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For Deborah




Use your enemy’s hand to catch a snake

- Persian proverb




Prologue




Palestine, August 1917 


I 

The riders appeared at the far end of the gorge just as the last echoes of the gelignite explosion died away. It was Hassan, the Egyptian foreman, who spotted them first, pointing with his rhinoceros-hide whip to the distant bend in the desert canyon, where a stream of mounted men had emerged, travelling at a fast trot. Sergeant Sam Rollins wiped some of the grit from his eyes and squinted through the curtain of dust that still filled the air. ‘For cryin’ out loud. What now?’

Ten miles to the south of the road crew was the port of Aqaba, British held; ahead of them, once they had blasted a clear path through the Itm Pass and on to the plateau, lay the Turkish army, the Hejaz railway and, ultimately, Damascus. The camel riders were approaching from the direction of the enemy positions.

It could, thought Rollins, be a forward patrol of the  Imperial Camel Corps. If so, they would be on sleek, white Sudanese camels. Hassan, though, shaded his eyes, studied the group intently, noted the hue and decoration of their mounts, and pronounced: ‘Arab!’

Rollins was aware that, although the Arabs were in revolt against their Turkish masters across the whole of the Levant and Arabia, not all loved the British. Some northern tribes, sceptical of the colonial powers’ promises of Arab self-rule, had remained loyal to Constantinople.

The sergeant walked back along the wide sandy floor of the valley to where Bloodhound, his latest Rolls-Royce armoured car, was parked. Rollins clicked his fingers at Humphries, Bloodhound’s gunner, who was lurking in the rest area they had created in one of the fissures that split the canyon walls. The corporal leaned forward and spotted the new arrivals. Humphries quickly dropped the butt of his cigarette, crossed to Bloodhound, and slid inside the revolving turret on the rear of the armoured car. He spun the Vickers-Maxim to face the oncoming riders.

Rollins indicated that the six Indian riflemen he had been assigned should also take up a defensive position, as well as his Egyptian machine-gun unit. The modern firepower of the work party ensured that they could hold their own in a fight with any marauding Arab bandits.

The two dozen locals, scraggy half-naked workmen, charged with clearing the stones and rocks that might rip the tyres or bend the steering rods of the armoured cars, had stopped to watch the Arabs, but Hassan shouted at them to carry on working. They bent once more, shovelling, brushing and lifting  the rubble, but at half the usual pace, their eyes drawn by the fast-approaching camels. Rollins could smell their apprehension.

The Rolls was in shadow now, but some of the armoured panels were still as hot as skillets from a day-long roasting in the sun. Rollins was careful where and how he leaned against the machine as he rolled a cigarette from the tobacco dust which the native traders sold to them at outrageous prices. It was such poor fare, it was a feat just to keep a fag alight for more than a few seconds. The same tinkers normally came back the next day with overpriced boxes of matches, knowing the soldiers would quickly have exhausted their own supply. It was possible the new arrivals were also traders, looking for nothing more than a vast profit.

‘Arab no good,’ said Hassan, who was city-bred and had little time for the men of the desert, even back in Egypt. ‘Thief. No good.’ And just in case Rollins had missed the point, he spat loudly.

As they came closer, Rollins could see that the loping camels were richly brocaded, with elaborate saddles and harnesses. Some of the decorative tassels reached almost to the ground. The riders, however, were a ragged-looking bunch. It occurred to Rollins they might be camel thieves who had raided a more prosperous group. He counted twenty-one of them, most with modern rifles slung over their shoulders. Something told him these were no cigarette vendors.

When they were fifty yards away, one of the Arabs raised an arm and the party slowed and stopped. The lead camel knelt and its rider dismounted. The man was dressed in grubby,  heavily stained clothes, thick with yellowy dust. He wore a red and white keffiyeh pulled over the lower half of his face. Rollins heard Hassan hissing through clenched teeth in disgust at this beggar.

‘Sarge!’ It was Humphries, his voice muffled by the metal of the turret, asking for guidance. ‘You want me to fire a cautionary burst?’

‘Just take it easy, son.’ Rollins had been in the desert for more than two years, first in Persia, then the Western Desert and now Palestine. He knew you had to treat these nomads firmly or they’d rob you blind. Or worse. He took a pull on his cigarette, left it dangling in the corner of his mouth, and stepped forward with his arms by his side, palms forward. He began to swing his hands at the approaching Arab, as if shooing away a pigeon. ‘Go, go on. Nothing for you here. Talla! Ishmi!  Clear off!’

The man, barefoot he noticed, carried on coming and behind him, another Arab barked an order that Rollins understood was an instruction to dismount. The remaining camels flopped down, allowing their riders to slide out of the saddle. The air thickened with the odour of the pack. Rollins sensed he was losing control of the situation.

‘Ishmi!’ he repeated forcefully.

‘Sergeant Rollins, you took my advice, I see.’

The cultivated voice was soft on the ears, a balm after days of barked Arabic and harsh cockney and brum. The cigarette fell from his lips, but Rollins didn’t notice. He was looking at the eyes, as steely-grey as the polished metal of the Rolls-Royces had been when they were unloaded at Aqaba. Rollins  leaned forward for a closer inspection and was startled by what he saw. ‘Lieutenant Lawrence?’

The man pulled down his scarf, revealing a face that was far more gaunt than Rollins remembered. The boyish grin, however, was un mistakable. ‘Actually, it’s Captain now.’

‘Yes, sir,’ he gulped. ‘Good to see you, sir.’ Rollins threw him a salute.

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ Lawrence said with obvious irritation. He held out his hand and nodded over his shoulder at his escort. ‘Do you think we bother with all that nonsense in the desert?’

Awkwardly, the sergeant took the offered hand and his was quickly wrapped in a double-grip of sinew and calluses. The desert had roughened him up, Rollins thought.

‘I do believe you have Captain Noel with you,’ said Lawrence.

‘He’s Major Noel now. Promotion came through with new orders.’

Lawrence’s eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘A major? Is he indeed? Well, it seems we are all going up in the world, Sergeant. No regrets?’

