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For my late father, the most remarkable of men




As a teenager I once climbed the Great Pyramid of Cheops (Khufu) on the Giza Plain in Egypt, sitting on its summit to watch the dawn break across the desert. It was an unforgettable and certainly unsanctioned escapade. That experience, and the visceral draw of walking or clambering (and in the case of a Spitfire, even flying) into the past, has stayed with me ever since. Whether standing in the cramped chapel of Fort St Elmo on Malta, where the doomed Hospitaller defenders took their last Holy Communion, or discovering the abandoned spot on the Obersalzberg mountain from which Adolf Hitler gazed out while planning a war that would eventually devour millions of lives, I have felt the presence and weight of history. I have walked the heights of Masada and visited the Nazi tunnels of Nordhausen; I even ‘flipped the bird’ to the grim statue of Soviet secret police chief Felix Dzerzhinsky in the heart of Communist-era Moscow. The locations and adventures have been various; a gift and privilege for any writer.


Yet it was in the Israeli coastal town of Akko – known to historians as Acre – that I stumbled across the unexpected. I had journeyed there with friends for background research and spent long hours checking vistas, cross-referencing maps, peering at ruins and immersing myself in the ancient landscape. There is no substitute for touching the stones. The position of the walls and the excavated tunnels, the half-buried Venetian Tower and the Tower of Flies still rising from the sea; all testified to the cataclysmic events of over seven hundred years before. In the gloom of the hall of the Hospitaller Knights of St John, I felt the pillars and scraped dust from the Frankish carvings. This was how all empires ended, with emptiness and dereliction. As my fingers traced the circumference of a high column soon to be encased in supporting concrete, they connected fleetingly with a faded inscription, its lettering barely discernible and scored into the surface. Having observed Crusader graffiti scarring every inch of the rock walls of the Chapel of St Helena in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, I should not have been surprised. I picked at it, using a coin to rub away the accumulated dirt. Revealed faint was a ghost, a single name. Benedict.


This is his story.
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Beginning


1289


TRIPOLI, THE HOLY LAND



There was an age when the Crusader brought fear to the land of the Mohammedan, a time when the Frankish armies first viewed Jerusalem from the Mount of Joy and then fell upon the holy city. From across Europe they had journeyed, princes and nobles, prelates and peasants, pilgrims armed with sword and spear and battle-scythe, all intent on attaining salvation through slaughter. Pope Urban II had called upon them to take the Cross and wrest the sacred sites from the tainted grasp of the heathen. How high those walls had seemed, how great the calling, how fierce the eventual onslaught.


Only some thirteen thousand men, a fragment of the original force, actually reached Jerusalem in the summer of 1099. Yet it was enough. They had paraded in barefoot penance about the crenellated circumference, had stood poised beneath the waving banners of Duke Robert of Normandy and the Count of Flanders, of Bohemond of Taranto and his nephew Tancred, of Godfrey of Bouillon and Baldwin of Boulogne, of Raymond of Toulouse and Adhemar of Le Puy. Legendary names; a thirsting and determined throng. On 15 July 1099 they broke through, breaching the walls on the northern side and wrenching wide the Pilgrim Gate to the west, plunging deep into the alleyways to hack asunder any in their path. The screams were loud and the narrow streets awash in vivid crimson. On Temple Mount, the Saracens had conducted their final and chaotic stand and perished for their effort. In its frenzied aftermath, the exultant conquerors rampaged freely, looting and raping, drinking blood and cooking children on spits to eat their flesh in grisly ritual. All in the name of Christ. When it was done, they left their bloodied footprints on the way to reverence and give thanks at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre on the hill of the skull, the place they knew as Calvary. The kingdom of Jerusalem was saved. A blossoming created from butchery. God had willed it.


‘The Saracen takes the south-east wall! He is upon us!’


Almost two hundred years since that opening Crusade and God appeared to be busied elsewhere. Jerusalem was long lost, seized by Saladin over a century before and after only a brief reversal misplaced again. Time had been unkind to the Crusader. The decades had witnessed a loss of fervour and a fighting retreat that saw the Christian invaders forced back to their fortified redoubts beaded along the coast. One by one, those bastions had fallen. The Seljuks, the Fatimids, the Ayyubids, different Moslem clans whose power waxed and waned and whose ambitions eroded the last strongholds of the Latins. Few Europeans still wished to crusade. No king desired to squander treasure and men in fruitless pursuit of a dream. Now it was the Mameluks of Egypt who enjoyed dominion over the Holy Land and their Sultan Qalawun who brought an army to extinguish the remnants of the County of Tripoli. The defenders were right to fear.


‘Save us, O Lord! Save us!’


‘At the hour of our tribulation, forgive our sins!’


‘Almighty God. Be with us now in the shadow of the valley!’


The citizens of Tripoli were already condemned. They saw the elite spearhead of the halqa regiments crest the buckled ramparts, the gilded wave crash with metallic fury upon the defence. Kurds, Turcomans and Arabs came restless on the flow, their battle-cries yipping and keening sharp through the clamour. An unstoppable force.


‘Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!’


Spears thrust and javelins flew, the sickle-blades of scimitars worked, the flitting darts from recurved bows chased down those in panicked stampede. People tripped and scrambled in aimless desperation. People clung to each other and prayed. People ran or cowered, attempted to hide, jostled and lowed as stricken cattle trapped between a slaughterhouse and the sea. It made no difference.


In a courtyard, a group of French merchants clawed vainly at a wall to gain purchase and height and a means to escape. Through luck and exertion they would reach the flat roof above and cross to the harbour beyond. But fortune did not smile. An arrow took one between his shoulders and he dropped ragged to the ground. His companions turned, their faces pale and mobile. Before them was a vision they had never encountered: a Mameluk hunting pack with the narrowed eyes of killers in plated lamellar breastplates flecked red. Prisoner capture was not the objective. Calmly, an archer plucked a dart from the quiver at his side and fitted it to his bow. Without a word, he raised the weapon, drew fast, aimed and fired. A second Frenchman fell. The rest attempted negotiation, offering money and appealing for mercy, their sob-stained cries swelling high in the confined space. The sound was stifled in a flurry of impacts and a profusion of feathered arrow-flights. The Mameluks moved on.


