
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter One

The early sunlight glinted like shards of silver off Yaniv’s armour. A short stabbing sword with its elegant ebony grip, given to all Palace Guards on enlistment, hung lightly at his side. He held it to his thigh as his horse plodded easily forwards among the twelve-strong troop, and smiled happily.

Then, an unexpected doubt eased into his mind. Would he, Yaniv wondered, be ready when the moment came? Would he be able to cope in the cut and thrust of battle, would he ever be good enough?

He shook his head to clear away the thoughts and glanced across at the man riding alongside him – Omar, the veteran of a dozen campaigns, victor and vanquished in hundreds of desert battles. 

Yaniv envied the old soldier his confidence, his easy way of riding, even the scar across his left cheek. He doubted he would ever be so sure of himself.

As he watched the old man from the corner of his eye, Omar looked up, winked and grinned at him. 

‘Cheer up, lad,’ he drawled. ‘We’ll soon be rid of this lot.’

He pointed at Yaniv’s gleaming breastplate and the tall plumed helmet that all Guards wore. Yaniv stared at him, not understanding.

‘All this useless junk,’ Omar said. ‘Another hour and we’ll be well away from the city. Then we can dump the gear in one of the wagons and ride like proper fighting men. After all, it’s only for show, so the people can see us in all our glory.’

He paused and stretched in the saddle, squinting at the low sun that was still climbing over the western hills.

‘Not that there were many of them to watch us leave this morning. A God-forsaken time to start any patrol, I say.’

Yaniv nodded, pulling at his body armour where it had ridden up and was now digging into his neck. Omar studied him.

‘You’ll be all right, boy,’ he said at last.

‘Really? How can you tell?’

Omar shrugged and eased his weight back in the saddle.

‘I just know. Call it a gut feeling. Of course, nobody can really know, not one hundred percent. If we did there’d be a hell of a lot less grief around the place, I can tell you, and fewer snotty-nosed officers thinking they can change the world in a moment. No, nobody knows how they’re going to react until they see the first flight of arrows blotting out the sun. But when you’ve been around as long as I have, you get a feeling about people, good or bad. And I tell you, you’ll be all right.’

Yaniv set his gaze on the far hills. He thought about the old soldier’s words. They were reassuring but, at the end of the day, they were still only words. If only he could be as sure as Omar. His mind began to wander back over the events of the past few days. So much had happened.

* * *

Right from the beginning, Yaniv’s mother had been against it.

‘He’s only sixteen, for God’s sake,’ she had stormed.

Nearly seventeen, Yaniv thought but, wisely, kept silent. Miriam Sharon was standing in the courtyard of their house, a cool, quiet spot, surrounded by high walls and lemon and olive trees to give shade.

The house stood on a small rise half a mile beyond the city wall where the cool summer breeze and the welcome winter sun were regular visitors. The soft red sandstone of the city buildings shimmered distantly and, despite his mother’s anger and temper, Yaniv was glad to be away from the stench of unwashed bodies and rotting rubbish that always seemed to hang around the place. He had seen the gangs of prisoners whose job it was to keep the city clean, sullen and unhappy men who went about their job in a half-hearted and resentful way. He was sure there must be a better system than using what was little more than slave labour.

‘It’s not right!’ his mother shouted, bringing him back to the present. ‘He’s too young.’

Yaniv’s father, Daniel Sharon, was sprawled across a wooden bench set against the rear wall of the house. A Sergeant in the Palace Guard, Daniel was a tall, tough man, confident in his rank and ability.

‘I was twelve when I fought my first action,’ he shrugged. ‘The boy’s got four years on me.’

Miriam stamped her foot. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Daniel. You were always meant to be a soldier. I thought Yaniv might be a doctor or a physician. Or maybe a lawgiver. That was my dream for him.’

‘Your dream, Miriam, not mine. And not Yaniv’s either, eh boy?’

Daniel and Miriam stared at Yaniv. He was leaning against a shadowing mulberry tree, already dressed in his new leather tunic and leggings. He nodded in agreement with his father’s words.

‘See, Miriam?’ said Daniel. ‘The world will always want soldiers. And Yaniv wants to be one.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Besides, I didn’t hear you complain when we started courting. You knew what my job was.’

Miriam snorted and glared at him. ‘The world’s more civilised now. At least that’s one thing the Romans brought, a little peace, with no need for boys to go marching off to war.’

Yaniv stepped forward, unable to stay silent any longer.

‘It’s not war, Mother, just a short patrol, taking people over the mountains. And whatever you say, I really do want to go.’ 

Daniel grinned contentedly and spread his arms.

‘See? The boy’s right. This job will mean just a few weeks away, a gentle ride across the desert and then up over the mountains. All we’re doing is providing a guard for two of the Palace stargazers.’

Miriam snarled. She snatched a lemon from the tree and hurled it at her husband. The fruit smashed into the wall beside his head. Daniel stared at the mess, then back at his wife.

‘Not quite ripe yet, my love.’

Yaniv tried hard not to grin – his mother’s tempers were famous but Daniel seemed to have a way of dealing with them.

