














Also by James Jackson


Dead Headers


Cold Cut


The Reaper


The Counter-Terrorist Handbook


Blood Rock





Pilgrim


THE GREATEST CRUSADE


JAMES JACKSON


[image: image]
www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2008 by John Murray (Publishers)
An Hachette UK Company


© James Jackson 2008


The right of James Jackson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


All characters in this publication - other than obvious historical figures - are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978-1-84854-466-6
Book ISBN 978-0-7915-6934-0


John Murray (Publishers)
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.johnmurray.co.uk




For Harriet, Kate and Imo




In 1212, some seventy thousand children left Europe in holy crusade for Jerusalem. They were to vanish into history . . .


When, lo, as they reached the mountain side,


A wondrous portal opened wide,


As if a cavern was suddenly hollowed;


And the Piper advanced and the children followed ...


From The Pied Piper of Hamelin
by Robert Browning
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Beginning


4 JULY 1187. THE HOLY LAND.


They should have known it would end this way, might have guessed when the old Arab crone had cursed them as they departed camp and the fire they set beneath her failed to catch. It seemed a long time ago, before weary miles of parched earth and dust-clogged throats, of constant skirmish and faltering advance, of gradual decline and encroaching death. This was the bloody conclusion. A final stand on a sloping and god-forsaken plain they called the Horns of Hattin. The end of Christendom, of Jerusalem, of everything for which they had fought.


‘To your fronts! They come again!’


‘Stand fast!’


‘The Lord is with us . . .’


But they could not stand fast, could barely stand at all. And the Lord was far away. However hard they prayed, whatever sallies the Templars and Hospitaller knights made against the Moslem horde, the enemy pushed on, pressed in. The Turk horsemen wheeled their steeds, loosing their arrows on the move, the shard tips bringing down horses, puncturing chain-mail, winnowing the huddled and depleted mass of Christians.


Smoke billowed and drifted. It came from the bundles of kindling and brushwood placed by religious muttawiyah irregulars during the night, set ablaze to further torment the Latin army. A hellish place. The burning haze stung the eyes, scoured the lungs, joined the heat of the day to bear down on the crumbling defence. In the distance, the waters of Lake Tiberias glittered like a mirage, cool and unattainable. Most of the Christian infantry were streaming east towards it in a trampling panic of thirst and desperation. The Moslems were ready to block any exodus, to butcher any straggler. Their cavalry closed again, and the Latin foot soldiers disappeared in a broiling throng of swords and javelins.


Saladin, the great Salah ad-Din, unifier and commander of the Islamic world, had been clever, had drawn his opponents to this spot. He knew they would come. He had brought his forces across the river Jordan into Palestine, laid siege to the strategic town of Tiberias, planned to pick off the Christian enclaves one by one, fort by fort, and eventually retake Jerusalem itself. And so King Guy of the Latins had led out his knights and barons, the priest-warriors of the military Orders, the mercenaries paid for with the thirty thousand marks put aside for future crusade that would never be. It was a trap. Some forty-two thousand Moslems drawn up against twelve hundred cornered knights and their twenty-two thousand drought-crazed hirelings. No contest. Or at least none that would outlast the day. Now Saladin stood on a hilltop, a still figure attended by his emirs and Mamluk bodyguards, hemmed in by the armoured ranks of his jandariyah praetorians, gazing down upon grim and violent spectacle. Fluttering above them were the black and green banners of their cause, the yellow dynastic pennants of the Ayyubids, the horsehair standards of the Turcomans. A gathering of the elite watching the inevitable. He gave a nod.


Instantly the command was relayed by signallers waving flags, was received and sent on by the battle-field jawush and munadi criers stationed below. Their calls and whistles could be heard shrill through the clamour and clash of arms, redirecting and reorganizing, ordering tactical feint and rapid manoeuvre. A fresh assault was in train. In a travelling wave, the Kurdish archers and Arab spearmen drew back as the Moslem heavy cavalry thundered through, galloping on to the plateau in a stormburst of dust and war-yells, their couched lances crashing against Frankish shields, their swords rising and falling in the tumult.


‘See, Count Raymond of Tripoli counter-attacks!’


Count Raymond of Tripoli had misjudged his moment. Valour or folly, it made no difference. It was the wife of this nobleman who was besieged in the citadel at Tiberias, this nobleman who even so had cautioned against rash move upon Saladin. He understood the strength of the Moslem foe, had cried out on the arid and inland march that all was lost and they were dead men. It did not prevent him from taking his knights and serjeants-at-arms in headlong rush against the enemy swarm. Perhaps he could break out, create escape for the rest of his brethren. The response was immediate. As the Count plunged through the scrub fires and rolling banks of smoke, the entire army of Saladin opened wide. The velocity of the charge carried the Christians on. They could not halt or turn, could not withdraw to their beleaguered comrades or their starting line. Then they were past, and the Moslem phalanxes closed once more. A simple trick, a different method of combat that had further disabled the crusaders.


Encirclement of the Christians tightened. Men fought or cowered, prayed and died. Killing time. There was little left to do. A knight lumbered haphazardly down the slope, his sword raised in challenge towards the crowding enemy. He took two crossbow quarrels in his shield. A third struck his throat, cutting short his mission, projecting a pink halo about his head before he fell. Nearby, a dismounted sergeant had retrieved a discarded Bedouin spear, was using it to jab wildly at the encroaching multitude. He did not see the approach of the Ghulam cavalryman behind, would not have felt the blow from the animal-shaped war-club that dashed out his brain. Nor would he have noticed the ragged band of five Hospitallers cut off on the flank by racing flames that burst around them, consuming their writhing shapes in an incendiary sea. Everywhere chaos, a thousand vignettes of pathos and pain and splintering defeat. Here a mercenary in chain-mail hauberk crumpling from heatstroke, there a soldier pinned by a lance that ruptured his chest and the English lion emblazoned on his surcoat. And always the furnace disc of the sun, sapping strength, evaporating the last impulse to resist. Yet the men would live long enough to regret responding to the arrière ban, the general call-up that had brought them to such plight. It was the Moslem year of 583. A terrible time to be an able-bodied Christian male in Outremer.


‘We cannot hold them!’


‘Commit yourselves to God, your lives to preserving the True Cross from the infidel!’


‘Retreat to the royal tent and guard it to the last!’


That tent stood bright red and visible in the midst of their position, a totem of sovereign authority reduced to an isolated symbol of powerlessness and hubris. Fighting had erupted around it. On the adjacent plain, the northern horn of Hattin, the infantry were already dead or captured. This was merely the untidy finale. A few more forays by exhausted knights, clustered groups of ghostly forms standing back to back, whispering psalms, hurling rocks, presenting their shattered swords and dented battleaxes. All were swept aside. The hours had leached into the afternoon and it was done. Guy-ropes were cut, and the billowing structure of the royal tent sank.


‘Sanctum Sepulchrum adjuva . . . Sanctum Sepulchrum adjuva . . .’


