into the Mediterranean. Later they called it Betica, after another river that drains to the west into the Ocean Sea - the river that runs through Cordoba, in fact. Later still it became known as Hispania, or Spain, after a man called Hispan who once ruled here - or perhaps it was named for Hesperus, the evening star. Many of these names were invented by even older people, of course, the folk who lived here before the Caesars came. And the Moors call it al-Andalus. ’

‘The Moors are in the south,’ Robert said. ‘They never came here.’

‘Didn’t they?’ Ibn Hafsun grinned. ‘Once there was but a tiny salt crystal of Christianity in a cupful of Islam, here in the north, after the Moors overran the peninsula in just a few years. And once, oh, this is only a century ago, a great Moorish vizier called Al-Mansur sacked this very city and carried off the bells of Saint James’s church to Cordoba where they rest to this day.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Robert said.

‘About what?’

‘That the Moors took only a few years to overrun the whole of Spain. The Romans would have pushed them back.’

‘I’m afraid it’s true,’ Ibn Hafsun said. ‘It was only a hundred years after the death of the Prophet. The kings then were not Roman, for the empire had lost the west, but Gothic. We ruled as the Romans did, or better, for centuries. But we could not stand before the Moors.’

Orm asked, ‘Why do you say “we”?’

Ibn Hafsun said proudly, ‘My family were Gothic counts. Our family name was Alfonso.’

‘Like the King,’ Robert said.

‘In my great-grandfather’s time we converted to Islam, and took an Arabic name. The Moors call the likes of us muwallad, which means “adopted children”. And now I find myself a left-behind Muslim in what is once again a Christian kingdom. You see, history is complicated.’ He smiled, a Muslim with blue eyes and blond hair.

Robert said rudely, ‘If your family were once counts, why are you reduced to escorting travellers for pennies?’

Behind him a new voice said, ‘Because in al-Andalus, it’s hard for anyone but a Moor to get rich.’

Robert turned. A man approached them, short, not strong-looking, with a pinched face worn with age. He wore a modest priest’s black habit, and his tonsure was cut raggedly into a scalp that was losing its hair. A girl followed him, in a simple flowing gown. She had her face downcast modestly.

Ibn Hafsun stood, and the others followed his lead. ‘Sihtric. The peace of Allah be on you. And your daughter.’

‘And God go with you too.’ The priest was a skinny man, Robert saw, but with a pot-belly that spoke of indulgence. He studied Orm, who towered over him. ‘Well, Viking. When did we last meet?’

‘William’s coronation. Nineteen years gone, or the best part of it.’

‘I wish I could say I was glad to see you. But life is more complicated than that, isn’t it? And this is your son.’ He turned to Robert, grinning. ‘The ardent pagan spawned a devout Christian. How amusing.’ He laughed out loud.

Robert was irritated to be spoken of in this dismissive way.

But then Sihtric’s daughter lifted her head and looked directly at Robert, and he forgot his irritation. Surely she was only a little older than he was. Her face was a perfect oval, the colour of honey, her lips full and red, her nose fine, and her eyes bright blue.

‘Her name,’ Sihtric said drily, ‘is Moraima.’

Robert barely heard him. He was already lost.




II

They stayed a single night in Santiago de Compostela, and then formed up into a party to ride south. They planned to travel all the way to Cordoba, no longer the capital of a western caliphate, but still the beating heart of Muslim civilisation in Spain.

And, Robert learned, ‘ride’ was the correct word.

They would all be on horseback, their goods carried on the backs of two imperious-looking camels. When they set off, Ibn Hafsun led the way. Robert was expected to bring up the rear, with his eye on these camels. He quickly found it was no joy to plod along immersed in camel farts and hot dust, with nobody to speak to.

What was worse was that the girl, Moraima, rode at the front alongside Ibn Hafsun, never closer than two or three horse-lengths from Robert.

‘For such an advanced civilisation,’ Sihtric observed, ‘the Moors are oddly reluctant to employ the wheel.’

Ibn Hafsun just grinned. ‘Who needs wheels when Allah gave us camels?’

‘So, a daughter,’ Orm said to Sihtric. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. She’s a beauty, priest.’

‘Ah, yes. There is beauty in my family, of a sturdy sort - as you know all too well, Viking, God rest my sister’s soul.’

‘And the mother is a Moor?’