‘None, sir. You gave me good advice.’ It was Captain Lawrence’s doing that Rollins had ended up in the elite Armoured Car Brigade.

Lawrence strode over to the Rolls and began to circle it, remembering another, similar, machine. ‘Better than ours, eh? Fighting De Luxe?’

‘Quite a chariot this one,’ Rollins agreed. ‘Stronger back axle, double springs, armoured plating on the radiator, fully swivelling gun mounting.’ That reminded him. He banged on  the door panel. ‘It’s OK, Humphries, you can get out of there. Captain Lawrence is one of ours.’ He signalled his other units to stand down, too.

Lawrence stooped to inspect the metal-studded tyres. ‘Dunlops.’

‘Much better than the Bryants, sir. We still have to clear the bigger rocks out of the way, though. They haven’t quite got the hang of strengthening the steering arms.’

‘We heard the explosions. Dynamite?’

‘Gelignite.’

‘Electrically fired?’

‘Fuse and electrical, depending.’

‘Do you have any spare cable? We’ve been rather busy on the railway.’ He meant the Hejaz line from Damascus to Medina, ostensibly designed to deposit pilgrims within easy reach of Mecca, but primarily a way of cementing Ottoman control over the region. ‘They’ve sent only short lengths of cable. It means we are uncomfortably close when we take out a locomotive.’

‘I’ll see what I can do, sir.’

‘Good man.’ As he stood, Lawrence grimaced and touched his back. ‘Bet you wouldn’t mind trading that’ - Rollins indicated Lawrence’s camel and then tapped the Rolls - ‘for this.’

‘Ghazala?’ The sergeant realised this was the camel’s name. ‘She’s a grandmother. Her latest foal died and she mourns now and then. We have the hide, which we let her sniff, and that stops her for a while. But it might be time to turn her out.’ There was clear regret at the thought. ‘So I might well join you in the cars once you have cleared your roadway. How would that be?’

‘Marvellous!’ said Rollins.

‘Now, Major Noel was headed where?’

‘He didn’t say. But he left a parcel for you.’

‘For me?’

‘Well, he said a British officer would be along to pick it up. It’s from Eastman in Cairo, he said.’

Lawrence laughed. ‘Yes, that’s mine. Wonderful.’

Rollins indicated the cleft in the cliff face. ‘If you’ll follow me, sir. And would you like to freshen up? There’s water for washing.’

Lawrence shook his head. ‘I can’t wash till my bodyguard wash. It would be impolite.’

The twenty men were a bodyguard? Rollins didn’t know much about Arabs, but he was well aware that such a personal force conveyed considerable status. ‘I’m not sure there’s enough for them.’ He suddenly realised how that sounded. ‘I mean, there’s not much spare—’

‘I know what you meant, Sergeant. Let’s get my parcel and cable. Ablutions can wait.’

As they walked over the rough ground, Rollins looked down at Lawrence’s naked feet and his own army boots. ‘How do you manage?’

Lawrence also lowered his gaze, as if surprised to see he was sandal-less. One of the toes rose at an unnatural angle. It looked to Rollins as if it had been broken and had healed badly. ‘Practice, I suppose.’

Rollins noticed the work of clearing rocks had slowed almost to a halt. ‘Hassan! Get them back to work.’

The Egyptian cracked his whip and the natives began to  pick the valley floor clear of debris once again, this time under the disdainful eyes of Lawrence’s escort.

Lawrence broke away from Rollins, strode over and put a hand on the foreman’s shoulder, letting it rest lightly. ‘Hassan, my friend. There are two boys in my group. See them? The pair throwing stones at each other?’

The two lads were at the far side of the bodyguard, running around in circles, occasionally tossing a rock in the other’s direction. ‘Farraj and Daud, of the Ageyl tribe. Servants, supposedly, but really the bane of my life.’ It was said with both frustration and affection. Now Lawrence raised and firmed his voice, so that it carried down the canyon to his subjects’ ears. He used the version of his name that the Arabs often affected, as they found the real thing a tongue-twister. ‘If they cause you any trouble, tell them you have Orrans’s permission to use the whip on them.’

The two boys froze, and then fell to the ground, their hands covering their heads, as if blows were already raining down on them.

Lawrence smiled and leaned in close to Hassan, so that Rollins couldn’t hear. ‘But the others, the Harith, but especially the Howeitat, are not to be alarmed in any way. They are the men who crossed the Desolate, took Aba el Lissan and sacked Aqaba. Many have prices on their heads.’ The Egyptian’s eyes widened. When he had passed through the ruined port with the armoured cars, he had heard all kinds of stories about the men who had traversed the bleakest of deserts and taken the city by surprise and of the fate of any Turk unfortunate enough to be in their way.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Call me Lawrence. Where are you from, Hassan?’

‘Cairo.’

‘Which part?’

There was a moment’s hesitation, before the foreman decided the Englishman would not be able to distinguish one district in Cairo from another. ‘Darb al-Ahmar.’

‘I know it well.’

‘You do?’

A flicker of regret played across Lawrence’s features. ‘I had a good friend there, once. You must miss it.’ He slapped Hassan on the back. ‘I hope you get back home soon.’

‘You too, sir.’

It was Lawrence’s turn to wait before replying softly, with a smile. ‘Me? I’m already home.’

 



The crevice that served as a storage depot had a rough curtain across the entrance to keep out the worst of the heat and the flies. Rollins unhooked this and unfurled it back to reveal the road gang’s supplies. Lawrence’s eyes widened when he saw the amount of explosives and detonators.

‘Drink?’ offered Rollins. ‘We have some decent water.’

‘Thank you.’

Rollins noticed that Lawrence had slumped slightly once he was out of sight of his men, and the light dimmed from his eyes. He was, thought the sergeant, like a stage actor, come to take a breather in the wings, unclip his collar and smoke a cigarette. Lawrence took the mug of warm water from Rollins and drank. He smacked his lips. ‘The  well at Mahrg?’ It was a small oasis, back towards Aqaba.