Few stood to offer a fight. Whether token or concerted, resistance was swept aside. Outside the palace of the Countess Lucia, a few insanely brave knights had formed up to slow the onslaught. They would go unthanked. The rich nobility had already taken to ships bound for Cyprus; most members of the military orders were withdrawing to their galleys to preserve their strength for future reckoning; the Venetians had simply abandoned the Genoese and stolen vessels and merchandise in vengeful farewell. The small and exhausted band of warriors stood alone.


Yet they had inflicted damage. The area about them was strewn with the heaped corpses of their foe. A battle-axe jutted from the cleaved skull of a Bedouin auxiliary who lay on others shattered in close combat. Here, a broken sword, limp in the hand of an eviscerated Nubian. There, a crossbow quarrel piercing the throat of a gaping Saracen. And everywhere, blood. A Templar nudged aside a fresh kill with his foot as a comrade swung his shield to deflect an arrow strike. It was a hopeless situation and becoming more crowded. Three Mameluks hurled javelins and followed through in howling assault, testing for weakness, ceding ground and sacrificing one of their number to the counter-blow. The knights would not easily be dislodged. These high priests of holy war were accustomed to creating piled mounds of dead. At bay, they remained ferocious. But they could not hold back an army.


Benedict stared. Out of sight, his senses almost outside his body, he crouched numb in the lee of the tempest. Somehow he breathed, somewhere his stomach was tight and his bladder loose and his limbs vibrated in the automatic terror of the moment. He was not present, he told himself. He was not hearing the shouts and jeers and the ringing clash of arms, was not choking on the kicked-up dust, was not a twelve-year-old boy and errand-runner sent with a message from Acre and now caught behind the lines. He blinked away the sting of smoke and tears. Maybe he was invisible. Maybe he would succeed as he had on countless occasions in moving swift and low and unnoticed through a bustling or baying multitude. He could walk and talk as the Arab, pass as any Levantine, switch manner and identity with the wit and practised acumen of a spy. Few paid attention to the young. It was why William of Beaujeu, grand master of the Knights Templar, employed him; it was why he had played the fool, the thief, the goatherd, the beggar, the camel-driver, the pilgrim; it was why he conveyed secret missives to Damascus and Jerusalem and to every corner of the Holy Land. And it was why he found himself in Tripoli on this day of 26 April 1289 at the precise hour of its destruction.


Even an orphan half-breed had only a limited number of lives. The knights were down and the crowd surged. Benedict stirred, judging distance and gauging flow, forcing himself to join the direction of travel. Soon he would be discovered; he needed to hurry.


The instant arrived. He slithered into the backwash of converging mobs, a jinxing form scampering, panting, praying, caught and carried in the ecstatic madness of the chase. He fell and tasted earth, shrinking back as the armour-scaled feet of Mameluks tramped by. Then he was up once more, pursued by the grim vibrancy and undulating rhythms, vaulting obstacles and traversing rooftops, ducking into recesses and worming through fissures. The harbour was his goal.


A child wailed. Benedict halted. The boy stood in the shocked misery of his abandonment, a forlorn little figure almost mute and shaking in fright.


‘You cannot stay, little brother.’ Benedict grasped an arm and squeezed tight. ‘You must come.’


‘No.’


‘I will care for you.’


‘No.’ The five-year-old drew back. ‘They will kill us.’


‘Only if we remain. You are safe with me, little brother.’ Benedict tugged at the hunched shoulder.


The younger boy resisted. ‘No.’


‘We have no time.’ He squatted and peered closely into the reddened eyes. ‘Climb on my back and do not let go. Do so or I leave you.’


Benedict bent down, the boy clambered up and they staggered on. The small boy clung fast. They could do nothing for the wounded or the slain, for those encircled, for the citizens rushing and shrieking and singing hymns. The devil was at their backs.


At the waterfront, the pressure wave of defeat had compacted the populace into an aimless and dehumanised whole. Finales were generally untidy. There were knife fights and frantic transaction and scores to be settled; there was pulsating despair and random hope; there was the sight of galleys pulling for the horizon.


‘Marshal Amalric of the Templars gives us passage on board,’ Benedict yelled at the terrified face of a customs man. ‘Tell me where to find him.’


The functionary pointed past the breakwater. ‘There is your Marshal, attended by our other brave defenders.’ Bitter sarcasm surmounted the fear.


Benedict lowered his head and thrust on, threading through, clenching tight the hand of the younger boy and tugging him close behind. The last of the longboats and open skiffs were filling and casting off, the haphazard arrangements provoking a clamoured storm of entreaties and a brute response with clubs and blades. In Europe, minstrels sang of chivalry and honour; at the wharves of Tripoli, men and women and children screamed.


A sword blocked his path. ‘You have no place here, boy.’


‘I do not, yet this young lord does.’ Benedict pushed the child before him. ‘I would scarce risk my life were his own not of value.’


‘What kind of value?’ Greed would ever out.


‘His father will pay well for his return.’ Benedict lied. ‘Quick now. He takes up little stowage.’


‘His name?’


Without pause and drawing on his own reserves of make-believe, Benedict answered. ‘Ralph, son of Raymond, a noble at the Cyprus court of King Henry. It will earn you a chest of golden marks.’


Debate concluded as the Saracens crashed in. With dread inevitability, their lances and plumed helmets and their full-throated roar cascaded on the scene. Benedict propelled his young charge to the well of the boat and turned to run, free of his responsibility. God help them all. There was a dark euphoria to being alive in the midst of death.


A man took an arrow in his temple and disappeared from view, trampled and replaced as the winnowing continued. Such sport. Benedict had reached the harbour limit: perhaps he should do as others did and make his peace and submit to fate. He looked about. An overloaded boat was splashing its way to the bare piece of rock a hundred yards or so off shore. More were following, civilians jumping into the sea with barrels and flotsam and struggling clumsily for the adjacent shore. St Thomas Island provided meagre asylum. Benedict committed himself to the swell.


He might have drowned as many did and vanished without trace or murmur, yet he persevered. He wished to tell his friend Hazzim of these events, to regale Roger de Flor and El Selim and the old Patriarch with tales of his adventure. They were all he had. At some future date he would dive again for shellfish and throw nets with the fishermen in the Bay of Acre to intercept the glittering silver run of shoaling sardine. Heavy limbs and waterlogged lungs would not prevent him.