‘Was. Moraima has grown up a Muslim.’

‘I thought the bishops discourage you priests from ploughing your parishioners.’

‘Well, she wasn’t my parishioner. And a man gets lonely, so far from home. You have to live with the people around you; you have to live  like them. The Moors call me a Mozarab - Musta’rib, a nearly-Arab . . .  The bishops are a rather long way from Cordoba, Orm.’

As the day wore away and the sun sailed over the dome of sky, the country changed gradually. They passed through the foothills of a sharp mountain range and crossed into drier land, dustier, where the grass was sparse or non-existent, and the hills were like lumps of rock sticking out of the dirt. The towns were tight little clusters of blocky houses the colour of the dust. In the land between the towns olive trees grew in swathes that washed to the horizon, and herds of bony sheep fled as they passed. The people here were different too, their skin darker, their teeth and eyes bright white. On the road they occasionally passed muleteers, hardy, wizened men driving little caravans of laden animals; the bells around the mules’ necks rang mournfully. This was not like England, Robert thought.

As the afternoon darkened towards evening, they stopped at an inn. Ibn Hafsun handed over some coins, and they sat on upturned barrels in the shade of olive trees while a woman cooked for them over an open fire. She threw garlic, aubergines, peppers and flour-dipped anchovies into olive oil that spat in a hot pan. As the anchovies fried, a smell of the sea spread through the air.

Ibn Hafsun came to squat on a blanket beside Robert. He dipped bread into a bowl of something foul-smelling; it turned out to be sheep’s-milk cheese laced with crushed fruit. He offered some to Robert, but Robert refused.

Even here, Robert couldn’t get close to Moraima, who sat modestly with her father.

Not far from the road a party of boys worked through a grove of olive trees. They collected the fruit by throwing sticks up into the branches. They were skilful, each throw dislodging many fruit. It looked a good game, and Robert wished he were a couple of years younger so he could join in without embarrassment.

Sihtric and Orm began at last to speak of the business that had brought Orm here.

‘I told you of the Testimony,’ Orm said.

‘Your wife’s prophecy, before she was your wife. Who spoke my name to you, long before she could have known of my existence.’ Sihtric shivered. ‘It feels uncomfortable to be under such supernatural scrutiny. But why did it take you fifteen years to get around to doing something about it?’

Orm shrugged. ‘I had a living to make. Funds to raise. A family.’ He glanced at Robert. ‘I considered forgetting about it, giving it up without ever coming here.’

‘So what changed?’

‘I met a traveller - a mercenary who had fought with King Alfonso in al-Andalus. And he told me a fragment of a Moorish legend. There was a line of Eadgyth’s prophecy I had never understood, amid much talk of doves and oceans.’

‘What line?’

‘“The tail of the peacock.” That was what she said. And that was what my traveller finally explained to me.’

Moraima smiled. ‘I understand. I have heard the story . . .’

According to an old Arab myth, she said, after the Flood the habitable lands of the world were shaped like a bird, with its head in the east and its arse in the west.

‘So much for what the Arabs think of western Europe,’ Orm remarked.

But as al-Andalus became magnificent under the Moors, the land was reimagined as a peacock’s tail.

Robert listened to Moraima’s voice, entranced. She’d hardly spoken since joining the party with her father - and hadn’t said a single word to him.

Orm said to Sihtric, ‘You see? I knew you were in Spain, but Eadgyth didn’t. She said your name without ever meeting you. And when I came across the business of the peacock’s tail - it all seemed to fit together and I felt I had to follow it up.’

Sihtric smiled. ‘Typical of the Weaver to be cryptic - if it is the Weaver. Let’s refer to the agent who put these words into your wife’s head as, let me see, a Witness. He may be the same as the Weaver, or he may not.’

‘She.’

‘What?’

‘When I showed Eadgyth my transcript of the words she spoke - she had no memory of it - she always called, um, her visitor “she”.’

‘She it is,’ Sihtric said. ‘And what do you believe the Witness has mandated you to do?’

Orm looked at him. ‘Stop you.’

Sihtric gazed back. ‘Well, you’ll have to find out what I’m doing here first, won’t you?’

If Ibn Hafsun was curious about their talk, he didn’t show it. He worked his way through his sheep’s-milk cheese silently.

