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Foreword


Three Thousand Years of Crime


The title may be the same but the contents are all different. Here is an entirely new selection of historical whodunnits and period puzzles covering over 3,000 years, from the Queen of Sheba to the Titanic. Twenty-six stories, fifteen of them entirely new and specially written for this collection.


As always I’ve looked for stories that cover as wide a range of history as possible, but also a wide geographical spread. So we have stories from ancient Assyria to colonial Australia, from the Crusades to Revolutionary America and from Pisa to Old Manhattan.


We have several characters returning from past anthologies so you will find Herodotus trying to solve a puzzle in Egypt, Claudia up to her tricks again in ancient Rome, Chaucer trying to avert a war, Dame Frevisse bringing her sleuthing techniques to the monastic world, and Sister Fidelma solving an unusual crime in seventh century Ireland.


But we also have a lot of new characters and settings. They range from such renowned historical individuals as Prince Henry the Navigator and Hildegarde of Bingen to those whom history overlooked such as Theophilus the Fool, Jasper Shrig, the Bow Street Runner and Ian Rankin’s creation, Cully the Caddy in Old Edinburgh.


So let’s part the mists of time to reveal the mysteries of the past.


Mike Ashley


December 2004
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His Master’s Servant


Philip Boast


For once I shall part with convention. In all my previous anthologies I have set out the stories in chronological order from the earliest setting to the most recent. Although the rest of the anthology follows that format I wanted this story to open the book because it contains a theme which will keep recurring. It is set during the Crusades when the European and Arabian cultures clashed, something we are still all too familiar with today, and the basis of this story prepares us both to look further back in time and to consider the present. You will find the theme of prejudice throughout this anthology, whether it be religious, racial, sexual or philosophical.


Philip Boast has written a number of historical epics, often with a fantasy or religious theme, including Sion (1999), the story of Jesus and Mary Magdalene, and Deus (1997), which also has links with the Crusades and deals with the legacy of a crime committed in London in the thirteenth century.


 


The Templar fortress, Jaffa, the Holy Land, October 1192


“Hear your servant, O Lord!”


I waited. Darkness. The single candle flame. The stone walls of my prayer-cell.


“Your humble servant begs you to hear, Lord.”


Silence.


“Lord, give me strength to slaughter the infidels,” I prayed. “Guide my sword to the throats of the Saracen demons. Give me grace to kill those spawn of Hell, their women, and children, and their animals, and burn their buildings and blasphemous books, to make a world fit for your holy Cross.”


I whispered prayers until I was hoarse. Not a sound in the great fortress; the ninth hour of the night, the soul’s darkest hour between Matins and Lauds. My aching knees bled into my chain mail, my hair-shirt burned and itched my flesh. I rested my forehead on my sword-hilt shaped like the Cross. “Lord, give us back Jerusalem.” Jerusalem, City of God, that we call Hierosolyma. “Let me die seizing your holy City from the devils. Show me a sign.”


But my master, the one true God, did not reply.


I groaned, falling on my face. What earthly master notices his servant? None. The servant performs his duties or is whipped. But to be ignored is worse.


I grasped the whip-handle that lay on the stone bed, tore my back bare of my hair-shirt, raised the whip high.


“Grant my eyes one last sight of Jerusalem, O Lord,” I prayed.


“Sir Roger,” said a small voice.


I brought down the whip upon my back, in flagellante delicto, the agony both startling and familiar.


Know me, Christian: I am Sir Roger de Belcourt, servant and slave of the One True God, Knight of the Order of the Poor Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon. I am Knight Templar, soldier of God, warrior-priest. My life is God and death.


The healing blood trickled on my spine. More, more, I cried. Hear your loyal servant, O Lord. I was dizzy with prayer.


“Sir, ’tis me!” That small voice again, mouse-small, frightened.


I paused, panting and rose to my knees. The boy stood in the doorway, sixteen years at most, head bowed over the candle in his hand, peeping eyes terrified. He was small because starved as a child, abandoned at Temple Gate in London; I am six feet tall, my sword longer than he. I stared at the lad through my sweat, the lead tails of the whip dripping my blood, trying to think.


“Sir Roger,” he quavered, “ ’Tis I, Dickon-a-Ferret, your servant.”


“Ah,” I croaked. “You. It’s wrong for a master to forget his servant.” I tousled his hair. “Dickon, yes.”


“For the last five years,” he said eagerly, “since I was a child and Jerusalem was lost to Satan, I serve you night and day.”


I’d hardly noticed the boy; why should I, my weapons and armour are always oiled ready, my war-horse saddled; on campaign he turns up wine, a cockerel leg, a loaf, something; a good servant.


“Well, boy, goodnight.” I threw myself on the straw. “I’ll sleep now. Wake me for Lauds.”


In chapel we thousand knights pray as one man, brothers all. There are no women here, not one. No female contaminates our purity. The only female flesh I have touched, to my knowledge, is my mother when I was born. My war-horse is a stallion, to ride a meek small mare would disgrace me. Hen, or sow, or ewe, or cow meat, has never passed my lips. No milk, ever. The boy coughed, still waiting. I sighed. “What?”


“Sir,” he burst out. “ ’Tis someone!”


I opened my eyes.


“The Master sent me, sir. He commands your presence.”


“The Master?” I blinked, fully awake. “De Gondemar commands me?”


“Himself!” squeaked the boy. “Quick, sir.” He covered my torn hair-shirt with a linen vest (permitted in hot climates), jumped on the bed to pull my tabard over my head, lifted my sword from the rack with both hands and strapped it around my waist. “He commands no delay!”


There’s no mirror in my cell lest the sin of vanity claim me, but there was a water trough in the stone corridor. I glimpsed my face as I plunged my head beneath the surface: my blue eyes in blistered sunburnt cheeks, lips split by weeks of thirst on campaign, black beard matted to my chest, unkempt hair to my shoulders.


My tabard was blazoned with the Holy Cross, red on white, in God’s fresh blood.


I walked fast. “Is the castle attacked?”


He ran behind me, not my equal. “All’s quiet, sir.”


It was too quiet. The king’s men snored. I stepped over them in the shadows. None woke. Where were the sentries? From the winding stair I crossed the Order’s immense stable, a thousand stallion ready for battle at an hour’s notice despite the truce forced on us by Satan’s army. Princes back home stabbed us in the back with intrigues and vices, and so the Devil, taking the shape of his creature Saladin, mocked us safe from the conquered heart of Christendom: our holy, bleeding city of Jerusalem, which my eyes would never see again.


“Where’s the stable boys?” I whispered.


No sentries on the ramparts, only the moonlit sea. I pushed the boy away and drew my sword. “Orders, sir,” he whispered. “No one sees you come or go. The Master says so.”


“Why?” I kept my sword ready, and well clear of pillars and dark doorways.


“Someone, sir. Disguised. From outside. Masked, his cape caked with desert-dust.”


“No traveller crosses the desert, it’s a place of demons.”


“Yes, sir,” he shuddered.


It was a long, steep climb to Gondemar’s quarters. No aide-de-camp, not even a foot-soldier waiting at the stair-top. The heavy arched door to the sanctum swung open at my touch. The Master, shorter than I and plumper, took my elbow without a word. The door closed softly behind. “What of my servant?” I asked.


“Who?” Gondemar already forgot the boy. Without a word, nervous, agitated, he led me to his private sanctum. A few candles flickered in the great turret, casting more shadow than illumination. The sanctum was a masonic circle on several levels joined by stairs. Tapestries and hieroglyphs hid the stone walls, a fortune in golden books lay stacked on sideboards, and I was amazed by a huge Holy Bible open on a stand, the first I’d seen outside a chapel. Such knowledge is dangerous without a priest’s guidance, yet thrilling; I glimpsed dense hand-written Latin, some monk’s life’s work, but still Gondemar pulled me forward. A candle flared in the draught from an arrow-slit, and for a moment I marvelled at a Templar world-map with Jerusalem at its centre. In a chair behind the map something moved, a shape more shadow than flesh, then a crown-circlet glinted. I gasped and threw myself to my knees. The King, but not a word was said.


Gondemar lifted me to my feet, murmuring, “Whoever you think you see here, he is not.”


I nodded, for Gondemar commands me, and over him the Pope, not King Richard. Behind the English King who was not here, and a few steps below, a half-shadow moved across a lower level as though blown by the draught. I could not fix my eye on its shape; examining a book, the weave of a tapestry – I glimpsed a pale hand – moving on.


Gondemar began, “A matter of the utmost delicacy –”


I drew my sword with a clatter. “I’m your man, Master!”


There was laughter from below. A child’s laughter. There was mockery in it.


“ ‘I’m your man’,” drawled the King’s voice. “My dear Gondemar, is this bluff fellow really the same Sir Roger de Belcourt who famously claimed that, if it could be proven to him beyond doubt, he would deny even the existence of God?”


“Indeed, Sire.” Gondemar sounded uncomfortable. “He was lucky to escape excommunication and the stake. On the other hand, as His Holiness the Pope pointed out, St Augustine proved beyond doubt that God definitely does exist, so the question of Him not doing so cannot possibly arise. Sir Roger was freed from his chains without recanting.”


“An honest man, then?”


“I believe no less, Sire.”


“Perhaps he is a lucky fool.”


“A righteous Christian,” Gondemar said. “A heart pure and true.”


“Truth is dangerous,” Richard murmured. “Is he ready to die horribly?”


“No man is braver.” Gondemar pressed my hand, returning my half-drawn sword to its scabbard. “You won’t need that tonight, Sir Roger. You’re asked for by name.”


I glanced at the King. “No, not by me, sir knight.” Richard sounded ill, weary. “I return to England, to more troubles of my own.”


Gondemar said, “By Saladin.”


“Satan?” I echoed dumbly, “Satan asks for me?” A shudder ran up my back – a shudder, and a thrill.


“Your honest man’s a fool!” called the child. “Time’s wasting.”


Gondemar ploughed on. “Your dangerous reputation spreads like a net to trap you, Sir Roger. Even Satan, it seems, hears of your, ah, controversial honesty.”


“Shall I prize compliments from our enemies?”


“Is it a compliment?” laughed the child.


“Saladin wishes to meet you, Sir Roger. The moment demands an honest man.”


I stared. At the Horns of Hattin the Devil-spawn captured ten thousand knights alive by a trick, and ordered them sodomised and beheaded in one afternoon. The bodies were eaten by dogs. He wished to meet me.


“My dear fellow, he’s a civilized chap,” Richard said. “In his way.”


The King wished the meeting to happen. Gondemar tugged my arm nervously.


I said hoarsely, “Where?”