Retching, weighed with the fatigue of his exertion, he crawled ashore and lay face down and spent upon the sandstone ledge. It was a respite of sorts. The seawater seemed to bleed from him. It was peaceful on this outcrop, an ocean away from the maelstrom behind. He did not care to dwell on the crowding images, on the narrowness of his escape and the fate of the hundreds overtaken. But the reflected horror on nearby faces compelled him to glance back. Instantly, he regretted the act. Across the water, framed against the orange-black backdrop of flame and smoke, the Moslem horde was wholly engaged. Light refracted on sharpened steel and arms flung wide to the next downward stroke.


‘Their cavalry make for us.’ The voice of a woman trembled no louder than a whisper. ‘See, they gather at the shore.’


‘They have no means to reach us.’


‘Yet their number grows with that intent.’


‘Be of faith, sister. They can do us no harm.’


A child screamed. ‘The horses enter the water!’


‘She is right.’ Alarm dragged a voice to higher pitch. ‘Riders and mounts set out for us. We are undone.’


So they were. Carefully and efficiently, the horses swam the distance. Mameluk cavalry were rarely inconvenienced or diverted from their purpose.


Half submerged and barely conscious and resting on a plank of wood Benedict floated on the current, a deserter from the field of massacre. The screams receded, the dissonant noise replaced by the slap of waves and the restless emptiness of new surroundings. A chill and lonely place. It allowed him to drift and would permit him to die. They can do us no harm. They can do us no harm. They can do us no harm. Benedict, aged twelve, an overlooked victim of just another war.


Victory contained its own particular scent. Attended by his generals and personal guards, Sultan Qalawun breathed deep as he toured the charred ruins of his most recent prize. Triumph rarely came cheap, yet it was always rewarding. He would embrace success in whatever form it was presented. The corpses blackening in the streets and wallowing in the harbour were as meaningless as crushed scarabs; the buildings that once had housed these infidel Latins would be razed and their stones carried elsewhere. Nothing would remain. To leave it standing would be to offer a future beachhead for the Crusader and an opportunity for return. That was not his plan. He had waited and watched too long to tolerate such things. He had held back his army until King Bohemond was dead and the competing factions of Genoa and Venice were at each other’s throats before committing himself to the siege. Timing was critical.


He paused, a martial figure resplendent in jewelled turban and gold-worked armour, his beard greyed and face lined with age and his dark oval eyes betraying the warrior caste of his Mameluk ancestry. His forefathers might once have been slaves, but they were hardy progeny of the Asiatic mountains. Trained in the military schools of Damascus and Cairo, they had risen to rule the Saracen domain with consummate ruthlessness and skill. Not since the mighty Salah ad-Din, uniter of the Moslem worlds, had the True Believer enjoyed such hegemony and keenness of spirit. Everyone paid tribute.


Qalawun stooped above the broken and headless remains of a priest and plucked a wooden crucifix from the stiffened fingers. The Cross had yet again proved itself inadequate. In battle, it was the forces of Islam that would prevail; in a trial of strength, it would be the Sultan of Egypt who would dominate. Saladin had left unfinished business. The great Mameluk leader Baybars had pushed the Christians from Galilee and kept them on the defence. It would be he, Qalawun, who reclaimed the entire Holy Land and brought the sacred quest to a climactic finish. The Latins clung to their hopes and their redoubts, disporting themselves in merry abandon within the royal city of Acre. If only they could see what happened here. He tossed aside the crucifix and walked on. One day, matters would be resolved.
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Chapter 1


1290


ACRE, THE HOLY LAND



‘Ben …’


He turned at the familiar voice, happy to escape bleak memories for the concerned eyes and serious countenance of his friend Hazzim. Up here on the roof of the Fonda, they could sit and while hours away with the ease and idle chat of fourteen-year-olds who had the sea before them and the royal city of Acre at their backs. Hopes could be shared and fears debated, anecdotes swapped and laughter exchanged. Benedict, the orphan progeny of a Sicilian whore and Pisan soldier, the talkative bringer of news and cheer, the adopted son of this enclave of Outremer that embraced him. All would smile at the approach of the black-haired and snub-nosed boy with the racing feet and gleeful spirit. And with him, Hazzim, a head taller, more cautious and reserved, the off spring of a local sheikh from a village on the plain. Of different forebears and separate faiths, yet they were twins of a kind. That was friendship.


‘Sit, brother.’ Speaking Arabic, Benedict slapped the flat roof beside him and waited for his comrade to comply. ‘I did not expect you.’


‘Where there are ships, there is trade.’ Hazzim nodded to a weathered merchant galley pulling past the harbour mouth.


‘And where there is trade, there are Templars.’


Benedict shielded his eyes against the morning glare and scanned the cluttered vista. Laid out in busy review, the arrayed commerce of the Latin kingdom moved in frenetic flow as though it had always been and forever would remain. Everyone profited. At the narrow mouth to the port, men toiled at a capstan to lock in earnings and raise the chain that restricted access and ensured the paying of imperial duty. Along the breakwater and at the wharves of the Cantena vessels were unloaded and resupplied for homeward passage. In the Customs House, the excise was taken and rendered to the burgeoning account of King Henry of Cyprus. And in the galleried periphery and central square of the Fonda, the international marketplace, goods were bartered and traded, paid for with gold and silver, gems and goodwill, in a tumult of tongues and mutiny of colour. It was how Acre stayed alive, ignored its fragility and pretended at its divine right of permanence. To the left, the Venetian Tower still rose, an eighty-foot statement of commitment and power; to the right, four hundred yards west along the waterfront and looming resolute in kurkar stone, was the moated Temple, the Lion Fortress, the command post of the Knights Templar. From his vantage, Benedict surveyed the whole with a practised and devoted eye. It was his empire; his home.


He clapped his friend on the back. ‘How is the fruit harvest, brother?’


‘By the grace of Allah, a fine one. And when the cherries ferment, they will be first for the still.’


‘You grow rich on the thirst of the Latins, brother.’


Hazzim shrugged. ‘Our medicines are good.’


‘Roger de Flor swears they cure all but an aching head.’ Benedict sank back and stretched out his legs. ‘You may be sure he will drink every drop from those flasks.’


‘Then no person in Acre is safe.’ They shared the joke.


‘Eau de vie.’ His eyelids shuttered, Benedict softly rolled the words in his mouth. ‘Eau de vie.’


‘The boiling vats are readied, the collecting vessels too. My father claims he waits for Benedict before he may begin.’


‘I will accept his summons, brother.’