Somewhere a wailing voice cried. It was a muezzin, Ibn Hafsun told Robert, calling from his tower in the nearby town, summoning the faithful to prayer. Ibn Hafsun fetched his own blanket from his horse, and knelt and faced east.

In the dusty heat, with the alien song in his ears and the exotic scent of the Arab food in his nostrils, Robert had never felt so far  from home. And when Moraima glanced at him, her pale blue eyes were the strangest thing of all in this strange new world, and the most enticing.




III

The next day Robert ignored his duty with the camels. He pushed his way up the column so he rode closer to Ibn Hafsun, and spoke to him.

The Spanish peninsula, he learned, was like a vast square, all but cut off from France by a chain of mountains, the Pyrenees. More chains of mountains crossed the interior, running roughly east to west, and in the lowlands between the mountains rivers snaked over the land. Four of the five greatest rivers drained west into the Ocean Sea.

The north-west corner, around Santiago de Compostela, was green and temperate, and many people made a living from the sea. In the south-east was more greenery, and there the Moors ran market gardens, rich with fruit trees. But here they were passing through the heart of the country, a vast extent of arid lowlands cut through by the mountains and rivers. The Christians in their degenerate descendant-tongue of Latin called it meseta. The winters were long and bitterly cold, the summers dry and intense. There were no woods here, and little in the way of grass, only patchy scrub. No small birds sang, Robert noticed, for there was nowhere for them to nest; only buzzards wheeled, and eagles scouted the hills.

‘And the Christians and the Moors?’

Ibn Hafsun said, ‘You must think of Spain as sliced into three: the Moors in the south, Christian kingdoms in the north, and a kind of frontier land between. As the Christians have gradually grown stronger, the frontier has, with the centuries, been pushed southwards. Now that the Castilians have captured Toledo the frontier roughly cuts the peninsula in two, east to west: the north Christian, the south Moorish.’

Robert nodded, picturing it. ‘And one day that frontier will be pushed all the way south, and Spain will be free of Moors once more.’

‘Are you sure? Look around you. Look what the Moors made of this country.’

They happened to be following a river bank. Robert saw that irrigation systems striped the countryside, and along the river itself huge waterwheels turned patiently.

‘All this is Moorish,’ Ibn Hafsun said. ‘There was a high civilisation here, Robert son of Orm. The highest since the Romans. Higher than Christendom.’

‘Not so high,’ Robert said fiercely, ‘that Alfonso’s Christian armies could not drive the Moors out.’

Ibn Hafsun shrugged. ‘Well, that’s inarguable.’

‘Must it be so?’

The soft voice startled Robert. It was Moraima, who had come to ride alongside the two of them. She spoke English, her father’s language, but heavily accented.

Robert said to her, ‘Those are the first words you have spoken to me. And must they be about war?’

‘But it’s all you talk about. You and our fathers.’ Her voice, like her face, was delicate, and yet Robert thought he saw a strength beneath the fragile surface. It only made her more desirable.

‘We weren’t talking about war. Ibn Hafsun was telling me about the country.’

‘Ah,’ said Ibn Hafsun, ‘but you are a warrior of God - a warrior cub at any rate. Tell me that you aren’t dreaming of riding across this land in your mail coat, your sword in your hand, at the side of Rodrigo, El Cid, “The Boss”, the greatest Castilian warrior of all!’

Moraima laughed, a sound like bubbling water. ‘I ask you again, Robert: must it be so?’

Robert said reluctantly, ‘The Pope himself says that if you fight to reclaim Christian lands from infidels, you are fighting for Christ.’

‘Well, the Pope would say that,’ Sihtric called back from his own mount. ‘But the Pope has wider ambitions.’

Across Europe the conflict between Christianity and Islam was already four centuries old. Now the Seljuk Turks, ferociously warlike, had taken the Holy Land itself, all but extinguishing Christianity in the country that had given it birth. And they pressed on the East Roman Empire, long the bulwark between west and east, taking the rich province of Asia Minor. Alexius, emperor in Constantinople, had appealed to the west for help. But after centuries of invasions and war, the post-Roman states of west Europe were like armed camps, fractious and suspicious, bristling with petty armies any of which would have been dwarfed by the legionary forces of old. The Pope,  spiritual leader of all these domains, longed to unify them in a great cause.

‘And what better ambition for a pope than a war against Islam?’ Ibn Hafsun murmured.

Moraima eyed Robert again. ‘I ask you once more: Must it be so?’

