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Dedicated to my father, 
who taught me that love is mightier than the sword


SHADOW
OF THE
SWORDS
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Sinai Desert—AD 1174

The Cross burned red against the soldier’s white tunic.

Red had always been her favorite color, the little girl thought. The color of roses. Of the sun as it set over the shores of the sea near her home. The color of her mother’s hair.

Her mother.

The girl felt the steel talons of memory tearing at her heart. She had seen her mother’s hair for the last time that morning, before it had been tucked away inside the modest head scarf that all good Jewish women wore in Cairo. She was too young herself to hide away her own dark locks, as the scarf would become obligatory only after her cycles began. In that, the Jews and Muslims of Egypt were of a common opinion. Although her breasts had begun to bud earlier that spring, the dark flow of menstrual blood had not yet arrived to welcome her into the fold of womanhood. She had always been impatient and had begun to pray to God that the blood would at last be released and her life would begin anew.

And today God had heard her, and granted her prayer in a way she could never have expected or wanted. For the blood that had flowed this morning was not her own, but of those whom she loved. And her life had truly begun anew in the chaos of screams and death.

They were supposed to have been safe. The coastline of Sinai was guarded by the Sultan’s men. The handsome new Sultan who had swept into Cairo and overthrown its ailing king, ending the Shiite dynasty of the Fatimids and restoring Egypt to the fold of Sunni Islam. She should have been too young to understand these complex matters of state, but her father had always insisted that Jewish children should be well versed in the politics of the day. For it was the curse of her people that the changing winds of nations inevitably brought with them storms of tragedy and exile.

There had been many who had feared that the new Sultan would persecute the Jews for supporting the heretic kings who had ruled Egypt in defiance of the Caliph of Baghdad. But he had proven to be a wise man, and had reached out in friendship to the People of the Book. The Jews had found in the Sultan a patron and a protector, and her own uncle had been welcomed into the court as the ruler’s personal physician.

How she wished her uncle had been with them today. Perhaps he could have saved them from the warriors of Christ who had descended on their caravan like locusts. Stanched the flow of blood from amputated limbs. Applied his special salves on the burns inflicted by flaming arrows. Maybe if he had been with them, the others would have lived.

But in her heart, the girl knew that it would have made no difference. Her uncle would have been slaughtered with the rest. And perhaps he would have been forced to endure the horror of watching his sister—her mother—be violated by the very monster that stalked her now.

The monster whose face was streaked in blood as bright as the Cross he bore upon his breast. In that, the girl could find some solace, some cruel satisfaction, for the blood belonged to the killer and not his victims. And it was she who had drawn it out. A tiny act of revenge, forever scarring the young man’s once handsome features. Whenever he looked in the mirror, he would remember the cost of the horror he had inflicted on her family.

The warrior was coming closer to her hiding place, his broadsword held aloft, black with gore and entrails from the massacre he had unleashed. The girl pushed herself farther into the shadowy crevices of the cave. She could feel something crawling on her back. A spider, or perhaps a scorpion. For a moment she hoped it was the latter, and that its lethal sting would take her before the bloodied knight could finish what he had begun. Her loins still burned from his brutal attack, and she could smell the sickly odor of his seed drying on her thighs.

The soldier’s bright eyes scanned the desert plain, like a wolf searching for a wounded lamb. Her footprints should have given her away. But the area was littered with camel tracks from another caravan that had passed the day before, and her markings were lost in the confusion of upturned earth. The red hills were rugged and lined with boulders large enough to hide a girl of her size. It would take hours to search through all the crags and crevices of this forsaken land.

He should have turned back and rejoined his men, who even now were dividing up the booty from the successful raid. The caravan had been headed to Damascus laden with bountiful items for trade—gold and ivory from Abyssinia, beautiful woolen shawls woven by the Berber nomads to the west—and the haul had made these murderers rich men. If her hunter had been wise, he would have forgotten a wayward little girl and focused his attention on securing his share of the wealth.

But she could see in his eyes no sign of wisdom. No sign of humanity. Just a darkness that terrified her more than the cruel sheen of his blade. It was a hatred so visceral, so pure in its ugliness, that he no longer looked like a man, but a demon that had escaped from deep within the bowels of Gehenna.

And the demon was almost upon her. She could hear him breathing, the air sounding like the hiss of a snake as it escaped his lungs. And for a second she imagined that she could even discern the terrible drum of his heart, thundering in its call for revenge.

His eyes fell upon the dark opening to the cave, the crevice covered in shadows from the heavy curtain of rocks all around. And she saw a smile cross his face, his teeth glistening in the harsh desert light.

And so the end had come. And yet somehow she felt no fear. In fact, she felt nothing at all. Her heart was empty of all emotion, and she could not even remember what it felt like to laugh or cry. All of that had been taken away from her in the horror of the attack, in watching her loved ones torn to shreds by men who saw themselves as the warriors of God. The same God that her own people believed had chosen them for a great destiny.

All the terrible stories her father had told her of her people’s past had finally become real to her that day. The stories she had dismissed as tragic fables of the ancients were all true. In fact, they were the only truth for a people who had been singled out by a God that demanded a price for His love that was too great.

In that moment, as the bloodstained warrior moved closer to her tiny refuge, she hated God for choosing her people. For placing upon the Jews the curse of being special, a burden that brought with it nothing but sorrow and loss. It was because of her people that this foreigner with his pale skin and strange language even knew of the God of Abraham, and yet that knowledge had not made him a better man. Indeed, it had inflamed in him a righteous anger that brought only suffering into this world. Her people had taught mankind about God, and in return men only became devils in that God’s name.

She wanted to curse God, to renounce Him even as he had renounced His own people, had expelled them from their homeland and left them to wander the world as the most hated of clans. And she would have done so, had she not seen it.

The necklace.

A simple stone of jade held in a silver clasp lined with sparkling beads. It had belonged to her mother, had been torn from her defiled body by this monster only an hour before. And he was wearing it around his neck like a savage trophy. At that instant, she wanted to leap out from the shadows and tear the necklace from around his throat. It would mean her death, but at least she would die holding this precious little trinket that her mother had loved so much.

The fire in her heart burned into a savage rage, and the girl curled her fingers into claws, ready to strike. She would put out this murderer’s eyes with her tiny fingers, rip open his neck with her teeth like a lioness bringing down its prey. He was not a human being, and neither was she anymore. The savagery that the girl had witnessed today had ended any illusions about that. Despite the Torah’s call for men to be better than the angels, the truth was all men were animals and would never be anything more. The God of her people had failed them, and now she would show Him what He had wrought.

She bent forward, her knees pressed to her chest, poised to spring as the soldier came closer to the cave. She had to move now, to leap out like a cheetah, to use the advantage of surprise to bring down her prey.

But as she prepared to move, she saw a small flash of light, like a star glittering on the man’s chest. It was the necklace, the jade stone reflecting the sun in its desert fury. And then her eyes fell on the symbols carved on the jade. Four Hebrew letters—Yod, He, Waw, He.

The Tetragrammaton. The sacred name of God.

The holy word, which could not be pronounced or spoken aloud, shimmered like an emerald against the warrior’s white tunic. As she stared at those mysterious letters, the girl felt something strange happen to her. The fury that was within her subsided. And in its place, she felt a remarkable upwelling of peace and serenity. Gazing at the name of a God she no longer believed in, the girl found herself remembering all the gentle nights she had looked up at her mother as she sang them both softly to sleep. When the girl saw that necklace, that sacred stone, she suddenly felt safe again, as she had always felt resting in her mother’s arms.

She leaned back, the tension in her body disappearing. The man could come inside, could take her body and her life, and ultimately it would make no difference. Her people would go on, and her name would be added as another sad yet beautiful note in her nation’s song.

Strangely, considering her uncharitable feelings about the Deity, an old prayer entered her heart. She felt the words of the Shema coming to her lips, and she mouthed them silently.

Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.

The wind rose and sand swirled outside, a curtain of dust rising between her and her enemy. A sandstorm was upon them, blotting out the light of the sun.

She closed her eyes, allowed herself to fall into the shadows, to let the dark embrace her. She did not know what world she would awaken to, or if indeed there was any world beyond this one that had reached its end. But she did not care.

In silence, there was peace.
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THE GIRL STIRRED AND saw that the darkness that had covered the cave now blanketed the whole world. She could see nothing, and yet she knew that there was a vastness all around her that stretched toward infinity. Was this the realm of death?

And then she heard the sound of a jackal’s howl and the rustle of wind on the sand and she knew that she was still in the world of men.

Crawling on her knees until she emerged from the cave that had been her sanctuary, she stepped out onto the desert plain. Night had fallen and the heavens were lit by more stars than she had ever imagined. It was as if the sky were a sheet of white diamonds, burning with cold fire.

She shivered and hugged herself tight. The temperature had fallen rapidly and she found it hard to believe that only a few hours before the desert had blazed with such angry heat. The girl looked around and saw that she was alone, with only towering sand dunes and a sea of rocks to keep her company.