He loved the alchemy of the process, the sweet intensity of the odours, the sight of the first pure drops of spirit condensed like dew on the glass lip. Rose petals, apricot, plum, cherry, the focus of the village and the stuff of life. He was part of it, embraced into the family. It meant he could catch a glimpse of Leila, older sister of Hazzim; he would smile shyly as she blushed and was ushered away by the women. It was a pity she no longer played as children played, no longer laughed and ran and held his hand. Thoughts of her often raided his mind, making his pulse quicken and his pores sweat, forcing the pressure in his temples and groin.


‘Will things change, Ben?’


The question was delivered with quiet sincerity and caught Benedict unprepared. He cocked an eye. ‘Change what, brother? Change how?’


‘There are rumours, Ben.’


‘We are in the Holy Land. There is always rumour of this, of that, of everything and nothing.’


‘Of war.’


Benedict sat upright and rested his arm across the shoulders of his friend. ‘You worry, brother. And worry is not for us, nor for the hour when the sun warms our backs and the world rests at our feet.’


‘This world may vanish, Ben.’


‘See the ships. See the merchants. See the knights strutting proud.’ He swept his finger across the scene and pointed to the squat and square-built Tower of Flies. ‘Each morning, the same. They change the candles and clean the glass. Every night, the light shines out again.’


‘For how long?’


‘Until we are old and grey as Abraham himself.’


‘Do you believe this, Ben?’


‘As we are friends and brothers, I do. As those twin lions atop the gate towers to the Temple are named by us Hazzim and Benedict, I do.’


‘Shall it prevent walls collapsing or restrain the wrath of the Sultan of Egypt?’


Benedict cuffed his friend good-naturedly in the chest. ‘Your misery will surely prevent me enjoying the day.’


‘You are forgetting Tripoli, Ben.’ Hazzim felt the grip tighten on his shoulder.


‘I forget little.’


Out beyond the Tower of Flies, behind the July moisture clinging as mist above the Bay of Acre, the distant shoreline and rising ground of Mount Carmel were almost obscured. At the base of the escarpment lay the former Christian settlement of Haifa. Like Tripoli, it too was in the hands of the Mameluk.


A shout and the boys jumped to their feet at the hollered news, chasing each other to reach the ground. Selim had arrived at Acre. The old cameleer had been gone these three months and would be seated as was his custom near the spreading mulberry, waiting for reunion. He was both counsel and friend, a fierce and flinty patriarch, a trader whose extended caravans trailed across deserts and mountains to bring goods to eager merchants in Jerusalem and Damascus and the coastal towns of the Levant. Arab or Frank, all did business with Selim.


Benedict led the way, his pace furious and his face keen. None compared with the grizzled ancient Selim, a man who had survived sandstorms and bandits to travel the earth, a Bedouin legend known to have dispatched by his sword scores of marauding foe. Few dared oppose him; few were as staunch in their love and loyalty as the European orphan boy.


They darted fast through the crowded streets and winding passageways, moving with the fluency of practised denizens. Every roof was their eyrie, every nook and compound well explored. Acre, a city of forty churches and the stench of Hades; Acre, a cramped profusion of dwellings, taverns and brothels girded by high and castellated walls; Acre, a place where some twenty-five thousand souls lived and worshipped, plotted and bickered and scarce could breathe in the fetid atmosphere. A toehold, a strongpoint. The epicentre and summation of remaining Frankish power.


‘Move that donkey.’


‘Make way! I am on errand!’


‘You rob me with such prices! You are no better than a thief!’


‘Insult me at your peril!’


Murmur and hubbub were punctuated by the sharper tones of altercation, by the cries of sellers and braying protest of mules, by the drunken oaths of harlots and sailors. Anyone who visited the Holy Land was washed up here, and it was in Acre the journey ended. Saracen hostility ensured neither pilgrim nor soldier would reach the interior or were likely ever to return alive. Stalemate and stand-off and the inhabitants clung on.


The two boys pushed through, waving to Theobald the Knight of St John and cheering at the sight of the court dwarf Amethyst perched high in the saddle-basket of an ambling pack horse. St Andrew’s Church, the English quarter, the Hospitaller redoubt, the solemn form of the Patriarchate, the Auberge of the Teutonic Knights, were all way points on the teeming route as the youngsters made for the outlying gates. Ahead of them was the inner line of defence dominated by the soaring edifice of the Accursed Tower. Next, a dry moat contained by the outer wall and its key gateway nestled within the protective bulk of the mighty King Henry Tower. Another deep and dry moat, spanned by a drawbridge, and the outer fortification, the barbican known as the Tower of King Hugh, was reached. Comforting features, a series of angled killing zones and cul-de-sacs, portcullises and armoured doors, murder holes and arrow slits. They gave the impression of impregnability and permanence. Benedict joshed with the guards as they lazed at their posts and ushered his companion onwards.


This was his garden, the plain of Acre. There were citrus and olive groves, a profusion of orchards, the blanket spread of fields and plantations that stretched to a brown and more barren horizon. Scattered sparse among them were the fortified farmsteads and villages, the agrarian fiefdoms of the knights, the homes of the Arabs and Jews and others uninvited to live among the Christians. There was hardly an irrigation channel the two friends had not leapt, scarcely a tree they had not climbed. It was only the tanneries and slaughterhouses Benedict avoided. They reeked of death, redolent of a recent past in which he was twelve years old and running through the howling streets of Tripoli. He would not venture back.


They found Selim as they always found him, a tall and still figure watchful and austere at the heart of his clan. His authority was total. After all, he had lived long and was worthy of deference. He had seen the Kush and the Himalyas, he had traded with the Mongol and the Chin. With his sword and camel whip at his side and his retinue in close attendance, he chewed on pistachios and spat the shells and stared out from the shade of a woven and embroidered canopy. His basalt-black eyes missed nothing; his instructions were issued with a nod or an inflection of the hand. People said he was as ancient as the holy texts. People said he was moulded from the weathered dunes. People said he was the greatest cameleer of them all.


The fierce immobility of his countenance dissolved to a grin as he rose to greet his visitors. Hazzim stood back respectfully, but Benedict stepped forwards to the wide embrace.


‘Ben, Waladii.’ Selim kissed him and held his arms, the better to scrutinise. ‘You grow towards manhood in my absence.’


‘And you still live, Amm Selim.’


‘Though I wrestle monsters and fight demons, by the grace of Allah the Most Merciful, I do.’ He patted the boy on the face. ‘I am the younger at seeing you, Waladii.’