Robert said, ‘I hope not.’

‘You do?’

‘I would rather you and I were friends, than enemies.’

‘Then we will have to see how this little adventure of ours unfolds, won’t we?’ And she trotted back to her father’s side.

The older men exchanged bawdy glances, but Robert ignored them.




IV

In the days that followed, as they pushed steadily south, the country became rougher. The olive groves and vineyards grew wild, the scrub encroached on the roads, and many of the towns looked abandoned. There were some inhabited communities, but all were heavily defended: fortified hilltops, towns with complicated systems of walls and towers. Ibn Hafsun and Orm kept their swords exposed.

Ibn Hafsun said, ‘This is the boundary, Robert. This is what you get when great civilisations rub against each other. The Arabs have a word. They call this the tugur. The front teeth.’

At last they approached Toledo. The party drew to a halt, all of them subdued.

It was mid-afternoon, and the sun was in the south, so that, approaching from the north, Robert saw the city in silhouette. The heart of Toledo was a fortress that sat on a promontory, with a river glistening at its feet. And on the plain outside the town, across a stout stone bridge, an army had gathered, pennants glittering in a cloud of dust, tents fluttering in the soft breeze. It was a Christian army, gathered under the cross of Jesus.

Ibn Hafsun came to Robert. ‘What do you make of it, soldier?’

Robert glanced around. ‘A naturally defensible site, on that rock. The river guards it on three sides. The walls are Moorish?’

‘Roman, then Gothic, then Moorish.’

‘And yet the town fell to Alfonso.’

‘Only months ago. The wounds are raw. You have come to the very edge of Christendom, young soldier. We will stay here only one night. The city is a place of narrow streets, winding, many shadows. Watch your back, and your father’s. And tomorrow - al-Andalus! Or what is  left of it. Now, come. Have you any coin? I have a feeling those soldiers of the King will extract a toll from us for crossing their bridge . . .’

The next day, beyond Toledo, they pressed on, further south again. With every plodding step of the camels the heat gathered, and Robert Egilsson felt as if he was being walked steadily into some great hearth.

They were deep in the territory of the Moors now. That became apparent the first time they stopped at a small town to replace a lame camel. Marwam, a dark, skinny, rodent-faced man, insisted on replacing both their camels with fresh beasts, and for the price he threw in his own services as an escort.

‘It might be wise,’ said Ibn Hafsun. ‘We’re a long way past the border with the Christians, but relations are tense among the taifas - I mean, the Moorish kingdoms. You never know when you might cross the wrong border, or fail to pay the correct toll.’

But Sihtric snorted his contempt. ‘Waste your money on this weasel-eyed camel-driver if you like. I’ll have nothing to do with it.’

So Marwam joined the party. As they left, a gaggle of little children ran out onto the road to wave them off, shrieking and jumping, all of them as rodent-faced as Marwam.

Marwam was the first authentic Moor Robert had met - not a mixed-blood like Moraima, or a descendant of a Gothic Christian like Ibn Hafsun - and Robert watched him curiously. Dressed in swathes of grubby white cloth, Marwam was a wiry man who looked as at home on a camel as on foot. As they rode along he sang wailing, nasal songs, the songs of a desert people sung in a country that had once been Roman. But Robert thought that sometimes he was singing to Moraima, for he would gaze at her with deep brown eyes, his words sung in an unfamiliar tongue making Moraima blush.

Robert muttered to his father, ‘If I knew the Moorish for “remember your wife and kids” I’d sing that back to him.’

Orm grinned, tolerant. ‘I wouldn’t worry. She’s a city girl. I don’t think she has any interest in camel-drivers. He’s just flirting, and so is she. Besides, shouldn’t you put such things out of your head? Jealousy is a Christian sin, I imagine. As is lust.’

‘Most things are,’ Robert conceded gloomily.

In all this business of borders and tolls and taifas, Robert was learning, to his surprise, that there was more than one Moorish country here in Spain. He had imagined that all of Islam would be united like one vast army, without individual faces or minds, under the orders of the caliph in Baghdad.

In fact the Muslims were diverse peoples. Even the armies who had originally invaded Gothic Spain three hundred years ago - whom the  Christians called Moors, imagining they came from the old Roman province of Mauretania - had not all been Arabic. The leaders had been Arab, yes, but they had been outnumbered by their Berber warriors, who came from the harsh lands of the Maghrib just to the south across the Pillars of Hercules. Many of the Berbers’ descendants were prone to complain, even fifteen or twenty generations later, how they had been tricked by the Arabs when it came to parcelling up the old Gothic kingdom.