There was no sign of the man who had raped her and killed her mother.

At that thought, she felt the knives of memory shoot through her heart again. The girl’s knees gave way and she fell to the ground, vomit erupting from her throat, the ugly taste of bile overwhelming her senses.

She lay still on the desert ground for some time. She wanted to cry, but she could not. It was as if the girl she had been the day before, full of life and feeling, was lost forever. Try as she could, her heart would not stir. Would not let the excruciating pain that was tearing her apart emerge and find release.

And so she locked it away, closed that door forever.

The girl rose and stood straight, her head raised in dignity, her face as cold and unflinching as the ancient statues of Isis that still stood in Egypt. She looked around her again, and saw in the distance the flickering of lights. Somewhere at the edge of the horizon there was a campfire. In all probability, it would not be the soldiers of the Cross, who would not risk sleeping in the Sinai and falling victim to the Sultan’s patrols. Bedouins most likely, goat herders living out in the open, very much unchanged from the days when Moses had wandered through this desert as an exile. Which was what she was now as well. An exile.

The Jewish girl knew that she had to find help. Without food or water, the desert would claim her in a few days. The Bedouins were her only hope.

She turned to move toward the distant light, and then stopped, her eyes falling on something at her feet that glittered under the starlight. She bent down and saw that it was a piece of limestone that shone like the moon.

The girl held up the rock, felt its soft powder caress her fingers.

She looked to her right and saw the red-flecked boulder that had served as the roof of her tiny shelter. And then she walked over and scraped the stone, writing on it with her makeshift pen, spelling out letters in Arabic. Her own ancient language was no longer used by her people outside of the rituals of prayer. And she felt no desire to pray anymore.

The girl did not know if she would survive. In all likelihood, the wilderness would consume her before she saw another human being. And so she wanted to leave this behind, this one final record that she had existed, that she mattered.

God may have forgotten her and her people, but she vowed that at least here in this tiny corner of a broken world, the stones would remember her name.

Miriam.

1
The Horns of Hattin—AD 1187

It is said that God favors irony. Perhaps that is why His city, named for peace, has known only war and death.”

The rabbi’s father had said that to him once, when he was a restless youth and a virgin. He had changed much in the untold years that had passed since then. His desire for adventure had been supplanted by a desperate longing for serenity. His wedding night was a distant but still tender memory. The old man had learned that much of what he had believed in the morning of his life was incomplete at best. False, at worst. Yet these words had proven true, time and again. The God of irony was an accurate description of the ineffable, unpredictable Being from whom the cosmos derived its essence. Perhaps it was not fair to call God an outright trickster, but He undoubtedly had a sense of humor.

Like his people, the old man was a wanderer. He had sought the Divine Countenance in the shadowed gardens of Cordova. His weary feet had traced the Queen of Sheba’s paths through the African desert. His gray eyes had filled with tears before the Pyramids, which were ancient even when Moses played in their shadow. Yet he knew from his journeys that all paths returned here, to the navel of the world. To the Holy Land. To Jerusalem.

Jerusalem had been the prize of many conquerors, few who had been friends to the Jews. His people were banished and scattered to the winds, yet they never forgot the city of David. It beckoned them in their souls, their dreams.

Then the sons of Ishmael arose from the desert to claim their share in the legacy of Abraham. And, for a time, there was peace and the sons of Isaac began to return home.

So it was, until the Franks arrived on the horizon. Poor, illiterate, filled with hate. They sought to regain Jerusalem in the name of their Christ. The rabbi had read the sayings of this Jesus of Nazareth and had not found in them anything to explain the horror of what they did.

The Franks slaughtered the old and the weak. The women. The little ones. They killed the Muslims as infidels, and then they killed the other Christians as heretics. They gathered all the Jews who remained and locked them in the main synagogue. Then they set it on fire.

In the end, the lamentations ceased, for there were none left to lament.

Frankish historians would later boast that blood ran down the streets of Jerusalem up to the ankles of their armored soldiers. But the slaughter of tens of thousands in the Holy City was the least of their crimes. In the once pristine town of Ma’arra, emerald with vineyards and fields and olives, an evil beyond evil rose from the very bowels of Hell. The rabbi had vomited after he read the full account of Albert of Aix, the Frankish chronicler who witnessed and glorified the greatest victory of Satan over the hearts of men. For in Ma’arra, the Crusaders not only massacred the population. They cannibalized their victims. Men and women cooked in clay pots. Their children impaled on wooden spits and grilled alive.

The rabbi had once thought that these stories were the typical exaggerations of warmongers and madmen, much like the bloody tales of Joshua’s conquest of Palestine in the Holy Book. Ballads of fury meant to debase the humanity of the opponent, not actual accounts of historical events. But he had come to learn that the Franks were a literal bunch, not given to poetry or figures of speech.

Like his people, the rabbi was known by many names. To the Arabs and his brothers among the Sephardim, he answered to Sheikh Musa ibn Maymun, chief rabbi of Cairo and personal physician of the Sultan. The pale-faced Ashkenazim knew him only from his detailed and eloquent writings on matters of law and theology, which had spread through the glorious Spanish highlands into the darkness that was known as Europe. They called him Rebbe Moshe Ben Maimon in the tongue of their forefathers. The most enthusiastic of his followers revered him as “The Rambam,” although he did not consider himself worthy of any special devotion.

And the Frankish barbarians, at least the few who could read and write, referred to him as Maimonides. They also called him Christ-killer and a few other choice epithets that were reserved for his people as a whole, but he tried not to take that too personally. They were ignorant primitives, after all.

Maimonides walked slowly toward the pavilion of the Sultan, rustling his hand through his shaggy beard, as he often did when he was lost deep in thought. His body was not tired, but a force greater than fatigue burdened his soul. The oppressive, crushing weight of history. He did not know if he would live beyond the day and he wanted to treasure every breath as if it were his last. But the stench of torches and dung, both human and animal, poisoned the air. Maimonides would have laughed, had his sense of humor survived the horror of war.

The rabbi’s mind asked a thousand questions of his Lord. O God of irony, do You find pleasure in even the subtlest twists of fortune? That a peace-loving scholar should meet his doom caught in the bloody swath of a Crusader’s blade—is that not enough to tickle You? Is it truly necessary that his final memories should be forever marred by the reek of disease and defecation, the scent of the battlefield?

But his God, as usual, did not reply.

Maimonides turned to watch the preparations for battle. Turbaned Arab soldiers, working alongside fair-skinned Kurdish horsemen and statuesque Nubian warriors, milled like ants through the battle camp. Their bonds of communal purpose were intensified by an urgent energy that seemed to crackle through the air. The sensation was so real that Maimonides felt the hair on the back of his hands rising. Such was the power of destiny. These men knew that they were standing at the doorway of history. Regardless of whether they lived or died, their actions would be forever inscribed in the ledger of time. Their deeds would be weighed on the judgment scales of a thousand generations yet to come.

The old man continued on his way, navigating through a maze of mules and Arabian steeds, as well as the occasional goat that managed to escape the butcher’s pen. He passed a line of camels, some carrying razor-tipped arrows from Damascus to resupply the army, while others brought precious water from Lake Tiberias to the north. His escorts on the long journey from Cairo had said that the jihad would be won or lost on water. The Sultan had formulated a strategy that relied on cutting off the Franks from their water supplies just long enough to weaken them before the onslaught of the main forces.

The heavily armored warriors unloading the camels ignored the aging physician. They were filled with the fire of youth and paid little thought to those walking down the final paths of life. They were under the spell of the God of irony, of course, as Maimonides knew that he would probably outlive most of these boastful and confident lads. He wondered how many of them would be buried tomorrow under the twin hills known as the Horns of Hattin. He wondered whether there would be anyone left to bury them.

Maimonides reached the Sultan’s pavilion and nodded to the two Egyptians who stood before its entrance brandishing massive scimitars. The guards, twin brothers with equally cruel eyes and stony jaws, stepped aside. They did not particularly like the Jew, but he held the confidence of the Sultan. Maimonides knew that only a handful of men had access to the ruler’s presence, and fewer still could call him a friend. It had taken the rabbi years of loyal service to earn the Sultan’s trust, a journey that had begun when he had been summoned to the Citadel in Cairo to cure its newly installed conqueror of a painful fever. Maimonides often pondered the strange twists and turns of destiny that had transformed him from a modest physician to an influential adviser of a king.

The rabbi entered the tent. He marveled again at its simplicity. There was little to distinguish the pavilion from the humble dwellings of the Egyptian foot soldiers. No grand trophies or ornaments of gold. No plush carpets imported from Isfahan to cover the dry Hattin earth. Just a cabin made of striped green linen with the eagle flag of the Sultan flapping from a makeshift pole at the entrance. The Sultan eschewed the normal displays of power. Maimonides knew that this was one of the many reasons he held the undivided loyalty of his men. He was one of them in life and, perhaps by tonight, in death.

