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Chapter 1






It was the fifth day on the road to
Yazd. Five days of stumbling alongside the overloaded cart through
picturesque valleys and well-cared for farmlands under the shadow
of the tall but not overbearing Alborz Mountains. It was the sort
of place one could imagine coach tour parties of middle-aged
holidaymakers drive through. Not the sort of place many would
actually visit willingly but more the kind of place in between
points of interest. To be enjoyed for sure but perhaps from behind
a newspaper or while listening to some music, playing on an iPad or
chatting politely to a fellow passenger about the merits of last
night's meal compared to the one of two nights
previously.

Inane though such a journey might be,
Ben thought it to be far superior to his own. Having been tied to
the cart day and night, he had been forced to drink and sleep
standing, with his arms tied harshly to the rough wooden
cart.

The day after they had left Behestabad,
the caravan had been briefly stopped by two riders from the
barracks who having been alerted by Reza had travelled out to try
and win Ben his freedom or, at least, have him tried back in
Behestabad. However, the taxman was adamant that he would not
release him, and apparently the riders acknowledged his remit and
were forced to return to their barracks empty-handed.

The accompanying soldiers seemed
friendly enough though the actual conversation with them was
forbidden by the taxman but it was clear to Ben that in keeping
him, prisoner, they were only following orders. They were seemingly
disinterested in their duties. For two days they were occasionally
on guard just in case the treasure might be raided but once the
rain set in, their superficial adherence to professionalism failed,
and the general consensus was that no-one would bother sitting in
the rain just to ambush them.

The rain had started off innocuous
enough but after a few hours it had turned torrential and to Ben’s
discomfort had now been teaming for three days. It was hard to see
more than a hundred yards ahead, and the rain was so heavy, and Ben
with his arms tied found he was totally unable to wipe the water
out of his eyes. Even when the road snaked its way through densely
wooded valleys, it provided Ben with little relief. True the dense
foliage of the trees prevented most of the direct rainfall from
reaching ground level, but the leaves were weighed down with rain
drops. They were big drops too and somehow seemed to make Ben feel
wetter than if he were out of the rain itself. He was exhausted and
utterly dejected. His clothes were sticking to him so much Ben
thought they might as well be glued to his body. It seemed sad that
after so many years here he was once again soaking wet and at the
mercy of a possibly merciless enemy just as he had been long ago
with Samantha in London.

Ben sighed heavily; it was a noise
which was audible even above the noise of the party shuffling
through the sodden undergrowth as even daytime itself sought solace
from the rain as an early dusk settled all around. Ben felt guilty
that he hadn’t thought of Sam for such a long time. He thought that
if she knew what he had gone through thus far, she would have told
him to wait in The Community for a few decades until she arrived
there too.

Wondering how much longer he could
cope, Ben decided to try and talk to the taxman. He felt he had
nothing much to lose except from being beaten around the head as
had occurred the previous three times he had ventured to speak. He
still did not know the names of any of his captors and due to his
failed eyesight in his right eye, he couldn’t even catch a glance
of those men to his right.

“Why are you doing this?” Ben
asked.

There was no answer as the party
travelled along a particularly muddy section of road that forded a
small stream.

“Please don’t kill me, show me mercy as
I did to you."

“You were acting criminally, robbing
Iskanders treasure. I, on the other hand, am well within my rights
to do with you as I please," the taxman replied.

“Where are we going?” Ben
asked.

“WE are going to Yazd; you are
not."

‘Yazd’ Ben pondered, isn’t that a
distant desert city far to the south-east? A site of a particularly
holy shrine if Ben remembered what the Imam had told him or was
that Mashad? Surely it would take weeks at this pace to get
there.

“If you’re going to kill me then please
do it now.”

“You’d like that wouldn’t you? I have
to admit that was my initial inclination, but that would be much
too easy, gratifying though it would be."

“You’re going to take me back to
Bukhara to be imprisoned?” Ben wondered.

“Oh hardly. No, I’m going to hurt you
like you did me.”

“I beg you, let me go.” Ben
wittered.

“Bismillah no, I will not let you go!"
The taxman shouted.

“I have a family who needs me; I have
recently lost a son.” Ben cried.

“Did you ever wonder what happened to
me after you saved my life?”

