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Author’s Note

As with any endeavor, I have learned some things over time. One of those “things” is the addition of a glossary to make the reading of these novels a little more enjoyable for those who don’t have Gaeilge. As I have discussed before in my blog, the people of this time were surprisingly aware and fluent in several languages, depending on who they were and what station or social class they came from. The nobility were often able to speak several languages as a matter of course. Someone such as the Red Earl would have spoken both Norman French and English and probably had a working knowledge of both Latin and Irish. My hope is that I present the people and the period with some semblance of truth, whatever that may be, and not perpetuate long held myths that do nothing to illuminate this wonderful period in the history of man.





Glossary

Irish words and phrases in the order that they appear in the book.

Gaeilge – Irish language

Usquebaugh – Scots Gaelic for whiskey

Uisce beatha – Gaeilge for whiskey, literally, the water of life

Tir Eoghan – Kingdom in Northern Ireland that roughly equates to the modern county of Tyrone

Go mbeannai Dia anseo! – God bless all here! Traditional greeting when entering a building and addressing more than one person.

Inis Gall – What the Irish called the inhabitants of the Outer Isles

MacRauri chun bua! – Mac Rory to victory!

Cosúil le francach suas píopa! – Like a rat up a drainpipe!

Oíche garbh? – Rough night?

Labhair tú i bhfad ró. - You talk too much.

Uaireanta – Sometimes.

Díreach tar éis mo bod – Just my prick.

Póg mo thóin, tu bastaird brataithe dubh! – Kiss my ass you black coated bastard!

Aos Sí– The fairy people. The Tuatha de Danaan. Inhabitants of the mounds found throughout Ireland.

Corrughadh – Unit of galloglass, sometimes called a battle. Comprised of roughly 80 three man spars. A spar equals one galloglass and two kerns.

Sasanach – Literally Saxon. Term the Irish/Scots used for the English.

An fear mór. – The big man. Usually a derogatory description.

Mála cac – Shit bag

Ban fháidh – prophetess

Cailleach – Witch

Ceallach – A female name meaning grief.

Draiodoir mna – enchantress

Tanaiste – Tanist: Tribal champion, second in command to the king or clan chief, often the named successor to one or the other.

Curragh – hide covered boat

Guna – Dress

Amadán – Fool

Sea, is dócha – Yes, probably.

Seanchaí – Bard, storyteller, keeper of a clan’s oral history.

Múinteoir – teacher

An soith – the bitch

Cac déanta agat air anois! – Shit, you have done it now!

An torc ar fiacail – The Boar’s tooth





Prologue

The Monastery of Bangor / Ireland
1328

Today has been a good day. My night was restful, the tears of the poppy and a good dose of uisce beatha will do that. My pain is tolerable and my sons have arrived. They have been told I am dying and they have come to hear their inheritance. My wife Aiofe has kept them from me the better part of the morning but, I can hear them growing restless, and I will soon have to bring them together before me, lest one pull a dirk and have a go at his sibling. They are a riotous lot, full of pride and anger, the perfect seeds of my loins.

Cathal, the abbot of this monastery, is my friend and has been gracious enough to provide me one of his scribes to take down my story. If he cuts his eyes at me again, I may have to forget my condition and rise from my pallet to provide him the beating his poor manners deserve. Ah, I see you can hear me, you little man. In a few moments, Aiofe will bring in my sons so that they may hear about their beginnings. Pray that they don’t get bored, monk, and decide to amuse themselves at your expense.

Before that happens, let me say that I love all my children. I have daughters as well as sons, and I have already provided for them with land and wealth. They are beautiful, willful, and proud, each with tempers to match. Luck to the men who take on the task of breaking them. They may find a blade in their ribs if they go about it the wrong way. I have recognized all of them as my own, just as I have recognized more than one woman as my wife. If you are shocked, don’t be. The Celtic Church has never been much concerned about such things, unlike its Latin counterpart.

I heard you snort, wee man. You know the truth of it. You of all people and yourself from Tir Eoghan. I see you nod, then get off your arse and get my wife. Have her bring in my sons.