‘Did you visit Egypt?’


‘And every town, caravanserai and stretch of desert in between. It is why my caravan is heavy-laden. Gold from Cairo, frankincense from Gaza, silks and myrrh and horses and hunting-birds from a hundred other places.’


‘Now you may rest, Amm Selim.’


‘Not I, for I have business here.’ He motioned for the boys to sit. ‘Yet all may wait while we talk and eat bread and dates.’


The youngsters accepted happily, squatting on their haunches, settling into a ritual as old as their memories and as comforting as the arrival of the swifts. Selim was here and that was what mattered.


The old man peered towards the walls of Acre. ‘What news, Waladii? Does your city still stink of shit?’


‘What city does not, Amm Selim?’


‘The truest of words. You know what we Bedu say of such places and people?’ They did, but he continued. ‘When Allah created the world, he captured the lightning and from it fashioned the nomad. Then he took the wind and created the horse, plucked a cloud for the camel and a pinch of earth for the donkey. Finally, he selected the dung of the donkey and produced every one of the town-dwellers.’


Benedict feigned offence. ‘But I dwell in a town, Amm Selim …’


‘You are a son of the deserts and sea, would never be born of the arse of a donkey.’


‘I know some who are.’


Selim nodded. ‘How is my great friend, the rogue Roger de Flor?’


‘He makes more enemies than friends, Amm Selim.’


‘An untamed spirit who is true to himself. For it, I respect him. He would die for you, Waladii.’


‘And I for him.’


‘Let us trust it shall not come to that.’ The aged caravan master broke bread and turned to the young Arab. ‘Greetings to your father and mother, Hazzim.’


‘I thank you, Sidi.’


‘As I am grateful for their elixirs and trade. The village prospers?’


‘With the blessing and will of Allah, it does.’


‘May He grant you all peace and riches.’ Another tear of the bread. ‘I bring you both gifts from my travels, bounty you may pick from the smaller packs. First, our game.’


They crouched about the gul bara board, the ivory counters ready, each of the three players directed to their contest. Selim always made time. Another rite took place about them, the camels kneeling or standing in rows, their drivers drinking tea or offloading merchandise or patrolling the encampment.


Enthusiastic cries rippled faint from the ramparts, following the trajectory of a stone as it was flung high from a catapult. A training shot. Small figures crowded the walls to witness the display, their interest rewarded with a solid strike and eruption of dirt some several hundred paces out. The applause was deserved.


Selim squinted. ‘As boys will throw a pebble, so men will hurl a rock.’


‘Is it not fair sport, Amm Selim?’


‘A sport that leads to bloodshed. A sport that leaves few victors.’


‘They are drawing back the arm again.’ Benedict peered at the indistinct view. ‘It will range further this time.’


‘We have a soldier, a sergeant of artillery, in our midst.’ The old man contemplated the youth.


‘There is dignity in it, Amm Selim.’


‘Foolhardiness also. You listen too much to Roger de Flor.’


‘He speaks with the wisdom of his experience.’


‘And with the experience of one who should know more.’


‘Have you not killed many, Amm Selim?’


‘War is different and you have seen it.’ His voice gruff, the old camel master concentrated on the board. ‘Leave such theatre to others, Waladii.’


‘I cannot. See, they let fly another boulder.’


Selim left them to it; he would not interrupt. He had witnessed such things on countless occasions, had spied the same martial drills among the warrior caste of Egypt. Black oxen, the Mameluks called their siege catapults. Perhaps they would soon be dragging their way up here, to nod their heads and graze on the plain of Acre. The second shot was taken and a direct hit scored against a thorn bush.


‘They do well, Amm Selim.’


‘Will it suffice? Shall it preserve the safe destiny of Acre?’


‘I prefer gul bara to riddles.’ Benedict reached for the ivory pieces.


His hand was taken and squeezed tight in the roughened palm. ‘No riddle, Waladii. For you, only a choice. Between boyhood and manhood. Between Frank and Arab, infidel and True Believer. Between remaining and departure. Between light and darkness. Between life and death.’


The boy smiled. ‘You fret like Hazzim.’


‘I fear for you, Waladii. I fear.’ The pressure from the enclosing fingers did not ease.
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‘Felicitas!’


It was a battle-cry, a favourite of Julius Caesar and now used by a bare-chested man leaping riotously from a first-floor window. He had plainly attempted the feat before. Tumbling expertly on landing, he rolled and recovered, a giant amused and light on his feet, one hand on his sword-grip and the other fumbling to tighten the cord belt about his waist. There was a certain etiquette to cuckolding a rich Venetian merchant and being caught in flagrante by his servants. It was a breach of the code, but even as an audience gathered and a motley and avenging band arrived bearing arms, the escapist was unperturbed. He bowed and strolled, danced a few steps, paraded with the confidence of a trickster. Roger de Flor was enjoying himself.


He called out in Italian. ‘You may offer me your surrender if you wish.’


‘We offer you our blades.’ The retort was blunt. ‘You defile our hospitality and debase the honour of one of our brethren.’


‘I am the captain of a galley. What else would you expect?’ De Flor adjusted his position, his eyes scanning the belligerent faces.


‘You will wish you had stayed at sea, you dog.’


‘A dog prefers to lift its leg ashore.’


The enemy spokesman scowled. ‘Your ready tongue counts for little here, de Flor.’


‘Though it wins me audience and affection in the chambers of your women.’


There were hoots and whistles from the expectant throng. Around the circumference of the small square men and women made room for the coming fray. Frank, Arab and Jew were united in their interest, emerging from the alleyways in their hats, keffiyehs and wound liripipe caps.


The Venetian ringleader spat in the dirt. ‘You offend the commune, de Flor. You commit infamy and insult to our pride.’


‘Would that I might do it more often.’


‘Yet you are outnumbered.’ At the wave of a dagger the opposition deployed to a wider front.


‘I have my friends.’


De Flor grounded his sword and spun to catch a quarterstaff lofted by a sidekick. He still commanded some allegiance, drew followers with his piratical ways. There might be need of them. Yet for the while he was content to calculate and confront the odds, to dominate the space. It was his argument. His problem.


The voice was mocking. ‘What consolation a stick, de Flor?’


‘It is my solace you will pray without your teeth.’ The adventurer whirled the staff in exhibition. ‘Have at me, my friends.’


‘You will pay.’