The child called up, “Jerusalem, Sir Roger. Are you tempted?”


My ears roared. I clasped the railing that saved me from falling down the steps. “Jerusalem!” I heard myself say. “I have prayed for it with all my heart.”


“The holy city of Allah, al-Quds,” the child mused wickedly. I realised it was no child; the voice was wrong, a devil had stolen a child’s form. The shadow below me turned, gazing up. I could not see its hideous face, only its eyes flickering like candle-flames. From bending in examination of a book, suddenly it stood tall.


I cried out, “What devil are you?”


“I am no devil.” It held up its hand to me, and of course I shrank back from the horrific scent of its perfume, the stink of Hell itself: a woman. “I am Leyla ad-Din Salah,” she murmured, “precious and beloved daughter of the man you call Saladin, or Satan, who asks for your help.”


I couldn’t think. Worse than a demon. A woman.


A she-devil worse than any I could have imagined, for she would flay bare my very soul. But that was in the future; though only a short time in the future.


“A woman!” I cried out. “A woman has entered our fortress.”


“Sir Roger,” tsked the King, whom I suppose was quite used to the company of women, “there’s no need to shout. You’ll wake the horses.”


“Your man’s a fool after all,” the woman said contemptuously. “Have I been sent on a fool’s errand and risked my life for nothing?”


How could she be here? No knight would let her in. “Our fortress is impregnable,” I cried. “By what magic did you enter? How did you cross the desert? How could guards protect you, a mere woman?”


“I am my father’s daughter, servant and emissary. As for guards,” she said coolly, turning her back to me, “I travel alone. As for the desert, it is my home. As for your silly castle, it is not impregnable to one woman, one rowboat, one rope.” Examining a book with interest, not looking at me, she held a parchment over her shoulder. “The letter from my father.”


I went down the steps alone, came close, and took the parchment without touching her fingers. Her perfume was stronger down here. I opened it, shaking.


Not a word made sense. Her voice mocked me. “Do you not read Arabic, Sir Roger?”


The Devil’s tongue! I shook my head, contaminated by the air she breathed.


“Gondemar, your Master, does.” Still she did not look round. “So many of your Order’s books are in Arabic, are they not? Without our scholars you Christians would know nothing of the wisdom of the Greeks, or mathematics, or the stars.”


“There’s nothing wrong with knowledge, even infernal knowledge, in the right hands,” Gondemar said.


The girl turned to me suddenly, squeezing a corner of the letter between her fingertips. Her eyes were wide, black-brown, deep; I saw nothing of her hair, if she had any, and her face – if she had one – was blank, concealed by a veil. Our fingers touched the same parchment. I snatched away my hands as though they burnt.


“Permit me to read aloud my father’s words to you.” Her voice was lighter and higher than a man’s, yes, but with depths, nuance, dark smoothness: so this was how a woman’s voice sounded. “ ‘Sir Roger de Belcourt, greetings. Your name is put to me as that as an honest, rational man, a rarity among Christians.’ ” She gave a little giggle. “Is he not naughty, my father? Anyway, he continues. ‘Such a Christian is not my enemy but, I pray, my friend. I have need of you, friend. My dear cousin Haran ad-Din, of blessed memory, is murdered most foully. The cursed murderer stole an object of great value from his body, an object of which poor Haran was the caretaker not the owner. The murderer was arrested almost at once, a Christian Jew well known to me who is now, along with his family and a steward, my house guest. His name is Belmondo; he claims you will remember him.’ ”


I nodded. “The richest man in Jerusalem. Rich as a Templar treasury, they said.”


She raised one of her eyebrows, which were all I saw of her except her eyes, most expressively. “Rich indeed, to be so rich.”


I ignored the barb. “I didn’t know him well. A soldier in his youth, then a merchant. He supplied wine to the chapel, I recall. I went to his house once or twice. His son, drafted into our city guard, begged to join our Order.” I groped for his name. “He was baptised William, but Belmondo practised Jewish ritual, I believe, even as he professed Christianity to us. The boy’s Jewish name was Reuben. He joined his father’s business in the end, I believe.”


She read, “ ‘There is no doubt Belmondo committed the crimes.’ ”


“That’s difficult to believe.”


She stopped, curious. “Sir Roger?”


“Why should the richest man in Jerusalem murder Satan’s cousin, I mean Saladin’s cousin, of all people, to steal something of value? I cannot see the reason.”


“Nevertheless, that is what happened.”


“Were Haran and Belmondo enemies?”


“Good friends. That night Haran was Belmondo’s guest at his house.”


“Can the object be of very great value?”


“To my father, perhaps. A jewel,” she murmured, with a small sideways shrug that I would learn to recognise. “The Rose of the Nile.”


“Why should Belmondo not simply purchase the bauble?”


“It would not be for sale.”


I contemplated Saladin’s dilemma: an Islamic leader newly ruling a fractious divided city, his dead high-born cousin whose blood must be avenged, an odd and irrational theft, and a murderer-thief who is Christian, Jewish, and rich enough for half the city to be his friend. Even great Saladin must clothe revenge with justice. Whose guilty verdict could be trusted more than that of an enemy, if he be an honest man? “So I, a trusted Christian, an incorruptible Templar knight, am to examine the crime and proclaim Belmondo damned to Saladin’s satisfaction? Allowing the horrendous torment and prolonged execution of Belmondo to proceed smoothly, no doubt.”


“Belmondo’s guilty and the Christians and Jews will accept your verdict.”


“Why hasn’t your father tortured the truth out of him?”


“As I said, political considerations. Also, he genuinely seeks truth. You said yourself that the crime does not make sense unless Belmondo is mad.”


“Is he?”


“He is afraid.”


“That’s the first thing that makes sense,” I said.


Another voice spoke. “Excuse me,” King Richard interposed. “I know Saladin for an honourable man. I negotiated the current truce with him in person, and his brother Saif, indeed with Haran himself. I trust Saladin as a man of his word. But we speak of Sir Roger’s life. What guarantee do you offer?”


I sensed her smile. “None. He alone will see Jerusalem for one last time. Perhaps he will spy some weakness in our walls, as you and the Master plot and plan, who knows? But I don’t think Sir Roger will come for that reason.”


“I’d die for my eyes to behold the City of God once more,” I told the King.


“You see?” she said. “It’s easy.”


Seventy-five years ago our Order was founded to guard pilgrims on the most dangerous way in the world, winding and twisting south-east from Jaffa to Jerusalem. No Christian dares set foot on this deadly desert track since the Holy City was lost. The hooves of my stallion, Outremer, clopped from the drawbridge at dawn. “Sir?” a voice called.


I’d forgotten him. It was too dangerous for the boy; I left him standing long-shadowed beside his palfrey. When I next looked back both boy and fortress were gone.


The woman rode a mare, of course, a black Arab of fine breeding left tied to an olive branch. She rode alongside me towards the sun even when I spurred ahead. I’d brought no water, trusting God to meet my needs. The morning grew hot. The midday heat was unbearable, my armour too hot to touch. She sipped from a spouted flagon as she rode. “Are you not thirsty?” she said at last.


I deigned to notice her. “God will provide.”


Her eyes smiled. “Not here, Christian.” By daylight her eyes were golden brown, with long lashes, but gave no clue to her age, young or old, comely or motherly. By night her veils and robes had been black; midday illuminated them richest, deepest purple. Her fingers were long and delicate. She rode well. I spurred ahead. She spurred beside me, her mare lithe as the wind.


She held out the flagon towards me for half a hundred hoofbeats, then laughed. “Are all Christians of the north cold like you?”


I was not exactly cold, but I knew what she meant. “Perhaps!”


“Drink, Sir Roger. The water will not poison you, neither will my hand.”


I spurred ahead but the woman balanced forward, seeming to weigh nothing, her mare racing nimbly on the curves and rises. My armour jangled, rubbing, and my head baked inside my helmet. I slowed. She rode a little ahead of me, looking over her shoulder from time to time.


“Why are you silent, Sir Roger?” It was best to reply nothing to her; no man had the power to enrage me like her. No man would waste the day in irritating, cunning, time-wasting stratagems to attract my attention. She was a devil indeed. She drank the water, and I imagined her tongue beneath the veil, licking the last drops from her lips.


“Why do you stare?” she called.


Dusty waterless hills, dusty valleys under a blazing sky. At first I feared demons behind every bush and wall, ambush in every olive grove, arrows from every hillock. Nothing happened, but we were watched. She read my thoughts. “When my father gives orders, they are obeyed.” We rode undisturbed all afternoon. As evening fell she swung aside from the track and I followed her to a cup between two hills, feeling for the first time that we were truly alone. A palm tree grew beside the pool. She dismounted. “You’re half dead of thirst. Your cheeks are blistered. I have oil.”


“Woman, don’t touch me.” I slid down, clanked, crouched, drank beside Outremer from the pool.


She watched. “Still you do not say my name.” She left me, moving as easily as a dancer beneath her robes, and sat silent on the opposite side of the pool. She made a fire with twigs and flint as the stars came out. I realised no servant would appear with a cockerel leg and a cup of wine; hunger possessed me. She cooked pieces of meat on sticks. The scent of lamb and spice drifted on the smoke. My mouth watered.


“We aren’t devils,” she called. “We’re Muslim. Our beliefs differ, that’s all.”


“You worship a false God, Allah.”


“You worship a false prophet, branding a human the Son of God.” She sniffed the meat and added a pinch of something.


I said firmly, “The Bible tells us Iacimus Christus is the Son of God and the Bible cannot lie.”


“Iacimus Christus?” She sounded angry. “Iesous Christos to the Greeks. Yehoshua ben-Yussuf to the Jews. You cannot even say his name in your own tongue!”


That was true; I had never thought of Him in English. Latin has no J. The divine name would sound strange in English, shorn of learning and mystery, made ordinary. “Jesus,” I said, my tongue clumsy as any bondman serf’s. “Jesus Christ.”


“There.” She pricked a lump of meat on her dagger-point. “A piece of lamb for you.”


But I shook my head and turned away. Somehow, she’d humiliated me.


I listened to her eating the meat. She burped and kicked out the fire. Her footsteps padded into the darkness.


“Leyla!” she called back at the top of her voice. “I’m Leyla! Even in English!”


I don’t know where she slept. I hated her more than words can say. Obviously she hated me.


I awoke with the sun. My hands went at once to my cheeks. They’d been oiled and no longer pained. Had the woman dripped the oil on my flesh, or wiped it over my skin with her fingers? Had her cursed satanic fingertips actually touched my face while I slept?