‘Stargazers?’ Miriam shouted. ‘What do they want to go travelling out of the kingdom for? They’ve got it made, lying in luxury up there at the Palace, staring at the Heavens day and night.’

Yaniv sighed. He supposed there was more to being a stargazer than just looking at the sky but, like Miriam, he did wonder what this trip was all about.

Daniel Sharon pulled himself to his feet and stared, forcefully, at his wife.

‘It doesn’t matter what they’re going to do. We don’t need to know. We’re just soldiers, there to protect them. That’s all we need to worry about.’ He laid his hand on Miriam’s arm. ‘You can complain all you like but the deed is done. The boy is enlisted in the Palace Guard. He starts his formal training the day we get back and whatever he learns on this trip will put him well ahead of the other new recruits at the Academy.’

Miriam shook her arm free and would have said more but, at that moment, a servant appeared to tell them that the midday meal was ready. They went into the dark coolness of the house, Miriam still seething and angry.

It was one of the benefits of Daniel Sharon’s job, this house, gifted to him by the Palace for as long as he served. And Daniel had no intention of ever stepping down or retiring. The rank of Sergeant in the Palace Guard gave him position and status in the city. 

The argument went on, Miriam growing more heated by the minute. Despite Daniel’s attempts to keep her calm, her temper finally boiled over. She slammed down her knife and the delicate terracotta dish in front of her shattered. Hurling back her stool, she stormed off to her room. 

‘She’ll come round, boy,’ Daniel smiled. ‘Don’t worry about it. She just needs time and a bit of space – both of which she’ll get tomorrow, after we’ve gone. Don’t worry.’

Yaniv did not worry. He and his father had signed the enlistment papers, he had his uniform and tomorrow morning he would set out on his first patrol. His mother could protest all she liked but it was already far too late.

* * *

‘Did your parents mind you becoming a soldier?’ Yaniv asked Omar as they rode on across the flat plain. ‘I mean, did they object?’

The old soldier shrugged. ‘That was so long ago, it’s hard to remember. I don’t think they objected. It was what I wanted to do and, to be honest, it meant one less mouth to feed back home.’ He paused and glanced at Yaniv. ‘It wouldn’t be Sergeant Sharon, so I guess your mother has had a few concerns about you joining the Guard. Am I right?’

Yaniv nodded glumly. ‘She wouldn’t listen to anything I said. Or to Father, either. Even when I told her about the places I’d see or go to as a soldier. She wasn’t interested. I bet you’ve seen lots of places, lots of different countries, Omar.’

A satisfied gleam of happiness began to spread across the old man’s face. He sat back on his saddle, eyes far away and dreaming.

‘A few, not as many as some, more than others. Palestine, Jordan, Egypt – now Egypt, that’s the place, a land of milk and honey, as they say. All those temples and the River Nile, a wonderful place, boy, wonderful.’

They rode on as the old man spoke and the sun rose higher in the sky.


Chapter Two

That first day, riding across the desert with the troop, Yaniv felt as if he did nothing but talk and listen. Daniel Sharon had chosen Yaniv’s riding partner well. The old soldier was a mine of information. All morning he pointed out landmarks and passed on valuable tips to the young man.

‘Where’s your oilskin?’ Omar asked as they all stopped, just before noon, to rest the horses.

Yaniv looked blank. Omar shook his head.

‘I can see Sergeant Sharon really is letting you learn on the job. Here, I have a spare one you can use. Make sure you buy one when we get back to the city.’

He passed across a length of heavy black material. Without this, he explained, Yaniv’s blankets would be soaking within an hour when they came to bed down for the night.

‘More valuable to a soldier than a sword or spear,’ he said, showing Yaniv how to use the oilskin. ‘Look. You just fold it in two and get inside – one piece of oilskin below you, the other above. Protects you and your blankets from the dew or the rain.’

The troop remounted and they rode steadily on. Towards mid-afternoon orders came down the column for Omar to ride ahead and scout out the terrain. With a nod and a wink to Yaniv, he galloped off, leaving the young man to think back over the events of a fascinating day.

* * *

Yaniv and his father had left home early in the morning, just before first light. To begin with, his mother had been still angry. Only at the final moment did she begin to soften.

‘Remember,’ she said at last, ‘if you get killed don’t you come back here and complain to me.’

‘No, Mother,’ Yaniv grinned.

‘Very well,’ Miriam tutted, pushing her hair into place, ‘get along with you. Both of you get along.’

They walked through still and empty streets, then cut through the Medina towards the Palace gates. Daniel stopped, suddenly, and turned to face his son.

‘Remember, Yanni, you’ll get no favours from me on this trip. It’s not like one of our hunting expeditions. This is real soldiering and from now on, you’re just one of the troop. We’re not related.’

Yaniv nodded and followed his father along the lanes. Huddled shapes lay against the walls or in the doorways. Yaniv stared at the bundles of human misery and squalor and for the twentieth time that morning blessed his own good fortune. There was so much poverty here in the city and no-one seemed willing to do anything about it.
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