Inside the royal tent, the rabbi found his master poring over maps of the surrounding countryside. The Sultan was a brilliant military tactician whose secret lay in his attention to detail. A general must know every twist of terrain, every hill, every gulley of the battlefield better than he knows the contours of his wife’s body, the Sultan had said once. In war, there was no room for error. One mistake could set back the advance of an army, could thwart the destiny of an entire civilization, as the Arab blunder at Tours 450 years before had halted the Islamic expansion into Europe. The Sultan lived in the unforgiving glare of history and could not afford the luxury of even the slightest mistake.

Maimonides stood at attention before the Sultan, careful not to interrupt his concentration. His master ran his hand across the worn parchment one last time before glancing up at his adviser. His tanned brow had been creased in thought, his face a mask of iron focus, but his dark eyes now lit up with genuine warmth.

Sultan Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub, known to the Franks as Saladin, was a man like no other. Like King David, Saladin inspired in his followers a sense that they were in the presence of something larger than life, as if a spark of the Divine had flashed from heaven and lit a fire that consumed the hearts of men. Saladin was more than a leader. He was a catalyst. Like Alexander and Caesar before him, Saladin had come to turn the world upside down with the singular force of his will.

The Sultan stepped forward and embraced the rabbi, kissing his cheeks. Maimonides was struck again by how young he appeared. No, not young. Ageless. His beard was midnight black, without a hint of gray, but his brown eyes were ancient pools that shone with an ineffable sadness. The years of war with the Franks had made Saladin a walking enigma. His body seemed to grow younger with time, but his eyes much older. It was as if each victory against the Crusader menace reinvigorated his external form yet drained his soul.

“Peace be upon you, old friend! When did you arrive?” The Sultan led the rabbi to a silk cushion and bade him sit. Saladin’s robes, dun-colored like his beloved desert, rippled with the natural grace of his movements. The Sultan walked like a tiger, every step conveying an aura of spontaneous ease, but brimming with the barely suppressed tension of a predator.

“The weapons caravan from Cairo just pulled in, sayyidi,” the rabbi said. “We were delayed due to a Frankish ambush.” Maimonides gratefully accepted a silver chalice filled with chilled water from the Caucasus.

Saladin’s face darkened.

“Were you hurt?” he asked, his eyes narrowing with concern and a hint of quiet anger.

“I am fine, praise God,” Maimonides replied. “It was a small band that has been raiding the Sinai since winter. Your men dispatched them easily.”

Saladin nodded.

“I will get the details from the captain-at-arms later,” he said. “My heart is glad that you are here. We will need the skilled hand of a physician when the battle is over.” The Sultan stood up and returned to the map. Maimonides set aside the chalice and followed him. Saladin pointed to the parchment, which was marked with mysterious symbols. The Sultan never remembered, of course, that military plans were as unintelligible as hieroglyphics to the rabbi, but Maimonides played along, feigning comprehension as his master’s voice rose with excitement.

“The Frankish army has gathered en masse at Hattin,” he said. “Our spies claim that the entire Jerusalem legion has joined the coastal forces in a bid to crush our army.”

Maimonides frowned.

“I am not a military tactician, sayyidi, but that does not strike me as a wise move on their part,” the rabbi said. “Jerusalem is the true goal of the jihad, as the Franks assuredly know. Should our forces break through their ranks, the city will be open for the taking. They must be very confident.”

Saladin laughed, his eyes suddenly youthful with mirth.

“They are not confident, only brash,” he said. “I have no doubt that this suicidal tactic was devised by the great Reginald himself.”

Maimonides stiffened at the name of the Frankish noble who had terrorized the Holy Land for years. Reginald of Kerak was a true barbarian whose bloody exploits embarrassed even the most ruthless Franks. The rabbi’s sister Rachel and her family had the misfortune of being caught by Reginald’s men thirteen years before in a raid on a trading caravan near Ascalon in the Sinai. Only Rachel’s young daughter Miriam escaped alive and hid in the desert before she was found by a kindly Bedouin who helped her return to Cairo.

Miriam had never spoken of what happened during the ambush, or how she managed to survive. It was enough for a heartbroken Maimonides to know that Rachel and her husband, Yehuda, had perished in the brutal attack. Maimonides had never truly known hate until he saw Miriam after the raid. Her sparkling green eyes dead, her laughter quenched. The war ceased to be a matter of distant gossip in that moment. Driving the Franks into the sea became the goal of his life, not just the empty slogan of the average patriot, safely lounging on a feathered couch while others fought on his behalf. Maimonides wondered how many men in Saladin’s army were here for similar reasons. To avenge a personal atrocity committed by the Crusaders. To avenge themselves against Reginald of Kerak.

Saladin noticed the crack in his friend’s composure and he touched his shoulder sympathetically.

“I promised Allah that I will show the Franks mercy if He grants us victory today,” he said. “But I made no such promise on Reginald’s behalf.”

“As a man of God, I cannot preach revenge,” Maimonides said, a tiny hint of regret in his voice.

“Leave revenge to the warriors,” Saladin said. “I would like to think that there are at least a few men unsullied by blood in this world.”

The Sultan was interrupted by the arrival of his brother, al-Adil. Larger in size than Saladin, with a wild shock of almost crimson hair and pitch-black eyes, he was brave and forceful like his kin, but did not share the Sultan’s knack for diplomacy. Al-Adil entered Saladin’s chamber and eyed Maimonides suspiciously. The rabbi was always a little uncomfortable around the flame-haired giant. He did not know why Saladin’s brother disliked him so much. At times he thought it was because he was a Jew. But the sons of Ayyub had been raised to follow the best of their prophet’s tradition and respect the People of the Book. Al-Adil had always treated other Jews with courtesy, but for whatever reason, he chose not to extend it to the chief rabbi himself.

Saladin turned to his brother.

“What news?”

Al-Adil hesitated, glancing at Maimonides as if considering whether the old man should be made privy to councils of war, before continuing.

“The Knights Templar are gathering into formation at the Frankish camp. Our archers are preparing for the charge.”

Saladin nodded.

“Then the trumpet of Allah has called us to destiny.”

He gestured to Maimonides to follow him as he stepped outside the tent, his scowling brother in tow.

A hush fell on the camp as the Sultan emerged. His arrival signaled the beginning of the end. For nearly ninety years, the Muslim armies had been trapped in a losing battle against the Frankish invaders. They had suffered grievous losses and humiliations, none greater than the occupation of Jerusalem and the desecration of the Al-Aqsa mosque. Their tribal pettiness and fratricidal wars had made the dream of victory over the barbarians seem like a desert mirage—seductively inviting, always appearing to be within grasp, but fleeting and illusory at its core. Until today.

Saladin had achieved the impossible. He had united the warring kingdoms of Egypt and Syria after a century of chaos. The Crusaders were finally hemmed in, trapped by the sea and their own shortsighted infighting. And now the unified Muslim armies stood with a dagger poised at the heart of the Frankish kingdom. The Battle of Hattin would determine the future of the Holy Land and the destiny of the Arab people. The soldiers knew that victory today meant triumph over the forces of barbarism and ignorance that threatened to plunge the civilized world back into the illiterate darkness that still covered Europe. If Saladin were defeated today, it would leave Damascus and Cairo open to the Crusader invasion, and the caliphate would vanish into the sewers of history.

That was why he was here, supervising the final battle himself. Saladin trusted his commanders, military geniuses such as the Egyptian general Keukburi and the Sultan’s courageous nephew Taqi al-Din. But the outcome of this conflict, for good or ill, would rest solely upon Saladin’s shoulders in the annals of history. So when word had come that the Franks, desperate for water to replenish their dwindling supplies, were on the move toward the wells of Hattin, Saladin had left behind the safety of his encampment at Kafr Sabt, halfway between Tiberias and the Crusader stronghold at Saffuriyah, to take personal charge over the impending battle.

Saladin gazed with pride at his men as he approached the forward line of defense. The archers on horseback, dressed in silk tunics over cuirasses, were poised like Greek statues of Artemis, ready for the hunt. The regiment stood proudly behind red and jasmine standards. Banners bearing roses and birds fluttered in the wind around them

The Sultan pulled out a small viewing lens and gazed across the fields of Hattin. He squinted and peered through the glass toward the Crusader encampment below. Saladin’s strategy had successfully divided the Frankish army, which had been organized into three columns. Raymond of Tripoli led the forward regiment, which was currently busy defending itself from Taqi al-Din’s ambush on the road to Tiberias. Saladin had had many dealings with Raymond over the years and had come to respect him. Unlike most of his compatriots, the nobleman was a man of honor who had sought a lasting peace between their peoples. But Raymond had been thwarted at all turns by hate-filled fanatics like Reginald and was now compelled through a sense of duty to participate in this destructive war. Saladin had once told Maimonides that he would regret it deeply should he be forced to slay Raymond on the battlefield. But there was no doubt in the rabbi’s mind that the Sultan would do what needed to be done.