Ben paused for a moment, it was hard to
think straight about anything apart from the wet and the hunger but
eventually he managed to reason a response.

“I imagine that you returned home,
you’ve obviously done well for yourself."

“Are you stupid?” the taxman countered.
“I wondered in the desert for days not knowing what to do or where
to go. By the time I approached Bukhara, I had heard that Iskander
was irate at the loss of his caravan. There was word that any
survivors would be executed for not giving his life for the state.
So I travelled back to my family in Samarqand, but when I arrived
there, somehow word had emerged that I was alive, and Iskander had
already murdered my wife and daughter.”

“I’m sorry. Perhaps we could go to
Bukhara, and I could prove your innocence?," Ben said in an
earnestly heartfelt manner.

“I’m sure you are, but Abd Allah II
would have both of us killed on the spot… Anyway, I fled for my
life. I had nothing left to stay for. When I reached Mashad, it was
fortunate that I was brought to the attention of the Shah who was
holding court there at the time. On hearing of my plight, he kindly
spared my life if I swore allegiance to him and took employment
with the Maamoor Maleyat collecting taxes. He needs funds to raise
armies against the Shaibanids in Bukhara and all the Uzbeks and
Turcomans who are infringing upon his rightful borders. Indirectly,
I shall be avenged.”

A rumble of thunder that seemed to send
the rain down with renewed vigour broke an uneasy
silence.

“So, all of this is your fault. If you
hadn’t stolen our caravan, I would have been ok and even if you had
killed me then, at least, my family would have
survived."

Finding relative shelter under a
particularly dense canopy of trees, the taxman ordered a halt for
the night. There wasn’t a chance of lighting a fire in this weather
so after eating the group prepared to sleep. For the first time,
Ben was allowed some food, a small portion of bread from one of the
most sympathetic soldiers.

With the taxman laying under the cart
in a futile effort to stay dry, all but one of the soldiers made
themselves comfortable squat against tree trunks. Just one soldier
remained on sentry duty while Ben was left to rest as best as he
could, sodden and secured as he was.

To Bens surprise, he awoke. This being
a huge surprise as he had not anticipated ever falling asleep in
such a wet and Razmavar uncomfortable position. The air was dank,
and aside from a few early birds, Ben could hear nothing except the
gentle patter of raindrops on the leaves above.

Afterwards, a breakfast was served
which consisted of bread and cheese for everyone save Ben who dined
on air. By mid-morning, the rain finally eased off and shortly
after that the road left the valley into flat grassland. Even in
the drier conditions, progress continued at a slow pace and Ben
thought that on horseback at a fast gallop he was only two days
ride from Beheshtabad.

Shortly after the road joined a more
major highway, the party came across caravanserais. It was the
first one that they had stopped at as the taxman had reasoned his
chest of monies was safer away from the unwanted attention of
pilgrims, traders and people of ill-repute.

As it was roughly lunchtime, Ben
thought that the group was about to eat, especially as the horses
were watered and fed. It was an attractive site with two small
ponds and a number of palm trees which in the summer would cast
welcome shade on weary travellers but with the onset of winter
imminent, they were reduced to mere window dressings.

Indeed, the soldiers did start to eat,
but the taxman went into one of the squat stone buildings beside a
small pond and after a few minutes, he emerged in front of two
soldiers. With a beaming smile, he approached the cart to which Ben
was still tied.

“Well Ben, I’m afraid it is here that
our paths must part, permanently I expect."

“I can’t say I’m sorry," Ben
replied.

“You will be. These two are going to
take you to the regimental barracks. Shah Abbas is looking for new
recruits and whilst you’re not exactly a Ghulam I’m sure no-one
will notice."

The two soldiers behind the taxman
stepped forward and untied Ben from the cart. Having not stood free
for several days, Ben immediately lost his balance and fell face
forward into a shallow muddy pool. Not strong enough to pull
himself up and in any event with his wrists still bound he could
only splutter as water flooded up his nose until he was dragged to
his feet.

“But you can’t do this. I’m innocent.
Please, listen to me I’m a farmer!” Ben cried, but no-one was the
least bit interested.

“Don’t worry, you can always explain
things to your Razmavar. He is quite new to the job himself
apparently although Bahram here tells me he is quite a nasty
bastard."

The taxman was still chuckling as Ben
was led away by his two new companions.