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘The salt. Very distinctive.’

It had never seemed particularly brackish to Rollins.

‘The Bedu know their wells like the French their wines,’ Lawrence explained. ‘It takes a while to learn the trick, but I am getting there.’ He held out the cup. ‘Can you spare another?’

While he waited for a refill, Lawrence shrugged off his  bisht - the camel wool outer-coat - and examined the stores. As Lawrence picked up a pair of binoculars and held them to his eyes, Rollins saw that the man’s thaub tunic was covered in a fine spray of black dots down the front. In the centre, over the breastbone, was what looked like an inky handprint. ‘Is that blood, sir?’

Lawrence put down the field glasses and accepted the mug once more. He lowered his head and looked at the blot, pulling the shirt away from his skin. ‘Yes.’

‘Yours? Are you hurt?’

Lawrence continued to examine the stain. When he looked up, his gaze was somewhere else far distant, and Rollins realised he was remembering just how the blood came to be on his clothing.


II 

It often took two hours to lay the mines properly. To make sure he had adequate time before the trains started running, Lawrence had crawled on his belly across the cold sand towards  the Maryland steel rails of the Hejaz railway well before the sun had done much more than threaten an appearance. His passage had left a series of swirls and troughs in the fine soil, as if a giant serpent had passed that way. Next to it were lighter marks left by Ali when he helped bring out the sacks of explosives. Lawrence would have to take his time erasing all these, lest a hawk-eyed driver or engineer spotted the telltale tracks of a saboteur.

It was worth the risk, though. On this section of the railway the single track ran through a wide, sandy valley. The line was straight for the most part, deviating only when confronted with one of the huge rocky outcrops that had been created by some geological upheaval eons ago and then shaped and honed by the desert winds into grotesque shapes. These massive striated islands were barriers that resisted the blasting of engineers, so the rails had to be curved around them. Destroying such a section of track was a dividend, because they were much more difficult to replace than the standard linear pieces, each one having been custom-made. The Turks could have a normal stretch of steel rail replaced in hours; damage to bends took days to put right. And if you took out a loco as well, that was more than a bonus. Rails were comparatively simple to find or fabricate; for the Turks to source a replacement engine in wartime was nearly impossible.

Directly opposite Lawrence, on the far side of the track, was one of the rocky outcrops, an unusually symmetrical flat-topped protuberance, some fifty feet high, layered like a French confection. It was due to this miniature plateau that the German engineers had been forced to create the sweeping  diversion that curved towards Lawrence. It was because of this outcrop that Lawrence had chosen this exact spot to painstakingly lay his mines.

Stretched out flat on the ground at right angles to the steel track, Lawrence began excavating the hole for the first mine - actually a sandbag, filled with gelatine explosive, stripped of its paper wrapping - with his bare hands. He carefully scooped a hollow, ignoring the sharp ballast stones that cut his skin. Although he had a steel entrenching tool next to him, he could not risk even the slightest brush of the blade with a rail. Such a noise carried for miles in the still air. As he had made his stealthy way to the track on his stomach, he had heard sounds - the slamming of a door, the stamp of a horse - from the station he knew to be almost four miles away. So, the first six inches of the hollow were dug manually, before he switched to the tool.

It was slow work. There were four mines to place, linked to each other by an electrical wire, so they could be detonated in series. His shadow grew long over the sands, then began to shrink again as the sun climbed, but Lawrence didn’t begrudge the time. The mines had to be concealed well enough for one of the Turkish patrols to walk straight over them, and they had to be placed for maximum effect. Two of the mines he would secrete under the centre of the metal sleepers. That would then distort both rails with a single explosion as the stretcher was thrown into the air. The second pair he positioned against the bottom flange at the expansion joints where two rails met, in contact with the fishplate.

Lawrence had learned all this by continuous trial and error  in the past months. He had seen both mines and bricks of guncotton make a tremendous din, throwing up tons of sand and grit, besmirching the blue sky, but hardly bending the rails. Others had been discovered minutes before a train was due to pass over them because of their careless disguise.

Even while he scratched at the soil, he kept one ear cocked for any unnecessary sound from other members of his raiding party. Behind him was a ragged ridge of sand dunes, where Auda, the Howeitat outlaw, and his small group of eleven were concealed, rifles, he hoped, at the ready. But not too ready. It had taken a long time to teach the tribes that firing lots of bullets was not the same as those rounds doing some good. No, he wanted them to engage only if a Turkish patrol appeared and looked like stumbling upon him.

Between the ridge and the railway was a sandy hillock anchored by a sparse covering of thorny plants. Behind that lay Ali, a vigorous young man of nineteen or perhaps twenty, who was, strictly speaking, Lawrence’s servant, the eldest of three given to him by Emir Feisal, the son of the Sherif of Mecca. Lawrence treated Ali, though, not as dogsbody but as apprentice. He was strong, keen and a quick learner.

His job was to ferry the explosives out to Lawrence, but that day, Ali was also in charge of the plunger that would detonate the sequence of four mines. In an ideal world, he, too, would be on the ridge with Auda, but they were des - perately short of electrical cable. They would have to risk detonating as close as they dare. Normally, Lawrence would ensure he was the one on the handle, the man most exposed, but Ali took such great delight in the explosions, almost as  much as Lawrence did, that he felt cruel denying him the opportunity. They would blow the line together.

The risen sun was burning his back by the time the four holes were deep enough for Lawrence to place the mines inside them. He carefully attached the wires to the primer charge before he slid each into place, and tugged on the connections. Another hard lesson learned, from a trestle bridge that failed to blow because the terminals had come loose. Going back to reconnect them at night, under the nose of enemy soldiers, had been a tense and exhilarating time. Lawrence had rarely felt so alive as when he blew the structure to matchwood the next morning.

Satisfied with the positioning of the mines and the quality of his connections, Lawrence scraped back the earth over the top of the devices, making sure the darker subsoil went in first, holding back a whitish layer of stones to blend in with the lighter shades of the surface. He stroked and prodded and scraped at the ballast as if he were icing a cake, until he was happy that the craters containing the explosive charge were as invisible as possible.