I sat up, then averted my horrified gaze as I glimpsed her head bobbing in the pool. Long, long black hair hid her face and shoulders that alone broke the water. Gleaming hair; I saw the strands gleaming in my mind though my eyes remained tight shut. She could swim.


Everyone knows devils can’t cross water, they sink.


When next I saw her she was dressed and veiled, breaking her fast with yoghurt and cheese, neither of which I touch, they being female. I checked my saddlebags for food but had no Dickon to fill them.


I sat watching her, belly rumbling. She ignored me, finishing her meal. “I no longer believe you are a devil,” I said. Still she ignored me. “Leyla,” I said.


She smiled. I knew it even though I couldn’t see the smile itself.


We saddled and rode. We were followed; once a skylined blade caught the sun, but that was all. For hours we didn’t talk. “Why you?” I asked through dusty lips. “Why did your father choose someone so precious to bring me to Jerusalem?”


“Would a man survive the brutal Templars? A woman alone had the power to bring you.”


“But you are his jewel.”


“The Rose of the Nile is even more precious to him than I.”


“More important even than finding Haran’s murderer?”


“Haran, though mourned, cannot be brought back. The Rose can.”


“But Belmondo –”


“Swears he does not have it. He has been searched naked, even into the orifices of his body. And his family, all of them, under my father’s eye.” I was starting to feel sorry for Belmondo. “He’s guilty,” she said. “He’ll confess to you where it is.”


“Perhaps your father will feed me the whole fruit, not just the pips.”


“Ha!” She spurred ahead.


“Leyla,” I called. She turned back. “Nothing,” I said. “Just saying your name.”


She slowed her mare to a walk, watching me. “He chose me,” she replied, “so that he will know what sort of man you are who reaches Jerusalem.”


I nodded, baking, sweat dripping from the joints of my armour. I’d have to be very stupid to be as stupid as I looked.


Three palm trees this time. I dismounted at sunset, exhausted. “You stink,” Leyla said. “Swim.”


“A knight bathes only for Easter.”


Without warning she tugged my tabard. I recoiled, hand on sword, but her look was of wonder. “Is it true?” She nodded at the Cross of sang réal. “Is that truly the blood of your Jesus?”


I pulled off my tabard and hung it reverently from an olive bough.


“Is it true the founders of your Order found the sepulchre of Jesus beneath Jerusalem, and you wear your saviour’s undying blood?” She knew I would not reply. Suddenly she said, “Perhaps there are wonders enough for all to be found in Jerusalem.”


I knelt, bathing my face in the pond between the trees. “I shan’t look,” she called behind me. “See, I’m going to my prayers.” Her voice became distant. I looked round and saw only the hills.


The cool waters invited me. I lay my sword close to the water’s edge. As I discarded my armour and chain-mail a feeling of freedom made me laugh suddenly. My leathers and linen shift took only a moment, then I ripped the hair-shirt from my sticky flesh. My under-garb was rotted by the heat and sweat of the past six months; I peeled the soggy mess from my legs and felt evening air caress me. Sand gave way under my feet as I launched myself forward into the delicious cool waters, floundering to the middle.


But the oasis was deeper than it looked, and I cannot swim. I was sinking.


She called from the shore, “Perhaps you are the devil, Sir Roger.”


I blew water from my nose and mouth, splashing. At last I felt the blessed sand catch my toes. “Turn away!”


She laughed silently. Even as she turned her back, her shaking shoulders mocked me. I crawled ashore and sat with my back to her, pulling on my clothes. “Stop,” she called wonderingly. Had she looked, and seen the marks of the whip? But no, she marvelled only at my shirt. “What, woven of hair? It must feel unbearable.”


“Not compared to your company.”


“What can possibly justify such self-inflicted suffering?”


“Every day of my life, it reminds me that I am a fallen creature, miserable servant of the one true God.”


I turned, dressed. Leyla was staring at me, her wide-open eyes dark in the dusk, gold-flecked. I had the strange impression that her veil had been off her face and she’d replaced it the moment I turned.


“No, sir knight,” she said. “I do not believe you are fallen.”


At the hour of Lauds I rose and prayed in the dark. Soon the hour for Prime would come, and daylight. I prayed again and heard Leyla at her prayers. Such different gods; how strange the prayers should sound the same. We rode without words, both knowing that our journey to Jerusalem was not ending but just beginning.


As we topped the rise the sun lifted over the shining domes, minarets, shield-walls and battlements of the City of God, divine oasis in the desert. Tears sprang to my eyes.


“Al-Quds is beautiful,” she agreed.


The faithful were called to prayer by horns in one quarter, tolling bells in another, and everywhere chanting muezzins in their tall towers set the rooftops echoing. I rode through the great gate in the company of the woman, straight-backed, in my shining armour and white cloak and Cross of Jesus’s blood, who was crucified here.


Jewish, Christian, Muslim beggars, wearing every imaginable mutilation, fell back crying and wailing as we rode up the steep rutted street. By the market we turned right, clattering up steps and along alleyways. I averted my gaze; the immense Temple built by our Order over Solomon’s temple was broken down for stone, its mighty colonnades melting back into the city.


Belmondo’s white house lay on a busy square, cleverly adjoining Jews on one side and Christians on another, with the new fine houses of Muslim merchants on the third side. The house was as I remembered, a cunning mixture of all three styles. Chained pails of leftover food, now empty, remained outside for the poor. The gate swung and we rode into a deep courtyard enclosed by the house on three sides. The fourth side was a high wall, topped with spikes, pierced only by the gate. Our horses drank from the fountain.


“A room is prepared,” Leyla said. “My father commands that this house is yours.”


I’d no time for rest. “I need your father’s permission to visit Belmondo.”


“He knows you are here.” Someone laid out tables of sweetmeats, sherbet, turmeric eggs, water jugs, wine jugs. Leyla tossed me a sweet confection then saw my face, took it back, ate half, giggled, and did not die. It was not poisoned. She offered me the other half, but rather than risk the feminine contamination of her hand I chose another.


“I’ll see the room where Haran was murdered.”


She summoned a cringing servant or caretaker, the same who’d brought the sweetmeats I think, to be my guide. I stared around me, amazed: the house was a wreck inside, the tile floors broken into the soil beneath, plaster torn from the walls. I followed my guide around rubble and smashed furniture. Saladin’s men had ripped the place apart.


Leyla spoke behind my shoulder. “What room was this?” I turned on her, startled, but she gave her sideways shrug. “I may not leave your side.”


“Shouldn’t you be reporting to your father my habits, strengths, weaknesses?”


She sounded amused. “You did not see, at the city gate, one of the beggars slip a tight-rolled paper from my sleeve?”


I hadn’t. I tried to ignore her, but her light footsteps always followed me. “You!” I called to our guide. He turned, bowing, almost too old for sense. I spoke loudly to make him understand. “This was Belmondo’s dining hall, I remember?”


He spoke gibberish, white beard flapping. Leyla translated. “Many people, much food. Music, dancing girls, boys.” She rattled off a few questions then nodded at the old fool’s replies. “He’s no one, an unprofitable servant because he’s lived so long. No one noticed him. He hid in the corridor listening to the music.”


“Belmondo and Haran sat together at the top table?” In response the old man nodded eagerly, pointing at now-overturned tables, couches with the stuffing pulled out, broken platters. I raised my voice. “Belmondo and Haran, friends?”


“For many seasons,” Leyla translated. “Good business. Much trust. You do not have to shout.”


I asked quietly, “Did they drink wine together?”


Leyla said at once: “Alcohol does not pass our lips.”


But the old man spoke. She hesitated. “When the other guests had gone, Belmondo and Haran stayed up drinking wine.”


“Still friends?”


“Laughing, happy,” she translated. The old man grinned through stained teeth, nodding. “Haran carried something on a chain around his neck. He showed it to Belmondo.”


“A rose-coloured jewel?”


“It flashed.”


I said, “Obviously no one has questioned this man before. Why not?”


“He’s a fool,” she said impatiently, getting angry. “Who wants to hear gossip that Haran of blessed memory drank wine on the night he died, and in his cups showed off something he shouldn’t?”


“I.”


“You’re a Christian. No vice is too low for you. Your religion is cannibalism, you change wine into blood, bread into flesh –”


“Your father asked my help.”


She shut her eyes, then opened them. “Of course.” She listened calmly to the old servant. “He heard they parted and went upstairs, Belmondo to his bedroom on the left side of the house, Haran on the right.”


The stairs were broad, leading to an equally broad and airy three-sided balcony overlooking us. “But after bed-time,” I mused, “Belmondo left his wife’s side, padded around that balcony in his nightshirt in plain view of anyone here below, murdered Haran and returned clutching the jewel?”


“Obviously that’s what happened.”


“The priceless jewel Haran looked after but didn’t own. Did it belong to your father?”


Again she hesitated. “Perhaps.”


“Why the strange arrangement?”


“Because.” She shook her head. “I cannot answer. The matter is too sensitive.”


I went upstairs, looking around the balcony, then called over the rail, “How was Haran killed? Strangled? Stabbed?”


“Belmondo stabbed him repeatedly around the heart. The knife has not been found.”


I beckoned the old man. “Haran’s room, you show.” While he climbed the stairs one gasping step at a time I strode to the left, opening doors off the balcony. One upstairs room, grander than the rest, had been torn apart, the bed ripped by the searchers, tapestries slashed, feathers spilt from the bolsters. Belmondo’s room.


I followed the old man around to the balcony’s third side, to Haran’s room. Here the broken couches were spattered with blood, blood on the rugs and wardrobes, blood down the walls, even the inside of the door. The attack had been frenzied, yet woke no one. Then I noticed how heavy and well-fitting the door was. The murderer had thoughtfully closed it before the deed. I slid the inside bolt closed, then opened it again to show the clean tip.


“The murderer was covered in blood.”


“Do you see my father’s wisdom now, Christian? Belmondo’s whole family aided him in the crime, disposed of his bloodstained clothes, washed him. One, probably Reuben-William, ran out with the jewel and hid it. It could be anywhere in Jerusalem. The whole family are guilty.”


I examined the wardrobes, then moved to the end wall. A door led to a small bare corridor, a gutted straw mattress. Haran’s personal body-servant must have slept here, inexplicably unwoken, while his master struggled and died. A doorway opened on the room of commode. I held my nose; zealous searchers had smashed the seat and scattered the foul contents. Stepping back I noticed a second door inset discreetly in the corridor wall, used, I supposed, by household servants. I followed steep steps down to a short hall, one door to the kitchens, another to the street. I returned shaking my head.


The old man muttered a few words, grinning slyly.


“Sometimes a guest would wish to entertain a visitor . . . privately.” Leyla would not meet my eyes.