‘Help us, Holy Sepulchre.’ It was the prayer of the Crusaders, the words panting high and fast in the throat of the Bishop of Acre. He knelt and kept his eyes tight shut, a fat cleric sweating in fright and misery, far from the comfort of his sinecure. His head bent forward, pressed against the gold and gem-studded sleeve of the hallowed relic. It seemed to comfort him, to transport him to the moment when another man took the sins of the world upon his shoulders. He was at the feet of the crucified Christ. His arms held the gilded object close, for it was the holiest of holies, a gift to mankind, the very span of wood on which the Lamb of God had been nailed. The True Cross.


It could not save him. The arrows flew true, puncturing the instant, raking the corpulent form with multiple strikes. Wallowing confused in his own viscera, peering at the seven feathered flights protruding from his chest and belly, the Bishop pitched forward. His place was taken. The Bishop of Lidde had snatched up the Cross, was clambering across the rock scree, mewling and weeping in exertion, the precious burden weighing on his shoulder. If only he could gain height, could put distance between himself and the arrow-bolts, the blades, the spears, the howling onrush of the heathen. A lasso uncoiled and dropped around his neck. Quickly it tensed, wrenching him back, reeling him in. The sacred relic fell away and tumbled among the boulders. Possession had passed, and a torrent of colours, the rajjalah regiments of Saladin, closed in. And at the centre of a charnel field the collapsed remnants of a royal tent covered the earth like a blood spill.


Saladin took his time. He surveyed his trembling captives with the cool aloofness of a leader whose most merciful God had delivered victory and would yet send the Latins crawling from these lands. They were a woeful sight, no longer the haughty princes of their Frankish realm, but subjugates with torn flesh and blackened faces. King Guy of Jerusalem and his brothers Prince Amalric and Geoffrey of Lusignan, Marquis William of Montferrat, Lord Reynald of Châtillon, Lord Humphrey of Toron, the Grand Masters of the Temple and the Hospital. All present, all uncertain of the fate he had chosen for them.


He breathed deep, let the perfumed interior of his tent filter to his brain. Frankincense could calm, the aroma of rose petals soothe. Yet they were overlaid with the scent of war, the sweat and sour despair of his prisoners, the cindered aftermath of conflict intruding from outside. Maybe it was how every meeting between Moslem and Christian should be accompanied.


Finally he spoke, his words translated by an aide. He knew the tongue, the mind, the tactics of the Unbeliever. But he would not stray from Arabic, would not honour these savages and barbarians.


‘I see your Count Raymond of Tripoli departed the field in haste.’


‘He performed his duty.’


‘Or abandoned his post, as you would have been wise to do yours.’ Saladin stared at the King, noted his quivering hands, his face contorting through fear and thirst. ‘He is at present riding hard with his knights for Tyre. My men trail him, have followed him along the Wadi Hammam.’


‘Then at least a few of my brethren make it home.’


The Saracen leader afforded him the slightest of smiles. ‘Home? You stripped your castles of every soldier, your coffers of every gold and silver piece, for a battle that you lose. There is no sanctuary, no crown, no army, no reinforcement from the west.’


‘I remain a king.’


‘Without a kingdom you are nothing. Soon I shall take Jerusalem, seize your remaining towns, restore each to the True Faith and the rule of my people.’


‘Others will come, will avenge this day.’


‘They will be too late, too weak.’


‘With righteousness we may conquer all.’


‘You have failed to conquer me.’


Saladin walked to a long table and poured iced rosewater from a jug into a pair of deep chalices. The Christians had not drunk for over twenty-four hours, had bypassed the springs at Tur’an, found the well at Lubiya dry. Small wonder their tongues were swollen, their lips cracked, their voices rasped with the desiccation of a desert. He felt the collective intensity of their gaze as the vessels filled.


‘If it is of consolation, from when first you mustered and advanced upon us from your camp at the fort of Saffuriyah you had no chance.’


‘There is ever chance.’


It was Gérard de Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Templar, who spoke. A zealot, a man who had broken every truce, abandoned all judgement, for the sake of perpetuating holy war. His bloodshot eyes radiated a venomous loathing.


‘What is a man of religion if he possesses neither wisdom nor humility, Gérard de Ridefort?’


‘Our fight is eternal.’


‘Yet for the present I see it is over, your power is spent.’


‘My authority is from a higher source. He will guide us to great and just victory. He will rain down fire and brimstone upon your head and the armies of darkness.’


‘The same reasoning that brought you here, that impelled you to attack our reconnaissance force at the springs of Cresson. Each move has cost you dear.’


‘I would glad sacrifice myself, ten thousand of my brothers, for the glory and sanctity of combat.’


Stupidity would ever find outlet in bluster, Saladin supposed. He should be grateful the Latins were so poorly led. Only two months before in Galilee, commanded by de Ridefort, one hundred and thirty knights and a few hundred lightly armed turcopoles had charged a travelling Moslem force some thousand strong. Three knights emerged alive, their foolish Grand Master among them. He had plainly not learned. But there were others worse, leaders whose base crimes and wickedness surpassed any outrage committed by a Templar.


‘And you?’


His attention swung to Reynald of Châtillon, master of Oultrejordain. It was met with lifeless eyes and blank indifference. Saladin expected no less. The man was a breed apart, a monster whose domain had straddled the caravan routes, who raided with abandon, slaughtered without conscience. Reynald it was who mutilated women and children and murdered pilgrims on the hajj, who secretly built a fleet of pirate galleys and launched them into the Gulf of Akabah. Wherever his ships had ventured, they brought terror and death, pillaging the coasts of the Red Sea, landing parties of cut-throats to forage for treasure and slaves. It was merely a foretaste. For the true purpose of the mission had lain hidden until soldiers disembarked at the port of ar-Raghib and marched inland for Mecca to seize the body of the Prophet Mohammed. They failed. But the profanity and insult were not forgotten. As Keeper of the Holy Places, as a devout Moslem, as a human, Saladin had prayed for this encounter.


He passed the goblets to servants who bore them first to King Guy and to Humphrey of Toron. Both gulped long and greedily, the younger noble sobbing with relief. It was more than water; it was the granting of life, for the Moslem code was that whomsoever received hospitality would come to no harm. The others watched, waited.


Saladin continued to study Reynald. ‘You say nothing, Lord of Oultrejordain.’


‘Of what is there to speak?’


‘The reckless gamble of position. The loss of all you possess.’


‘It was my intent to provoke, to bring you to battle.’


‘And battle you have had.’ Saladin peered closer. ‘Some have obligation to God, but your sole master was avarice. It brought you wealth and influence, spurred your cruelty, and now brings you low.’


‘I will not be taught by any Saracen.’


‘But you will yet pay for your insolence and perfidy.’


King Guy had slaked his immediate thirst and passed the cup to Amalric. He too drank, before handing it to Reynald. The end of the line. Before he could put the rim to his lips, a Mamluk guard dashed it from his grasp. It clattered noisily, the declaration clear.


‘We give you choice that you did not offer your victims, Reynald of Châtillon. Life or death. Renounce your Christ, choose our way, convert to the one True Faith, or you will suffer the consequence.’