Now he reversed his early morning crawl out to the railway, working backwards, burying the detonation wire as he went and sweeping the sand with the hem of his cloak in an attempt to conceal both his passage and the position of the cables. By the time he reached the scant coverage of the hillock, he was panting and his mouth felt parched from the sand dust. Ali uncorked the water bag and passed it to him. Lawrence sipped gratefully and settled, his back to the mound, facing the ridge where he could just make out the dark oval of a head.

He signalled for the man to drop down, but the Arab raised an arm, as if in greeting.

‘Auda,’ said Ali and Lawrence laughed softly. As if it would be anyone else. The hook-nosed, toothless Howeitat was a fearsome fighter who had killed two Turkish tax inspectors, thus ending his temporary alliance with the Ottoman Empire. He had therefore not hesitated to join Lawrence when he heard of his plans to drive the Turks out of Arabia, Palestine and Syria and to take Damascus. The gold, and the promise of pillage, had helped, of course. Auda had shown his commitment to the cause by smashing his false teeth, declaring they were made in Constantinople and he would have nothing Turkish in his mouth while the Ottomans occupied his lands. It was a powerful gesture, even if it was sometimes impossible to take the gummy rogue seriously. But Lawrence knew dozens had died because they hadn’t paid Auda enough heed. Tall and erect, the man not only looked like a bird of prey, he sometimes acted like one.

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ Lawrence moaned as loud as he dared when Auda virtually stood up. The man thought he was invulnerable.

‘Orrans.’ Like many desert Arabs, Ali had trouble with the name ‘Lawrence’ and had found his own strangled version. He followed the young man’s pointing finger. ‘A train.’

So there was. That was what had caused Auda to break cover. A thin pillar of white woodsmoke was just visible against the glare of the morning sky, indicating a locomotive. A troop train, he hoped, running down to Medina, to reinforce the beleaguered garrison. Lawrence allowed himself a small whoop of joy.

That’s when he heard the aeroplane.

It was still far in the distance, not much closer than the loco, but the buzzing of the biplane was suddenly clearly audible. Lawrence had known for a long time, since his escapade in Persia two years earlier, that air power was going to be a decisive factor in this war. Nevertheless, he found himself cursing the machine as it swooped back and forward over the tracks, like a nervous gadfly. Sometimes it was galling to be proved right. Lawrence examined the ground he had spent so long grooming. To his eyes, the line of cable to the railway was no longer carefully blended into the landscape, it looked as if elephants had been dancing in the sand. If the observer were half decent, he would spot it immediately. And, of course, the Arab raiding party.

Auda appeared on the dune, his camel behind him, followed by Ghazala, Lawrence’s mount. For a second Lawrence wondered what Auda was doing, and then realised his motives. A group of men hiding in dunes was highly suspicious. A camel train wasn’t, not in this country, and the nomads often followed the railway, because the stations always had water to trade. Unless Lawrence had blown the storage tanks to bits, which he had taken to doing. Locomotives were surprisingly thirsty vehicles and it was a simple way to disable them.

Lawrence gave a sharp whistle and Ghazala’s head turned towards him. She hesitated, just to establish that this was not blind obedience but a willing partnership of equals, and trotted down the slope towards him.

By the time the spotter plane reached them, the actors were in place and the play was in motion. Auda, on foot, was leading a tethered camel, at the head of a string of mounted men,  none of whom appeared to have modern weapons. The procession had slowed because one camel had fallen out of the line. Around that errant creature a timeless scene was being enacted: an angry Arab merchant was beating his servant, laying into him with fists and feet.

As the German-built plane came in, the Arabs all looked up, shading their eyes to get a better glimpse of the strange machine. Some of the men waved. Others shook their heads, as if scared.

And all the time the train chuffed nearer. It was pulling two passenger carriages and, at the rear, a windowless baggage car, Lawrence noted. He had been hoping for boxcars, a dozen or more, crammed with Turkish troops or a carriage flying a general’s flag. But even so, taking out the loco would be worth the explosive. The thought that he might have to let it pass unharmed caused him a twinge of anxiety.

The pilot brought the plane around for another look at the group, and Lawrence stopped attacking Ali. He could clearly see the machine gun mounted next to the observer. Lawrence too, waved, but there was no response from the crew. He felt the gritty wash of the propeller as the plane roared overhead and he briefly closed his eyes. The engine note became angrier and the biplane banked away.

‘Shall we still blow it?’ asked Ali, brushing the dust from the mock beating off his clothes. The noise of the loco filled their ears, and they could smell its smoke. The train was on the bend, apparently heading straight for them. They could see the armour plating on the front. That won’t save you, Lawrence thought.

‘Wait,’ he said. Not while there is a machine-gunner in the air.


Lawrence calculated the time before the engine was over the mine. It wasn’t long. The aeroplane had flown up the line and had come back, heading directly for the billowing plume issuing from the engine’s smokestack. Lawrence knew the aeroplanes had limited fuel supply; they could not shadow the train for ever. Furthermore, as the day heated up and the air thinned, they lost lift. It was a brave pilot who would linger far into the morning.

Sure enough, this one dipped down, wagged its wings above the loco, and sped off north.

Lawrence held his breath, willing the aircraft not to turn back. It shrunk to a point where it was hard to tell the plane from the spots on his retina caused by sand glare.

The train was almost level now, just entering the apex of the wide curve that took it around the long, low rock.

Auda was hastily leading his men up to the ridge again, seeking the protection of the slope.

The driver had spotted the activity; he hauled on his whistle twice, alerting the station ahead, and begun to slow. The engine crews were getting jittery, it seemed. He should be flattered.

Lawrence flung himself down beside the plunger on the detonator and waited for Ali to join him. Now the engine was loud in his ears, he could hear the thump of pistons, the hiss of steam and the protest of brakes.