“A woman?” I crossed myself.


“At least one,” she said.


The old man grunted. Leyla stared firmly at the wall. “In Haran’s case . . . Haran preferred . . . young men.”


“The exact word?”


“A boy. Boys!” she burst out. “Sodomy! I know this is difficult for you, Christian, but it is not uncommon.”


I gazed around the destroyed room. “If Haran had a boy or boys in here that night, we’ll never know. He would have sent his body-servant away – intimate moments, the one time a man’s apart from his servant. The servant had probably procured them from the street and knew to make himself scarce until his master had finished his pleasure.”


Leyla swallowed. “That’s exactly what happened. The servant swore it.”


“You’re sure he didn’t lie?”


“A man dying a ghastly death does not lie.”


“He’s dead?”


“Of course. That’s how we know he told the truth.”


I leant on the wall. Anyone could have come upstairs from the street, anyone sneaked through the kitchens.


“The whole of Jerusalem could have killed Haran,” I said. “What hour did Belmondo retire?”


The old man held up five fingers. The fifth hour of the night. Haran had been killed in the early hours, some time between the boys’ departure and the body-servant’s return; probably the body-servant had been taking street-pleasures of his own and the murderer, waiting his opportunity here, had struck.


“I suppose there’s no hope of finding them?”


“Ah, so many boys,” the old man said in English. “All will invent any story for gold, or under torture.”


“I need to ask your father –” I told Leyla, and stopped, realising.


The old man chuckled. Servants scuttled around him, pulling away his matted beard and grimy turban, replacing them with clean headgear and shining gowns. The filth was washed from his face. Someone else cleaned the stains from his teeth, then the servants withdrew leaving only bodyguards. A new man stood unbowed before us, about fifty years of age, of Kurdish expression, with sunstruck eyes and pockmarked face. Stood like a king.


Leyla knelt. “Father.”


I looked Satan – Saladin – in the eye, and was filled with awe, horror and wonder.


Leyla kissed his hand.


“Daughter.” He spoke softly, raising her to her feet. “You have done well.”


“Our Christian’s dangerous,” she said. “Cleverer than he looks. And he learns quickly.”


“Yet he remains incorruptible?” I had the terrible, destroying insight that I was not supposed to have come through the desert undefiled by Leyla. I was to have become Satan’s creature, eliciting Belmondo’s confession and the hiding-place of the jewel. The Devil indeed, to treat his own daughter so; he disgusted me.


She smiled behind her veil; I knew her so well. “He’s incorruptible, Father, a pure man, a snow-white knight.”


She made my heart grieve. Still I stared Satan in the eye, my hand on my sword-hilt, yet I could not move. I could not strike him down.


“Then Sir Roger is the very man I hoped for,” he said simply.


What should I believe? He lifted my fingers from the cold steel, taking my hand between his own hands, warm. “Forgive my small deception, Sir Roger. I am indeed Salah, called Saladin in your tongue. I attended the, ah, questioning and know well what happened that night. Are you satisfied now of Belmondo’s guilt?”


“I am satisfied Belmondo did not do it.”


Salah made a small but ferocious gesture. “There is no other alternative.”


“Let me see him.”
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“Belmondo!” I called in greeting, but the bed-ridden figure was not the proud Belmondo I remembered, sleek, fat with cunning, brimming with gold-given confidence. This shadow was a broken man, but even so Belmondo would not return my greeting lying down. “Ruth,” he called his wife, but she was not strong enough in her thinned state to lift him. Their son Reuben-William, standing by the arrow-slit twisting beads in his hands, did not seem to realise her plight. Finally she dragged at a bellrope, crying out, “Peter!” and the steward came from a doorway somewhere in the quiet unobtrusive way of such people, helping her lift Belmondo into a wooden chair. When I looked round he was gone, but the boy flinched as though he saw him still.


“Sir Roger, I remember you,” Belmondo quavered. “Pray for me.” He lifted the blanket from his legs. They were parboiled to the knee. The scalded, shiny flesh stuck to my fingertip. No doubt he had received other, more discreet, persuasions as well.


“After such torment,” I marvelled, “you still claim you are innocent?”


“I am innocent!” he cried.


“Then your son must be guilty,” Salah said contemptuously. “Shall we put the boy to the test now? Leyla, call them.”


But instead of calling the torturers she looked to me. I shook my head.


“I know what happened that night,” I said. “The father was not there. The son, too, is innocent of this crime.”


There was a moment of silence while they digested my words: if I was right, that left only the women. Salah rounded on Belmondo’s wife, who cowered into the corner with her two daughters, all three of them screaming and whimpering now. “Women?” he muttered, “but they’re just women. They do nothing without command. Who could command them but Belmondo? He’s still guilty.”


“Let me question them with words, Salah, not terror.” It caught at my heart to beg mercy from Satan. “God will show us the truth. I will give you the murderer and the innocent need not die.”


“I require only a guilty verdict from you,” Salah said, “not divine intervention.” But to my great relief he drew his cloak around him and sat in a corner-chair, resting his chin thoughtfully in his hand. Leyla remained by the women, watching me with large eyes.


“Is this the only room?” I asked loudly.


Belmondo nodded.


“It’s a prison not a house,” Salah called irritably.


I strode at the boy Reuben-William, who flinched from me. A handsome lad. His mother and sisters screamed at me, begging me to leave him alone.


“A single room,” I agreed, “but with doors nobody notices.” I opened the door the steward had used. Belmondo looked blank for a moment then said, “Oh, but that’s Peter’s room.”


“Peter?”


Belmondo shrugged. “Only my steward.” I gazed at him steadily. “I don’t know, he’s been around the last fifteen, twenty years?”


“More,” his wife said. “An ordinary servant before that.”


“Is Peter a good servant?”


“I suppose so.”


“That’s all?”


“What more is there?” Belmondo sounded baffled. “A household falls apart without a good steward. I’ve never had to reprimand him. He’s the perfect servant, I suppose, if there is such a thing. What’s this to do with –”


I ducked past the door and closed it behind me. I leant back against the thick planks, holding it shut, for there was no bolt, and asked of the shadows: “Would you let your master die for you?”


Peter’s hair was grey but he was not an old man, still strong. The room was narrow and dark, a crowded nest filled by the family’s possessions stacked or fallen down, bags, clothes, shoes, all clean, a few flagons of wine, a bench for him to prepare food, a part-jointed chicken and the knife beside the carcass. Peter looked from me to the knife. The knife that had killed Haran. The knife that so obviously had an innocent purpose that it had never been noticed, just as Peter was never noticed.


His fists unclenched, then he breathed out. “My master . . .” He began again. “My master is an ignorant stupid fool.”


“Rich enough to fill whole churches with silver and gold,” I murmured. “That raises him very close to God.”


Peter’s eyes gleamed silver in the shadows. “He never saw anything important.” He was close to tears. “My master supped with rulers and imams and knights and chevaliers and all the richest and most noble, and never saw what was going on in his own home, under his own nose.”


“But you did.”


His silver eyes blinked at the knife, then closed like darkness. “I saw. Stinking filth.”


“What did you see?” A knock on the door. I kept pushing. “Peter, I think I know what you saw. Take the weight off your soul.”


He groaned, then his eyes flashed open. “They were both guilty that night! Father and son, God help me, both!”


I spoke to him for a few moments while the knocking on the door grew louder. Silence fell. Leyla’s voice called through, “Roger, what ails you, are you safe?”


I gripped Peter’s shoulder. He nodded. He was ready.


I opened the door and pulled him through. Salah had not moved. “Who’s that?” he frowned.


“No one.” I held out the knife by the blade, still slippery with chicken flesh. “This is the knife that killed Haran.”


Salah forgot the steward. He examined the knife curiously. “I’ve never seen such a thing. It’s no dagger.”


“It’s not a weapon,” I said. “It’s a knife used in a kitchen. You’ve never been in one, I’ll wager, any more than I.”


He put it down with revulsion. Leyla said, “My father is distressed that Belmondo butchered Haran with a common tool.”


“Your father?” I rounded on her. “Be quiet, liar.”


“My father –”


“Quiet!” I shouted. I continued in a low, fast murmur, “He isn’t your father. Salah wouldn’t risk his real daughter –”


“I swear, I swear to you he is my father.” She was a good actress.


Salah watched us with a small mocking smile.


“I don’t know who you are, Leyla,” I murmured, wanting her alone to hear, seeing the wide-open stricken look of denial growing in her black-brown, gold-brown eyes, but I couldn’t stop. “Leyla probably isn’t even your name. You’re a dancing girl, a clever mimic, one of his servants, no one.”


With one hand she covered her eyes and turned away from me.


Salah cleared his throat. “Please,” I said harshly.


He gave the small sideways shrug. “Very well, Sir Roger,” he said. “Illuminate us with your truth. Pray continue.”


I gathered my thoughts. “Belmondo’s guilty, but not of the crime of which he is accused. Reuben-William is innocent of murder, but guilty of a worse crime. His mother and sisters are guilty because they knew, but said nothing. They are guilty of silence.” I touched Peter’s shoulder. “As for this man, we shall see.”


I turned to Salah. “Anyone could have killed Haran. The reason could have been simple theft: the priceless Rose of the Nile. In fact the jewel was trivial to the crime.”


“Not trivial to me,” Salah growled. “Yes, the jewel is mine. I am not a wealthy man, I care nothing for money. In my youth, when I ruled Egypt in all but name, the ground opened under me and my horse fell into an underground chamber, a place of ancient kings. Among the tombs shattered long ago by looters my eye found a glow in the darkness, dropped, forgotten for a thousand years. That moment is my heart. The Rose of the Nile will pay for my funeral; thus, naturally, it was in Haran’s care.”


“Why did you not tell me?” I asked Leyla.


She shook her head without turning, weeping. “I would not speak to you of my father’s death.”


I tried to ignore her weeping. “You see, I couldn’t believe the murderer walked around three sides of the balcony and back again covered in blood. Haran’s door had a bolt on the inside, no doubt locked so that Haran’s pleasure was undisturbed, that stayed locked while he was murdered, because the tip of the tongue was clean of blood. So the murderer didn’t come that way. He came through the kitchen or from the street.”


“Then we’ll never know who it was!” Salah exploded.


“We know he watched and waited. He knew Haran’s body-servant was out, or he’d have to have killed him too.”


“The body-servant who procured the boys from the streets,” Leyla nodded.


“No, he didn’t. There were no boys, but only one young man.” I stared Reuben-William in the face. “And he came from inside the house. Didn’t you?”