“Come on, we have two days march ahead
of us, and I’m not going to be whipped just because some new
recruit makes us late."

The voice of the soldier was quite
loud, and it was only now that Ben noticed what a physically
imposing man he was. It wasn’t often he encountered anyone larger
than himself but here he was beaten on the counts of both height
and breadth.

“Can’t you just let me go? I really
shouldn’t be here," Ben pleaded.

“We have orders to kill you should you
try to escape," replied the other soldier rather
chirpily.

Ben sighed.

“Who are you? Where are we
going?

“My name is Noushzad," proclaimed the
imposing soldier.

“Though the lads all call me Akbar!” on
account of his size.

Ben forced a smile both because he knew
the word Akbar meant ‘big’ but also because in his own mind he was
already calling Noushzad ‘tiny’, apparently a remnant of his old
English humour.

“We’re going to a camp near to Qazvin,
which is the headquarters of our regiment.” Noushzad
boomed.

“I’m Bahram. I’ve been in the army all
my life, just like my father and his father before him. Of course,
now the Shah is creating standing armies rather than rely on the
Qizilbash, I’m the first generation to actually be
paid."

Ben’s first impression of Bahram was
that he was unjustifiably happy, but that was probably just due to
Ben’s state of mind. He would, at least, grant that he was
agreeable looking with gentle features considering his life in the
army. He was also better kept than Akbar whose long dirty tangled
hair looked like he had been dragged backwards through a
swamp.

“Do we ever get leave or anything so we
can visit our family?” Ben asked.

“Actually, we’ve just had our leave,
probably won’t get another for a few years. According to the
Lieutenant, we will have lots of fighting to do to keep us
occupied. Don’t even think of fleeing the camp without
authorisation, you’d be hunted down and executed” Bahram cheerfully
explained as if he were explaining the rules of tennis.

“I hate fighting,” Ben
muttered.

“Are you afraid of fighting?” Akbar
asked.

“No, I’m afraid of dying! I’m not too
keen on killing anyone else either." Ben half-heartedly
joked.

“You better get keen; they’re not going
to have any qualms about killing you."

Ben didn’t speak for some hours, his
heart heavy at what would appear to be the bleakest of futures.
However when Bahram offered him some food, his mood lifted
slightly.

“The Lieutenant, is he nice?” he
asked.

“Nice is probably the words that best
suits him. Rashid says he only got his commission because he can
write, you know with the Shah’s fondness of Ghulams.” Akbar
explained.

“But he isn’t really a soldier. He does
try and look out for us though” Bahram continued.

“What about the Razmavar? Is he really
that bad?” Ben asked.

“He’s not really a soldier either but
he is tough and yes he is a bit of a bastard I suppose. He’s from
someplace in the Alborz, got given his rank as the Lieutenant saw
him shoot down two Uzbeks."

Ben spent the afternoon hoping that the
fact his Razmavar or Sergeant Major hailed from his province might
smooth over his apparent rough edges. By nightfall they were
walking through a rather parched landscape, occasionally a village
would appear on the horizon, but it was rare indeed for Ben to see
any other travellers.

Akbar decided it would be best to
bivouac for the night in a rundown Qanat; Ben questioned the wisdom
of doing so considering the recent rains but the chill of the night
wind and fatigue from several days walking meant his views on the
subject were quite malleable.

The next morning Ben awoke stiff and
sore from his sleep under the stars. He wondered if this were due
to the tiredness, the fact he had been wet for nearly a week or the
fact that he had just slept in a particularly rocky ditch. Rubbing
his back gently, he concluded that none of these were to blame or
perhaps all of them were to blame when combined with the fact he
realised he was getting older and unable to rough it as he once
had.

Ben was beginning to like the two
soldiers, perhaps because they both shared with him some of their
breakfast. He thought that Akbar would be someone he would like to
stay on good terms with if only due to his massive physical
presence. With Bahram though, he began to feel genuine warmth. The
trio chatted under and overcast sky for the duration of the morning
until coming across the largest camp that Ben had ever
seen.

“Welcome home," Bahram said.

Ben paused for a moment open mouthed.
The camp seemed almost endless and on a magnitude, at least, ten
times that in which he used to live with Toregene.

“Wow! This is all infantry?” Ben asked
slightly taken aback.