Lawrence risked a look over the hillock and a bullet whizzed by. The engineers carried rifles and often took pot shots at any lingering Arabs, just in case. The driver, clearly suspicious at  the behaviour of Auda, applied full braking, sending sparks flying. The front wheels of the loco slid past the mine. The boy wound the charging handle and moved to the plunger, but Lawrence held his hand. Although it was slowing, the train’s momentum still took it around the bend. Lawrence caught his breath, waiting till the boiler was above the spot where he had lain for those two hours. ‘Now, Ali. Now.’

The earth rippled and the surface sand danced like fine rain as the first mine detonated and the engine lifted clear of the tracks. There was an anguished squeal as the whole train bucked and shuddered. The other three mines blew in rapid succession, a rolling thunder that sent vicious whiplashes down the length of the cars. The wounded loco left the track and began to head straight into the desert, sending up a huge spume of earth around it.

A series of shockwaves hit the saboteurs and Lawrence felt the superheated air scorch his cheek. He didn’t duck; he couldn’t take his eyes off the death throes of the machine, which had a terrible majesty, like the final moments of a prehistoric beast.

The carriages, too, had jumped the distorted rails, the bogeys digging into the soft sand, some shearing off. The front car bent in the centre with a loud creak and toppled on to its side, still hauled through the earth by the weight of the disintegrating locomotive. Doors and windows began to flip off the carcass, spinning away over the desert floor.

Ghazala gave an alarmed honk and sprinted uphill towards Auda.

An internal explosion burst the body of the engine open  and a column of steam seared high into the air. A wheel flew over Lawrence’s head, humming as it went. Had he been a few inches taller, he would have been cleanly decapitated. It was the signal to get clear.

Lawrence grabbed Ali and pulled him away from the hillock as shards of metal pitter-pattered around them like hot rain, soon joined by showers of coal and wood. As they ran an impact shook the ground beside them. Lawrence barely had time to recognise it as a man, the top of him scalded raw by steam, the bottom a tangle of bloody stumps. He pushed Ali before him and they stumbled up through the loose soil.

They had almost made the ridge when a fist-sized piece of debris caught Lawrence between the shoulders and sent him sprawling. His face buried in the earth, he began to slide downhill. For a moment he thought he must suffocate as sand was forced up his nostrils. A hand grabbed his hair and pulled his head back, halting his progress.

‘Ow.’

He looked up at Auda, the Arab’s gums showing as he smiled. ‘Are we to take Damascus lying down, Lawrence?’ Auda never had any trouble with his name.

A bullet cracked close to Auda’s ear, but he didn’t flinch, and simply looked with irritation at the train. It had slithered to a halt, shrouded in smoke, vapour and dust. Through the haze, soldiers could be seen emerging from the shattered windows of the passenger carriages, some of them already firing at the raiders. The baggage car, however, had remained upright, and, from the terrified whinnying they could hear, it contained horses.

‘Are you hurt?’ asked Auda.

‘No.’

Lawrence raised a hand and Auda yanked him to his feet. Auda’s men were returning fire at the Turks, and Lawrence saw at least two hit. They were improving.

Lawrence crouched down. There was activity on the far side of the luggage car, protected from his view.

‘Auda—’ he began.

From behind the train a dozen horsemen came galloping, their heads down to present a smaller target, their rifles aligned along their steeds’ heads, eating up the ground separating them from the ridge. The air came alive with gunfire as the Ottoman soldiers in and around the train set up a fusillade to protect the riders.

‘Cavalry,’ Auda announced with annoyance. Few of the Turk’s fighting units impressed the Arabs; the Hejaz was not where crack infantry was deployed. The mounted soldiers, however, were different. They were the cream of Enver Pasha’s forces. Auda was tempted to stand and fight. Lawrence could sense the Howeitat leader was torn between taking spoils from the train and taking casualties.

A muzzle flashed from between the ruined carriages and there came the sharp tapping of a Spandau machine gun. A line of sand below the ridge sprayed into the air as the gunner struggled to find the range.

‘Time to go,’ said Lawrence quietly. ‘There will be other trains.’

Auda nodded, barked an order and his men immediately stopped firing and mounted their camels. Lawrence crested  the ridge, pulled Ghazala down and slid into the saddle. In less than a minute, the Arab raiding party had taken their animals down on to the hard-packed earth at the base of the slope and urged them on. The camels moved swiftly into their top, racing speed.

Far too soon for comfort, they felt the snap of bullets at their backs. Mimicking their pursuers, the Bedu made themselves small in the saddle and Lawrence did the same. None looked to see if the Turks were gaining. Lawrence knew that the Turks’ courage diminished the further away they were from the security of the railway and the foot soldiers. Also the camels had more stamina than horses, and had not been traumatised by being in a train wreck.

The Turks would also see that ahead were the canyons of the Ka’ma Hills, a belt of fissured limestone that would offer the raiding party shelter and defensive positions. For all the Turks knew, the main Arab army was camped in there and they were being led into a trap.

The firing became sporadic and then stopped and Lawrence risked a backward glance. The line of Turkish horses had halted. Behind them was the sand ridge and above that, a twist of grey smoke, staining the sky.

He allowed himself a smile.

After almost an hour, when they had emerged from the Ka’ma’s twisting Atam gorge on to the beginning of the hard salt flats, Auda called a halt. Lawrence, his buttocks aching from the gallop, was only too pleased to get off the wheezing Ghazala.

Auda also dismounted and came over to Lawrence, his face  grim. He would be angry at losing the loot, of course. Dead Turks were routinely stripped naked, everything of value stowed in saddlebags until, Lawrence knew, they felt they had enough booty to return home. The size of their welcome depended on the weight of those bags.

But it wasn’t the money or spoils that concerned Auda this time. ‘It is Ali,’ he said. ‘You must come.’

Two of Auda’s men had lowered the youth from his camel and carried him to a small gully in the shade, where they had laid him down on his side and given him water. They stood and backed off as Lawrence approached.

The Englishman knelt down, took off his cloak and slid it under the boy’s head. ‘Ali. What happened?’

He pointed with a bloody hand. ‘My back.’

‘Can I take a look?’

‘No.’ He grimaced. ‘It hurts.’