And, Robert learned, Muslims went to war with each other, as well as with Christians.

It had been fifty years since a single ruler, in Cordoba, had controlled all the Muslim lands in Spain. That ruler, remarkably, had been a second caliph, independent of the one in faraway Baghdad. ‘It is as if,’ Sihtric said, ‘a city like Paris or York hosted a second pope of its own.’

When the caliphate fell, al-Andalus splintered into taifas - so many of these little statelets that nobody had been able to count them; there may have been three dozen. But as is the way of politics and war the  taifas had squabbled among themselves like fish in a pond, eating each other up until there were only half a dozen left.

As they drove steadily south the land became ever starker, drier, dustier, baked in the heat. And yet the irrigation channels brought green life to the land in great broad strips. Sihtric said that ‘water courts’ sitting in the towns supervised the upkeep of the irrigation systems, which were a communal treasure. The land actually seemed richer than England, where the peasants toiled with heavy ploughs. But then this land was not as God had designed it but as people had made it, people who had walked out of deserts, who knew how to extract life from the slightest drop of moisture.

In one place where they stopped for the night, Marwam paid a farmer a few coins for them to pitch their blankets under the shade of fruit trees. Robert had never seen such fruit, heavy and bright. They were  oranges, Moraima told him, an Arabic name for a fruit brought here by the Moors. She clambered up a trunk and picked a couple of samples, and showed him how to remove the thick peel. When he dug in his thumbs he squirted her with zest, and when he bit into the fat segments, juice gushed out and rolled down his chin. The orange was bitter, making his tongue curl, but the flavour was like light in his mouth.

So they ate their oranges, their faces plastered with sticky juice and zest, laughing at each other. It was a simple, wordless moment between the two of them which even the faithless camel driver couldn’t spoil.




V

At last the party came to Cordoba.

Approaching the walled kernel of the city, they passed through a hinterland of cultivated country. Farthest out estates sprawled, astonishingly green, with hanging gardens and citrus groves crowding the river banks, and with buildings like blocky jewels shining in the sun. These estates were like the villas of the long-gone Romans, Sihtric said. He called them munyas, country houses.

Then the old roads brought them through suburbs of the city itself, communities of mud-brick houses that jostled by the road. Sihtric said that the city had long outgrown its Roman walls, and many of its necessary functions had been transplanted out here: residential areas, markets, bathhouses, industry, gardens. Most of the buildings inside the city walls were official, such as palaces, a chancery, the mints, prisons.

But the place had seen better days. The travellers passed burned-out buildings, and even some grand estates looked abandoned. These wrecks were nothing to do with the Christian armies but were scars of the wars between Muslims. Cordoba was no longer a capital of anything, not even of its own destiny, for it had been absorbed into the rule of a taifa  run out of another Moorish city called Seville.

As they neared the city, vendors of water sacks, meat on sticks, and even bits of sparkling jewellery crowded around the travellers. Beggars too pushed forward, holding up the stumps of severed arms, or stretching open hideous wounds on their faces. Old soldiers, perhaps, or refugees from the cities the Christians had occupied to the north.

At last Cordoba itself loomed before them, a walled forest of minarets and domes and cupolas. They approached a gate in the walls, one of  seven. Traffic streamed through it, pedestrians, horses, mules, the camels towering over the rest.

Soldiers stood by the gate, languid. Robert studied them. They wore quilted jackets over long mail coats, and round helmets, and they had mail masks they could pull up over their faces. They carried shields of wood, long spears, stabbing swords and complicated-looking bows. Some of them carried crossbows, which Ibn Hafsun said were of a design that dated back to the Romans. It seemed odd to Robert to see a soldier without Christ’s cross emblazoned anywhere on his costume.

They lodged their animals at a stable, and left instructions for their goods to be brought after them. Robert was surprised to find slaves working here; there weren’t many slaves in England.

Then they walked into the crowded city itself, Sihtric leading the way. The streets were so narrow that in places two people couldn’t pass without brushing, and woven into a network of dead ends and double-backs so dense that Robert was soon lost. His nose was filled with the spicy scents of unfamiliar cooking, and his ears rang with the muezzin cries that billowed out from the towers of the city mosques. Marwam had already turned back, to Robert’s relief, but the faces crowding around him were like a hundred Marwams, dark, sharp, their alien language studded with bits of Latin.