The room will hardly hold them. Big lads they are, as was I, once upon a time. They come in laughing as it should be. This is not a day of sadness. I have lived a good life. Better than I have deserved. When I finally go, I want them to celebrate my life, not mourn my passing.

Eoughan, my eldest, takes his place to my right, his brother Ranald beside him. To my left Conn and then the youngest, Malachy. There were two others, Ian and Alasdair, but they have preceded me in death. The life of a galloglass is hard; both died in battle, but there are worse ways to meet your end. They fought well, with their enemies to their front. God promises nothing but eternal life. It is a lesson few people take to heart; a lifetime of killing and death has taught me that.

I sat up in my bed when they came in, placing my back against the wall. They were surprised that I could get up, and I saw the fear in Aoife’s eyes, but I waved her on when she tried to help. “Go mbeannai Dia anseo.” “God bless all here,” I began. “No sense in avoiding this. All of you know why I called you here. I have been told I am dying. I’m sure God will take me in his own good time. There are things that need to be said and all of you should be aware of the telling. There will be no secrets here.”

“Sure, and you’ll outlive us all,” said Eoughan. “God doesn’t want you. You’ll be fighting the archangels, so you will.”

“Shut up and let him talk. You’re always having to be the big man,” snarled his brother Ranald.

“Fuck off, Ranald Og, you little man you,” smiled Eoughan, jutting out his jaw in the direction of his brother.

The two were ten months apart and the product of two different women, which hadn’t helped. They had been rivals since they were old enough to stand and would often fight each other for the sheer pleasure of pushing the other’s face in. “Not here,” I snapped.

Though grown men, they both dropped their eyes and nodded. “Good,” I smiled. “Now if you’ll both be quiet, I’ll get on with this.”

“Eoughan, as my first born, you will take the lands we hold here in the Glens. Your brother Ranald will be your constable and tanist. Those positions will become hereditary. In other words, Ranald, I want you and your seed to become the constables of our clan. Should you die before your heir can come of age, Eoughan, the clan goes to your brother Ranald until such time as your heir shall be ready to assume the chieftainship. And should you, Ranald, get the notion that it would be in your best interest to speed your brother’s demise, the clan will not go to you, but rather your brother Conn, and should he be dead, your brother Malachy.”

I eyed my two wolves and waited to see their reaction. Both seemed pleased so I turned to the others, Conn and Malachy. “As for you two, there is land on Islay and Kintyre that was my inheritance from Alasdair Og. Make of it what you will. Remember, there is always sword work here in Eire. I’ve taught all of you well. Follow your blade as I have done and carve lands and fortune for yourselves if you have the will for it. As for my fortune, men of our profession don’t work for free. I have accounts through several merchant houses that each of you has been given access to. You’ll find the parchments and all the necessary information in the hands of the Abbot. He will give them to you upon my death. Those monies are for buying arms and horses, not wine and whores. Use them wisely and you will become wealthy as I have done.”

All four were speechless. I had given them everything, or at least what they thought of as everything. There was money set aside for Aoife and my daughters as well, along with land. They would not have to be dependent on the generosity of my sons for their survival. Again, I had placed my trust along with my will in Cathal’s capable hands. They would be well taken care of.

“Stay or go. My scribe is here, and it is time for me to tell of my return from the Levant. If you have questions, they must wait.”

My sons grinned and made themselves comfortable, sitting on the floor of my room, their backs to the wall. It was not often that I spoke of such things. I was never one to talk about my past. What they had heard of me was often from the mouths of others. For them this was indeed a treat. And so, I began.











Part I

The Long Road Home





1.

Venice
May / 1292

Eoughan MacRauri and I took ship from Cyprus April 22 in the Year of Our Lord 1292. I had been released from my vows by the new Master of the Temple, Jacques de Molay. During the year that I had served Master de Gaudin before his death, I had worked closely with de Molay in Armenia. He was a good soldier, stiff necked, arrogant at times, and completely dedicated to the Order. He did not approve of my special dispensation regarding the rule of chastity, nor the fact that I took my orders directly from Master de Gaudin. As Marshal, this caused occasional friction between us. I never took it personally. It was simply a difference in opinion, and I had grown enough as a soldier to understand that as such.