The middle contingent of the Crusader army, which confronted them below, was led by Reginald himself, the brutish thug whom Saladin had vowed to kill with his own hands. Maimonides knew that Reginald had personally led the attack that had resulted in his sister’s death. As a doctor, he abhorred the taking of any human life. But the rabbi had long before concluded that Reginald had left behind the hallowed status of a human being with his unbridled savagery.

The rear contingent of the Crusader army was led by Balian of Ibelin and contained the heaviest concentration of the fanatical Knights Templar and Hospitallers. Maimonides knew these men would fight to the death and would never surrender, and he uttered a silent prayer of thanks that the knights had been substantially weakened as a result of lack of water and the never-ending skirmishes that Saladin’s men inflicted on the Frankish army. The fools were so busy swatting the minor attacks the Muslims were provoking from the rear that they could provide little support to Reginald’s central column. Those forces now found themselves alone, facing the full mass of the Muslim army at Hattin. The divided Crusader regiments had unwittingly walked into Saladin’s trap.

Maimonides watched his master as he scanned the distant Crusader camp. The Sultan’s eyebrows rose as he focused on a crimson pavilion at the center of the base. A blue standard bearing an embroidered golden cross flew arrogantly in the wind.

“So it has come to this at last. King Guy himself graces us with his presence,” he said, with a trace of wonder.

Maimonides turned to the Sultan, startled. This was unexpected. “I’m surprised that cur would find the courage to step outside the gates of Jerusalem.”

Al-Adil unsheathed his scimitar and held it high, a towering symbol of power and defiance.

“I shall take great pleasure in separating Guy’s head from his shoulders,” he said. “Unless you would prefer the honor yourself, brother.”

Saladin smiled, accustomed to al-Adil’s outbursts.

“It is not fitting for kings to tear each other apart like rabid dogs,” the Sultan said.

Al-Adil snorted. His was a world of blood and iron that had little place for idealism.

“They will not show you such mercy should their knights come upon you in battle,” he said.

“That is why we are better than them, my brother,” Saladin reminded him. “Our compassion is our greatest weapon. With it we slay the resistance in a man’s heart and quell his hate. When you defeat the rancor, you have replaced an enemy with an ally.”

Al-Adil turned away, shaking his head, but Maimonides smiled. Saladin was a man unlike any the rabbi had met in his life. A Muslim who bowed his head to Mecca, he nonetheless embodied the highest teachings of the Talmud. If such men led every nation, perhaps the Messiah would hasten.

The rabbi peered across the desolate field to the Crusader camp in the distance. Regardless of the course that the battle took, he knew that the end was nigh. He said a silent prayer for the men who would lose their lives in the next few hours. Maimonides forced himself to include a prayer for those among the Frankish enemy destined to die as well, but his heart was not in it.
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Reginald of Kerak felt his blood boil. He glanced at the line of armored men on powerful steeds, lances raised, ready for the order to advance. The Knights Templar, and their brothers the Hospitallers, were the most disciplined fighters Christendom had ever produced, ready to sacrifice their lives without hesitation to defeat the enemies of God. His bile rose when he thought of how their strategic advantage was being wasted with each passing hour that the opposing forces stared each other down on the plains of Hattin. King Guy, a weak imbecile, had mishandled the entire operation, the most critical error being his decision to forgo extra supplies of water carts. Guy had expected that their men would reach Lake Tiberias well before they faced Saladin’s armies, but the infidels had unexpectedly blocked the route. Running out of provisions, his men had begun to despair, especially when they saw Muslim troops mockingly spilling pails of water on the parched sands beyond them. The sight of the precious, life-giving liquid wasted by their laughing enemies had proven a powerful psychological weapon, causing morale to plummet further.

Reginald knew that another day under the merciless Palestine sun would weaken their forces to the point where retreat was the only option left. He had done the best he could—many of his men were supplied with colored surcoats to limit the heat absorption of their armor, a trick he had picked up from the Muslims over the years. But Reginald did not have enough to supply the substantial portion of the army that consisted of recent arrivals from Europe. Unlike the native Christians, these soldiers had been completely unprepared for the weather and the terrain, and they were falling victim to dehydration.

Reginald stormed into the royal pavilion, brushing aside the guards poised at the entrance to the inner chamber. What he saw brought his rage to a level that he had not known was possible outside the flames of Hell itself.

King Guy sat at an elegantly crafted ivory table with a rat-faced aide, playing chess.

Breathing heavily, Reginald moved forward until he was towering over the frail regent. The king did not look up from the game to acknowledge the knight, but his nervous aide stared at him as if he were the Reaper himself come to collect an overdue soul. Guy lifted a bony hand and moved his rook to take the aide’s bishop.

“My lord, the Templars await your command,” Reginald said, his words reverent, but his tone far from respectful. “Your Majesty should not hesitate at this, our greatest hour.”

Guy paused, finally raising his head and eyeing the haughty nobleman. His dark hair was thin and his pocked scalp clearly visible. Even in the midst of his rage, Reginald felt a moment of cruel merriment at the ludicrous sight of the regent’s overly bushy eyebrows rising in response to the knight’s challenge. Reginald had little doubt that the king’s lice infestation had found its way into the coarse labyrinth of fur that shadowed his eyes. How many times had he imagined the exquisite tortures he would inflict on this pretender when he deposed him?

“There is wisdom in caution, Reginald,” King Guy said after a long moment, his voice deep and sonorous. “I wish you had learned that by now. Perhaps we would not be here today.”

Reginald could no longer contain his fury. He had been forced to uphold the pretense that Guy was more than a ceremonial figurehead for far too long. The fool had been presented with the throne in Jerusalem as a compromise to keep the feuding nobles from one another’s throats after King Baldwin succumbed to leprosy. Reginald knew that he and his brothers in the Knights Templar were the heart of the kingdom of Jerusalem. While petty politicians like Guy played their little court intrigues, his soldiers were at the forefront of the war, risking their lives, and sometimes their sanity, to beat back the infidel hordes. While Guy bathed in rosewater, Reginald bore the scars of the holy war on his face, and even deeper ones in his soul.

“Spoken like the coward you are,” Reginald said to his nominal master.

Guy’s aide blanched. Reginald had given up all courtly pretenses, and the cold hate of his spirit laced his words with menace. The king, for his part, appeared unperturbed. He rose to face his nominal liege, and for a fleeting instant, his regal bearing hinted at the man he could have been.

“Tread lightly, Reginald,” he said. “I am still the King of Jerusalem. For what little that may be worth now.”

Reginald laughed.

“Fear not, Your Majesty, today I will unburden your shoulders of the weight of the land,” he said. “Once I have slain the infidel Saladin, I shall mount your head next to his.”

In one swift, contemptuous move, Reginald knocked the chess pieces all over the sparkling board with the back of his hand. Guy’s mousy aide cowered and appeared ready to wet his pants. But the king met the nobleman’s iron gaze with his own. Reginald thought he saw something in the regent’s eyes that enraged him far beyond any taunt the monarch could have hurled at his errant knight. He saw pity.

“If your boasts ever held any truth, our dominion would extend to Mecca today,” King Guy said.

Reginald’s face turned red with anger and embarrassment. Guy referred, of course, to Reginald’s most infamous exploit, his raid on the Muslim holy cities. He had defiled the Sanctuary Mosque in Mecca that contained the Kaaba, the cube-shaped temple that the unbelievers faced in their daily prayers. Reginald and his men then set their sights on Medina, where their false prophet was buried. His plan had been audacious, even by Crusader standards—to dig up Muham>mad’s bones and put them on display as proof of the infidels’ failed religion. The pagans would see that their prophet was nothing but a dusty corpse, while the glory of the resurrected Christ reigned transcendent and eternal.

Reginald’s foray into Mecca had the advantage of surprise and sheer bravado. The Sanctuary Mosque was weakly defended, its wardens complacent in their expectations of Allah’s protection. His men swooped down on the unarmed pilgrims, all dressed in pauper’s robes of white linen, as they circumambulated the Kaaba in their vile pagan ritual. He quickly dispatched the unbelievers to the damnation he was sure awaited them, then proceeded to set fire to the mosque after his horse defecated in the main courtyard. He then turned his attention north.

By the time his men reached Medina, however, Saladin’s forces had arrived, seeking furious vengeance for the desecration of their sacred sites. Reginald had been surprised by the ferocity of the infidels’ counterattack. His charge on the gates of Medina had been met with a maelstrom of arrows and spears that blocked out the sun. Dozens of his men were captured and paraded around Medina before they were publicly decapitated. Reginald had just barely made it out of that scorpions’ nest and was forced to retreat with a few stunned survivors. They had clearly underestimated the passion that these pagan ruins held for the unbelievers. But despite his setback at Medina, he had ridden home to Jerusalem with laughter in his heart. He had proven to the world the hollow core of the Muslim myth—the invincibility of Islam’s sacred shrine was as much a fairy tale as the story of their false prophet’s Night Journey to Heaven. No angels had flown from the sky to save the Kaaba. It was just another empty, pointless brick building. He had cut the last tendons that held together the infidels’ shaky morale. Or so he had thought.