‘Be brave. For me. For Orrans.’

He gently rocked the lad on to his front and tried not to exclaim at the sight that greeted him. He rolled him back on to his side, careful to keep a smile on his face. The boy’s handsome brown face was creased in pain, covered in a film of sweat and he was biting the tip of his tongue. Lawrence could barely imagine the kind of agony he must be in, especially after the headlong dash on the camels. A Turkish bullet had hit the centre of his spine, ripping through clothes, skin and bone. He had seen fragments of white vertebrae in the wound, and shreds of wool. ‘Can you move your toes? No? Move your leg for me. No? Well, that’s fine. It’s just shock.’

Lawrence was aware of someone behind him. Auda stepped past and knelt, looking into the boy’s eyes. He kissed his forehead and said something Lawrence didn’t catch.

When he stood, Lawrence could see Auda had left his revolver on the bed of the gully, just out of Ali’s sight.

‘He knows,’ Auda said.

What the lad knew was that they couldn’t leave him. The Turks had taken to roasting captured raiders over open fires, no matter how badly wounded they were. Nor could Ali ride on with such a terrible injury; he wouldn’t survive with so much filthy fabric in the wound anyway. If the bleeding didn’t kill him, the poison in his blood soon would. It would not be a nice death, not one to be proud of.

Auda walked away. Lawrence, Ali’s master, would have to perform this mercy. The boy reached up and grabbed his tunic, pulling him close. He managed a brave smile. ‘Orrans. Do not worry. I will see my father, and my brother. I will tell them about you. I will tell them what an Englishman can do. It has been good, hasn’t it?’

‘Yes, Ali,’ he replied as he reached for the revolver, the words hardly managing to leave his lips. ‘It’s been good.’


III 

Rollins remained quiet once Lawrence had finished his story. ‘We buried him there, on the edge of the flats. A warrior can be interred where he falls, you know. He’ll still be taken into paradise. I didn’t always appreciate that. I shall dedicate  the next train we blow, the one with your cable, to Ali. So, to answer your question, no it’s not my blood.’

There were so many other questions Rollins wanted to ask, not least how an Englishman had come to lead a band of brigands - as the Turks saw them - across the deserts of Arabia and Palestine. And did he really believe the boy was in Paradise? Wasn’t that heathen nonsense, all that stuff about virgins and gardens and endless streams of cool water? But he didn’t feel he could quiz the man.

‘My apologies, Sergeant, I have talked on for too long. I have been in the desert ten months now. It’s why I am talking too much. With a friend. I hope you don’t mind.’

Rollins was quietly pleased to be nominated a friend. ‘Of course not, sir.’

Lawrence allowed himself a yawn and a stretch. It was like watching a feral cat, thought Rollins.

‘Perhaps you need to rest.’

‘Rest? Not till the Sherif’s flag flies over Damascus, Sergeant. Help me on with all this.’

Once Lawrence’s cloak was in place, he took a deep breath, holding it for a minute, then two, then three.

Lawrence’s face began to redden.

‘Sir.’

An upraised hand silenced Rollins.

At around the four-minute mark, Lawrence allowed the air to leak out of his lungs. He then made half a dozen fast inhalations and exhalations. With this he seemed restored, his eyes blazing once more, his chest puffed out. He wagged a finger at the driver. ‘Not a word, Rollins, not a word.’

The sergeant wasn’t entirely sure what he was meant to keep quiet about, but he nodded solemnly. ‘Of course.’

Lawrence quickly selected sticks of gelignite, cable and detonators and placed them in various pockets. Like a wily poacher, the goods had simply disappeared from sight, lost in the folds of his native garb. ‘Excellent. Now, that parcel?’

‘Oh, right.’ Rollins, who had quite forgotten about the item left for Lawrence by Major Noel during the story, fetched the box from a makeshift shelf. There was a note attached, which Lawrence unfolded and read. He frowned as he digested it.

‘Bad news?’

‘What? No. Yes. Allenby wants to see me.’ General Edmund Allenby was the commander of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force, the conventional counterpart to Lawrence’s less formal army. His brief was to smash the Turks by taking every major city in the region, with Jerusalem being the ultimate goal.

‘The Bull? Ah, well. Best go and see him then.’

‘Not until I have spoken to Noel.’

‘The major didn’t leave a forwarding address, sir. How will you find him?’

‘Another Englishman in the wilderness?’ Lawrence seemed amused by the idea that there would be any difficulty. ‘There are ways, Sergeant, there are ways.’

They left the storage area and walked across towards the bodyguards who, sensing it was time to leave, quickly packed up their bread and dates and began urging their camels back on to their feet. Lawrence paused and watched them with pride as they took to their mounts. ‘You know, Sergeant, there  are terrible setbacks like poor Ali. Some days the mines don’t blow. Other days the wind doesn’t stop howling. And I have politics and lies, monstrous lies, snapping at my heels. But, right now, there is nowhere else on earth I’d rather be.’

Watching the band of desert-hardened ruffians assemble, and imagining the rigours of criss-crossing this country in their company, Rollins couldn’t quite see why, but he could tell Lawrence was sincere. ‘I am pleased to hear it, sir.’

‘I’m a lucky man. And I will see you shortly, Sergeant Rollins, for another ride in a Rolls-Royce,’ Lawrence said as he slipped the box into his saddlebags and stepped on to Ghazala. ‘And thank you.’ The old camel rose with a series of grunts and coughs, unfolding like a hinge.

‘Good luck, sir.’

Lawrence leaned over towards him and kept his voice low, as if addressing a fellow conspirator. ‘We’ve come a long way since Persia, haven’t we, Sam?’

Now, as they both grinned at the memory of those few days, the sergeant could see Lawrence was still the same man who had blown into Banda Abbas like a sand devil, full of wild ideas, trailing a bewildered Captain Quinn and two Arabs with him and dragging an English airman and a young car mechanic called Sam Rollins into his schemes. ‘No argument there, Captain.’