Reynald laughed, and was still laughing as he was pushed forward, as Saladin drew his scimitar from its proffered scabbard and struck the head from its shoulders. Amid howls of disbelief, the freeze-tension of the moment, the arterial spray of blood, the shuddering torso of Reynald dropped. Wide-eyed, the prisoners cowered in the aftershock, some vomiting, others snivelling, lowing, frenziedly crossing themselves. Saladin had their attention.


Amalric of Lusignan could barely articulate a sound. ‘What will you have done with us?’


‘Whatever it is that Allah ordains, Connétable.’


They were dragged away to their new existence, a pleading and struggling rabble of dejected nobility. He would spare them, not through compassion, but for use. Princes and barons could earn good ransom. Grand Masters of military Orders could be co-opted to persuade fanatical followers into laying down arms. The rest would be less fortunate, condemned to slavery in the galleys and mines or to the blade of an executioner. War was capricious that way.


For a while he stood alone with his thoughts among the body parts and abandoned water beakers. A waste of ice brought from the slopes of Mount Hebron, he reflected. At least he had rid the country of one miserable brigand. But there were many more to go before he cleansed the whole. He moved to the far end of the tent and ducked through its embroidered portal into the sarcophagus-dark interior of another. The scent of perfume was deeper here, the only light that of oil lamps shimmering weakly and barely picking out the lone figure standing in the centre.


I commend you on historic success, Salah ad-Din.’


‘God and the future will judge it.’


‘You have dealt with Guy and his followers?’


‘Only with Reynald of Châtillon. A king does not kill a king, passes no hasty sentence on the nobles he captures. Plenty others remain to be butchered before our departure.’


‘It was my privilege to play a part in your achievement.’


‘I cannot deny your role. Yet to me you are a jackal even jackals would despise.’


‘You honour me, Salah ad-Din.’


The Lord of Arsur gave a low and ironic bow. He spoke Arabic well, but was no Arab. He had counted himself among the Franks, and yet betrayed his race without scruple. A difficult course had been navigated with consummate skill and ease, but the Sultan seemed grudging in his praise. That was his prerogative. Still, he could not ignore the facts, overlook the truth that subterfuge and sleight of hand had delivered up the enemy. It was the Lord of Arsur who had secretly persuaded the crusader ruler of Antioch to avoid committing to this war, the Lord of Arsur who had influenced King Guy to bring his army by this murderous route to Tiberias. And it was the Lord of Arsur who had slipped away with his retainers from the plateau on the Horns of Hattin to the Saracen camp the previous night. A jackal even jackals would despise. The jackal required feeding.


Saladin approached him. ‘What is it you desire?’


‘I ask solely for one thing.’


‘The object that is called by your kind the True Cross you shall have. I will not break my word. But I sense in you a darker purpose, a further intent for power and control.’


‘I seek merely to scavenge on the scraps of chaos.’


‘Let it remain so, my lord. There is no room in our new kingdom for those who oppose, no toleration for any who would undermine.’


‘I am aware of these conditions.’


‘Then take your fill and leave by the morrow.’


Again the lightless form of the Lord of Arsur bowed. Such terms were acceptable. The Sultan was no fool, was right to feel unsettled, to have touched upon the possibility of hidden direction. A pact had been made with Satan, the aims and conclusion of which he would scarcely grasp. The Holy Land offered fine retreat for the unholy.


‘May festivities commence, Salah ad-Din.’


A listless dusk of dancing shadows and undulating sound. By the light of fires and burning torches, Sufimystics whirled, muftis chanted, and the forces of Islam celebrated victory. Among the clamour, high above the clash of tambourines and wail of flutes, came the screams of captured turcopoles impaled on stakes. They were renegades, Moslem apostates who had denied their faith and crossed to volunteer for military service with the Latins. For them there was no pity. So their cries welled, mingling with the rest. It would be a long night, a lingering death, for many.


Dawn broke, timid and grey on the horizon, threading illumination across the still-smoking battlefield. A haunting scene. Prayers were called and the faithful responded, offering thanks, promising obedience to the one God. There remained things to be done. In groups of ten, their wrists bound, their faces luminously pale in the gloom, two hundred and thirty Templar and Hospitaller knights were led out for execution. They were brought to a row of low boulders and forced to kneel. Around them the crowd jostled and jeered, ululating in frantic anticipation. This was sport, audience participation. The short sword-thrusts to the rectum, the necks of the victims rising in shock, the blades arcing downward, and the heads rolling to be hoisted on spears and paraded as trophies. A clean sweep.


Mounted on horses and leading a train of pack mules, the Lord of Arsur and his cowled officers made their way out of camp. Their task here was complete. They would leave the Moslems to their entertainment, let Saladin prepare for the next stage of conquest. The baron turned in his saddle for a parting glimpse of the show.


‘Traitor!’


As his hood slipped, eye-contact and recognition came. The Templar stood at his stone block, his chin tilted in defiance, his expression fixed with accusation and hate. At the hour of his death, he knew. A handsome man, the Lord of Arsur thought, doubtless a great warrior. But there was a time for everything, an end to everyone.


‘Judas. Betrayer of our cause.’ The Templar called out again, his voice carrying, silencing those about him. ‘I am happy to go to my Maker, glad to leave the earth on which you walk. A curse be upon you.’


Last laugh upon him. The Lord of Arsur shrugged and spurred his mount on. He would not allow the boldness of a condemned knight to penetrate, would not be troubled by valedictory sentiment. His party quickened its pace. Behind, they were cheering once more, and the rocks coursed red with blood.


In the weeks and months following, Saladin took many Christian towns and castles. Fifty-two of them fell. Surrounded, demoralized, their garrisons denuded of manpower for the army defeated on the Horns of Hattin, most offered only token resistance. Even those defended by the military Orders capitulated. For Saladin had sent envoys, the captured King Guy and Gérard de Ridefort, to parley and to order the laying down of weapons. The Templars had made solemn vow of obedience to their Grand Master. They could not refuse. The Latin kingdom of Outremer, land and forward outpost of the Franks – the Christian crusaders – seemed doomed.


Saladin eventually turned his attention to the main prize, Jerusalem. It was almost a formality. Swamped by refugees, unable to muster more than a handful of troops, commanded by a motley band of dispossessed nobles and two knights, the city tried to bargain. Saladin demanded payment, a hundred thousand dinars as ransom for the populace; the defenders responded, threatening to raze the Dome of the Rock. An empty gesture. On 2 October 1187, anniversary of the visit to heaven by the Prophet Mohammed from Temple Mount, the forces of Islam entered the gates. The cross adorning the Dome was torn down and ritually beaten through the streets, the al-Aqsa Mosque was purified with rosewater and prayer, the cheering of Moslems could be heard in every quarter. Ownership of Jerusalem had changed.