When Reginald returned, he was met with a cold reception, even among his most formidable allies in the court. He had walked through the grim stone corridors of the Templar castle in Jerusalem feeling every eye on him, and not in admiration for his initiative and courage. Reginald would soon discover the reason for his comrades’ antipathy. Having prided himself on his reputation as a man with no moral limit, he had finally crossed a line that would prove a turning point in the conflict. Reginald’s raid had sent a shock wave through the entire Muslim world. He had pierced the very heart of Islam, and his actions had given rise to a unifying battle cry among the divided heathens. His enemy Saladin became more than just another ambitious soldier to his people. He was now the sword of Allah that would drive the blaspheming Franks into the sea and avenge the violation of the holy sites.

Reginald had watched with growing alarm as Saladin rode the wave of anti-Crusader hatred and successfully unified the warring kingdoms of Egypt and Syria, a seemingly impossible political task. The Franks had played the two rival nations against each other for almost a hundred years and ensured the survival of the kingdom of Jerusalem in the process. Now the soldiers of Christ found themselves surrounded on all sides by enemies who saw their presence as a daily reminder of the violation of Mecca. Reginald knew in his heart that he had made a strategic error, but his pride would never permit him to admit so much aloud.

“Go, Reginald,” Guy said. “See if you can regain your honor. My head will still be here when you return.” The king turned away in dismissal, picked up the fallen gold pieces of his chess set, and returned them to the wood and ivory board.

Reginald’s hand briefly flitted to his scabbard. He fought back the urge to run the man through. The blood of this fraud was not a worthy polish for his blade. He turned from the king and his quaking aide and thundered out of the pavilion.

Outside, the knight looked up at the unforgiving sun. He stared straight into its blinding rays, an act of pride and defiance against the forces of nature that were conspiring against them in this final battle. The priests had told him as a child that this world belonged to the devil, and over the years Reginald had come to believe it. The world indeed belonged to Satan, its elements in constant battle against the servants of God in this forsaken land that someone once proclaimed holy. The wind and the sun were often worse enemies, far more ruthless and hard-hearted than the dark-skinned mongrels who denied the divinity of Christ. As his wavy, straw-colored hair flew in the parched desert breeze, he knew that the forces of nature were definitely in the devil’s favor today. In Saladin’s favor.

But Reginald’s heart rose when he saw the horses. Armored stallions reared in the stables of Byzantium, trained with single-minded purpose—to carry the warriors of God into the midst of the Saracen hordes. Like their masters, the Knights Templar, these mighty beasts knew no fear. Standing proud, the horses bore the soldiers of Christ who waited in strict formation for their leader.

How he loved these men! In a world where madness reigned, they alone stood for order and discipline. Reginald knew the knights would follow his charge without question, even into the bowels of Hell. If such a place existed. After years of being enmeshed in war and death, Reginald no longer believed in any Hell beyond the world created by men.

Reginald climbed his own ivory steed while a page bearing his dagger-tipped lance ran to him. He put his helmet on and lifted the visor before turning to face his men.

“The king and the priests of Holy Sepulchre have blessed the battle with divine favor,” he said. “Today, we shall stab at the heart of the Beast, and the kingdom of Satan shall fall!”

Reginald raised his lance for proper dramatic effect, but the gesture was unnecessary. The white-robed Templars and black-mantled Hospitallers cheered with genuine enthusiasm. They had trained all their lives for this moment. In their minds, they were the brave defenders of the Holy Land from the Muslim plague. They knew that they were engaged in the final battle of the heavenly war. Saladin was the Antichrist, who had managed at long last to surround Jerusalem with his demonic hordes. And they were its chosen defenders, guaranteed Paradise regardless of whether they lived or died.

None of these young men feared death on the battlefield, but many hoped to live long enough to see Christ Himself descending from the heavens at the moment of victory. Reginald doubted that any such miracle was in the making, but he saw no advantage in deflating the knights’ hopes.

He turned his horse and pointed his lance straight at the Muslim camp across the plain. His herald obeyed the signal and blew a mighty blast on his horn. The trumpet’s blare cut across the battlefield like a flash of sunlight breaking through storm clouds. With a throaty cry, Reginald of Kerak, Lord of Chatillon, master of the Knights Templar, charged across the dusty plain. The thunder of hooves echoed through the hills like the clarion call of destiny.

The Battle of Hattin had begun.
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Arrows swarmed across the plain like bloodthirsty wasps. The Crusader knights were caught in a vortex of death as the cloudless afternoon sky turned into a rain of flying daggers. Their heavy steel armor, which often proved a curse because of its lack of maneuverability, served its primary purpose now—shielding the horsemen from the storm of razor missiles that flew at them like an onrushing flood. Their horses were not as well protected, however, and many valiant steeds toppled over in mid-charge, pinning their riders underneath. Those fallen knights who did not immediately break their necks quickly joined their deceased comrades as Reginald’s cavalry rode over them without hesitation. Not that any of the dead men would have protested. The Templar Knights had been conditioned to understand that their individual lives were nothing compared to the success of the sacred cause.

Saladin watched the knights charge forward against his archers’ barrage through his viewing lens and shook his head.

“They are courageous. It is a tragedy that men of such valor should serve the barbarians,” he said.

Maimonides strained his eyes but could not make out the details of the battle unfolding a thousand feet away. It didn’t matter. His hearing sufficed. The pitched screams of dying men echoed across the plain, a cacophony of misery that the physician was all too familiar with. The vibrations of their final, agonized cries would penetrate his soul, as they always did, to be replayed again and again in his nightmares.

Saladin glanced over at his grim-faced courtier and smiled. He slid the lens shut and turned away.

“I take no joy in watching the dogs of war go about their business,” the Sultan said.

“Neither do I, sayyidi,” the old doctor responded. “My healers will have much work to do when this is over.”

“Then you are more hopeful than I am. I fear that the Angel of Death may claim many more men than your medicines will save this day.”

Across the plain, Reginald and a group of knights crashed through the belt of archers and rode straight into a phalanx of Syrian guards that had been lying inside a trench, covered in ruddy cloaks that effectively blended them into the parched terrain. The Arab infantrymen jumped up in unison, attempting to skewer the Crusader cavalry with jagged spears. Several of the knights’ horses fell, but their riders managed to jump free. The battle quickly turned into a melee of hand-to-hand combat. Sword met scimitar in a flash of savage might.

Maimonides knew that this was exactly what Saladin wanted. The Sultan needed to get the Crusaders close enough to his own troops that they were forced to abandon their lethal crossbows, whose bolts easily penetrated the Muslims’ lamellar armor. At this range, the knights had to rely on their hand weapons. The broadswords of the Franks were heavy instruments of death that served their purpose well, but the curved Muslim scimitars, forged with almost unbreakable Damascus steel, were more than a match in such combat.

As he watched the Frankish knights riding up the hills toward the camp, Saladin raised his hand, signaling his men to unleash their surprise. Soldiers in crimson tunics bearing torches and bronze kettles of oil ran to the front lines, setting fire to every bush and tree that stood between the Crusaders and the heart of the Muslim army. Smoke and flame billowed toward the charging knights, causing many of their horses to rear in fear. Archers shot the confused beasts, who threw their riders to the earth as they let out heart-wrenching screams of agony. Maimonides covered his ears to try to block the horrific sound. But he could not escape the thunder of death all around him.
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MANY OF THE CRUSADER knights were blinded or choked by the smoke, but a core group led by Reginald himself tore through the waves of attacking Saracens. The Lord of the Templars charged like an enraged bull into the heart of the Muslim defense ranks. His lance smashed into the breastplate of a Kurdish warrior before the unlucky man could raise his shield. Reginald felt the spear pierce his enemy’s heart with a satisfying thud. The lance ripped right through the Kurd’s back, covered in gore and quivering tissue. The skewered man attempted to scream, but a wave of blood rushed into his throat and erupted out of his mouth and nostrils. He managed a faint gurgle, and then collapsed into death’s welcoming embrace.

Reginald tried to pull out the lance from his victim’s torso, but it was embedded too deep in the dead man’s rib cage. Cursing, the knight let go of the pike and grabbed hold of his broadsword. As he raised his blade, he caught a sudden movement from the corner of his eye. Reginald managed to raise his shield in time, absorbing the full brunt of a javelin that had been aimed at his throat. The spear shattered against the reinforced steel, sending shock waves of pain up his left arm. Reginald cried out in agony as he felt a bone crack in his forearm. Every nerve in his body screamed, pleading with him to drop the heavy shield before his fractured arm broke in two. But he couldn’t, unless he wished to make himself an open target for every archer in the enemy camp.

Gritting his teeth, Reginald lifted the shield, forcing himself to ignore the lightning bolts of pain that shot through every sinew in his battered arm. Fueled by rage and bloodlust, he viciously spurred on his horse. The stallion trampled to death a fallen rider and kept moving. He didn’t know if the unfortunate fellow was ally or foe, nor did he care. Reginald could see Saladin’s tent city looming before him through the cloud of smoke. He was determined to break through the shield formation—fifteen men deep—at the outskirts of the enemy camp. If he died today, Reginald intended to do so fighting in the heart of the infidel army.