“Mostly, there are a few cavalry units
and a small secondment of artillery units but its mainly infantry,”
Bahram replied.

“Cannon, have they been invented?” Ben
asked.

“I agree they have no place in an
Islamic army. They reduce their bearers to the level of
unchivalrous Franks," Akbar mused.

“The Ottomans use them; that’s how they
won at Chaldiran. We have to get used to them too.” Bahram
countered.

“Maybe but, I do not like them. My
uncle was killed by one. He assisted in demonstrating one to the
generals, and it blew up on firing. Accursed dishonourable things!”
Akbar yelled.

Walking through the camp, Ben wondered
how on earth he had arrived he from the peace of his farm to the
hurriedness of the camp. Soldiers were everywhere, training,
drilling, wrestling, cleaning but they were all soldiers not
civilians like those that Ben had once lived with.

Even back in England, he found the very
thought of violence abhorrent and the idea that he might now be a
part of an instrument whose sole aim is violence sent shivers down
his spine. The last few years had made him appreciate peace and
tranquillity more than ever. Use force if necessary, if there is no
other way but not to willingly inflict it on others.

After weaving their way through tents
for ten minutes Akbar parts from Ben and Bahram and disappears into
a tent. Continuing to follow along one of many well-trodden paths
they shortly thereafter stop outside a seemingly atypical
tent.

“This is Lieutenant Arads tent; he’ll
want to see you. I’m sure if you ask, you can join my squad, we
have room.”

Ben attempted to push down his wild
looking hair as Bahram lifted the flap to the tent and strode
inside with Ben following somewhat meekly. Inside the tent, it took
Ben a while to take in everything. To his left lay small but
curiously embroidered looking bedding. It was hard to make out the
design as though some daylight came in through the linen tent
walls; the overcast skies were definitely a restraining factor in
seeing much of the detail inside. Before him sat a small and simple
wooden desk, not much more than a stool Ben thought to himself on
which sat an oil lamp and a small map.

Behind the desk stood a slight figure
of a man. Only a few inches above five feet in height and with a
moustache that had rather gotten out of control and was sprouting
hairs in every direction. Small hazel eyes complimented his greying
hairs.

“Bahram isn’t it?” Arad
asked.

“Yes, Sir. I have this for
you.”

Bahram took out a piece of paper and
handed it to the officer who took it. Glancing quickly up at Ben
and then back to the paper, he read the badly scrawled note twice
over.

“What’s your name?” he asked
Ben.

“Ben Milburn, Sir."

“It says here Ben that you are a thief
and a brigand and that by order of the Garehman.”

“Under extenuating circumstances Sir. I
am a farmer, a man of peace. I humbly ask that you release me into
the custody of the Beheshtabad garrison."

“Nonsense. I will do no such thing. It
also says that you are something of a hero, you led a defence of
your village against some attacking Uzbeks. Well, I don’t need
heroes, they get themselves killed. I do need men who can fight”
Explained the officer.

“I can fight if need be. I can use both
sword and bow.”

“All well and good but the Shah also
needs men to can think."

“Sir, I can both read and write. I am
well travelled and can ride horseback.” Ben said more confidently
now.

“Are you insinuating that you are a
gentleman officer because I shan’t tolerate insolence. Still, very
impressive for a farmer. Do you stand by your claims about
Beheshtabad?”

“I am not making claims about anything,
it just so happens that I am."

“I know someone from that place. I
shall see if he knows of you and if your good character can be
verified, then I shall release you to the garrison there. If not
then there are opportunities for men like yourself. If you avail
yourself of them you might get a command yourself, the Shah himself
favours such policies.”

“Thank-you Sir,” Ben
replied.

“I am Lieutenant Arad. I command a
number of units in this regiment. As you know, the Shahs father was
a weak ruler and his power was usurped by Turkomen tribesmen. The
Empire has become weakened; we lost much territory in Khurasan to
the Uzbeks. We are to take part in a push to re-assert imperial
power in all of our rightful territories to the east. When the
order comes I’m, not sure, but we will be ready to push them out of
our lands and free our brothers in Mashad."

The Lieutenant finished his spiel by
slapping his fist down onto the table that shifted noticeably from
his pounding. Ben wondered whether the Lieutenant gave everyone
such a pep talk. He was certainly charismatic and eager with
it.