Master de Gaudin’s untimely death allowed de Molay’s star to rise within the Order. After being named Grand Master, he was generous in his handling of myself and Eoughan. Frankly, I believe he was glad to see us go. We were a living reminder of the Temple’s failure to hold Acre. Besides, we did not fit into his plans for the revitalization of the Brethren.

Having said that, did I mention Master de Molay was generous? He was. As a favor to me and in recognition of Eoughan’s service to the Order, he knighted the big islander the night before we took ship. In return, I agreed to carry Templar correspondence to our commanderies in Venice and London. Additionally, I was given letters to be delivered to the Doge in Venice, the Pope in Rome, and Edward I in England. To aide us, both Eoughan and I were given arms, armor, and travel money along with a writ to acquire a destrier, a rouncey, and a pack horse for us both. It would not do for representatives of the Order to appear as paupers. That meant that, once our task was completed, would return home as well equipped soldiers in search of employment. Quite a difference, I can assure you.

Master de Molay arranged passage for us on a Venetian galley in the harbor at Limassol. Ten days after leaving Cyprus, we arrived in Venice and docked at the Arsenal. Our voyage had been quick and uneventful. We were provided an escort of Venetian marines by our captain and taken to the Templar commandry at Campo Dei Frari. At the same time, a messenger was dispatched to the Doge requesting an audience. I had no illusions as to how long it would be before the Doge would grant our request. Such things usually required several days, perhaps weeks if we weren’t a priority.

If the guards at the commandry were surprised to see Eoughan and me with a squad of Venetian marines, they did not show it. Perhaps they recognized me from my last visit. At any rate, we were admitted at once. I was met by one of our brethren, unarmored, dressed in his cappa and mantle. He inclined his head in a slight bow. “I am Brother Reynard de Bayeux. How may I help you?”

I showed him a leather packet with the master’s seal. “We have just arrived from Cyprus. I have correspondence from Master de Molay. If you would be so kind, please show us to Commander Del Mar.”

The brother, who was tall and thin, smiled and shook his head. “That will not be possible, brother. Commander Del Mar is occupied at present.”

“Indeed? He is here, in the commandery?” I asked, keeping my voice pleasant.

The brother nodded. “He is meeting with a representative of the Consiglio dei Rogati, the Venetian Senate.”

Again, I smiled. “Brother, I don’t care if Commander Del Mar is meeting with Our Savior Himself. You will inform him that Brother Ronan MacAlasdair is here and will see him at once.”

The Templar’s eyes widened in recognition. My name was well known within the Order. Brother Reynard was flustered. It was obvious he was running interference for Del Mar and had no idea what to do. After a small amount of thought, good sense prevailed. He bowed and motioned us toward the convent, “He is in his quarters, brother. Should I escort you there?”

“No, I can assure you I know the way. Commander Del Mar and I are old acquaintances.”

With a jerk of my head, Eoughan followed as I crossed the yard of the commandry and entered the convent. Del Mar’s quarters were on the second floor, along with a series of offices for the daily maintenance of Templar business in Venice. We climbed a stone staircase and stopped. A hallway split the convent’s upper floor into halves. Del Mar’s apartments were at the far end. There was no guard on duty, nor were any of the offices occupied.

As we walked down the hall, I heard voices, one of which was distinctly female. She was moaning, and I seriously doubted it was because she was in distress. I heard Eoughan grumble a laugh beside me. “I believe someone is making the beast with two backs.”

Considering the commander had gotten into trouble once before for allowing the Venetians to bribe him with women, I was not surprised. Drawing my dagger, I stepped to the door of Del Mar’s quarters and tried the latch. It was locked.

Grinning, I stepped aside as Eoughan lifted one of his tree trunk sized legs and kicked. The door’s frame shattered as the heavy oak panel burst inward. I followed Eoughan inside in time to see Del Mar leap from his bed, naked as the day he was born. Beside him, his mistress sat up and screamed while attempting unsuccessfully to hide her rather ample breasts.

The look on the commander’s face went from shock and anger to instant fear when he recognized who was standing before him. I waved him back with my dagger and then crossed to his bed and said, “Hush woman, cover yourself. I mean you no harm.”