A bearded Nubian charged toward Reginald, his scimitar covered in grime and the bodily fluids of dead Christians. The black warrior’s helmet had been knocked off and the left half of his face had been torn to shreds, an eyeball dangling precariously from the ruin of its socket. By all rights, the man should have been dead, but some unholy fire burned in his remaining eye. Reginald had seen that look before—the flame of fanaticism that was kindled in the hearts of the infidels as they happily raced toward extinction and the promise of seventy virgins in Paradise. If this man was so eager to return to Allah, then Reginald would oblige him. Reginald swung his broadsword with full might as the African bore down upon him. Had the man possessed both his eyes, he probably could have parried the blow with ease. But his diminished perspective gave Reginald the advantage. His sword struck his enemy’s thick neck, severing the cords that had kept the Nubian’s head on his shoulders. As the decapitated infidel fell from his steed, Reginald caught a glimpse of his head flying through the air. It landed on the blood-soaked earth of Hattin, and burst like a watermelon as a dying stallion dropped its hooves on what remained of the man’s forehead.

Reginald resumed his charge, all of his attention focused on the enemy base that was almost within his reach. But even as he rode forward, cutting a path through bone and steel, an image flashed through his mind’s eye. As the head of his nameless foe fell, the African’s ruined face was frozen in a smile, the remaining eye staring off into infinity as he returned to meet his Lord. Reginald shuddered as the Nubian’s beatific smile mocked him from across the valley of death.
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AS THE SURVIVING FRANKS waged war within the very outskirts of the Muslim camp, Saladin moved toward his steed. Maimonides knew that the Sultan could never quell the warrior blood in his veins, and it was time for the general to enter into the trenches of war with his soldiers.

Saladin mounted al-Qudsiyyah, his most prized Hejazi stallion. Black as midnight, al-Qudsiyyah was like a beast from ancient fable, springing forth from the south wind to conquer the world. Al-Adil mounted his own stallion, a gray charger with a temper as foul as its master’s. The sight of the two heroes prepared to ride out and face the barbarian menace sent a wave of quiet awe through the Muslim soldiers. Even in the midst of the raging battle, a strange serenity seemed to flow from the two men into the hearts of their followers. Saladin lifted his emerald-encrusted scimitar and pointed toward the Frank encampment.

“The moment has come, my brothers,” he said. “As we face the tides of this last battle, remember the words of our Holy Prophet: ‘O men! Do not seek an encounter with the enemy. Pray to God for security. But when you must fight, exercise patience. And know that Paradise is under the shadow of the swords!’”

His words stirred the soldiers, who raised their scimitars in unison, blocking out the blazing sun in an act of pious defiance. Maimonides saw Saladin smile softly as he gazed across the gathered throngs, shaded by their own weapons. Men who were willing to sacrifice this paltry life in a valley of tears for an eternity in the Garden. And then the rabbi understood for the first time how deeply the Sultan loved these men. They held a place in his heart that no woman could take, no child born of his blood could lay claim to. They were mirrors of his soul, and he was proud to fight and, perhaps, die among them.

And then he spoke the words that Maimonides knew could be his last. An oath the Sultan had waited all his life to make.

“May the sun above be my witness. Either I shall return as the lord of Jerusalem this day, or the vultures will feast on my dishonored corpse. Allahu Akbar!”

His cry of “God is Great” echoed through the camp. Saladin and al-Adil rode forward, followed by a wave of the army’s finest warriors to confront the last of the Franks. Maimonides knew that he was witnessing the end of a chapter in history. For better or worse, the world would never be the same after this day.

Saladin rode straight into the thick of the Crusader onslaught. He was like a living eye at the heart of a hurricane. The Sultan’s blade flashed almost faster than human sight could follow, cutting through every obstacle that stood in its path, sending a dozen Franks to meet their Maker. His fearless charge rallied the Muslim soldiers, who set upon the Franks with renewed vigor. The overwhelmed Crusader knights were unprepared for the fury of Saladin’s advance and several began to fall back under the attack.

Even as Reginald reached the edges of the Muslim camp, he saw his men starting to retreat and rode forward, propelled by all-consuming fury. He cut through the Arab defenses with unrelenting force until he broke through to the center of the raging storm. And there, at long last, Reginald of Kerak came face-to-face with Saladin.

Perhaps the soldiers on both sides only imagined what happened next, carried away by the emotion of the moment, many would recall that a strange hush seemed to fall on the battlefield. Yes, the din of war and the cries of the dying surely must have continued unabated, but it seemed to the warriors that a force greater than any of them had blanketed the camp, muffling the ongoing devastation if only for a brief moment. It was as if, in that instant, history held its breath.

Saladin and Reginald locked eyes and rode toward each other without any words. None were needed or warranted. Each man had existed solely for one purpose—to slay the other—for so long that any greater goal of the war was forgotten in that instant. Saladin’s scimitar, forged with the finest Damascus steel, met Reginald’s broadsword. Sparks flew, as if the blades themselves were charged with the hate that filled these adversaries. Blow after blow, their weapons danced. The battle around them raged on, yet for these two leaders, the world was invisible. They were fighting alone on the vast, empty battlefield of their souls, each man focused only on his opponent.

And then Saladin struck Reginald hard on his sword arm, cutting through steel and mesh, slicing deep into the bone. The knight screamed in pain and dropped his weapon. The Sultan wasted no time. He swung at Reginald’s head. His nemesis reacted instinctively, moving his neck and letting his helmet absorb a blow that would otherwise have decapitated him on the spot. Reginald was thrown from his horse and collapsed in the mud, unconscious.
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KING GUY OF JERUSALEM watched the battle unfolding in the distance. He saw the flag signals from the heralds at the forefront of the fighting. The code was new and hastily devised, as the Muslims had recently uncovered the secret of their former system through a captured spy. He thought he could make out the message that was being urgently flashed to his generals on the field. The flags rose and fell, each color and number of twirls sending a complex system of information to those who needed to make decisions in the heat of battle. If he was reading the blue and green standards correctly, Reginald had been captured. A flash of purple followed by orange. The forward assault was in disarray. Red. Black. Red again. The Hospitallers were scattered across the field, unable to form a defensive perimeter to protect the Templar Knights. The king knew what that meant. His men were separated and vastly outnumbered. They would all be dead in a few minutes. Gray. Purple. Black. Raymond was trapped at Tiberias, Balian to the rear. The divided columns of the Frankish army could not come to his aid.

Even as he pondered this terrible turn of fortune, King Guy witnessed a sight that cut deep into his heart. A terrible commotion erupted only a hundred feet away, at the top of the hill known as the Horn of Hattin. There the Archbishop of Acre, wrapped in full armor under his clerical robes, stood with the most sacred relic of Christendom, the wooden plank that was believed to be a piece of the True Cross upon which Christ himself had perished. At the onset of the battle, Guy had grimly noted that the Horn was believed to be the famed Mount where Christ had preached his great Sermon. How ironic it seemed to him that the archbishop was goading men on to war from the very spot where the Lord had called on Christians to turn the other cheek in the face of aggression. And now, covered in gore and the bodies of the dead and dying, the Horn stood silent witness to the consequences of his people’s failure to heed the Word. Even as they held the Cross aloft in their hands, they had failed to carry it in their hearts.

The archbishop had stood through the battle on the hillock, surrounded by fanatically loyal Templars, his raised hand holding the sacred relic in view of all the believing warriors. The men had hoped that the sight of the True Cross would inspire and rally the badly dehydrated and demoralized troops. But a swift-moving regiment of Muslim cavalry now rode about the hill, surrounding the valiant defenders and cutting them off from the rest of the Christian army.

Guy watched with helpless horror as the Muslim archers shot their way through the last line of defense. As the brave Templars fell under the never-ending onslaught of missiles, one of the infidel horsemen rode through an opening in the circle of protectors, heading straight for the terrified archbishop. With a piercing scream of victory that seemed to echo through the valley, the turbaned warrior thrust his scimitar with such force that his sword shattered against the archbishop’s breastplate. There was an explosion of light and sound as the blade splintered into a thousand lethal needles that seared through the cleric’s armor. The old man fell backward in a spray of blood and torn flesh. The Muslim knight reached forward and pried the sacred wood of the True Cross from the dying archbishop’s grasp and held it aloft for all to see.

The Cross had fallen into the hands of the unbelievers. The war was over. His people had been defeated.

Guy let the finality sink in as he stood outside under the blazing sun, silent. For what was there left to say? This day had been long in the coming. The Franks had been profoundly shortsighted in their war against the unbelievers. Ninety years ago, his forefathers broke through the gates of Jerusalem and initiated a massacre the likes of which had not been seen in the city since the destruction of the Jewish Temple by Titus and his centurions. Even the corrupt and despotic Pope had distanced himself from the cannibalism and other heart-wrenching atrocities the so-called Warriors of God had visited on the innocent residents of Palestine. His countrymen had controlled the land by terror and ignored all laws of God and man. The Franks thought that they could hold sway over the Holy Land through the unholiest of means. They had lied to themselves that their sins against the Muslims and the Jews would be forgiven through the sacred blood of Christ.