“Bahram, have Ben here meet his
Razmavar and the rest of your squad. See to it that he also gets
kitted out with everything he needs. Dismissed!”

Following Bahrams lead, Ben saluted as
best as he could and walked a little way through the tents before
coming to a small grassy opening which held a dead smouldering fire
and a number of soldiers who were sat in conversation.

“Everyone, I’d like to
introduce you to Ben, a newcomer to our little squad.”

Bahram proceeded to introduce Ben to
everyone, starting with those sat facing Ben.

“This is Heydar, and he’s often
depressed and miserable so don’t think it’s just you. I’ve never
seen him smile and if he did, who could tell with that
beard!”

Heydar muttered under his breath,
looked like he was about to stand and shake Ben’s hand but then
decided against it and merely acknowledged Ben with a nod of his
head.

“This is Rashid, and he’ll talk for
hours if he can. If you want some advice, only ever ask him closed
questions."

“Shut up Bahram.”

Rashid stood up and shook Ben’s hand
warmly.

“Don’t listen to him Ben. I am pleased
to meet you."

“Good day,” Ben replied.

Rashid was skinny, and Ben hoped this
wasn’t due to the army food rations. He had a thin moustache and a
nose that had been broken more than once. Ben wondered whether this
was due to combat action or had he merely talked his way into a
beating.

“And this is Jafar."

Ben watched a totally bald elderly man
pull himself up.

“Good to see you,” Jafar said as he
shook Ben’s hand.

“Despite Jafars obvious elderly
appearance he is not that old," Bahram said
sarcastically.

“I lost my hair in a fire during a
battle with the Ottomans” Jafar insisted.

“Yeah, at Chaldiran!” Rashid
quipped.

Ben would have laughed at the thought
that Jafar had fought in the battle some seventy years previously,
but he was still trying to decipher what the old man had said. As
far as Ben could tell, Jafar had lost all his teeth and as such his
annunciation was not the best. Ben had never before seen anyone
with no teeth at all as even the old women of the village generally
had one or two.

Working round the circle, Bahram
continued.

“Of course, you’ve met
Akbar."

“Salaam Ben” the six-footer boomed as
if on a megaphone whilst remaining seated.

“And this is Karim. He’s only been here
for a few days himself and is a bit new to the game. He’s an orphan
from Yazd.”

Karim jumped to his feet and having
turned to greet Ben, enthusiastically.

“Pleased to meet you Karim," Ben
enthused.

Karim was a typically lanky teenager.
Perhaps just fifteen and certainly no more than sixteen but his
wafer thin build gave the impression he might be carried off by a
moderate breeze.

“Now let's introduce you to our
Razmavar," Bahram announced.

“Ben Milburn reporting for duty
sir."

Ben spoke with as much eagerness as he
could find. He thought he might as well pretend he wanted to be
here especially as the Razmavar appeared to offer a way for him to
be immediately returned home.

The Razmavar stood up; his back turned
to Ben.

“Get away from me you
asshole."

Ben froze, the voice sounded so
familiar, but surely it could not be. Surely as wondrous and
unpredictable as the world was, Allah would not find a way to bring
such a misfortune to him once again. Or was it a chance to extract
vengeance? The Razmavar turned round, and Ben’s worst fears were
confirmed.

“Hamid. What are you doing
here?”

Hamid started sniggering.

“I see you’re still alive, that is too
bad. How are your wife and family, I do hope they are ok," Hamid
sneered.

On hearing their Razmavar’s reaction,
the others all backed off a little as if anticipating something to
happen.

Ben wanted to kill Hamid; he didn’t
need such provocative remarks, but this was too unexpected. He was
in an unfamiliar situation and was sure that Hamid wanted him to
react if only to give the old farmhand an excuse to kill him. Ben
wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

“I bet Guyuk saw you for the worthless
lump you are, and you fled for your pathetic life, got lucky with a
few Uzbeks and found refuge here."

“Something like that.” Hamid smiled
before stepping close to Ben and whispering in his ear.

“If you say anything about Beheshtabad
I will kill you and everyone on that stupid farm. Do you
understand?”

“I understand that you have a lot to
lose if I say anything, starting with your life," Ben whispered in
return.