‘So, come to collect your wage.’


They tried, advancing in a rush, and were outmanoeuvred in a confused circus of raining blows and upended feet as attackers became the attacked. De Flor moved among them, a muscled and dextrous practitioner alone and fast at the centre of the fight. A knifeman took an end of the staff full in his face, his companion the other. Both fell screaming. A studded cosh swung and was parried, its wielder struck and thrown raggedly back; a sailor tried his hand, and was rewarded with a pummelling; a baker, a leather-worker, an infantryman all leapt forwards and each in turn had his nose, knee and clavicle broken. Their target deftly worked his quarterstaff. To the left and right, jabbing and feinting, sweeping and controlling, he let his opponents come on. The next wave descended and was dealt with as summarily as the first. The field of battle was transformed to a groaning catchment of crippled and crawling men.


His chief antagonist glared, uncertain. ‘The Doge shall hear of this …’


‘That is for the good.’ Holding the quarterstaff double-handed as a sword, de Flor tapped the weapon rhythmically on the ground. ‘Perchance he will send from Venice men and not beardless infants to do his battle.’


‘You will regret such action, de Flor.’


‘At present, I am enjoying it.’ He noted a prone figure reaching for a misplaced knife and stepped to break the fingers with a single pestle stroke.


‘Roger!’


Benedict’s voice was sharp in its alarm. The fourteen-year-old had sought out his friend and patron and found him. Laughter or trouble were common accompaniments. Slow and deliberate and nonchalant in defiance, de Flor raised his eyes to the new threat. A brace of kneeling crossbowmen had their weapons cocked and levelled at his chest. They awaited the order.


De Flor continued to beat tempo with his quarterstaff. ‘No soldier may outrun the flight of an ash quarrel.’


‘Nor would we expect it.’ The Venetian tried to suppress his own delight. ‘Are we to hear word of contrition at the hour of your death? A plea for clemency? A sermon of regret?’


‘None of these.’


‘Then you are surely damned and deservedly so.’ The hand was raised, preparatory to the finale.


It failed to drop. Behind de Flor, in the sightline of the Venetians, an armoured rank of sergeants in jupon jackets and dun-coloured mantles had appeared. They were Templars and they too had crossbows.


Their leader called out. ‘By authority of the Temple, you will not harm a servant of our order.’


‘Servant?’ Dull outrage glowered back from the Venetian. ‘He is nothing to God or mortal but a Catalan louse or reptile.’


‘A base creature over whose possession you would not care to shed your blood.’


‘He is ours, Templar.’


‘You will find he is not.’ An air of calm authority exuded from the newcomer.


It met and fractured on the thin skin of the Italian. ‘We cannot give up our prisoner.’


‘Yet your jailers appear ill matched to their task. Deliver him to us.’ Crossbows lowered. ‘Alive.’


Pride and contest were already lost. Grudgingly, with curses and backwards glances, the Venetians limped away in their retreat. They were poor losers. The crowd applauded and jeered, jubilant or dismayed according to allegiance. But the champion was de Flor.


He shook himself down and collected his sword, donning the undershirt thrown him by a man-at-arms. For the burly galley captain and chancer, it would prove merely an interlude to further escapade and roving pursuit. He tousled the hair of a beaming Benedict and winked.


‘I am a poor exemplar to you, boy.’


‘You are the victor.’


‘For my sins I am, and they are varied in their number.’ He seemed comfortable at the thought. ‘I cannot say my foes are much depleted by the action this day.’


‘They seem wounded by it.’


De Flor laughed. ‘If only the Grand Master of the order would see matters as you do. But he will not. Beaujeu will make me sweat for the honour of his intervention.’


‘He saved you, Roger.’


‘There is always purpose in his method as there is in mine.’ The large man stooped and whispered in his ear. ‘When the dust is watered and the throng dispersed, return to the house from whence I jumped and collect from its lady the keepsakes she promised.’


‘Gold?’


‘What better token of high esteem? Now, I am to the Lion Fortress and you go to your duties.’


Accustomed to running errands or ferrying excuses, Benedict sloped into the multitude. Just another boy dressed in a dusty djellabah. As de Flor watched him, his heart pinched briefly and protectively. Behind him, the Templars stood waiting.


Conflict of a different kind was underway in the great hall of the royal palace in Acre. Altercation and duel might flare on the streets, but it was in this chamber that bitterness and disputation truly showed. There was power at stake, prestige and position to struggle for, the allocation of favours and riches fractiously to debate. Acre was the last great port and presence of the Latin kingdom of Outremer. Crusader nature was to fight, and so here they fought each other.


At the head of the long oaken table, Amalric, Constable of the city and brother to King Henry of Cyprus, sat wearily and kneaded the growing ache behind his brow. This was his fief and his curse. He viewed the men arrayed before him, the most senior knights and influential lords, the grand masters of the military orders, the silk-trimmed dignitaries representing private ambition and city-state interest. A snakepit. To the guttering glow of oil lamps and tallow, and in the backwashed stink of the exterior, they would continue to pound their fists and vent opinion. Fine tapestries were small recompense for such a posting.


Amalric sighed. ‘Am I not bailli of this city? Do I not command your fealty and obedience?’


‘We answer to the Pope.’ William of Beaujeu, grand master of the Templars appraised him with deep-set and calculating eyes. ‘Whilst he is aware of coming war and calls for Crusade, you and your courtiers dance and carouse and dream of Camelot.’


‘His Reverend Lord the Pope is not in Acre. Nor do I see his fleet arrive.’


‘The more reason we prepare our own defence, your highness.’


‘And provoke Qalawun?’


‘He needs no provocation or excuse.’ Beaujeu leant back and addressed the whole. ‘It is two hundred years since we took Jerusalem. Two hundred years of futile sallies and fighting retreat. Two hundred years in which we have squandered every gain we made.’


‘Your point, Beaujeu?’ It was a Pisan who spoke.


‘The Sultan of Egypt has waited long enough. Each morsel he has taken gives him greater appetite. As he seized Tripoli, so will he come to swallow us.’


‘Where is your proof?’


‘I hear rumours from Cairo, reports from every corner of the Saracen realm.’


‘Rumours? Reports?’ There was snorted derision from a French noble. ‘Is mere gossip to undermine our treaty of peace and truce with the Mameluks?’


With withering civility, Beaujeu surveyed him. ‘What is a treaty to the Mameluks? What are peace and truce to one such as Qalawun who is sworn to rid the Holy Land of Christians?’