But the power of the Latins was not yet spent. Some clung on in their coastal redoubts, holding out, fighting back, depending for survival on resupply by sea. The cry went out to save Christendom. And it was answered. Knights and princes appeared from Europe, fired by conscience, inspired by faith to recovering Jerusalem and the lost relic of the True Cross. It prompted the next spasm of violence. In June 1191 the ships of King Richard I of England and a coterie of fellow sovereigns arrived off Tyre, and the Third Crusade began. Cœur de Lion did well, retook Acre, captured land, marched his army up and down. Yet he failed in his quest for Jerusalem. Others were to follow, their campaigns sputtering to ignominious conclusions, their efforts redirected to simpler ends. Few had the stomach or resources for war. Saladin, scourge of the Frankish empire, died on Wednesday 4 March 1193. He left unfinished business, a fractured dynasty, and an imperfect legacy to be fought over by lesser men.


Outremer had become the most beset of states, a narrow strip of territory and string of bastions running some one hundred and forty miles from Beirut to Jaffa along the Syrian–Palestinian coast and backing a mere ten miles inland. Within this compacted enclave barons squabbled and plotted; from here the military Orders mounted occasional raids. A strange and uneasy kind of peace. Around them, banditry and skirmishing swirled, intrigue and murder prevailed. To the north, another fractious Christian territory, that of Antioch and its satellite possession Tripoli. To the east and south, the Moslems. To the west, the sea. Christendom had its back to it. The days of glory, of triumph and dominion over the infidel, were gone.


A quarter of a century after the carnage at Hattin, Jerusalem remained a dream and the papal call to arms went unheeded. It was the turn of the children to try.
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Chapter 1


JUNE 1212. THE RHINELAND.


‘We are called by God, my brothers and sisters, bidden by Him to right wrongs, to earn salvation, to count ourselves among the numbered . . .’


He was only twelve or thirteen years of age, a boy preacher named Nikolas who stood on a cart and spoke with the fire of a demagogue, the fluency of a prophet. And the children listened. There were thousands of them, spellbound, their hands raised, muttering in tongues, crying out or laughing in ecstasy and joy. The Spirit of the Lord was come among them. It urged them on, forced them to sway and sing, to forget their troubles and discard their pasts, to dwell only on a future in which they would be saved. Behind the young orator, the great edifice of Cologne Cathedral loomed. It was a waypoint to crusade.


The boy stared from his platform at the upturned faces. They responded well to his address. He could see their rapt attention, sense the tidal surge of love and expectation and commitment. They sought, and he would provide. He lifted his arm, and the crowd stilled.


‘Look upon yourselves, my brothers and sisters. You are the regiments of God, an army of innocence. And you have been betrayed.’


They waited for explanation, their features suddenly taut with concern at thought of duplicity, their eyes shining bright with conviction that all would be well. Their leader would offer solution.


‘I say again, betrayed. By the princes and kings of Europe. By the haughty crusaders who lost our Holy Land to the Saracen. By the corrupt barons of Outremer, who even now revel in sloth and sin while Jerusalem and the True Cross lie abandoned. Must we let such wickedness and iniquity endure?’


‘No!’


‘Shall we remedy the impiety of our fathers, seize back what is rightfully ours?’


‘Yes!’ Mesmerized, German youth replied as one.


‘As they used the sword against the infidels, so shall we use peace. The seas will part to aid our progress; the doubters will kneel in dread; the lamb will lie down with the lion. We are the pure at heart, and it is we who shall now conquer.’


Their cheers rose in tumultuous roar, washing over the square, lapping at the cathedral walls. Nikolas, the boy preacher, took comfort and certainty from it. He had prayed for guidance before the shrine of the Three Kings; he had toured the Rhineland with his message of truth and light. Children had flocked. As the Magi brought gifts to the Christ Child, so he would present his gift of a restored kingdom on earth. God had a plan, and the world would tremble and bend its knee.


A young priest bearing a hessian sack stepped up beside him on the beribboned and gaily painted cart. He reached inside the bag and withdrew the object nestled within.


‘Behold, it is the head of St John the Baptist!’


It was indeed the severed head of a man, its embalmed Semitic features leathery and wizened with age. Sightless eye-hollows gaped at children who had fallen to their knees in reverence and awe. This was a sign, a symbol of what was at stake and what they would march for. Even the saints rallied to their cause.


Nikolas took the head and held it high above his own. ‘The Baptist himself, my brothers and sisters. A saint who was sacrificed, who would have us voyage and be baptized in the holy waters of the river Jordan.’


‘Hallelujah . . . hallelujah . . . hallelujah.’


‘Do you search for paradise?’ They did. ‘Will you go on sacred mission?’ They would. ‘Will you come with me and take the Cross?’


‘We shall . . . we shall . . . we shall.’


‘Arise and make ready.’


Mass fervour was a beautiful thing. Their eyes glistened; their mouths opened and sang out to the Lord. They believed, for they wished to believe. They would follow Nikolas, for he offered vision and hope. Once lost, now they were found. Others would join them, dancing and tripping merrily in their wake as the colourful cart paraded through villages and towns on its southward journey. Children everywhere were bewitched and on the move, a simple cross of cloth sewn to their tunics signifying their aim. From Vendôme in France, thirty thousand had already departed for Marseilles in company with their shepherd-boy leader Stephen of Cloyes. But here there were more. With faith in their hearts, a pilgrim purse on their belts, a staff in their hands, they would begin their trek. There would be hardship ahead, travails aplenty. Yet they would endure. Because Christ bled for them, and the Holy Land called.


Kurt looked about him. He was bored with the sermonizing, with having to stand still and listen when he could be running, climbing, exploring, starting out on the expedition of his lifetime. Of course it would be an adventure. That was what he liked. What he hated were beatings from his father, enforced inactivity, finding nests whose eggs had already been taken. And Gunther. He detested him with all the passion a twelve-year-old could muster: despised his bullying nature, his greater height, his rotten teeth and mop of red hair. A year older than himself, this son of a woodsman was feared by the other village boys, who had often felt his fists. Mutual and lasting enmity was assured. So it made no sense that Gunther too came on peaceful crusade to Jerusalem. God most certainly worked in mysterious ways. Kurt would not drop his guard.


He caught sight of his friends among the throng. They were happy to be there, consumed like the rest in the bliss of the moment. There were the ten-year-old twins Zepp and Achim, the latter blind, the former guiding his brother for a miracle cure at the foot of the True Cross. Zepp smiled and waved, and Kurt returned the gesture. This was reported to Achim, who beamed and signalled his welcome. Close by were others: Hans the goatherd, Albert the crow-scarer, Egon the son of the blacksmith, little Lisa crying softly and being comforted by her cousin Roswitha. The village had been generous, was shorn of a generation. Kurt watched the salt tears stream, remembered how his mother had wept at their parting. He tried to put it from his mind.


His fall was sudden, the trip deliberate, and it caught him by surprise. Winded, his lip bleeding, he rolled on his back and peered up from the cobbles. Gunther gloated down.


‘A pilgrim who cannot even stay upright to the edge of the square.’ He planted his foot squarely on Kurt’s heaving chest. ‘Perhaps it is right you crawl to Jerusalem like a maggot.’