Then they passed an arched gateway in a wall, lobed, delicately shaped of soft stone and covered with intricate carvings. Robert’s gaze was led through the arch from the shadow of the street into a sunlit courtyard, where a fountain bubbled in a square garden of tiles and green plants. There was nothing like this in Robert’s England, a place of gloomy fortified towns and brooding Norman keeps, nothing like this garden full of water and sunlight. It was like looking through a hole in the wall of the world, a glimpse of paradise.

‘This is how we do things here,’ Moraima said, watching him. ‘Our gardens are the hearts of our homes. Our wealth, poured into beauty for those whom we love to enjoy. Is it different where you live?’

He saw the light of the secret garden reflected in her deep eyes, as if they too were doorways he might enter.

Ibn Hafsun nudged Orm and sniggered, and the girl laughed, and the moment was lost.




VI

They spent a day resting.

Robert, unable to sleep late for the heat, was up at dawn. He went walking at random.

The city was awake before he was, the streets bustling, the markets and mosques busy in the blue-grey light, the muleteers driving their beasts out of the city gates. As he walked he gradually got used to the layout of streets. Moorish houses were knots of buildings gathered around court-yards, to be reached by narrowing paths that budded off wider highways. There was a logic to it, but it wasn’t the straight-line logic of a Roman city like London; here the streets branched like the limbs of a tree, leading to endless dead-ends. The people weren’t like English people either. They were a mixed-up sort, the result of generations of intermarriage between the invaders and the old Gothic peoples. Not everybody was Muslim either; there were Christians here, and many Jews.

The city nestled within the circling safety of its old Roman walls, which ran down to a river where waterwheels turned languidly, and which was still spanned by a stout Roman bridge. The city’s heart was full of grand buildings, finely tiled, intricately adorned with carved stone and moulded plaster. The greatest building of all was a vast mosque that sprawled in its own compound close to the river: a temple to a god who was not God, a firm Islamic statement planted proudly in a Roman city. There was a sense of wealth here, Robert thought, of care, of intensive labour over every detail. And yet it was an architecture born of war. The buildings had stout fortress-like walls and towers and gateways, but these warlike structures were made elegant by their proportions, and the fine embellishment of fretwork and stucco and inscription.

As the day wore on he learned the cycle of the city. Because of the heat and the light the very rhythm of life here was quite different from any English city. As noon approached the people retreated to the shade of their homes, windows closed and shutters drawn. Even the animals grew quiet, as if the whole city slept beneath a shroud of dense, dusty orange air. But as evening approached and the first whispers of coolness arrived, the city began to stir once more. The street lights were lit, and the city came alive as a firmament of light and movement, of music and laughter.

Robert was entranced.

On the second morning they made their way to Sihtric’s small town house. Robert’s heart quickened when Moraima joined them.

Sihtric served them watered wine, and announced that later in the day he would introduce Orm to his sponsor, one Ahmed Ibn Tufayl, a vizier of the emir of the taifa which now owned Cordoba. ‘When he heard you were coming, Orm, the vizier demanded I bring you to him. The caliphs always saw off the Vikings; this wasn’t Alfred’s England, weak, backward and divided, and there are few Vikings here. So you’re an object of curiosity!’

‘I hope I don’t disappoint,’ Orm growled ungraciously. In the bright Spanish sunlight he was massive, heavy, somehow dark, Robert thought. He wasn’t comfortable here. And his head probably hurt from the monkish wine he and Sihtric had consumed the night before. Orm said to Robert, ‘Don’t you notice anything different about me today?’

‘By God’s eyes. You cut your hair.’

He stroked his chin. ‘Look, a good shave too. And I had a bath.’

Robert was genuinely shocked. ‘You didn’t.’

‘I went to one of those bathhouses the Moors have. Quite pleasant it was, if you can put up with smelling like an East Roman whore.’

Ibn Hafsun smiled. ‘You have to make yourself presentable to meet a Muslim ruler. Clean clothes, a wash. The envoys of the Christian kings, even of the Pope, have always known this. Of course Christians aren’t quite as in awe of the Moors as they were in my father’s day.’