As a young man, pride flowing through his veins, Guy had believed that he and his people were invincible because they were on the side of God. But the years of war and cruelty had quelled that fire. He could not say for sure which old woman’s cries for mercy, which child’s terror at the cruel flash of a Frankish blade, had finally turned his heart. There were so many, their pitiable screams tormenting his restless nights. Guy knew that the vivid nightmares that consumed him were sent by God as a taste of the Hell that he and the other nobles had earned. He was painfully aware that his men had long since stopped serving Christ and now worshipped only their own glory. This war was the ultimate blasphemy. Their perversion of Christ’s love could not go unpunished by God, and Guy accepted that the time for payment of their debt had come.

Reginald’s knights were crushed, that was clear. The Muslim army had gone from shield formation to an offensive barrage. He saw their turbaned infantry swarming across the plain like the unleashed battalions of Gog and Magog. The Templars who remained to protect the camp would be unable to hold back this wave of enraged soldiers that descended on their pavilions like a sandstorm. He returned to his tent, ignoring the rush of cowardly nobles who nearly fell over themselves in their desperate effort to flee. Guy smiled grimly. Where did these men think they were going? There was no escape from God’s judgment. The Pharaoh and his chariots had learned that lesson bitterly at the Red Sea. But, of course, most of the Franks were illiterate and had never read the Bible that they claimed to be fighting for.

[image: image]

THE MUSLIM ARMY’S ADVANCE was quick and lethal. The surviving Knights Templar bravely stood their ground at the outskirts of the Crusader camp, absorbing a torrent of arrows and javelins, until they were inevitably cut down by Saladin’s men. The Sultan led the charge, his eyes focused on the king’s pavilion, its crimson trappings fluttering like a virgin’s heart in the hot desert wind. He rode up to the tent and jumped off his horse. The Muslim soldiers, engaged in fierce hand-to-hand combat with the surviving Franks, created a corridor of body armor through which their noble leader could cross safely. Two Frankish guards, the last of the royal protectors, moved to intercept him, but he quickly dispatched them, plunging his sword into the hearts of his opponents with calculated ease.

Saladin entered the deserted pavilion alone. His men knew that they could play no role in a confrontation between thrones. The Sultan strode through the cloth corridors unchallenged. Once a beehive of activity, filled with plotting courtiers and boasting generals, the command center was now an empty tomb. Desolate, forlorn, covered with the oppressive silence that follows the end of every epoch in human history. The Sultan knew that silence well. It was the same shroud that hung over every palace into which he had entered as conqueror, from Damascus to the Fatimid caliphate in Cairo. Saladin was the walking void that silenced the final gasps of a dying civilization and replaced it with the newborn cries of the next era.

The Sultan entered the king’s inner sanctum, covered in rich purple silk curtains, and was met with the scent of myrrh and rosewater, a striking contrast to the stench of blood and sweat that blanketed the world outside. Across the room, Guy sat alone at his chess set, pondering the pieces. Saladin did not interrupt him. The king looked up at long last and gazed at his archenemy. Then he stood up with the last vestiges of royal pride.

“I am King Guy, Lord of Jerusalem and liege of the Vicar of Christ,” the king said, in the flawless Arabic of a man who had spent years living among Muslims.

Saladin bowed low. Then he spoke to his counterpart in French, a language that he too had become conversant with over a lifetime of struggle that had finally come to an end. His voice was booming yet melodious, pregnant with the power of destiny.

“I am Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub, Sultan of Egypt and Syria, viceroy of the Caliph of Baghdad. I regret that kings must meet under such circumstances.”

Guy stared at his victorious nemesis, and then smiled. He reached down and turned over his golden king on the chessboard. “Checkmate.”
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Maimonides felt like he was in a dream. He looked around the Sultan’s private chamber in wonder. The most powerful and feared men in the region all stood together in one room. Enemies who had spent years trying to kill each other now spoke as if they were old acquaintances. Saladin sat on his royal cushion, a lush velvet of crimson hue, one of the few amenities he allowed himself on the battlefield, with a stern al-Adil at his side. King Guy stood a few feet away from him, next to a scowling Reginald, the knight’s face bandaged from the Sultan’s blow, the dressing already deeply stained from the wound. Two towering Nubian guards, their heads shaved and tattooed with bloodred swirls of some pagan tribe, were poised next to Reginald, in case the prisoner made any untoward advances, but he stood rigid. His face was passive, ironclad, but his eyes burned. Saladin met his glance, but said nothing. He reached casually for a golden chalice and offered King Guy a sip of water flavored with rose sherbet.

“Fear not, my lord. You are my guest and will be protected by the honor of the House of Ayyub.” Guy smiled feebly and took the drink. The old king sipped it and passed it over to Reginald. The calm expression on Saladin’s face turned to hot fury.

“I did not extend my protection to this swine!” Saladin’s outrage slashed out like a dagger. Guy froze, but Reginald seemed unconcerned. A haughty smile played on the knight’s lips.

Saladin locked eyes briefly with the nobleman, and then returned his attention to the old regent.

“It is time, Your Majesty, to discuss the terms of your surrender. Once we have subdued the coast, my men will march on Jerusalem.”

Guy nodded, accepting the inevitable.

“What guarantees will my people have?” he asked, realizing full well that he was in little position to negotiate.

“Your churches will be protected. Your innocents will be spared. We will not do unto you what your people did to us. I swear to you in the name of Allah,” the Sultan said.

Reginald chuckled softly to himself. He obviously did not believe that oaths sworn to “false gods” held much weight. Guy glanced over at the bearded Maimonides.

“What of the Jews? The Church cannot allow them to return. They bear the blood of Christ on their hands.” Guy repeated the age-old charge as a leader of the Christian faith, but his voice held little conviction.

The rabbi’s eyes flashed hot. He felt the sullied honor of three hundred generations of his people fill his heart and he spoke before he could stop himself.

“You cowards have hidden behind that lie for a thousand years!”

Saladin raised his hand and shot Maimonides a stern look. Guy was under his protection and the doctor had insulted his guest. Maimonides calmed himself, realizing that speaking without permission during such an august occasion—worse, bringing embarrassment to the Sultan—could prove to be a fatal mistake. The rabbi mused over the irony that, like Moses, he might live long enough to see the Promised Land, but not long enough to enter it. Maimonides met Saladin’s eyes, but instead of anger, he saw patience and compassion. The rabbi nodded and stepped back apologetically. The Sultan turned to King Guy.

“I regret to advise you that I cannot comply with your request,” he said. “The Jews are People of the Book and are protected by our religion. The Holy Prophet, peace be upon him, forbade us to oppress them.”

Guy accepted the response gracefully, his heart clearly gratified that his enemy could act with the mercy that his own people had long forgotten. But the comment obviously struck a nerve with Reginald, who turned on Guy with unrestrained fury.

“You will rot in the bowels of the Beast for your deal with this devil!” he said.

Saladin stood up. He walked toward the proud Reginald, a courtly smile spreading across the Sultan’s face that nonetheless failed to mask the deep hate welling in his eyes.

“I must thank you, Lord Reginald,” he said. “Without you, this victory would not have been possible. Your crimes united the believers after a century of division.”

“I have committed no crime,” Reginald responded, his chest expanding pompously.

There was a moment of silence so deep that Maimonides thought he could hear the palm leaves falling in distant Cairo.

“The massacre of the caravans? The rape of entire villages?” Saladin’s voice quavered. He was obviously incredulous at the man’s lack of decency right up to the very end.

“Casualties of war,” Reginald said dismissively, his eyes never leaving those of the Sultan.

“Perhaps, under your twisted code of combat,” Saladin said, his voice pure steel. “But, when you attacked Mecca and Medina, I knew you were indeed mad. My lord, what exactly did you hope to gain by laying siege to the holy cities, save an everlasting jihad ?”

Reginald’s face contorted at the mention of his greatest debacle, the foolhardy adventure that had changed the course of history, culminating in his present humiliation before his sworn enemy.

“Nothing of value, really,” he said, his anger finally overwhelming any caution required by his situation. “I was planning to dig up the grave of your false prophet and put his bones up for display. Even thought of charging a few dinars for admission.”

Maimonides would later wonder whether it was just his imagination, but the light in the room seemed to change, as if the sun had been momentarily eclipsed. Reginald had crossed the final line with the Sultan, and the cosmos seemed to tremble in anticipation.

Saladin unsheathed his scimitar. In one swift movement, he sliced through Reginald’s neck, sending the noble’s head flying across the room. The knight’s decapitated body stood still for one moment, as if trying to process whether this had really happened, and then collapsed in a rapidly spreading pool of blood.