The youngster tried to rise, but was pinned. He tasted the blood in his mouth, was aware of the pressure and fury pulsing in his temples. A sense of justice and a hot temper were forever earning him punishment. He did not care. This was wrong, a crime perpetrated at the hands, the feet, of his mortal foe Gunther.


In vain he struggled. ‘Let me up.’


‘Is that a command, a whining plea? You belong where you are.’


‘You tripped me, coward.’


‘And I could crush you also.’


‘In fair fight I would put you down.’


‘What is fairness, Kurt? It is the strongest who rule, the weakest who submit. Do as others do, as I require.’


‘Never.’


‘I will hurt you, will get anyone I wish to hurt you.’ The shadow of his angular frame blanketed his victim.


‘Release him, Gunther.’


It was Isolda, her sweet face suffused with trembling ire, her gentle brown eyes glowing in indignation. At fourteen, two years older than Kurt, she was protective of her younger brother.


Laughing, Gunther slowly rounded on her. ‘He needs a girl to guard him. It will not save either of you.’


‘You would strike me?’


‘Whatever it takes to teach a lesson.’ He balled and raised a fist. ‘Step aside, sister.’


‘Samaritans do not walk away.’


She did not flinch. Her duty was to Kurt and the younger children, her promise to her mother to care for him and bring him safe home. She could not allow unchristian menace to daunt her.


Gunther grinned. He welcomed the challenge, the chance to stamp and punch authority so early in the mission. It was a mistake. His captive slipped free and scrambled to his feet, was upon him in a blazing instant. They were grappling, rolling blindly on the ground, Kurt flailing blows, Gunther desperate to shield himself.


‘I meant nothing by it, Kurt.’


‘I mean everything. You yield?’


‘Please, we can talk.’


Kurt landed a hit. ‘Surrender first.’


‘Yes . . . yes . . . Stop, I beg you.’


Blood pumped from the nose of the woodsman’s son and mingled with his mucous tears. The younger boy sat astride him, panting in his victory. He knew that it was not the end, but merely a marker, a prelude to future battles and increased hostility. Gunther was a dangerous adversary.


He became aware of the silence. Even the defeated Gunther had ceased his babbling. It was as though they were the focus of attention, at the centre of an arena in which a myriad eyes surveyed them. Self-conscious, Kurt twisted his head to see. His instincts had been right.


‘How may we spread devotion, draw the infidels to Christ, when we fight among ourselves?’


Nikolas had descended from the platform to deliver his rebuke. In shame, Kurt hung his head and released his hold. He wanted to curl up in a tight ball of anonymity, wanted to crawl to oblivion through the dense forest of legs. But he was caught.


His voice glottal and wheedling, Gunther lay on his back and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘He attacked me without reason. Everyone knows he is a savage beast with no conscience or remorse.’


‘That is a lie!’ Kurt shouted in raw frustration.


‘It is the truth, as I lie here wounded.’


‘You shall be injured afresh for such falsehood.’


‘See how he speaks and threatens me.’ Gunther was garnering support, playing to his spectators. ‘I am wronged, Brother Nikolas.’


‘Then embrace him. Put resentment and childish things aside. Help and love each other. We have common cause, a single destination.’


They did as he commanded, and the children shouted in accord. Hosanna! Hosanna! Hosanna! All would be well. Kurt dredged a smile from his distaste and clutched at the bony shoulders of his foe. And Gunther whispered in his ear. Depend on it, I will kill you.


Isolda was fussing over him, tending his cuts, lightly chiding. He accepted her attention with sheepish good grace. After all, he had placed her in danger, exposed her to the perils of his personal feud. She had every reason to scold. But her exasperation would not last, was ever tempered by her kindness and sibling solidarity. They were inseparable: he the tousle-haired boy of energy and fire, she the thoughtful girl with brunette plaits and quiet ways. Together against the fates.


A different girl approached. She had emerged from the vibrating heart of the throng, a shy smile on her face, her limbs moving with the future promise of womanhood. Kurt stared. He had never before observed such things, was confused by her beauty and daunted in his response. He blinked. She remained in his sightline, drawing near.


‘I saw the taller boy attack you. You were brave to fight, were not to blame.’


‘They think me stupid.’


‘You will not find me among them.’


Kurt flushed, comfortably awkward in her presence, stumbling over his words, near-falling over his feet. His heart raced. He wanted to say more, to tell and ask her everything. Yet he was rendered mute.


‘I have something for your bruises.’ She pressed into his hand a bag of poultice medicine.


Wordlessly, in wonderment, he took her gift. Then she was gone and he stood alone. The briefest of encounters, the quickest of farewells, and his inexplicable joy had turned to inexpressible loss. Around him, the excitable chatter and swelling murmur of anticipation were the same. But Kurt was in an altered state. He ignored the calls of his friends, the tugging at his sleeve, the companionable embraces of support and departure. A long march lay ahead. He vowed to himself he would meet the vanished girl again.


Exodus came, a triumphal scene of colour and fanfare, of singing and dancing children sweeping from the city. At the head of the procession was the decorated horse cart carrying Nikolas their general. He stood proud, his face to the front, a cross-bearer beside him, his progress flanked by an entourage of noble boys. At the rear of the tumbril, his legs dangling, a young flute-player piped a merry tune. And behind him came a tide of forty thousand, heading south for the Alps, for Italy, for Palestine, for Jerusalem.


People had travelled from afar to witness the sight. They whistled and applauded, called out their blessings, thanks and prayers. Never had there been such a happening. The children were embarking on glorious crusade and pilgrimage for them, for the sake of their souls and eternal salvation. God would smile upon them. They seemed so young – some only six or seven years of age, helped along by the rest, gamely keeping pace.


‘God be with you, my children! Christ have mercy and preserve you!’


‘The Lord speed and keep you!’


‘Our Lady shall deliver you safe! You are in our prayers!’


If there was doubt or guilt or regret, it did not show. There were so many reasons to consign their young to the road. It would bring light to the darkness and faith to the heathen, would earn parents indulgence by proxy and entry to heaven free of sin. His Holiness the Pope had said as much. Besides, who knew with what kind of treasure their offspring might return? It was time they earned their keep. Intoxicated by zeal, delirious with religious fever, the good people of the Rhineland chanted and cast flower petals. They were sacrificing their children in the name of the Lord. No greater privilege or higher cause existed.


It took a day for the parade of minors to pass. When it was over, when the shadows lengthened and the dust subsided, the mad elation that had taken hold slowly settled to a grey and dull melancholy. Stray dogs whined and scratched fretfully at the scuffed earth, a church bell changed its peal from celebration to mourning, the funereal-scented petals lay scattered and abandoned in dried heaps. The streets had emptied and the children conjured from existence. But somewhere a voice cried out. It belonged to a small crippled boy left behind, a solitary figure backtracking and limping homeward to a life he had failed to escape. He vanished from sight. The bell ceased tolling and the land sank back towards nightfall and silence.