Belmondo and his wife exchanged looks. “No,” the mother whispered. She tried to limp to her son but Belmondo held her. His face was tragic, as though again watching events worse than his own death unfold.


“Haran, cousin of the great Salah ad-Din Yussuf,” I continued. “Powerful. Well connected. Not to be resisted. A man whose word was almost literally law. Whose every whim demanded satisfaction.”


“Our son could not refuse,” the mother whispered. “We begged him not to go.”


“I wanted to!” Reuben-William’s face set. The beads dug into his hands. “You already knew. You all knew about me.” He turned to me earnestly. “But, Sir Roger, I did not kill him.”


“I know,” I said. “If you, a young gentleman, meant to kill Haran, you’d use a proper weapon not snatch a kitchen knife. The murderer’s attack was furious, with many inexpert blows around the heart, none immediately fatal. Yet I know you have military training, and your father was a soldier. The murderer was inexperienced at killing.”


“The ancient Greeks had a word that we translate as Logic,” Salah murmured. “It seems that you have studied some of the so-called infernal works on Logic seized from us by your Order, Sir Roger.”


I didn’t meet his eye, continuing instead: “It is well known that sodomy is the worst sin, worse even than murder, because a murdered soul flies straight to God in Heaven, whereas the souls of sodomites reek among us on the earth until their eventual certain descent to Hell –”


“Everyone knows this!” croaked Belmondo. “God save my son. What else could he do but give in to Haran? The contracts – everything I stood to lose –” He fell silent, ashamed.


“Someone observed Reuben-William sneak through the kitchens.” I touched Peter’s shoulder. “Whose job is it to know everything in a household? A servant. What finer servant than this, made steward for his decades of loyal service, servant above all other servants. Yet you know nothing of him but his name.”


“Peter?” Belmondo said dully. “Peter killed him?”


“Stinking filth!” Peter burst out. “I remember when your sweet babe was born, master! I remember the lad running about, growing up, apple-cheeked, cheerful as a cricket. Me who never had children of my own, who knew nothing but service to you. You was my family. Your boy was like a boy of my own. I loved you all.” His face crinkled. “Stinking filth!”


“Peter was in the kitchen,” I said quietly. “He saw the body-servant sent away. He saw Reuben-William sneak upstairs. Peter knew what sort of man Haran was, knew what they were doing. While they were upstairs the servant struggled with his conscience, with all his years of love and service no one cared about. He hid when his master’s son, whom he’d treasured like his own son, crept back through the kitchen. Peter couldn’t hide his feelings any longer. He snatched the kitchen knife, ran upstairs, and stabbed Haran to death for his monstrous crime.”


“And stole the jewel,” Salah said dangerously.


“Stinking filth,” Peter cried. “Filthy with blood. I hated its touch. I dragged it from his neck, I ran. I ran downstairs. I threw the foul thing in one of the pails, and washed myself clean.”


“A pail?” Salah leapt to his feet. “You dropped the jewel in one of the buckets of slops left over from the feast, put out for the poor?” He clutched his head, imagining the multitude that must have eaten at Belmondo’s gate.


“Aye.” Peter, doomed though he was, managed a smile. “Well, one of ’em’s not so poor now.”


The great gates of Jerusalem were thrown open at dawn. I rode away from the sun. The City of God fell into shadow behind me.


I turned one last time. In the gateway I saw Salah, hand raised in farewell, white stallion prancing. At his side, even now, I made out Leyla on her dark mare.


Her figure was veiled, motionless, fixed. I knew she still stared after me, just as she had when I rode past her without a word. Unmoving.


Justice was done. Belmondo had committed no crime that men could punish. He, his wife, his daughters, and his son returned to their house, and I supposed would pick up their old way of life. I’d seen Reuben-William standing at the window above the kitchens, his handsome face white, haunting as a ghost.


Who was Leyla? Was she Salah’s daughter, his dancing-girl, his calculating emissary, his whore?


Would I ever know?


Somewhere in the dungeons beneath Salah’s palace, Peter the loyal servant screamed his way to eventual, certain execution and the good God’s side.


I reached under my tabard and touched the precious stone swinging there. They’d searched the family but forgot the one who really mattered: the servant. The jewel lay in Peter’s pocket all along, and in the dark narrow room, in our last moments alone, he’d slipped it into my hand. Great Saladin would die without enough for a hole in the ground.


Her cloak blew in the wind. Her mare stamped one hoof and for a moment I thought she’d ride after me, galloping, and we’d ride away just as we had on the curves and rises that had led us to Jerusalem, but this time away towards the sea, the wide sea.


She too was a jewel that I found; I will never find another.
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They came in the night, cowards made brave by the cover of darkness. One moment Daribul was settling himself to sleep, the next he was being roughly shaken awake.


“Master, master, quickly, we are being attacked!”


All around was confusion, bodies struggling together, yells from near and afar, screaming. Someone bellowing, “Light the torches, you fools!” another, “They’ve got the lead camels, stop them.”


More used to wielding a pen than a sword, Daribul reached for the weapons his servant Floran held out but, before he could speak, the young lad was knocked to the ground by a massive blow from behind. Daribul glimpsed wild eyes, mouth set in a savage grimace then the man was gone before he could retaliate. He knelt down and felt the boy’s neck. He was alive but unconscious. “Best place for you. Keep out of trouble,” he muttered, rolling the lad on his side then looking up to assess what was happening. Feet scrabbled on stony ground, boulders tripped the unwary, bodies clashed, struggled, swayed, fell, moaning, to the ground. Their camped caravan was being attacked but how was he to tell friend from foe until there was enough light?


Daribul absorbed these facts in a second, but his body was already on the move: the Queen. He must see that she was safe and protect her if needs be. He sprinted fast, crouching low, rebounding off bodies, man or beast he didn’t know or care, laying about him with the hilt of his sword, all the time forcing his way towards her tent by sheer strength of will. He was only slightly built and he was not a fighting man.


With relief he saw a mass of torches approaching, but the relief was short-lived. They were carried by the soldiers of the Queen’s general, Al-Hajar, who was in their midst on horseback. Daribul tried to turn away but too late as Al-Hajar jeered at him. “Hah, running the wrong way as usual – looking for the Queen’s protection. Stand and fight like a man –” He was fortunately swept on by. Daribul ignored him, as he ignored all Al-Hajar’s insults.


He was close to the Queen’s tent now, approaching it from the side. Miraculously it seemed to stand in a pool of quietness, the men who usually stood guard at the entrance were engaged in a fierce struggle some forty paces away. Relieved, he paused for a moment to catch his breath and then by the faint light of the stars, caught sight of a movement at the rear of the tent.


It was very slight, perhaps an animal of some kind. Instinct took over and without thought he crouched low and crept towards the movement he’d seen circling around behind. Barely allowing himself to breathe he stopped and raised his head. What he saw nearly stopped his heart from beating: two figures lying flat, quietly cutting a rent in the material of the tent wall. They were swathed in dark robes that blended with the rocky desert and hard to see. Then the first rose up on all fours, preparing to move inside.


He remembered little of what happened next. It was as if a spirit entered his body flooding him with superhuman strength, perhaps the god who inhabited this dirty little oasis in the middle of nowhere. He launched himself forward, sword arm raised, crying out: what happened next was a blank. When his vision cleared one man lay dead at his feet, the other was staggering away groaning, clutching his nearly severed arm to his body. Daribul, still possessed of incredible strength, bounded after him, leapt onto his back, and forced his sword into the man’s throat through the rough cloth. Gurgling blood, he collapsed.


Daribul looked down at him. He was beardless and his skin was strangely smooth. He was murmuring but no words that Daribul could recognise. Daribul stabbed him once through the heart to spare him further suffering, then went back to the other body and stabbed him again too, just to be sure. Then he ran to the front of the tent where he nearly tripped over the dead body of a guard. The others were still fighting nearby. He pushed his way inside.


There she stood, calm and unafraid, her female servants around her. She was holding her ceremonial dagger, raised ready, but lowered her arm when she saw it was Daribul. Her servants pulled her cloak around her to cover her nightwear, catching her long black hair half under it. Daribul had never seen her so informally dressed before, but she was unconcerned.


“What’s happening? I wanted to go outside but my guardians here held me back,” she spoke urgently but smiled at them too to soften her words.


“Desperate battles all around, but I believe we are beating them off,” he said, hastily making his obeisance.


“Good – and I see my scribe’s sword is red with blood too. Are you hurt?” Daribul shook his head, still filled with that strange heightened awareness, “Good, then accompany me outside so I may see for myself.”


She strode towards the tent entrance. Daribul opened his mouth to protest then closed it again. Not only was she his queen, but he also knew her too well. Her will was strong when her mind was made up – otherwise they would not be here in the wilderness, so far from home.


Outside, torches sent shadows tumbling and the smell of smoke mingled with the metallic stench of blood, and acrid human sweat. Several of the Queen’s personal bodyguard now fell back to surround her, breathing heavily from their exertions. And then, a trumpet sounded and an ululating cry of victory rose across their encampment and echoed from the mountains nearby. As suddenly as the attack had started, it was over.


Reaction set in. Daribul felt all his limbs trembling and his stomach began to heave. He was glad he had been possessed and could not recall the instant when his sword – he closed his eyes. He would not think of it.


When he opened them he realised there was still much more to be done. Orders were being given for the care of the wounded, a rider despatched to Wusuf, the local warlord who had given them permission to stay at this oasis and had also been handsomely paid to guarantee their safety.


He took the opportunity to return to the men he had killed, intending to drag them round to the front of the tent. But when he reached the spot the dead bodies were gone. Blankly he stared and then, in shock, searched the ground. There was a pool of blood where he had slit the second man’s throat, but no bodies. He knelt down and looked more carefully. It was difficult to tell, but regular lines in the dusty sand could have been the heels of dead men, scoring the ground as they were dragged away. All done in an instant. He looked up and all around, but could see no one. He had to return because he had left the Queen without permission. She did not ask where he had been, but asked, “Find La’ayam, bring him to me. Pray that he is alive, I think we will need his wise counsel.”


“And General Al-Hajar?”


“I think he is already on his way.” They exchanged looks and Daribul turned to leave but too late. He heard Al-Hajar’s voice well before he saw him, boasting of his and his men’s prowess in the battle, and then there the man was, his robes torn, his face and beard shiny with sweat, eyes still feverish with the fight.


“Hah, still hiding behind the women? Out of my way, stargazer,” he deliberately bumped into Daribul, making him stagger. “Men of letters have no value when it really counts.”


Daribul gave him a furious look. How he wanted to say, if you look behind the tent you’ll see the men I killed. But without the bodies he knew Al-Hajar would have another excuse to let the insults fly. One day, he vowed to himself, one day . . .