Moraima, serving more wine, passed Robert. ‘I’m glad you haven’t bathed. I quite like the way Christians smell.’ And with a fleeting, luring smile, she turned away.

Sihtric lectured them about Cordoba’s magnificence. ‘At its peak, only a generation ago, it was the greatest city in the west. Why, its population even matched Constantinople. Five hundred mosques. Three hundred bathhouses. Fifty hospitals. Do you even know what a “hospital” is, young Robert?

‘And the greatest library in all the world, it is said, flourished here in  Cordoba, under the caliphs. It all started when the East Roman emperor sent the caliph a copy of a pharmacology text by Dioscorides - have you heard of him? It was like dropping a bit of hot iron into a pan of water. Scholarship boiled in al-Andalus . . .’

The caliphs, rich and at peace, embraced learning as an emblem of power and sophistication. And they were much better placed to do so than western Christendom, for they had access to the surviving works of antiquity. Employing legions of copyists and translators, the Moorish scholars merged Greek and Roman learning with what their cousins in Damascus and Baghdad had acquired from the Persians, and they built on what they learned. The result was a flowering in astronomy and physics, medicine and philosophy.

Sihtric said, ‘The library itself grew to four hundred thousand books. The catalogue alone ran to forty-four volumes! This was at a time when the kings of England were entirely illiterate. But when the caliphate fell the library was broken up. How I wish I had been born a generation earlier. But there are still books milling around the city, as if released into the wild. It is my skill at tracking the books down as much as my learning that makes me so useful to Ibn Tufayl, I think . . .’

Sihtric was a man of contradictions. For all his admiration of Cordoba’s Moorish achievements, he was keen to play up its deeper Roman origins.

‘All of western Europe is the same. All of us dwelling in the vast ruins of the empire, four centuries after some German brute pushed aside the last boy-emperor from his throne. Did you know that the philosopher Seneca came from this very town? And the Emperor Hadrian himself, who made his mark on Britain as you know very well, Orm, came from the Spanish city the Roman called Italica, which is now the capital of our local taifa, Ishbiliya, or Seville . . .’

As he droned on, Moraima, without warning, grabbed Robert’s hand, held her finger to her lips and hauled him out of the room. ‘Come on. By the time they notice we’ve gone we’ll be far away.’

Robert was thrilled to be off on an illicit adventure with Moraima - to be alone with her at last, with no fathers or lusty camel-drivers in the way. But a lingering sense of duty prompted him to say, ‘We have to see this vizier—’

‘I’ll get you to the palace in time. I thought you were a warrior - you’re very timid. Come on.’


So they set off, holding hands, giggling and half-running like children.

She led him to a market, crowded and noisy, where stalls were piled high with tiles and bowls, with fine velvets and felts and silks. Moraima said that Cordoban shoes and carpets and paper were famous  throughout the Muslim world. There were exotic imports to be found too: the fur of walrus and polar bears from Scandinavia, carved ivory and gold trinkets from Africa, silk, spices and jewellery from the east, even fine wool from England. One stall had a pile of fruit that Moraima had to name for him, save for the oranges: lemons, limes, bananas, pomegranates, watermelons, artichokes. Not even the Norman kings, Robert imagined, ate such exotic stuff as this.

Moraima said, ‘They say Cordoba is more like Africa than Europe. That Paris is not like this, or London.’

‘Africa starts at the Pyrenees,’ Robert said, echoing his father.

‘I’ve never travelled beyond the Pyrenees. I’d love to see London. Or York.’

‘I’ve seen those places, and more.’

‘You’re lucky.’

He shrugged. ‘My mother died when I was small. I go where my father goes. He’s a soldier. Somebody’s always rebelling, and he goes to sort it out.’

‘And London—’

‘Big. Dirty. Crowded. A cathedral like a big black pile. The Normans are building an immense fort in the corner of the old Roman walls. And York is a midden. It never recovered from the Normans’ harrying twenty years ago.’

‘“Harrying”? What does that mean?’

‘Ask my father. He was there.’

But that wounded country seemed far from this light-filled city, very far and somehow unreal. ‘You know, you aren’t much like your father,’ he said.

‘How so?’

‘You seem full of . . .’ He sought the right word. ‘Joy. Your father doesn’t seem joyful at all.’