The four riders were to notice that silence when a week later they entered the town of Alzey. It was a pious place one hundred and twenty miles from Cologne, a favoured locale for wealthy merchants and wealthier monasteries. Hardly a setting for trouble. But it reeked of sadness, of a stagnant despondency that infected the streets and dwellings and grew from dreadful loss. Few bothered to observe the strangers. This suited them well, for they did not care to be spied upon. Those who did look would have seen travel-stained journeymen, a troupe of pilgrims, players or craftsmen making their way for money or faith to some other destination. Everyone had worries, their own private cares. There was nothing to arouse suspicion or fear.


They let their horses walk on. It was the oldest of tricks. Assume a purposeful air, adopt a manner suggesting work in hand or commands obeyed, and none would question. The quartet were masters of pretence. They could speak several languages, assume any role, had skin coloured light enough to place them anywhere in Europe. Direct them to shoe a horse, to summon music from lute or lyre, to fashion implements from wood and stone, and they were able. And they could kill. They had voyaged endless miles, were sent with single motive to eliminate a threat. Their target was close. The castle of Alzey.


‘Peace be with you, strangers.’


‘And with you, friend.’ The leader of the group flipped a coin to the stablehand lounging at the inn hard by the castle walls.


It was accepted gratefully. ‘You travel far, sirs?’


‘Further than you may imagine. Our horses will be lame if they are not rested.’


‘Allow me to tend them, sirs. I am not overburdened in my duties.’


‘We expected busier times in Alzey.’


The ostler grimaced. ‘Alas, you find a place of sorrowing and sighs. Rich or poor, many have lost their young in this holy venture to the East.’


‘They will gain in heaven.’


‘I pray it is so. Yet meantime not a hoop is chased nor ball kicked, not a laugh is heard.’


‘There is ever a price for being instruments of God.’


The leader swung himself from his saddle, his companions taking their cue. They were amicable enough, the ostler thought. He squinted at them, tried to match their types, their faces, against his memory. Odd how he could not quite get a fix. There was something missing in their composition, something false in their bland engagement and deadpan smiles. He frowned and put it from his mind. One was not paid to refuse business.


‘For how long would you wish your horses stabled, sirs?’


‘Maintain and guard them at this post. We shall negotiate upon our return.’ The principal pressed another coin into the appreciative palm. ‘Our commerce in the castle will be brief.’


‘What is its nature?’


‘Stonemasonry.’ It was not strictly true.


‘A noble and worthy trade, sirs. But opportunity is scarce since the master rode out for Palestine. You would be wiser to approach the church. It is the bishops and abbots who have the riches and the inclination.’


‘Our own inclination is for the castle. You say its master is away?’


‘Almost ten years past. His son Otto, a mere stripling of sixteen, now travels in search of him.’


‘Quite some quest.’


‘He is brave and good like his father, and inspired by example of the children. I have no doubt he will succeed.’


The leader of the horsemen had equally no doubt the stablehand was wrong. ‘How many days since his expedition set forth?’


‘I would hazard five.’


‘In company?’


‘Alone, but for his black stallion and grey mare.’ His son Otto. The horsemen had not shown disappointment or surprise at news of their young quarry. Setback rarely deterred them. Challenges were to be expected, were part of such missions. They would track him soon enough. It had been six months since Otto of Alzey had sent message to the Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller of St John in Outremer of his intent to trace his father. That quest could not be countenanced. There was no room for prying interference, no need for a callow squire of the Rhineland to investigate matters far beyond his experience. Word could spread outside the cloistered confines of the Hospitallers; curiosity could kill. So it was that the Lord of Arsur had dispatched his representatives to Europe with instruction to liquidate the sole progeny of a virtuous knight who had once devoted himself to the care and succour of sick pilgrims. The fledgling appeared prematurely to have flown. Too bad. Otto of Alzey would never reach Palestine.


They left the stablehand and made their way across to the main entrance of the castle. The burg was a low-built affair, modest in its scale, a squat structure of crenellations and arrow-slits designed more to protect than to menace. Yet it had its weaknesses. The guard responded well to the easy banter, the generous remuneration, of the visitors. They might have seemed a little eager, somewhat misguided in their hope of work. But all sorts came this way. He let them through.


Little disturbed the sedentary calm. They stood in the great hall, four artisans in a space dominated by a large hearth and a beamed ceiling. Tapestries hung on the walls, wood benches lined the circumference, flagstones scattered with straw reflected the dull glow of candlelight. The eyes of the newcomers noted the details. Three men played dice at a table, a spit-boy turned a haunch of venison. Beside him, a hunting-dog lazed in the heat. Occasionally a maidservant would enter with fresh candles or carry bread and beer to the engrossed participants in the game. They were ill-placed for action. The foursome marked time.


A steward appeared, a cheery fellow with rubicund features, a clutch of keys at his belt.


‘We may offer food and drink, but at present have no use for your workmanship.’


‘A pity, for we carry our tools.’ The leader extracted a chisel from a leather pouch and unwrapped it from its cloth. ‘Wherever we go, the gift we bring is through our hands.’


‘Then I wish you well. Perhaps when next you pass I shall be able to provide the business you seek.’


‘I doubt we shall return.’


‘So stay awhile, share in our modest repast. There are but twelve of us remaining here to feed. And it was ever the rule of our young master and his father to offer welcome to whomsoever steps within these walls.’


‘How fortunate for us. The townsfolk speak well of Otto.’


‘They hold him dear and in highest regard. You will not hear a word said against him. He is the most caring of souls, most daring of spirits. Handsome too. Many a fair maid weeps bitter tears at his leaving.’


‘Boyish youth may often act precipitously.’


‘We are the poorer for it. But he would not listen, would not tarry longer. If our children travel to the Holy Land, why not he?’


‘Why not indeed?’ The leader of the horsemen contemplated the gleaming chisel in his hand.


The steward continued to rhapsodize, unaware of the shifting positions, the change in tempo. ‘I vouch that like his father he will make a fine and noble knight.’


‘It is a treacherous road he travels.’


‘At least he will find company. He follows the children out of Cologne, intends for blessing and news in Rome before onward passage to Outremer.’


‘You should pray for him.’ Instruments were being pulled from their covers.


Momentarily uncertain, the steward smiled, moving to usher his guests towards a trestle. ‘From what part did you say that you hail?’


‘We did not.’


A stone mallet swung and connected with the back of the steward’s head. Bone and brain crumpled, eyes registered disbelief, the body sagged and sank shaking to the ground. The dog looked up. Already the killers had divided, three heading for the dice-players, one aiming for the spit-boy. It was merciless work. The youth had heard a sound, glanced round to see the incoming point of a steel gouge. He tried to fight, to dodge, to reach for a fire-iron. But he was too slow, too late, and the blow from the edge of a hand to the side of his neck knocked him prone across the roasting meat. He had enough air to scream before his face entered the flames, sufficient energy with which to thrash and kick before the spike pierced his lower back and cut the movement of his legs. Alight and helpless, he dangled, a boy immersed in his own cooking.