The Sheban encampment was vast. There were over two thousand camels in the caravan as well as horses, sheep and goats. Some men had brought their families too and tents and sleeping places stretched far out across the wadi floor. Fortunately, as well as the many torches and campfires, the sky was beginning to lighten, though the moon had long since set. Daribul first made his way quickly to his own sleeping area. Floran was sitting up.


“How are you, boy? Have you been able to drink some water?”


Floran nodded, then winced and placed his hand on the tender lump on his head. “I’m sorry, Master, I feel sick if I stand up.”


“Then don’t. I’ll seek out some herbs and ointments for you.”


“Are you hurt, Master? Your tunic needs mending.”


“I may have a cut or two, but nothing serious. Wait here.”


Daribul located La’ayam soon after. His grey hair was uncovered, and his short beard was unkempt. He was observing the treatment of several injured men while listening to their accounts of the night.


“But what did you see,” he was asking as Daribul approached. “Did you observe what type of men they were? How did they fight? Can you tell me anything that would help us name these people?” He frowned impatiently at the babble of incoherent information that followed. “Queen Zar’eshta, has sent for you,” Daribul said quietly.


La’ayam straightened up. “She’s unhurt? Good, good, and now we must have a counsel. These brigands had the element of surprise, but it should not have happened at all. How did they creep up on us unawares? Something is amiss here.”


Daribul shook his head. “I was asleep when they first attacked. My servant woke me.”


La’ayam’s look was grim. “They came out of nowhere and have vanished into nowhere. Al-Hajar has sent a party to follow their tracks. Let’s hope they are not Red Sea pirates or we’ll never see our valuables again. This way we have a chance.” He glanced at Daribul. “You’ve been in the thick of it too?”


“I – I killed a man, two. For the first time.”


“Then you have lived a charmed life.”


Daribul told him briefly. “But now the bodies have disappeared. Do brigands usually take their dead with them? I don’t think so.”


La’ayam stopped in his tracks. “Two men trying to reach the Queen – that is unthinkable. Were they after her, or her jewels?”


Daribul shook his head. “I didn’t think to find out. I simply slew them. I did look at one of them – he was quite different from the other dead men. Smooth skinned, young.”


La’ayam pursed his lips. “I don’t know what to make of it. Keep a lookout for them. We really need to see the bodies to find out more. Did anyone else see them?”


Daribul shook his head. “No, and you’re the first person I’ve told – without the bodies, who will believe me, especially Al-Hajar? But the blood is still there.”


“We’d better not say anything yet. We don’t want to start a panic.” Both men knew how devoted the whole caravan was to the Queen. Without her as their figurehead to unite them, the caravan would most likely break up, degenerate into petty squabbles. “The Queen herself should be told – leave that to me. We should double her guard too, to be on the safe side.”


Daribul’s blood ran chill. Whoever had taken those two bodies – he might return with more men to attack or abduct the Queen. “I will be vigilant,” he said quietly. “But I have always thought this was too risky an enterprise.”


La’ayam glanced at him keenly. “Since when did queens and ministers seek the opinions of scribes?” He clapped Daribul on the shoulder to take the sting from his words. “Your Queen is bold – we must protect our trade routes or King Solomon will steal them all. We must make an alliance with him. And of all the treasure and spices we carry, she is our greatest. She will dazzle this lover of woman.”


They had arrived at the Queen’s tent, and after despatching a doctor with ointment for Floran, Daribul was grateful to step aside and drink some water and collect his thoughts. A bold enterprise indeed. They had been travelling for six weeks now and Petra was still two or three weeks away. Plodding through scorching heat, sandstorms and across endless wastes of barren rock and sand, each day took them further from the land he had come to love. The green lands of Sheba, tall palms waving in the warm breezes, tall stately stone buildings, a land lush in fruits and vegetables and watered by the careful management of man, the control of the irrigation their Queen’s most sacred duty. And where, in secret places in the hot dry rocks only fit for goats, grew the scrubby stunted trees from which came the most sacred offerings to the gods, the resins of frankincense and myrrh.


He remembered again the day she had dictated her announcement to him. As her chief scribe he had to make himself available to her whenever she asked for him, but it was her habit to call for him in the late afternoon. That day, however, she asked for him soon after sunrise. The words of her announcement had sent a shiver down his spine:


“Know this: I am your Queen, that is named Zar’eshta, and my name is known from the lands of the Indus to the islands of the Mycaenae, and I make this decree. In forty days I will leave with a mighty caravan of spices, gold and other treasures for the City of Jerusalem to meet with King Solomon, renowned for his wisdom. But your Queen is also wise and . . .”


Daribul looked up. He followed her gaze out of the window across the roofs and streets of the city of Shabwah, across the green fields to the blue-hazed rocky mountains beyond.


“Do you see?” she asked softly, “That’s the source of our wealth, the water we channel and conserve from mountain flash-floods and melting snows. But everyone else would tell you our wealth is our incense and spices.”


She turned back, mischief dancing in her eyes. “I think I have another riddle there, don’t you? One to tease this mighty Solomon.”


“You’ll need plenty of riddles,” he had agreed, thinking, King Solomon has enough treasure, power and women already, her wit will be the one thing to intrigue him. But it was not in his nature to flatter the Queen, and she would not have welcomed it.


Daribul had climbed a large rock that jutted out from the wadi wall where he squatted down and surveyed the camp of the Queen of Sheba under a sky flooded pink by sunrise. Thousands of camels, and beside each its burden, the boxes of gold and other metals; jewellery; oils and dried dates and other delicacies; and most precious of all, packed in sturdy baskets, the pale yellow soft tears of frankincense resin, and the darker richer resins of myrrh, as well as some seedlings of the trees of both.


As the sun rose the rocks cast darker, more intense shadows across the dusty, sandy wadi floor. The land around was soft shades of ochre, pale red, light browns. The only green was in the few palm trees by the shallow oasis. Their route over the past six weeks had brought them from southern Arabia on this trade route through land prey to pirates from the Red Sea coast, and brigands from the rocky peaks of the interior. Away along the wadi rim was the rough huddle of dwellings and the citadel of Wusuf, the local warlord. We paid him well, thought Daribul, as we’ve paid all whose land we’ve passed through, for our passage and safety. And how has he repaid us? That was no small band of brigands last night. He scuffed at the ground, flung a few pebbles in the air, followed them to gaze into the sky.


What gods lived here, high in these mountains, so close to the brilliant blue of the sky, gods of winds and sky and high places? Were they behind this, jealous of the incense being carried through, taken to honour strange gods – or one God, Daribul had heard, the Yahweh – and none for them? But whichever god it was, all humankind desired, needed, these scented smokes to honour them, send messages, transform their souls and commune with them. And it was his adopted land, Sheba, which was the richest source of these things.


A puff of dust from the direction of Wusuf’s citadel caught Daribul’s attention. More like a human hand behind this than a god’s, he thought, and Wusuf was a prime candidate. He could have given information to the brigands so that they would know when and where to attack, and under cover of the fighting sent in his own murderers to abduct or even kill Queen Zar’eshta. A weak Sheba would enable this warlord to expand his little empire, perhaps even disrupt the trade route and hold the whole world to ransom.


Daribul closed his eyes and offered a final prayer to his own private Ninevehen god, then hurried back down into the camp. He was on his way to join the counsel, but he made a detour to where he had been told the bodies of the slain were gathered, stopping here and there on the way to greet and talk to men he knew. One man summed up what they were all thinking, if not saying, was their enterprise accursed? Was it too big an undertaking and should they turn back? Perhaps the might of this King Solomon was too great and they should leave the trade routes to him, and return to the safety of Sheba?


The dead Shebans were laid reverentially on one side. To the other the bandits were flung in a tangled heap.


“You, come here,” Daribul called to one of the guards. “Who ordered this? Find some help and lay everyone out properly. We might learn something from the dead.”


The guard shrugged. His opinion of scribes was plain, so Daribul added, “Besides, I want to see the evil faces of the two creatures I slew last night.”


The man’s face brightened, and he beckoned to his friends and after some talk, it was possible to see each dead bandit. The heat was beginning to rise and so would the stench from the corpses. Daribul took out the tablet he always carried and counted the dead: twenty Shebans, but over fifty of their attackers. In look and build they were not dissimilar, though the attackers were smaller, their skin darker, more lined. Probably from living in the mountains or the desert, he thought. Their clothes were of serviceable rough cloth, leather, and sheepskin, and they wore their beards trimmed short.


“Are you finished?” asked the guard. “We’ve had enough of dead men. We need to cleanse ourselves. Which ones are your dead men, anyway?”


Daribul frowned. “That’s just it. They’re not here. Have all the bodies been collected?”


“Are you sure you killed someone? Perhaps it was only a nasty dream.” The man and his friends laughed. “Besides, does it matter?”


Daribul laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Yes,” he said, “It does matter. And if you love your Queen and value her life you will keep a lookout for these bodies. They are distinctive. Young, clean-shaven, swaddled in dark brown robes.”


Immediately at the mention of Queen Zar’eshta the men sobered up, put their shoulders back. “We’ll do that. If we find them we’ll send to you immediately.”


The flaps of the Queen’s tent had been tied open to allow what little breeze there was to enter, and she sat on a low stool deep in its shade, her servants languidly waving fans to keep her cool. Her hair was pulled back and twisted elaborately and dressed with gold ornaments fashioned in the shape of birds and flowers. Her robe was in a rich blue accentuating the bloom on her cheek. “Sit near me,” she said quietly to Daribul, “I want to keep my friends close.” Though she smiled he could detect anxiety deep in her dark eyes. Had she been told about her would-be attackers?


Across the carpeted floor, smoothing his beard and moustache, sat La’ayam, and next to him was Al-Hajar, constantly sending and receiving messengers. Wusuf sat near Daribul. He had arrived brandishing knives and a long sword, with a retinue of rough-looking men, and pretended to be disappointed the fighting was over.


Light refreshments were served and talk swirled around the night’s events, of the caravan, what they had seen since leaving Shabwah, exchanging gossip, sizing each other up. Daribul looked around for their high priest Qu’atabar and located him in a dark corner at the back of the tent. Attended to by two shaven-headed acolytes, he was engaged in religious rites. Daribul quickly looked away then chided himself. He thought he’d successfully espoused the Sheban gods, but it looked like his childhood learning went deeper than he thought.


“And so, Wusuf, I charge you with neglecting your duties and breaking your promise. We could ask for compensation.”


La’ayam’s words brought Wusuf scrambling to his feet, reaching for the sword that was not there. All their weapons lay outside.