Guy was rooted to the spot, staring at the nobleman’s remains in horror. But Saladin turned to him and smiled apologetically, as if he were a host embarrassed by a minor faux pas at a banquet. Still holding his dripping blade, Saladin stepped forward and put a collegial arm around the terrified king.

“Perhaps we should continue our discussion over dinner.”
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Maimonides stared at the ancient stone walls of Jerusalem with wonder, tears welling. He sat astride a gray horse in the procession of honor as Saladin marched into the Holy City. Forty of the Sultan’s top generals and advisers were gathered on a train of steeds and camels to witness Saladin’s historic entry into Jerusalem. It was quite a mosaic, representing the great and the good from all corners of the caliphate. Kurdish soldiers in polished armor and saffron-robed nobles from Egypt mixed with the bejeweled courtiers from Syria and the blue-veiled Moors from the ocean’s edge. Even the Grand Sheikh of Mecca in his green-turbaned glory was present, braving the treacherous caravan route north from the peninsula. It was the first time the curly-bearded sharif, the head of the Prophet’s tribe, had ventured outside the Holy City since Reginald’s shocking attack. Emissaries from as far as India and the Mongolian steppes had come to play a part in the glorious liberation of Al-Quds, as Jerusalem was known to the Muslims. The entire Islamic world was represented, except for its titular head itself. The Caliph of Baghdad had not sent an ambassador to witness the city’s surrender, pointedly reminding Saladin in a terse letter that the Sultan was his representative. In truth, Saladin was as independent a ruler as the caliph’s rivals, the Almohads in Cordova, but it served little purpose to antagonize Baghdad openly. So Saladin would formally take control of the city in the caliph’s name and keep the Abbasid armies away from his doorstep. For the time being.

A herald, a boy of not more than fifteen, sat on a brown-spotted pony at the head of the entourage. He seemed nervous and excited, as were the other men, but was still too young to camouflage his true feelings under the pretense of bravado. He fingered the bone horn he had been given for the momentous task of announcing the arrival of the Sultan. The herald glanced eagerly at Saladin, waiting for the signal.

Saladin sat astride al-Qudsiyyah, the ebony stallion’s gold-streaked mane flowing in the desert wind. The horse stood almost eighteen hands high, one of the largest Maimonides had ever seen, and the rabbi marveled again at how such a powerful creature could stand easily upon such thin, finely crafted forelegs. The Creator was beyond a doubt a masterful artist. Saladin, himself not a particularly tall man, towered over his troops in the saddle, adding to the majesty of his appearance at this historic moment.

The heavy bronze doors of the Damascus gate swung open before the conquerors as they advanced on their most treasured prize.

Maimonides saw Saladin close his eyes and whisper a prayer of thanks to Allah before raising his head and gazing past the gates into the Holy City. The cobblestone streets were empty but safe. Al-Adil had led an advance guard of the Muslim army inside several days before, dispatching the last of the Crusader knights and restoring order to the terrified citizenry. While there were likely a few armed rebels waiting inside Jerusalem’s gates for their moment, organized resistance had vanished.

Saladin raised his hand and spoke, his voice booming with authority.

“In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful,” he began. A hush fell on the caravan and all eyes fell upon the Sultan. “We enter the holy city of Al-Quds, my brothers, with humility, knowing that the earth belongs only to Allah, the Lord of the Worlds. It is by His mercy that we have defeated the sons of Satan and ended their reign of terror in the land of the prophets.”

A raucous cheer erupted, but Saladin’s face turned stern. He raised his hand, and the jubilation quickly died down.

“Remember always that the city is a sacred trust, and we are its vicegerents,” the Sultan said gravely. “If we act with justice and mercy toward its people, Allah will grant us a long reign. But if we become the very evil that we have defeated, then He shall raise a new people to take our place and our names will be written in the book of the tyrants.”

The intensity of his words, the power of his moral conviction, seemed to penetrate the hearts of men hardened by the brutality of war. As he spoke, a blanket of peace descended upon the excited dignitaries, enveloping the entourage in a deep serenity, akin to the calm a man feels relaxing at home with his loved ones after a strenuous day. Their journey had taken a hundred years, but they had made it to their long-awaited destination, against all odds. Now was a time for reflection and thanks, not for the boastful pride of victory.

With Saladin’s words echoing in their souls, the entourage slowly followed its master and entered the city walls. The soldiers broke out into spontaneous song, praising Allah and sending blessings upon His Messenger as they followed the path of the Rightly Guided Caliph Omar into the heart of God’s city. Much blood had been spilled on the road to Jerusalem, but it was now the time to spill tears—of joy and wonder at the vagaries of time.

Time, Maimonides knew, was a mischievous trickster. Man journeyed long and hard through life and wearied over its relentless push, but time was, in truth, little more than a dream. The ages that had passed between Creation and this moment were beyond mortal comprehension, yet only a twinkle in the eye of God. And, as it often does at moments of great import, time seemed to slow down now. As Maimonides rode under the majestic arch, he felt as if he were being transported into the distant past. Two thousand years of his people’s history fell away from him, like raindrops shaken from the hair of a maiden caught in a summer shower. With each fall of his horse’s hooves, the sands of time flowed backward, lifting off the veils from the city’s turbulent past.

Turning to look at the crumbling stone tower to his right—it was as if he could see the Jebusite sentries sounding the bells from its turret, alerting the pagan inhabitants to the oncoming juggernaut of David’s army. Around every shadowed corner, the rabbi saw flashes of people, clad in primitive robes of bygone eras. He could hear the laughter of children as they celebrated the first feast of Tabernacles after the end of the Babylonian captivity. He caught glimpses of the workers who labored for years to erect the first Temple, their spirits basking in the glow of its virgin limestone. The air was thick with the dread and awe of the Prophets as they cried out against Baal and the denizens of Jezebel.

And he could hear the screams. So many screams. It was as if every worn stone in Jerusalem had absorbed the cries of the dead, the pleas for mercy that regularly greeted the hardened hearts of the city’s conquerors—the Babylonians, the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Arabs. The Franks. And now the great Saladin, master of Egypt and Syria, had added his name to the list of the city’s masters, alongside Nebuchadnezzar and Caesar Augustus.

Then the screams faded into the shadowed regions of his mind, and the rabbi noticed the deathly quiet that blanketed the city. The winding streets were deserted, every window shut, as if Jerusalem had been abandoned to its troubled ghosts. But Maimonides knew that thousands of Christian citizens remained within Jerusalem’s walls, locked inside their homes, praying for deliverance from a vengeance long in the making. Most were the descendants of the men from Europe who had invaded this land with such brutality a century before, and the memory of the atrocities their grandfathers committed weighed on them.

Forty thousand Jews had been killed during the first Crusader conquest in 1099. Many more Muslims, and Christians who had been loyal to the Seljuk sultans, had met their deaths in ways too frightening to contemplate. The legacy of fire, blood, and hate was written into the stones of the Holy City by the hands of the Franks and their forefathers. And the day of retribution, the time for repayment of their cruel debt, had finally dawned.

Of course, Saladin had sent advance word that he would spare the Christian citizens of Jerusalem and that a general amnesty would be declared upon his arrival. But the Franks, accustomed to empty promises and betrayal from their own leaders, put little stock in his words. If the kings who ruled in the name of Christ could not be trusted, how could they rely upon the forked tongue of a heathen? No, the simple folk of Jerusalem were certain that today would be the end. It was a day to be spent at home and at church, preparing themselves for a doom that would not come upon them unawares.

Good. Let them suffer and fear. The thought flashed through the rabbi’s mind, despite his best efforts to suppress the cruel sentiment. These Franks, these settlers from Europe, were barbarians who had built their lives on the corpses of his people. The stone-and-mud homes that they barricaded themselves in had been built by the very men their forefathers had so mercilessly butchered. Saladin could extend them mercy, but Maimonides was allowed a moment of cold satisfaction, knowing that these interlopers would experience for a few hours the fear they had so casually inflicted on others for a century.

But, of course, such sentiments were wrong. Weren’t they? Had he not taught his students that the Torah required men to love even their enemies? That a magnanimous victor sat at the right hand of God? Then why was it so hard for him, at the greatest moment in his life, the triumph of his people over their oppressors, to forgive? It was as if the memories imprinted in the city streets were flooding his soul, the conflicts that had torn Jerusalem apart for two thousand years were now raging inside his heart.

Then he saw the child. A little girl of three or four who had somehow slipped outside her home and wandered onto the deserted alleyway. The child was dressed in a simple yellow tunic, her curly brown hair tied back with a few strings. She stepped away from a stone cottage with a rickety iron door and looked up with wide eyes at the long train of stallions and camels riding directly toward her. She was too young to know who these people were. Too small to comprehend that she was looking upon a moment in history that would be memorialized for generations. Too innocent to know that these men were supposed to be her enemies. All she saw were the pretty horses and the gallant soldiers in shiny armor. The little girl with the mousy hair stood alone on the corner, waving her greetings at the approaching conquerors, when the door to her house flew open.
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