Lawrence replaced the cloth over the lower part of his face and uttered a short phrase: ‘Hut-hut-hut.’ Ghazala darted forward, and Lawrence settled into the saddle, rolling with the animal’s gait.

Rollins stepped back several paces as the bodyguard pulled  their animals around to follow Lawrence back towards the bend in the gorge, urging them on with short sticks or sharp commands. The camel train left in a swirl of dust. At the rear came the two boys, Lawrence’s servants, busy trying to tie something to the tail of the camel immediately in front.

With Lawrence and his retinue gone, the canyon of Wadi Umt suddenly seemed darker and emptier and Rollins felt the first chill of the evening to come. ‘We should call it a day,’ he yelled to Hassan. ‘Pack it up.’

‘Blimey, Sarge. Your mate. Captain Lawrence, was it?’ Humphries, the gunner, had moved to Rollins’s side. He was rolling a cigarette, puzzled by what he had just witnessed, a mixture of awe and disbelief in his voice. ‘Where the bloody hell did he come from?’




Part One

 Two Years Earlier




One




Pas de Calais, France, 1915 

The ground was never still beneath their feet. It vibrated and heaved under the continuous barrage. Every pool of standing water shimmered in the early morning light, the surfaces rippling and dancing as the shells pounded the earth. The bombardment from the British and French artillery had started at two in the morning, ripping a mile-long gash in the night sky with its blurred muzzle flashes, filling the Allied soldiers’ skulls with its constant rumble. It was now nearly five, and the sun was rising to witness a freshly ruined countryside surrounding the roofless village of Richebourg l’Avoué.

The line trenches that the 1st Gloucesters were moving through had been built by the French and then abandoned, before being called into action once more for the assault against the new German front. In the interim, the duckboards had rotted away, the parapet splintered and the sandbags had  split and spilled their filling. The exposed sump at the bottom was a sludge of sewage, sand and mud, through which they had to march.

Second Lieutenant Frank Helier Lawrence, the second youngest of the five Lawrence brothers, stepped aside into one of the boltholes that dotted the length of the communication trench to allow his men to pass. His feet sunk into the mulched straw beneath his boots and he heard the splash of the rats he had disturbed. As the drawn and sometimes frightened faces flashed by, he began speaking to each in turn. ‘Well done. Keep it moving. Watch your step. How’s the leg, Corporal? That’s the spirit.’

Platitudes, but he could think of no better strategy and the men seemed grateful that he made the effort. There were too many officers who stayed mute, taking counsel with their own fearfulness. Lawrence wasn’t afraid, simply resigned to the likely outcome of his time in the trenches. But his throat was unnaturally dry, despite the thick, pre-sweetened tea he had consumed. Some of the mugs had been fortified with the nip of rum that his orderly had begun adding. He didn’t drink alcohol, but the old farm worker insisted it was medicinal, tried and tested in the fields at home. ‘Good for the chilblains.’ Lawrence would certainly risk the wrath of his teetotal mother to quell the itching of his feet, which were quite immune to the MO’s white powders. So he took his rum and swore he would pray for forgiveness later.

The sun had inched higher in the sky, but the smoke shells had created a haze. As the light became stronger, the faces passing became tinged with yellow, as if the company had all  come down with jaundice. Coupled with their bleary and bloodshot eyes, it made them look like an army en route to hospital, rather than war. But then every eye in the British Expeditionary Force was inflamed, from lack of sleep, the constant scratching of dust and dirt and the clouds of smoke that enveloped them day and night.

‘Well done, there. Lift your feet, it’s easier than dragging them, Private. Helmet, man, helmet.’

He snapped out the praise and gentle chiding with a confidence he no longer felt. He had been in France for just three months, which made him an old hand. Of the ten officers on the square when he joined, four were dead, four wounded and one missing. He felt he was carrying the torch for that group, keeping their spirit alive.

He touched the envelope in the inside pocket of the silk-lined oiled Burberry he was wearing. Not To Be Opened Until My Death, it said on it. He was the last of the ten still standing, as far as he knew. You had to be prepared. So, in the letter, he told his parents and his brothers, Bob, Ned - as they called Thomas Edward - Will and Arnold, not to grieve, but to accept God’s will.

He thought of Ned in Cairo, tried to imagine what it must be like to feel warm and dry, to be free of lice, to let the sun warm a clean face. At least T.E. was out of harm’s way there, with his maps and diaries. His over-active older brother might protest at the crushing boredom in Egypt, but right now Frank would give a lot to be bored.

He hoped Ned remained there, away from the war. Of all of them, he’d had the most rotten childhood, and had received  more than his fair share of beatings from Mother, because he would always accept responsibility for any of his brothers’ misdemeanours. When Frank had asked why, T.E. claimed he knew for a fact that the cane hurt the others more than him. Perhaps there was some truth in it; he broke his leg once and nobody discovered it for days, such was his stoicism.

Although Frank wished Ned safe in Cairo, something told him his brother was unlikely to settle for a quiet war.

‘Lawrence.’

It was Captain Blunt, who was holding a piece of paper out to him. ‘Slight change of plan,’ he shouted over the grumbling of the guns. ‘The major wants to move your men to this section here.’ He jabbed the crude drawing. ‘Designated Rapier. You wait—’

Both men started, as if they had received an electrical jolt. It was a second before they realised the cause of the shock. The barrage had stopped. All that was left was the residual ringing in the ears. A breathless hush fell over the column of men, who slowed, as if to catch the precious silence. The noise of the mud sucking at their feet was clearly audible with each step now.

‘Good Lord.’ Blunt checked his watch. ‘Thought we had another thirty minutes.’

‘Perhaps they’ve run out of shells,’ said Lawrence. It wasn’t an entirely facetious remark. It had happened before.

‘Best get into place. Good luck.’

Lawrence pushed his way through the trudging men, slithering as he went, his hand often plunging into the sodden sides of the trench as he struggled for balance, until he reached his  sergeant. He indicated the man should go to the head of the column. ‘Tell them to wait at the holding point,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll move right. Not lef—’

The earth shuddered and muck and stones rained down on them, sending up plumes of black water from the bottom of the trench.