“I did everything that was asked of me. You have churned up the dust of my land, used my water and firewood, spread yourselves like a great obstacle around my citadel.”


“In return you have received plenty. But what about the safe passage across your land – Daribul, wasn’t that part of your correspondence?”


“It was,” Daribul answered. “I have it here. Your exact words were ‘A pleasant and peaceful sojourn beside our city walls’. It hasn’t exactly been either.”


“How was I to know these strangers, these scavengers would attack you? I’ve looked at the slain – we don’t know any of them. Who am I to set myself up to second guess fate?”


There was silence, and Wusuf subsided onto his cushion, until Al-Hajar said, “Perhaps these ‘scavengers’ were informed of our arrival by one of your people?”


“None of my people would have betrayed you,” Wusuf growled. “My word here is law. Any person who disobeys –” he drew his hand across his throat in a quick gesture.


“Then it was you yourself who –” Wusuf leapt to his feet, face mottled with rage. “And I charge you, Al-Hajar, with complacency, thinking yourself still safe at home in your little kingdom of Sheba – this is the real world out here, and it’s not my fault if you’re not up to it.”


The two men were about to throw themselves at each other when the Queen spoke.


“Please, do not add to the night’s injuries with further bloodshed. Sit down.” When the two men, still muttering and glowering, gave way, she continued, “We are not asking for our safe passage payments to be returned, though I have been advised we would be within our rights to do so,” she nodded at La’ayam. “I want to discover whether this was just brigands, seizing an opportunity, or whether there was a more sinister purpose, so that we can plan accordingly.”


Wusuf bowed his head, but Daribul saw his eyes shift craftily. “Queen Zar’eshta, your land has treasures that all the world desires, though I might venture your worth far outweighs that which you carry to King Solomon. You are the greatest prize of all.”


Daribul puzzled over his choice of words. If he had sent those two men, perhaps he’d intended to hold the Queen for ransom?


“I think we should wait for King Solomon’s judgment on that,” she replied.


“Why no, we have evidence already. The two men who were attempting to carry you away – oh, I forgot, their dead bodies cannot be found,” he stared at Daribul. “You should look into your own camp for a traitor.”


Daribul opened his mouth to protest, aware of La’ayam shaking his head, but even more keenly feeling the Queen’s searching gaze. He felt ashamed. He should have told her himself, not listened to La’ayam. But perhaps that had been the old man’s intent? To discredit Daribul and distance him from the Queen so that he could weaken her protection. Wusuf innocent and La’ayam guilty? Who could Daribul trust?


“It’s true, I killed two men last night before I came into your tent – but when I went back all that remained was their blood.”


“Hah, we only have your word for it, where’s the proof?” Al-Hajar bellowed. “Admit it, you were trying to kill or carry off the Queen yourself.”


“The Queen’s servants all saw blood on my sword,” Daribul protested hotly.


“You could have wiped that on any dead man. I say we should examine this Assyrian, if only to punish him for false bragging.”


Daribul shuddered. He knew what Al-Hajar meant by “examining”. Few survived such ordeals. “I don’t need to brag, like some do. Anyway, how did you hear this, Wusuf? I only told La’ayam, and we decided to tell no-one. I saw you leave your citadel myself this morning – did one of your spies meet you on the way here and tell you your plot was foiled?”


“D’you think guards don’t talk? I heard you’d been looking for missing dead men, and I told Wusuf. Satisfied?” Al-Hajar finished triumphantly.


“Then you and Wusuf have conspired together.” The words tumbled out of Daribul’s mouth in anger and then the insults began to fly afresh. The Queen held her hands up in despair, until the tinkling of bells halted them.


High priest Qu’atabar stood behind the Queen, flanked by his acolytes gently shaking cascades of tiny silver bells.


“The gods have answered me,” his voice rang out as if conducting a ceremony. “We must now purify ourselves and this place of these violent acts and of the blood that has been spilled. And then the smoke of our funeral fires will reveal truth. The sacred incense will work its magic once more bringing us a vision of what took place. I have seen this.”


Qu’atabar refused to allow anyone to help. Only he and his acolytes, amid the most obscure of rituals, were allowed to scrape a depression in the ground until they hit bedrock, beside the rock Daribul had sat on earlier that day and on which the priest set up his altar. They then heaped firewood, dead palm fronds, reeds, broken baskets, much of it brought from the nearby town, on Wusuf’s orders into a pyre and then the dead bodies were brought over, to be placed on the pyre by Qu’atabar himself, friend and foe alike.


Messengers went around the camp with the news that the ceremony was to be held at sunset, and everyone was to fast, drinking only sips of water, and to spend their time in contemplation. People rested under their blanket awnings or in their tents, the rough dark brown cloth blending in with the landscape.


“He has chosen a good spot,” Daribul explained to Floran who, after sleeping and more ointment, was feeling much better. “You can see far distances from up there. No one will be able to approach us without being seen.”


“You – you think they’ll return tonight, Master?” the boy asked nervously.


“I am worried,” Daribul replied. “More so by the missing corpses. Whoever took them has unfinished business. Al-Hajar refuses to believe me, but La’ayam has insisted the Queen must be guarded every second of the day.” He paused. He didn’t want to voice his fear aloud, that the counsellor was putting on a show of concern, while all the time watching and waiting his chance to attack her again. Perhaps Counsellor La’ayam wanted to be King La’ayam, to lead them into Jerusalem and feast with mighty King Solomon.


“Perhaps they were just taken away by their brigand friends?” Floran suggested hopefully.


“I wish, but I had the pleasure of Al-Hajar’s company earlier when his detail returned from following the trail into the mountains.”


The party of ten plodded in on weary camels, but their leader leapt nimbly enough to the ground from his kneeling camel to make his report. “We followed their tracks as fast as we could – we could see them until they vanished into the rocks. After that, I was sure I could hear them once or twice up ahead, but after a while even the tracks in the sand disappeared. It was as if they had melted away. We searched various gulleys and ravines but then decided to turn back, fearing we might become lost ourselves.”


Al-Hajar nodded, satisfied, then could not resist goading Daribul again. “Your friends have escaped this time, pen-pusher. But I will find out how much they paid you and where you’ve hidden it, make no mistake. Oh yes,” he went on, deliberately misinterpreting Daribul’s gasp of denial, “I’ve had your possessions searched. We haven’t found anything yet, but I’ll be watching you, even when you’re asleep.”


“You’ll search in vain, then, and miss the real traitor. Unless, of course, it’s you. This could be your feeble attempt to draw the scent away from yourself. Surely the Queen’s safety is our biggest concern?”


The other man stiffened, and Daribul readied himself for the blow – Al-Hajar was not a tall man, but stocky solid muscle. Instead, he laughed, a grating sound. “You have more courage than I expected from a man who kills phantom intruders. I look forward to our holy leader exposing you for what you are in his holy fire! And the Queen is quite safe with me to look after her.”


“I’ve told you the whole story, Floran, no point in hiding the truth from you. You may need to seek a new master soon.”


Floran hung his head. “I, I tried to stop them from looking at your baggage but I’m not as brave as you. Surely the Queen will not believe Al-Hajar’s lies. She listens to Advisor La’ayam and she’s always been your friend.”


Daribul shook his head. “I’ve not been allowed to speak to the Queen, I don’t know why. Are they afraid I’m going to harm her, after all the hours we’ve spent together? Perhaps they think I have Assyrian friends secreted nearby. If I loved Assyra so much, I’d still be living there. Queen Zar’eshta knows that.”


“No, Master. If you say you killed two men to save the Queen, I believe you. They must be somewhere. Dead men cannot walk!”


“Thank you, Floran, then I won’t give up hope. I’ll continue to be vigilant. Now, you had better prepare my clothes – I shall endure tonight’s ordeal better if I am well-dressed.”


The gathering of people around the rock waited quietly as the sun sank over the horizon and the egg-blue sky and thin strips of brown cloud were lit by the evening stars. It was still stiflingly hot on the wadi floor, but up on the rock it was cooler. Qu’atabar had spent the day purifying the rock and the altar, accompanied by his acolytes, and now continued his low chants as braziers were lit releasing the fragrant fumes of frankinsence and myrrh to waft across the expectant crowd. The priest beckoned. Al-Hajar, La-ayam and Daribul came forward to flank Queen Zar’eshta. She was already conducting her own rituals as ceremonial Queen-priestess, in white, a gauzy veil covering her head, as they did those of her female companions.


The sky darkened and the fat pale lump of the waning moon rose from behind the mountains. The murmuring of the gathered masses became hypnotic, blending with the chanting of the priest, the shaking of rattles and tinkling of bells. Now and then the Queen’s voice could be heard. Daribul began to feel himself transported, his mind emptied, opened, awaiting the visions to be revealed. But he fought against it. He must remain firmly rooted in this world, every sense alert against danger to the Queen. The priest had promised a revelation, but Daribul promised himself he would die before she did.


Qu’atabar beckoned his acolytes. They came forward, lighted torches from the braziers, and began arcing them high, calling out sacred words, gradually moving forward, then raised them on high. All eyes were focussed on the funeral pyre ready for it to burst into flames – all except Daribul’s. His eyes were darting everywhere – and then he saw them.


“No,” he yelled, rushing forward. “Stop!” He grappled with the torchbearers and managed, such was their surprise, to pull them back.


Cries of shock and horror burst out, followed by hissing.


“You fool,” Al-Hajar cried and pinned Daribul from behind, pulling his arms behind his back. La’ayam stepped forward. “Silence!” he ordered. “Continue – set the torches now, before our sacred moment passes. Quickly!”


“Why so fast,” Daribul yelled. “What are you trying to conceal? Listen – our holy priest was right – Qu’atabar, listen to me, I’ve seen your holy truth.”


But the priest, his skin pasty and sweat running into his wild eyes, was seizing the torches himself.


“He is possessed,” La’ayam hissed, “We must silence him before our people are disturbed.” He lunged forward, but Daribul managed to shift his balance, and the blow fell on Al-Hajar. Twisting free he shoved La’ayam aside and rushed forward to grasp Qu’atabar’s arm.


“No, no,” he yelled again. “I have seen them – the Queen’s attackers – there in the pyre.”


Heads turned in shock and in the confusion Daribul managed to grab hold of one of the torches and hold it high. Yes, he had seen them. The beardless round faces, the bodies completely hairless, no longer swathed in robes. Beside him he sensed Qu’atabar hesitate.


The Queen’s voice rang out. “The gods have guided us – Qu’atabar has given us this sacred moment – we give praise – but we must continue – Al-Hajar, remove those bodies from the pyre and then we must continue.”