His assailant was loping fast to join his comrades in attack. There was nothing their victims could do. Instinctively, a hand rose to protect a face. It did not prevent a blade from plunging through the ear. Chairs fell, tankards scattered, and the dice-men fell to their final throes in a blizzard of blood and severed arteries. Their butchers stood over them, wiping weapons, readying to move on. Four down, more to go. Such deaths were unnecessary yet rewarding, an expression of art and faith, an outlet for skills, a matter of keeping in both eye and hand. It would have been a shame to come so far and depart without result. The leader of the horsemen gave a signal. Time to clear the rest of the fort.


Their entry to the remote chamber prompted no fear in the old man. He had a scholarly air, and regarded them with pale and steady eyes that lifted but slowly from their study of the Greek text. The intruders were objects of interest, as worthy of perusal as the illuminated tomes and apothecary jars around him. He gauged their intent.


‘I do not seek explanation.’


‘Nor shall you receive it. What can you tell us of Otto of Alzey.’


‘Little, save that I am his tutor and mentor, that he will avenge this outrage.’ He leaned back and placed his hand across the finely worked German cross pinned to his gown. ‘I ask that you make it quick.’


They obliged, running him through, retrieving his brooch to add to their collection. The steward had not lied. He spoke of twelve residents, and the entire dozen were now dead. A task well done. Without pausing, the four riders left the room.


Later, as unremarkable as their arrival had been, the group slipped out from the castle gate. On the way, for good measure, they killed the guard and took back their coin; at the inn, they slit the throat of the ostler and emptied his purse. Then they mounted up and rode away. Their hunting expedition had only just begun.


In the great hall, the hound was lapping greedily at a puddle of coagulating blood.


What wondrous sight it made. One hundred miles from Cologne, along the road that unfurled beside the Rhine, spectators had gathered to watch the onward march of the children. Beneath the early-July sun, the youngsters tramped. They carried themselves well. Yet there was no denying their ranks were more ragged, their gait had lost its skittish vigour, their banners tilted with a wearied droop. Another day rolling into the next, another furlong reaching to an infinite distance. Feet were rubbed raw; eyes watered with the grime and dust; enthusiasm had frayed to grim determination. They would not let themselves down, could not betray God.


In a horse-drawn litter, a bishop from Mainz peered through muslin curtains and gnawed contentedly on a chicken leg. It was a perfect day for a picnic. He licked his fingers and tossed the bone outside, gazing with only mild interest as a dirt-encrusted waif darted forward to seize ownership. The poor half-starved mite. What a course these creatures had chosen, what courage they showed. He almost envied them their dedication.


A snatch of holy song reached his ears as he rummaged in his basket for a sweetmeat. Perhaps he could encourage the Kinder to sing for him, or would throw them a morsel to initiate a fight. He enjoyed a little diversion. With a satisfied grunt, he eased his hips forward and leaned back in the padded seat. The whore who knelt between his knees continued to perform fellatio on him, her head working expertly below his robe. He closed his eyes. It could make a man blaspheme, a prelate groan, distract him from divine pursuit.


He drew aside the curtain a fraction. ‘They search for Jerusalem and the True Cross. I fear they will find doom.’


Hearing his voice, the prostitute emerged from her labours. He pushed her head back down. She obliged, a practitioner from one of the oldest professions taking instruction from another. Outside, the children trooped on.


‘I wish to rest.’


Kurt called over his shoulder. ‘Then do so, Gunther. We shall not prevent you.’


He would be happy to put distance between himself and his avowed enemy, would rather walk to Outremer on bleeding stumps than concede position to the woodsman’s boy. How his bones ached. At first he had welcomed the acclaim, had smiled gratefully at the adults who crowded to offer food and praise. They opened their hearts and inadequate larders to the young pilgrims. But they were not the ones who had to stride a thousand miles to Rome and thousands more beyond, whose role it was to cajole unwilling heathen into the ways of Christ. It was hard enough persuading his own friends to keep step. He tried to think of pleasant things, of the girl with flaxen hair and brimming smile who had entered his life in the square at Cologne a few days and an age since.


In front, Zepp was guiding Achim, describing the scene, picking and smelling wayside flowers, his sightless twin responding with laughter and tumbling questions. Hans the goatherd whistled a tune and whittled a length of hawthorn as he went; Albert threw clumps of sod at marauding crows scavenging the strip fields; Egon carried little Lisa on his back. The remainder kept their heads down, their feet moving. Ahead and behind, it appeared as though the youth of Germany had been disgorged in unending stream.


‘I wager Nikolas is more comfortable on his cart.’ Albert threw a well-chosen clod and the birds scattered.


‘Why not?’ Egon delivered a comradely slap to his shoulder. ‘He is worthier preacher and prophet than you or I.’


‘Prophet? He is a sorcerer who has placed a thousand blisters on my feet.’


‘Each one of them a token of your faith.’


‘A symbol of every mile I have dragged myself.’


The son of the blacksmith shook his head. ‘Be strong, Albert. We cannot call ourselves pilgrims without expecting to endure, without bearing the burden that God assigns us.’ He hitched Lisa higher on his back.


‘You heard Nikolas in Cologne.’ It was the turn of Isolda to speak, her words carrying soft. ‘We are chosen and we are called.’


Hans spat in the dirt. ‘No, we are sent. Your mother had a vision of the Virgin. Mine has dreams of gemstones the size of duck eggs. You, Albert?’


‘I go to win my father and mother their place in heaven.’


‘And you, Achim?’


The ten year-old was concentrating on the sound-path of a bee. He paused. ‘God intends to grant to me my sight.’


They trekked on, buoyed by companionship and shared adventure. Kurt grinned at Lisa as she clung tight to the broad shoulders of her bearer. She reciprocated, her head lolling to the rhythmic tread. To the left, skylarks were rising, their song bubbling high; to the right, the Rhine flowed wide and steady. The children had never travelled so far. Kurt chewed on a sorrel leaf, let its sharpness ease the swelling hunger in his belly. There were too many to feed, too little provision for forty thousand swarming locusts. He sent another prayer heavenward. It was best not to ponder too hard or to dwell in the gloom, prudent not to glance back at the sullen and trailing presence of Gunther. He had not forgotten the threat.


Lisa piped up. ‘How do you think Jerusalem will seem, Kurt?’


‘A city of high walls and gleaming white towers.’ He was focused on issues closer to his stomach.


Isolda caressed the youngster’s head. ‘It will shine brighter than the morning sun, Lisa. The people will run to greet us, will honour us as saviours, will bathe in the radiance of our truth.’


‘If they do not?’ A frown had creased the seraphic features of the seven-year-old girl. ‘If they should send an army against us? If they deny the Word of God? If they should fight?’


Egon cocked his head. ‘The son of the blacksmith here will protect you.’


‘We all shall, Lisa.’ Kurt jabbed at an imagined foe. ‘No harm can befall you.’


‘But they say that the infidels are more vicious than dragons, that they sup on the hearts of children.’


‘Ignore these things. The Saracen has not the strength to challenge us.’


Isolda nodded. ‘As Nikolas preached, we will carry all before us, shall bring every heathen from the path of wickedness.’


‘I hope it is so.’ Lisa still looked doubtful.


‘Once the seas part and we walk for the Holy Land, there is no stopping us.’


Albert pulled an agonized face. ‘I would rather the Lord gave us a boat.’