There was a pause, perhaps two heartbeats long, in which they heard the distinctive growling cough of the German guns, before the air seemed to flutter and the concussion tossed them around like skittles. As they tried to regain their balance, a third wave of shells landed, these ones screaming and whistling as they came, so that the ground-shaking thud of the explosion signalling their detonation seemed like a welcome relief.

There was another pause and every man in the dugout counted, till thirty seconds had passed. Then, a full minute. It was a ranging exercise. The Germans would adjust the artillery’s clinometers and start again, this time targeting the forward trenches. The very ones the 1st Gloucesters were heading to. Even the early morning light was gone now, the sun blotted out by a curtain of black particles that hung over the field, rising up to fifty or more feet.

A voice barked from the rear. ‘F’God’s sake. Get moving, come along. Ain’t you lot ever been shelled before?’

There was a ripple of rueful laughter. The sergeant straightened and tried to wipe the dirt from his face, with no success. ‘Sir, you were saying?’ His officer was still bent double. He touched Lieutenant Lawrence’s shoulder, but the man slumped into one of the timber supports and slid down, his face  gathering splinters as he went, blood from the shrapnel wound in his head leaving a dark glistening trail on the filthy wood. The sergeant didn’t need to check any further; he’d seen this more times than he could possibly calculate. Young Frank Lawrence was dead.




Two




Persia, 1915 

Captain Edward Noel, the British Army’s Political Officer at Bushire, led his mount up a stony slope, the hooves skittering and sparking on the loose, pebbly surface. His small scouting party had left the date palms behind and, away from any flood plain, the land had grown scrubby, dotted with tamarisk and blackened camel-thorn, all the way, it seemed, to the distant mountains. The desert here was a drab, dusty grey and monotonous. It reminded Captain Noel of a vast, baked spoil heap.

As the band of men, horses and camels crested the rise, they could see clearly the interruption in the overland lines of the Anglo-Persian Telegraphic Company that ran from the British Residency at the port of Bushire, north to Baghdad and Tehran. The wires had been pulled down but, confirming that this was no idle vandalism or vicious act of nature, a  stretch of the telegraph poles had been yanked from their seatings and carted off. To a people who lived in a land without great forests, with many thousands of square miles devoid of even the smallest trees, the use of stout timber to hold flimsy spools of copper seemed wasteful and arrogant. Whoever had attacked the property of the Anglo-Persian Telegraphic Company had taken its wood as booty.

Not in its entirety, however. One column of timber was left standing, proud of a thin stand of acacia, although its function had altered, for it was a telegraph pole no longer. Where it had once cradled delicate filaments of metal, it now supported two bodies, hanging from its short, stubby arms. It has become a makeshift gibbet.

Apart from this gallows, the only other visible structure was a blockhouse, constructed of rough cement, unpainted to merge into the landscape. Even from a distance, Noel could see the scorch marks that had discoloured it. It had been put to the torch. He turned and looked over his shoulder, but Lieutenant Johnson and the three sepoys under his command had already drawn their weapons and he had no need to warn them of the need for vigilance. Behind them, the camel master, a turbaned Indian drabi, held back. If the raiders were still around, he had no desire to be caught in the service of the English, even if he was carrying nothing more threatening than baled hay and water.

There was a flapping around one of the hanged men’s heads and oil-dark wings were briefly silhouetted against the sky. Noel felt a shudder of revulsion.

He walked his horse around the suspended men, trying to  ascertain how long they had been there. The pair were still in khaki shorts, the upper torsos were naked, and, even under the reddening of the skin inflicted by the sun, he could see the dark red criss-crosses of a flogging. The eyes had already been gobbled out and the tongues that lolled out of the mouths were pockmarked and torn by the carrion’s pecking.

The shot from behind made his horse buck. Noel instinctively ducked, although the round went well above his head. The magpies and hooded crows that had come to feed on the rotting bodies took to the air with petulant cries. The sound of the discharge screeched across the desert.

He turned to see Johnson, his revolver raised, a curl of smoke clinging to the barrel.

‘You fool,’ Noel said.

‘Sir? I just wanted to shift those bloody birds.’

The lad looked queasy, as well he might. He hoped the boy didn’t have too much imagination. These men, one English soldier, one Scots telegraph engineer, had not had an easy death. But making such a racket was a foolhardy response, even if it was to save the men the indignity of any more defacement by the birds.

He suppressed the urge to bawl the lad out. ‘Go softly, soldier. Put the gun away. Cut them down, bury them.’

Johnson hesitated before he replied. ‘Sir.’

‘Feed the animals while you are doing so. Quick as you like’.

Noel took off his topee and wiped his brow. Using field glasses he examined the stony waves of the desert, the ridge behind him, the gently rising foothills to the right. The sun  hadn’t reached its zenith yet; there were still shadows to give depth and perspective to the view. At midday, the land would become a flat and featureless glare. He concentrated on the soot-coloured foothills, blurred by the ripples of a heat haze, which gave way to mountains with fiery sandstone cliffs, hard, unyielding granite peaks and a series of treacherous passes, which led, eventually, to Shiraz, a deceptively beautiful city of sparkling, water-filled gardens, rich with the scent of roses. It was charming and graceful on the surface, but cruel at heart.

Nothing moved within his range of vision except the constantly shifting air. Yet he knew the sound of a gunshot could be heard many, many miles away and this wilderness was never as empty as it seemed.

Noel nudged his Arab mount over to the blockhouse to investigate further, for he was still one body short of a full tally. There had been three men sent out to examine the lines, one engineer and a pair of armed escorts with horse and mule. He had no doubt where the animals had gone, but had they also abducted the third man? If so, there would be a ransom demand.

He found the corpse at the far side of the cement structure and acknowledged that there would be no note arriving at Bushire, offering an exchange for a trunk of sovereigns. This third body was completely naked. Four wooden tent pegs, each a foot long, had been driven into the earth at an angle, and twine had been used to bind his limbs at wrist and ankle and he had been stretched out in a star-shape.
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