Al-Hajar pushed forward to help Daribul. “You mean these two hairless boys?” he growled. “But I–I recognise them. They are –”


With a high-pitched scream Qu’atabar snatched the torch from Daribul and with one in each hand ran forward and leapt onto the pyre. Flames whooshed into life, roaring through the tinder dry wood and leaves, intense heat seared their skin as sparks flew into the sky. The origin of the screams did not, could not, last long in that inferno as he and all the dead bodies were consumed in the holy fire.


Daribul sank to his knees, shaking. Of course, why hadn’t he thought of that before? Clean-shaven young men, part of Qu’atabar’s retinue of acolytes. It was the priest’s doing. If he, Daribul, had paid more attention to Sheban gods and not his own, he might have guessed sooner. The Queen was safe, but from what? What had been the priest’s evil intent?


The Queen and her scribe were sitting alone together in her tent. Just outside, talking and giggling together, were her female servants. They had left the wadi two days and forty miles behind and were now camped on an open plain, the faint blue line of the Red Sea in the far distance, and no rocks or hills nearby for pirates or brigands to hide behind. A fresh wind blew and if Daribul closed his eyes he could almost imagine they were back home in Shabwah.


“Thank you, Daribul. I think that is a fair and accurate account of recent events.” Zar’eshta paused. “Perhaps not accurate in one way – you don’t give yourself enough credit.”


“What credit should I take? Of picking up my sword like any man here to protect you?”


“That too. No, I thought – surely you’d solved the riddle already? You knew those two bodies would be in the pyre. You were looking for them.”


He shook his head. “I wish I was as clever as you think I am. I was as in the dark as everyone else. No, it was my servant Floran – he convinced me to continue to believe in myself and I promised to continue to be vigilant, in your service.”


The Queen sipped some of her wine, then sighed. “Qu’atabar kept his thoughts to himself, he didn’t even share them with any of his acolytes, and they of course are obedient to a fault. Perhaps he only confided in those two you killed. But I remember that he was very opposed to this journey to visit King Solomon. Yet, his arguments were listened to and then, seeing it was inevitable, I thought he was resigned to the caravan. Do you think that was it, he wanted us to turn back?”


Daribul laid aside his stylus and flexed his aching hands, before reaching for his cup.


“I wonder,” he said, a faraway look in his eyes. “I have travelled long distances and seen many wonders. I know that a man – or a woman – can take their soul, their strength with them. But perhaps he felt his world was cracking – he had gone beyond his limits.”


“Desert madness,” the Queen nodded. “Yet he must have laid his plans before we left, to make contact with the brigands, to choose the spot for the attack, and under cover of that, for his own men to attack me – it is as well that Al-Hajar acquaints himself with everyone around us and recognised them, or it might have been your ashes lying in the wadi, not Qu’atabar’s.”


“I suppose he’s good at his work,” Daribul admitted grudgingly. He did not like being in Al-Hajar’s debt. “Qu’atabar must have been desperate, hiding the dead bodies all day, knowing he could not leave the camp without questions being asked, and then managing to smuggle them into the pyre. No wonder he insisted on building it himself.


“And if he was not mad then – with you no longer at the helm, who better to lead us than a priest-king?”


The Queen put down her cup. “I prefer to think the desert-devils had entered him. Thank you. Without you, he might have succeeded a second time.”


Daribul thought of the past few days. His actions had been instinctive, not those of a rational man. But he kept his own counsel.


“Still,” she said, her eyes dancing with mischief, “it is now one of our many adventures along this road to Jerusalem. Let’s see, shall we call it one of our hundred tales of Arabia?”


Daribul smiled and they exchanged a look of understanding. Yes, eyes, he thought, that will not only captivate but enslave even the mightiest of kings.




The Judgment of the Gods


Robert Reginald


Three centuries after Solomon the Assyrian Empire was entering its final phase. The following story is set towards the end of that Empire, more specifically in the year 681 BC with the death of King Sennacherib.


Robert Reginald is the writing alias of university librarian Michael Burgess, currently Head of Collection Development at the California State University John M. Pfau Library. He is best known for his phenomenal works of bibliography and historical research which include, amongst a list that would fill this book, Science Fiction and Fantasy Literature (1979) and Lords Spiritual and Temporal (revised, 1995). He received the Pilgrim Award in 1993 for his lifetime contribution to science fiction research. He has more recently completed two novels set in an alternate medieval Europe, The Dark-Haired Man (2004) and The Exiled Prince (2004).


Nineveh, Capital of Assyria, Twentieth Day of Tebetu, in the Year Named for the Eponym Nabu-Sharru-Usur (January of 681 BC)


 


 


 


The Great King Sennacherib lay prostrate before the altar of the god, his face pressed to the cold tile floor, his arms stretched in supplication towards the huge, flickering image of the eagle-headed deity looming above him. Torches mounted in alcoves on either side of the small hall provided minimal light.


“My relatives plot against me,” he murmured. “My enemies are legion. I have destroyed the city of Babylon to avenge the death of my eldest son, but those whom I let live now wish my death. Everywhere I see war and plague and famine. When shall it end? When shall the burden pass from my hands?”


A sudden breath of winter air pressed his robe against his legs. He shivered in spite of himself. A moan seemed to emanate from the mouth of the god.


“What did you say?” the Great King begged. “Tell me what to do.”


A second groan echoed through the chamber. The guard captain standing just inside the door at the other end of the hall woke from his reverie at the noise, peering into the darkness.


Suddenly and quite without warning, the vast statue of the deity tipped forward and fell directly onto the king.


The guard screamed a cry of warning, echoed by the troop posted outside. But it was too late. As he could quite clearly see when he rushed to his master’s aid, Sennacherib, the Great King, the Mighty King, the King of the Four Corners of the World, was quite, quite dead.


“The judgment of the gods!” the captain exclaimed, as the other soldiers rushed to his side. “The gods have spoken!”


And so they had.


Achilleus of Zmyrna in Asia Minor sends greetings to his father’s father in Chios. May the son of Meles sing a thousand more songs before he rests!


In the third year of the twenty-fourth Olympiad, I accompanied the expedition of your son Telemachos to Assyria, there to establish a regular system of trade with the Great King Sennacherib and his ministers, now that their hegemony extended to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. By your instruction I had learned the art and science of lettering from the Phoenician merchants of Akko who were wont to visit our fair harbour, and this skill, it was thought, might give our party some small edge in the bargaining yet to come.


We were three months on our journey, first by ship around the coast of Anatolia, and thence overland up the Orontes and across the great waste to Mesopotamia. When we finally arrived in the walled city of Nineveh, not long after the close of summer, we were thoroughly tired of traveling and ready to meet with the king and his officials.


This proved, however, somewhat more difficult than we had imagined.


These “Black-Haired Men”, as they call themselves, are a strange folk indeed. They speak a tongue akin to Phoenician, yet etch their scratchings upon tablets of clay, like the tracks of birds upon the beach. Not even their rulers can read the inscriptions engraved upon their own monuments. They welcome the settlement of strangers within their chief citadels, so that their own people have become a minority in some of their cities, and promote such individuals to the highest levels of service in their government, but force them to bow and scrape as if they were no better than slaves. I do not understand how any man can tolerate such treatment.


We sent our embassies to various high officials, but none would receive us. We sought out the major trading companies in the city, but while all treated us courteously, none would treat with us without the approval of the government. Thus matters rested while fall advanced into winter.


I had been directed by Uncle Telemachos to acquire as much of their language as quickly as possible, and so I sought out one of the Houses of Scribes, a place where youths were regularly initiated into the mysteries of the stylus and the clay tablet. I asked the Headmaster if I could participate, even though I was older than most of these boys. A contribution to the god eased my passage immeasurably.


The study was most difficult. It was as if these men had purposely designed a system that would be impossible for the average citizen to learn, which was perhaps the whole point of the exercise. Scribes are highly valued for their services here, being among the best paid members of society.


I befriended an older lad named Asarbaniplos, which is the closest I can render his name in the Greek tongue. I understood at the time that he was related to the chief families of the city, but exactly how, I did not know. Assyrians do not talk about such matters. I never learned, for example, how old he was, for the year of one’s birth is a closely held secret for these people. No one even knows the age of the Great King who rules them.


This Banu, as he was commonly known, had dark curly hair and a quick spirit which instinctively grasped that which seemed so elusive to me. We became great comrades in our battles over the meaning of the elusive stone tablets.


After four months’ residence in the citadel, Uncle obtained an interview with the Second Vizier, during which he asked to see the Great King. He was laughed out of the palace. “No man may talk with the emissary of the gods,” he was told.


Several days later I was studying in the House of Scribes when a commotion interrupted our lesson.


“What’s happening?” I wanted to know.


“The Great King is dead,” my friend replied. He shook his bushy head, unable to comprehend what he was saying. “The gods have struck him down. They have cursed Assyria.” Then he ran out the door, not heeding my shouts to stop.


I returned to our apartment, but we stayed close to home the next few weeks. The streets were filled with thieves and rogues eager to steal money, food, even the clothing off one’s back. Finally, order was restored by two of the old king’s sons, one of whom was proclaimed his successor. Still, the evident dissatisfaction of the people was everywhere apparent.


When a month had passed, we heard of an army approaching from the west. Crown Prince Esarhaddon had gathered together his forces and was marching on the capital. The Substitute King went out to meet him, but was defeated and reportedly fled.


A few days later, a squad of guards knocked on our door, and ordered Uncle Telemachos and me to accompany them. We marched out of the Hatamti Gate, where we mounted horses and headed north-east onto the open plain. We could see our breaths blowing behind us upon the wind.


“Where are we going?” I asked.


“Speak when you are spoken to,” the guard said, emphasizing the point with a wave of his spear. I dutifully obeyed.


We rode until we spied a citadel, which I later learned was called Fort Sargon. We dismounted and the guard blindfolded us.


“Do not remove these on pain of death,” he ordered.


Then they took Uncle and myself by the elbow, and guided us through a series of long, echoing passageways paved with stone.


Finally, we entered a large hall, judging by the change in sound, where we were both forced to the ground, prostrate upon the cold floor. We heard the tramp, tramp, tramp of a squad of soldiers coming through a doorway and across the room. Our “gentle” companions raised us to our knees.


“What are your names?” came the harsh inquiry.


“What is he saying?” Uncle wanted to know.


“We are Telemachos and Achilleus, traders from Zmyrna,” I replied.


“Te-le-ma-khu,” the hidden man stuttered. “A-khu-i-lai,” he added. “These are hard for the Black-Haired Men to say.” He paused. “Why does your senior not speak for himself?”
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