‘Your warmongering will not aid us.’


‘Nor your blind ignorance.’


The nobleman struck the table with his fist, his face tight and mottling in ire. ‘I am not the one who is blind, Beaujeu. Look about you. See the warehouses fill, the harvests grow tall, the caravan trains from Damascus weighed heavy by their goods.’


‘I peer upon a wider distance.’


‘No, Grand Master. You Templars consider yourselves and guard your interests, protect your banking and your wealth.’


‘None has defended the faith or Holy Land more bravely than we.’


‘As you did at Tripoli when your Marshal and his men took flight aboard their galleys?’ The sour intervention came from a Burgundian. ‘You are not the sole receiver of news, Beaujeu. Some would claim your belligerent sounds and martial fury are linked close to the hostility and censure you suffer in Europe.’


‘And what would you suppose?’


‘That your much vaunted order is reviled. That your warrior-priests grow fat and rich and slothful. That you lost Outremer to the Saracen and favour with our princes and thus forfeit your reason to exist.’


‘Such spite and venom.’


If he were pricked by criticism, Beaujeu did not show it. He was accustomed to dealing with ingrates and fools, to negotiating the treacherous currents of politics and power-play. Acre must survive. Should it fall, his reputation would follow and the sacred flame and mystery of the Temple would die. He could not let that happen. Too much blood had been shed, too many of his brethren sacrificed. By sleight of hand or force of arms, he would ensure the longevity of his order and avoid the ignominy of failure and the torment of eternal damnation. This was his vow and his objective.


The Constable directed his gaze to the old man quietly listening at the far end. ‘What say you of such matters, our beloved Patriarch?’


‘I am a man of God and not of war, know little of any rumour or hearsay of coming campaign.’ His Beatitude tugged at his robe, a dignified and kindly presence uncomfortable among the quarrelsome brood. ‘Yet of this I am aware. I am sufficiently aged to have wept in Gethsemane and bent my head in reverence before the Holy Sepulchre. I recognise that we in Acre are the weakened rump of what was once our Kingdom of Jerusalem. And I understand that as the blessed St Sebastian was pierced by arrows in his chest, so we too may suffer martyrdom for our faith.’


Silence ensued, an interlude that allowed Beaujeu to observe the sadness in the ancient eyes and the shadow of premonition. The moment passed, shattered by the sound of heavy chamber doors being slammed wide. Through the open portal scampered the dwarf Amethyst dressed in the skins of a hound, a comic turn bearing a parchment letter in its jaws and bounding on to the table in frantic quest to reach its master. The mood changed and mirth returned.


Beaujeu nodded to himself. He was not so isolated after all. The Patriarch too had seen the future.
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Chapter 2


‘Our wayward and unruly beast is penned.’


Roger de Flor did not appear chastened by the words. He sprawled unrepentant on a horsehair couch, feigning disinterest as the grand master entered his cell. Beaujeu was accustomed to his insolence. He carried a ceramic pitcher from which he decanted generous measures of wine into a pair of goblets before handing one to his prisoner. The adventurer took it, drank and returned the vessel for more.


Beaujeu seated himself in a chair opposite and studied his prisoner for a while. ‘How many times have you flouted the laws of this order? How many occasions have we plucked you from the jaws of your own destruction?’


‘I do not count.’


‘Nor do you see much reason to think.’ The grand master reached to refill the still proffered cup. ‘Are you impervious to the power of the cross affixed there above your head?’


‘Our Saviour would forgive me my weakness.’


‘There are manifold number in Acre who would not. I brought you here to the Temple as much to preserve them from your depravity as you from their clamorous indignation.’


‘Your order must hold me in great esteem.’


‘We pay you well, de Flor. You captain our galleys, train our men-at-arms, and are sent where we require an element of brute force.’


‘My gifts are forever at your service.’


‘Sadly, they are attached to the man.’ Beaujeu summoned a thin and unconvincing smile. ‘Your wiles are those of the jackal and your strength that of a baited bear. Yet your manners belong to a wild goat.’


‘It is why you and not I wear the blood-red Latin cross upon the left shoulder.’


‘It is fortunate then that I am a soldier of Christ, and provident too that I believe in your redemption.’


More wine was drunk and the minutes passed in quiet contemplation. They were warriors fashioned of separate cloth. On one side, the groomed slyness of Beaujeu, the noble-born immersed in intrigue and consumed with cold and holy passion; on the other, the wilful intelligence of de Flor, the twenty-three-year-old son of a falconer and a soldier of small fortune, a Catalan-Germanic wanderer drawn by the prospect of women, war and prize. It was an unconventional and often adversarial alliance bred largely of necessity, but from difference could grow a symmetry of purpose.


‘I hear that in Sicily they still speak of you with terror, de Flor.’


‘It was hard fighting.’


‘You gave no quarter, spared no life.’


‘Is this your complaint?’


‘My observation.’ The grand master tapped a finger, marked time and chose his words. ‘There is every reason to believe that your prowess once more may be called upon.’


‘I see no sign of it.’


‘Then you are as blind as the Council, and as gripped by your own reflection as the perfumed young knights and effeminate squires who parade and carouse and dress for the pageant of the Queen of Femenie.’


De Flor grimaced. ‘They choose to garb themselves as damsels. I would rather dress in mail.’


‘So speaks a true fighter.’ Beaujeu leant forwards, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. ‘The auguries are dark for those who seek them. Acre is imperilled, de Flor.’


‘I rarely inhabit a place that is not.’


‘As He did to Admah and Zeboim, to Sodom and Gomorrah, so the Lord shall rain down brimstone and fire upon our heads. We will be turned to a waste of salt and sulphur-nothing.’


‘Then I will be sure to carry my affairs elsewhere.’


‘The Knights Templar shall remain to the finish.’ Beaujeu kept his gaze fixed. ‘As will you.’


‘Indeed?’ De Flor raised an eyebrow quizzically.


‘I am in no doubt Sultan Qalawun plots in Cairo with his emirs and generals to take us.’


‘Did we not sign an accord in April in solemn faith with Qalawun?’


‘Our faiths are hostile.’


‘Yet the treaty remains.’


‘It is a truce crafted to last ten years, ten months and a full ten days. An enemy feint intended to lull. I am far from lulled.’


‘Are there reinforcements for our cause?’