Not liking Ben’s response, Hamid
punched Ben hard in the stomach sending him sprawling to the
floor.

“This man is from the Steppe, he should
not be trusted," Hamid shouted.

Hastily deciding that his policy of
non-violence towards Hamid had its limits Ben reached forward with
his arm and grabbed hold of some ashes from the dormant fire and
turning round threw the ashes into Hamid's face. The Razmavar
staggered back spluttering, his face stinging from the smouldering
chars. Ben managed to get to his feet and hit Hamid twice about his
head sending him groundwards before he was restrained by
Akbar.

“Are you crazy?” Akbar
bellowed.

“Rashid, help the Razmavar to wash his
eyes out.”

Hamid squealed and cursed as he was led
out of Ben’s sight before Akbar relinquished his grip.

“Just when we figured things couldn’t
get more interesting, I thought he didn’t like me!” Heydar
remarked.

It was just Heydar who suddenly found
out that his life had got a whole more interesting. Ben couldn’t
believe his luck and wasn’t sure whether it was more bad luck or
good luck to be working under the man who had caused the death of
his boy.












Chapter 2


A black haired man, probably in his
mid-thirties and hitherto not introduced to Ben
approached.

“Is that true, you’re from the Steppe?”
he questioned aggressively.

“No, I’m a farmer. I did live there for
a while but...”

“With Uzbeks?”

“In the name of Allah no. The Uzbeks
have caused me nothing but heartache. I have fought them more than
once. They and HIM collaborated and killed my son.”

“Have you seen much action?” Jafar
asked.

“Enough.”

The black haired man eyed Ben with
suspicion as he weighed him up in his mind before offering his hand
to shake. Ben took up the offer.

I am Siamak; my brother was recently
killed by Uzbeks. If what you say is true then I will forever be
your ally here. The only good Uzbek is a dead Uzbek and anyone who
collaborates with them is even worse. You should kill him now, true
you will likely be executed but it would be worth it."

“You would do well to remember you are
talking about our Razmavar and that we know nothing of Ben except
he knows how to fight. I don’t think it matters what happened in
the past. We have enough people out there who want us all dead to
bicker amongst ourselves. Bahram, why don’t you take Ben to the
armoury?” suggested Akbar.

Bahram led Ben from the sight of the
fracas momentarily stopping off at his tent only to re-appear
seconds later with a thoroughly bent form. Bahram held it up to
Ben’s face to emphasise the acute angle the blade
shaped.

“I need to get this repaired in any
case."

Ben could see that it was of distinctly
low-quality workmanship and was worried that his sword might be
comparable. However when he reached the armoury officer responsible
for issuing weapons for recruits, he immediately offered Ben a
choice from an extensive selection of quite excellent blades.
Apparently they were freshly received as part of the Shahs Army
investment policy. Ben immediately set eyes on a heavenly sword
with a fancy bronze handle which fit his hand perfectly. He placed
the sword on his finger so that the long blade hung over on one
side and the handle on the other. When Ben moved his finger about
two inches down the blade from the handle, he found it balanced
perfectly.

“I’ll take this one please."

Waiting until the last possible moment,
Bahram pulled his battered and deformed sword from behind his back
and sheepishly asked whether it could be arranged for his sword to
be straightened.

The officer examined it before
scowling.

“I can make it as good as new but
better than that I cannot do. I’m only working in the armoury
division, for miracles go and see the Imam." Bahram sighed before
realising the officer was joking.

“Go on, take one yourself."

Bahram studiously studied several
swords before deciding upon a sword with a Quranic verse inscribed
on both sides at the base of the blade.

It was agreed that Ben would sleep with
Karim which suited Ben well. Karim was a shy boy who reminded Ben
of himself when he was a teenager. Ben got on well with all the men
in his squad and soon became a trusted part of the unit and admired
for his general prowess with a variety of weapons. He often came
into conflict with the men but it was never anything serious due to
his good nature.

Over the winter months, most of Ben’s
time was spent wrestling and in training during the daytime whilst
the squad would sing and eat around the campfire well into the
night. Even though he didn’t want to be here, Ben had to admit that
the group enjoyed a great camaraderie. He was often on the rough
end of Hamid's comments but as he had the support of the others,
Ben found them easier to take than might otherwise have been the
case and whenever possible Ben kept clear of his Razmavar. As Ben
practised his drills endlessly, he didn’t give Hamid the
opportunity to make his life more miserable than it already
was.