Moraima shrugged. ‘He admires the city, the Moors’ accomplishments. He relishes the learning. But he despises it at the same time. I think he has to despise it, for it is not Christian.’

‘And yet he stays here,’ said Robert. ‘Why? For you?’

‘Yes, for me.’ But she said this without emotion. ‘And he has his projects. Something to do with the library, the books. History.’

‘All for the vizier?’

‘Paid for by the vizier, yes, but not all for him.’

‘What projects, then?’

‘He doesn’t tell me.’ That seemed to embarrass her, and she said, ‘What about your father? Why is he here?’

Robert sighed. ‘Something to do with your father, and what he’s up  to. Though how a bit of book-reading in faraway Spain can affect him I don’t know.’ He looked at her. ‘Moraima - we keep talking about them.’

She said coyly, ‘So what do you want to talk about?’

He dared to say, ‘We could start with the way your eyes match the blue of the sky.’

She gasped, and he saw he’d pleased her. ‘You’d like our poetry,’ she said, recovering quickly. ‘It’s full of lines like that. Eyes like stars and breasts like billowing clouds—’

‘Maybe I should read you some,’ he said.

But she wasn’t to be snared so easily. ‘Well, how about the colour of the vizier’s eyes when we turn up at his palace late? Come on!’ And she turned and ran through the market crowds.

Utterly lost in the heart of the city, he had no choice but to follow.




VII

Robert and Moraima found their fathers at the gate in the city walls. Ibn Hafsun the muwallad stood by with horses.

Sihtric was impatient, fretting. ‘Where have you been? You do not keep the vizier of an emir waiting.’

‘Ibn Tufayl will understand,’ Moraima said, unconcerned.

Sihtric fumed, but his anxiety to be away got the better of him. They mounted their horses and rode out into the dust of the country.

They headed west, following a road that climbed away from the city by its river. Buildings trailed along this road, some grand residences; evidently it was a road often travelled by the wealthy. But many of the houses looked abandoned, their pretty patios overgrown.

They came to what Robert thought was another town, smaller than Cordoba but still extensive. They paused on a ridge, looking out over this place. Surrounded by a complicated double-wall system, it was largely ruined, buildings burned out, ponds and canals choked with weeds, the wild greenery taking back the gardens.

‘This was no town,’ Sihtric said. ‘It was a palace. Its name is Madinat az-Zahra. Built a hundred and fifty years ago by the caliph, so that he could rule the most prosperous and best-governed land in the west in a manner befitting its grandeur. The whole civil service was moved out here. There were mosques, baths, workshops, stables, gardens, houses.’

‘And,’ Ibn Hafsun said, faintly mocking as always, ‘there was a menagerie stocked with exotic animals from Africa and Asia, and an aviary, and fishponds like lakes.’

Orm said, ‘So if it was all so magnificent, what happened?’

Ibn Hafsun said, ‘The Berbers smashed it up. Those black-eyed savages of the desert.’

‘I blame al-Mansur, who brought the Berbers here from Africa in the first place,’ said Sihtric.

‘He who stole the bell of Saint James,’ Robert said.

‘Yes. A vizier who, under a negligent caliph, built a private army, gorged on wealth, and attacked the Christians. And in doing so he fatally undermined the caliphate itself. Al-Mansur! What greed! What arrogance! What folly! What suffering he caused!’

‘The people loved him, of course,’ Ibn Hafsun said drily.

Moraima said to Robert, ‘It is said that the fish in the ponds needed twelve thousand loaves of bread every day to feed them. Maybe they should have employed your Jesus as a baker, just as when He fed the five thousand!’ She laughed gaily.

Robert grew hot. ‘That’s blasphemy.’

Sihtric said, ‘Yes, well, the Pope’s a long way away. Come now, we’re keeping the vizier waiting.’

They rode on.

One part of the ruined palace compound had been roughly walled off. They left their horses here and were met by a servant, a shaven-headed man of perhaps forty, who led them further on foot. The servant said nothing, but treated the Christians to withering looks of contempt. Robert grew angry, but Orm whispered, ‘Smooth as snot, isn’t he?’ That made Robert laugh.

Some effort had been made to restore the buildings in this part of the compound. The paths and patios had been cleared, and the ponds scraped clean of rubble. But there was no water, save that brought in pots by servants from the river. The Berbers, in their gleeful orgy of destruction, had wrecked the aqueducts that had once fed the clogged fountains.
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