‘None that are of consequence. I sent John of Grailly to Europe to raise men and money and he has inspired nothing but a rabble of Lombardy peasants to flock to the ports.’


De Flor yawned. ‘My argument with Italians is well enough known.’


‘I have more pressing concerns. The armies of the Saracen will converge from Egypt and Syria. Eighty thousand, ninety, one hundred thousand infidel or more will come with savage intent and engines of war against us.’


‘Your Beauséant might seem a little paltry against such force.’


That famed Beauséant, the banner of the order depicting a red cross charged upon a black and white field, had fluttered over every battlefield in the Holy Land where Crusader met and fought Mohammedan. They might trade and bank and amass a fortune in their coffers, yet the Templars never lost the cutting edge of their swords or forsook their vow of eternal combat. When the trumpet sounded and the great steel helms were donned, carnage was more important than compromise. William of Beaujeu and his prayerful and ruthless brethren of the Temple were not about to yield.


De Flor rested his goblet. ‘You inform me for a reason.’


‘I am calling upon you to fulfil your duty and abide by our compact.’


‘And if I were to choose an alternate course?’


‘The protection afforded to you by the Temple will be withdrawn.’ Beaujeu delivered the news in the reasoned tones of a consummate bargainer. ‘The Venetians are not alone in wanting your head.’


De Flor reclined his head on the rough pillow of rolled blanket. ‘I’m listening.’


‘There is only one army that might blunt the thrust of the Mameluk.’


‘The Mongol.’ It was a flat statement of fact.


Beaujeu inclined his head. ‘Arghun, their Khan, has pledged to invade Syria with his horde by the end of their Year of the Tiger. This is the year.’


De Flor absorbed the tidings without an obvious glimmer of response. He could shadowbox as well as Beaujeu. But the Mongols? The grand master had surpassed himself. He was throwing the dice with the blind tenacity of a man who believed God and destiny were at his shoulder. Perhaps there was no option. Yet the Mongols, those great warrior-horsemen of the plains, had been defeated by the Saracens in battle some thirty years before, had been driven from Syria and showed no inclination to return. The adventurer was not so foolish as to underestimate or completely trust the Templar.


Beaujeu interrupted his silent musings. ‘I hear a rumour that Arghun sickens unto death. Should the Khan not endure and his horde fail to come, we in Acre are doomed.’


‘You intend me for a mission?’


The knight stood to replace the burning rushes in their brackets, the fresh illumination catching his features in their yellow glow. He turned back to the soldier.


‘I must first have proof that Sultan Qalawun deceives us. I need evidence his troops are readied and his battle plans drawn.’


‘I will be cut to pieces if I journey near Damascus.’


‘Not if you should travel in disguise with the caravans. Not if you are accompanied by the boy.’


‘It is too dangerous for him.’


‘He will be eager to go and you will ensure it.’ The tip of a bulrush sputtered to flame. ‘Was Abraham not willing for the love of God to sacrifice his own son Isaac?’


‘I am no Abraham and you are not God.’


‘My authority is from the Pope and his direct from heaven above. Discover what I ask for, de Flor.’


‘And then?’


‘You have my sanction to proceed with haste to the Mongols. Find their Khan. Bring us his army and our salvation.’
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They were setting fire to the sugar cane, the burning brands spreading the flame and the tall grasses sinking into the deeper and reddening glow. It was the precursor to harvesting. When the smoke was cleared and the dead vegetation gone, the labourers would scythe through with their cane-knives, cutting low and collecting fast and sending the heaped carts to the crushing mills nearby. This was Hospitaller territory. With their five guarded plantations located on the plain of Acre, these Knights of St John of Jerusalem controlled the sugar trade and made their fortune. The Templars might have finance and the sea; the Hospitallers had in their thrall the sweet palate of every court and castle in Europe. Such a concession was worth fighting and crusading for.


Benedict glimpsed the blaze and averted his eyes. With the young knight Theobald of Alzey at his side, he often accompanied the mules as they ferried the crystallised produce to the storerooms of the order. That was a tradition, like tasting the cane juice and stirring the molasses, like scrubbing the boiling-vats and cleansing the condensing cones in the outside troughs. Yet the flames reminded him of St Thomas Island, of the day he looked back to the Tripoli foreshore, of the moment he was pulled from the water scarcely alive and on to a longboat.


‘Shall we gallop and stretch the horses, Theo?’


‘When our duties here are done and we have toured the sick and needy in the hospice.’ Theobald cried an order to the muleteers and resumed his pace. ‘There are bones to set and heads to bind since your guardian de Flor put about him with a staff.’


‘I saw it for myself, Theo. Not a man could put a wound on him.’


‘Then I am glad to be a Hospitaller knight and no mere Venetian brawler.’


The youngster kicked away a stone. ‘Do you prefer to fight or to heal and tend?’


‘There is time for each and demand for both. It is why I made a sacred oath to bring succour to the Christian and harm to the infidel who threatens. It is why I am as ready to give medicine as I am to wield the lance.’


‘Selim is an infidel. Hazzim too. They are yet my friends.’


Theobald laughed. ‘Man is imperfect and God mysterious.’


‘Saracen or Jew, leper, beggar or thief. All are helped by you, Theo.’


‘Did not the Samaritan aid the Pharisee? Are we not bidden to do unto others as they would do to us?’ It provoked a nod from the boy. ‘My grandfather was Otto of Alzey. He was not much older than you when he came to the Holy Land with the blighted Crusade of Children.’


‘He is spoken of in reverence and regard.’


‘And he is worthy of his repute, Ben. He cared for many and too, when called, found employ for his sword.’


They paused close to a village on the Turon ridge a mile out from the city walls. An event was taking place, a gathering of citizens and worthies that suggested a sporting contest or execution. It was both. The crack of a whip and the rearing whinny of horses, and two riderless Arab geldings stampeded away on an outward course. The animals knew the circuit and their role. They would cover the ground at furious speed, trampling scrub and thorn, kicking up clods of earth and the pebble spray of limestone. In their wake, tied fast by the ankles and attached by lengths of rope, were dragged a couple of flayed and screaming prisoners. A lap of dishonour, an untidy end to their careers.


The ash-blonde knight and the dark-haired boy stood to let the procession by. They could hear the cheers and observe the ploughing and bounding passage of the bundles towed.


With a gentle hand, Theobald steadied the youngster. ‘You should not witness such things, Ben.’


‘I have seen worse.’
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