By January though, despite the camp
being situated on the edge of the desert, the weather was so cold
with a blowing sleety wind that everyone was permitted to stay in
their tents as no one had any winter specific clothing. The only
benefit to the cold weather was that the muddy paths all froze over
but that was rather a mute point given that Ben only ventured out
to go to the toilet.

Whilst spending so many long hours in
his tent, Ben would talk to Karim about anything and everything. It
was almost as if Karim viewed Ben as a surrogate father and if
truth be told, in the absence of family he too saw Karim with some
fondness and indeed responsibility for his wellbeing. Ben learnt
that Karim was orphaned and lived with his grandfather in Yazd, who
latterly died. Having fallen in with the street beggars, he nearly
died of starvation until rescued by a gang of smugglers who had him
do all the risky business only to beat him when he failed.
Eventually, he fled for his life and ended up being press-ganged
into the army.

Ben would also confide in Karim of how
he missed his family in Beheshtabad and although Karim didn’t
always understand Bens feelings, he listened nonetheless which is
what Ben needed most. He would often fall asleep at night thinking
of Mandana and wake up the following morning, his eyes moist from
crying in his sleep.

It seemed obvious to Ben by now that
Lieutenant Arad was not going to release him to Beheshtabad. After
a long and restless winter, it was with some relief that the unease
and frustration of endless months in camp would soon conclude with
the order that they were to move out the following week.

The weather on the morning that
everyone moved out was a murky overcast affair but this did little
to lower the moral of any of the squad except Heydar. Having spent
the short days of winter complaining about the cramped conditions
of camp now insisted how campaigning always upset his stomach if he
had to eat whilst on the move. However, no-one paid undue attention
although Karim might have if only he weren't pre-occupied with
worries of his first combat wherever that might be.

No-one knew where they were headed to
although everyone had their own scurrilous and unfounded rumour.
Siamak hoped they were off to Mashad to avenge his brother's death
but Akbar joked that this was only to keep the peace after Rashid
had taken it upon himself to repeatedly tell Siamak his entire life
story. After the fourth day, being unable to take it no longer
Siamak pulled a knife on Rashid until he promised to march in
silence.

The army column moved at the pace of
its slowest component which in this case was the tall rumbling
siege equipment which was pulled by teams of stout and
uncomplaining bulls. Ahead of which lay and an unending sea of
infantry armed with swords and lances. Defensively everyone was
protected by shields and body armour with which Ben wondered how he
would cope in the summer, with everyone being so uncomfortable
already in the comparatively cool spring air. There were several
regiments of archers and cavalry as well as a small number of men
armed with the new guns called arquebuses. These small guns were
slung on the back of their soldiers and fired three ounce balls of
lead. Ben dreaded ever being hit by one of these should he ever
come up against a similarly equipped army but was comforted by the
fact that they took so long to reload that Ben imagined they might
be all but useless after their first shot.

As the army neared the base of a range
of mountains that Ben was unfamiliar with, it was split into a
number of different columns. As usual no-one in the squad knew what
was going on, Ben wondered whether even Lieutenant Arad knew what
was going on. Nevertheless, Arad was now in command of his column
and after consulting with Hamid, they set off again. Onward they
marched and despite the onset of spring in the desert, the
mountains were still in the grip of winter. Cloud obscured the
mountains tops themselves but lower down, their craggy slopes were
covered in snow.

The broad bridleways gave way to ever
more treacherous frozen footpaths bounded on one side by a wall of
rock and boulders and on the other by a dangerous drop. No-one
needed to be told twice to stay away from the drop and when the
leading donkey in a supply train slipped on ice, its fate and those
of the succeeding mules that were all tied to it was sealed long
before their bodies broke on the boulders below.

The incident did nothing to hearten
anyone who witnessed it and Heydar insisted it was only a matter of
time before he headed the same way.

“I wish you would," Bahram joked. “It
would save you the bother of being skewered by the
Uzbeks!”

At which everyone laughed including
Hamid. Ben noticed that there seemed to be a correlation between
the immediate likelihood of combat and Hamid's disposition. It was
not the obvious and indeed natural fear of fighting that afflicted
every sane man but rather more pronounced. Ben merely put it down
the Razmavar being a coward, something which he had long known. He
wondered how quickly the others were picking it up.