There were hoots of good-natured derision, the ribaldry of children attempting to shed their misgivings and overlook their discomforts. They were heading for rebirth, a better life. That was what mattered. But only a fraction of their journey was done and already the canvas and leather of their shoes were shredded. God would provide, they told themselves. God knew everything.


Lisa was asking more questions: on wolves and bears, on whether there would be mushrooms where they headed. It helped pass time. Cattle lowed, a further spur to discussion and onward report to Achim.


‘Talk will save none of you . . .’


Ignored, Gunther had closed the distance, his words hissing close in their ears. He was unused to being disregarded, enraged at losing influence and the opportunity to coerce. Intimidation was difficult on the road. Yet he was not ready to quit, would continue to probe, to demoralize the weak and destabilize the strong. One needed sport.


‘You consider yourselves prepared? You think you will survive the wild beasts, the brigands, the mountain passes, the heavy swell of the seas?’ Lisa started to cry. ‘Stay your tears for what will come. I doubt any of you shall reach the Holy Land.’


Kurt spun to face him. ‘I doubt you shall reach another step without receiving a second blooding.’


His adversary hopped back, his smirk certain, his eyes aggressive and bright. The expression changed. Kurt did not waver. He expected a trick, anticipated a forward lunge as soon as he turned his head. But the shout of alarm from Zepp, the fixed stare of Gunther, compelled him to look aside.


Isolda held his arm, was pointing to the meadows. ‘Who are they, Kurt? What are they?’ She was scared.


Bowed on all fours, cropping at grass with open mouths, scores of men and women grazed as oxen on the wild pasture. Dumbfounded, the children stood rigid and still. Occasionally, one of the strange and naked forms would bellow, would move slowly to browse on fresher ground. As zealots, they were performing their duty, an act of faith and penance. Man was unworthy to walk upright; man was a sinner, undeserving so much as to live and feed like cattle. Ultimate humility was the real path to godliness.


Troubled, in silence, the children renewed their journey.
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Chapter 2


They had seen him, communicated his approach with the mirror-flash of polished silver that rippled along the canyons and sparked from the tops of steep cliffs. The Lord of Arsur stared ahead. At the best of times, the Nosari mountains of Syria, crucible of hostility, nexus of the conflict between Islam and Christendom, were a dangerous place to be. These were not the best of times. He sensed the tension in his officers riding alongside, could smell their sweat. They had grounds for concern. Their hosts could kill for any reason or for none, for perceived slight or supposed lapse, for business or pleasure, for the gifts of gold and treasure carried in the packs of this small convoy. Murder was their way, and jewelled offerings and previous agreement provided no guarantee. The Lord of Arsur noted the buzzard floating high on a thermal and scanning below for carrion. He wondered if such birds had the power of premonition.


The horses forded the stream, splashing their way on to a track that entered another valley bounded by vertiginous walls of rock. More glints of light flickered news of their presence. The Lord of Arsur appreciated the effort. He relied on the abilities of these people, their lethal expertise, to carry forward his agenda, to play a part in conspiracy that would alter for ever the course of mankind. It was twenty-five years, almost to the day, since the bloody occurrence on the Horns of Hattin. Long enough. A fragile peace existed; Saphadin al-Adil, brother of the great Saladin, held tenuous sway in Damascus; John of Brienne governed as regent for the baby Queen Yolanda in Outremer. Few wanted war, none had the power to launch full military campaign. Except him. He had once told Saladin in a perfumed tent that he sought only to scavenge on the scraps of chaos. But contentment could pall, ambition grow. He had been waiting and planning for a lifetime. Saphadin and his Moslem cohorts, John of Brienne and the infant queen, the barons of Outremer, the Arab governors and emirs: all would succumb, would be consumed in the gathering darkness. Preparations were advanced, had brought him here to the land of the hashshashin, the hashish-eaters. The Assassins.


Al-Kahf was a structure that would not be ignored or forgotten. Jutting prominent on its sheer mountain crag, the fort was a man-made stalagmite, a soaring edifice constructed to impress, guaranteed to awe. Those who approached did so by invitation and temporary truce. The Old Man of the Mountains and his followers could be capricious. A delicate mission. The Lord of Arsur guided his mount on, led his troop in single file on to the winding uphill track. At any turn could be an ambush, behind every boulder and overhang killers might lurk. They would wipe a blade across his neck before he realized he was dead. But the only sounds were the plodding tread of hooves, the jangle of harness, the breathing of his men. The hashish-eaters had allowed them to live this far.


Ascent was achieved. It had taken an hour, a tortuous perambulation through blind gulleys and labyrinthine detours that brought them eventually on to a narrow ridge before the walls. There were no welcoming trumpets, no tell-tale whirr of a rampart catapult releasing its load. Not a sign of occupation existed. For a while, the Lord of Arsur sat in his saddle and viewed the prospect, taking in the unmanned castellations, the open gates. It would be foolish to interpret it as anything other than illusion.


He spoke calmly to his men. ‘We advance two abreast. Unless attacked, you shall neither react to provocation nor reach for your swords. Be reserved; conduct yourselves with dignified purpose.’ Responding to the press of his heels, his horse moved forward.


Revelation was dramatic. It came with smoke and flame, with a cacophony of cymbals and roll of drums. As the visitors attempted to steady their shying horses, ropes looped from the high windows of the keep to the courtyard below and figures in black swarmed down. Others jumped and tumbled into view, knives drawn and wielded in mock battle and choreographed display. Wood targets were held aloft and quickly pierced by flying blades. Silk screens were opened out and carved to ribbons in an instant. It was theatre and threat combined. The Assassins were the most skilled practitioners of their art. They were Nazari Ismailis, the malahida, Shi’a religious deviants bound by faith, blood and history to avenge themselves on the Sunni, to bring chaos and terror to the unrighteous, to martyr themselves for the cause of past injustice and future divine fulfilment. Death was a religious obligation, and they had grown rich and powerful on it. They were the perfect allies.


A circle was mapped on the ground with gypsum paste and, as the guests watched, two half-naked combatants entered the ring. There was no ceremony or emotion here. The rivals eyed each other, their bodies flexing, their daggers drawn and tracing air. Slowly, they orbited the circumference, feet shifting and finding balance, stares never wavering. They knew what was at stake. One dodged in and pulled back, the other lunging hard. Again the first man tried, feinting fast, switching hands, jabbing with his knife. His opponent leaped lightly back and accelerated to a different bearing. He slipped, rolled, and recovered. His challenger followed. Back and forth they went, trading moves, exchanging strikes, anxious to achieve a kill, determined to escape injury. There had to be conclusion. With three minutes gone, it arrived in a welter of glinting steel and flailing limbs. The men stepped apart. Blood could be seen, the smallest of scratches scored on a forearm. Without a word, the victim held it up for examination, his eyes widening as his hand clenched involuntarily, his teeth baring in a rictus grin of agony. He was dead shortly after hitting the ground, his face blackened and bloated almost beyond recognition, his body stilling after a few lacklustre flips. The bout had ended.
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