After they had been in the mountains
for nearly two weeks, the column was hit by an unseasonably late
snowstorm which though not severe in normal circumstances was at
least enough to add weight to the pleas of the complaining
infantrymen that they needed rest. For two days Ben found himself
sheltering amongst the ruins of an ancient church, possibly a long
ago abandoned Byzantine monastery. Clinging to the edge of a rocky
precipice, the ruins afforded several dozen men shelter from the
most direct of the winds. However part of the roof had collapsed as
had the eastern wall and so it was still chilly enough to make Ben
shiver intolerably and things were even worse at night when Ben,
Karim and Bahram huddled together to keep warm.

Jafar was suffering more than most. He
was finding the mountainous terrain tough going to begin without
the added problems of the cold. He did though manage a smile when
Rashid pointed out the obvious but nevertheless rather an amusing
point that being totally toothless at least meant he didn’t suffer
from chattering teeth.

Just before sunrise on the second night
when Ben was concentrating on little more than pulling his blanket
close to his neck, he became aware that Lieutenant Arad was talking
in whispered tones to Hamid. Once the conversation was over and the
Lieutenant had disappeared into the darkness Ben stood up and
keeping his woollen blanket wrapped around him; he walked over to
Hamid taking care not to stumble on one of the many sleeping
figures and fallen stone blocks as he went.

“Excuse me, Sir. I know it’s not really
my place to ask but what were you talking to the Lieutenant about.”
Ben asked.

“You’re right, it isn’t your place to
ask."

“I only think it's fair that if we’re
marching our guts out over these accursed peaks, we should have an
idea of what’s going on."

“I’m not interested in fair Ben. Now go
back to sleep before I arrange for you to be on sentry duty again.”
Hamid shouted.

“You know Ben, maybe Hamid doesn’t
know. Maybe he is too afraid to ask the Lieutenant."

Ben was startled slightly, he hadn’t
noticed anyone follow him but he knew it to be Akbar and even
whispering, his voice had the resonance of a cannon.

Hamid too was surprised but also
threatened by the giant man and he strongly repudiated the claim he
was frightened.

“I’m not afraid of anyone and if you
must know, the Lieutenant has been given a free reign to patrol
this area as a number of Uzbek war parties have been reported in
the region. Apparently our scouts have reported back the location
of some of their scouts. Seeing as you are so interested in acts of
bravery, I will suggest that to the Lieutenant that you might want
to assist in their capture."

“Sir, you should know that Ben is very
popular within our squad.”

“Meaning what exactly?”

“Meaning, some may think it does not
befit a Razmavar in the Shahs service to act dishonourably towards
a fellow soldier. Of course, I do not include myself in that,"
explained Akbar.

“Nor do I include the others," Hamid
fumed. “Now return to your beds before I have you both beaten for
insubordination."

Ben returned to his hard resting place
musing over the events in his head. He had never really bonded with
Akbar thus far but he now saw him in a different light, whilst not
exactly as a friend but Ben was pleasantly surprised that he may
have seen a different side of Akbar that he hadn’t expected. Ben
had always been a good judge of character and could never before
remember misjudging anyone for good or ill. Now as he entered
middle age, he was forced to re-appraise someone for the first time
in his life. It was as if he had learned that a rival at university
was a fan of a classic movie such as “North by Northwest” or “The
Shawshank Redemption” and realised that the rival in question was
not quite so different as he once thought. Only, this time, the new
found respect was not based on a joint appreciation of a good movie
but the even more erstwhile value of decency and a dislike of foul
play.

First light saw a brilliant blue sky
through the ruined church roof casting light down onto the areas of
the floor where snow had reached. Ben imagined how much worse it
must have been for those who had sheltered outside. After a quick
breakfast, the entire column made off along the winding path up the
mountain when after an hour the path levelled and a small plain
appeared. It was quite a sight, snow covered and as barren and rock
strewn as it was, the ground being flat was quite a novelty. The
plain was surrounded on all sides by mountains and dissected almost
in half by a broad river.

There was no vegetation that Ben could
see but what was clear from the tall columns of smoke rising into
the air was that someone at the far end of the valley was
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