The red head pulled a rumpled sheet around her shoulders and went silent. Del Mar reached for a tunic hanging from a nearby peg, but I stopped him with a look. “I thought we had come to an understanding the last time I was here, Commander?”

“You have no right,” he stammered.

“As usual, you are wrong. I have every right, brother.” I lifted the leather packet with the seal of de Molay so that he could see it. I tossed it to him. “Can you read?”

“That is why we have priests,” snapped the commander, still trying to muster some sense of dignity.

I shrugged, “When you find one, you will discover that you have been dismissed. You are recalled to Cyprus.”

He looked down at the packet in his hands and visibly paled. When he looked up, his eyes narrowed, and I knew that if he could have laid hands on a sword, he would have come for me. “If you think I was the one who had you dismissed, think again. The Temple has many spies, Del Mar. Your actions were well known to both Master de Gaudin and Master de Beaujeu. When de Molay was elected, your name surfaced once again as being unreliable. Master de Molay doesn’t tolerate ‘unreliable’.”

He looked me in the eye. “What is to become of me?”

I sheathed my dagger and motioned for him to grab his tunic. “I honestly don’t know. I no longer have the ear of the Grand Master. I am leaving the Order, and unlike you, my friend, I have the blessing of the Master to do so.”

Del Mar scrambled to pull a tunic over his head and then hoist up a pair of linen breeks. “My replacement?”

“For now, I will choose one of your senior knights. I would expect de Molay will send someone within the month.” Turning to the woman on the bed, I said, “Signora, you must dress now. Brother Del Mar will be occupied for quite some time. If you would like, I will have Sir Eoughan here escort you to your home.” I pointed at the big islander who leered at her and then grinned.

“Such a barbarian,” she said. “Can he be trusted?”

I laughed. “He can be both charming and intimidating, a perfect combination.”

She eyed Eoughan thoroughly and then dropped her sheet to climb off the bed. I had to admit, Del Mar’s taste in women was excellent. With high, round breasts, flat stomach, firm legs and buttocks, she was physically stunning. Eoughan most certainly enjoyed the view as she gathered up her clothes and dressed as though we were not there.

When she was ready, Eoughan escorted her from the room. I motioned for Del Mar to have a seat. He looked surprised. “I have yet to meet the new doge. You, are going to tell me everything. Especially what you have been feeding him to keep you so well supplied with women.”

“And if I choose not to?” he asked sullenly.

“Then this will be a very long, very painful day.”

******

Four days after our arrival in Venice, a messenger arrived at the commandry requesting my presence at the Palace of the Doge. I left my armor in my room, dressing instead for court. I did belt on my sword and dagger; a man would be a fool to travel without them. Still, it was an odd feeling as in the past I usually arrived armed and armored to visually intimidate and project the armed might of the Temple into any discussions with those having political power. But this was different, and for once, I too, had my own agenda outside that of the Temple.

The messenger who waited on me was one of the captains of the palace guard. He was German, a large man, dark of hair with fierce blue eyes. He led an escort of several men-at-arms who were to accompany us on our return.

“You are Brother Ronan?” he asked, surprised that I was not wearing my mantle.

“I am,” I said. “Or rather I was. I am no longer a donate. My service to the Temple has come to an end. I am here now as a favor to the current Grand Master, Jacques de Molay.”

He bowed slightly and ushered me out of the commandry. Eoughan remained behind to keep an eye on Del Mar. I didn’t trust the man, and it would not surprise me if he tried to slip away to escape his fate at the hands of Master de Molay. The captain, whose name was Thaddeus Guttmann, waited until we were well away from the convent before asking, “Brother, did you ever meet a Templar by the name of Conrad Falk?”

By now we had arrived at one of the many docks along the Grand Canal where a palace gondola awaited us. Rather than answer him, I asked, “How is it that you knew Conrad?”

He tapped the pommel of his sword and said, “We trained together while he was stationed here. That was before he was assigned to Acre.”

I nodded. “Then you know what a good man he was. Have masses said for the repose of his soul. He was killed when the citadel fell to the Mamluks.”

The captain nodded and assumed his place at the front of the boat. His men took their places on the remaining benches as did I while the boatmen began to pole us away from the stone pier. I noticed the captain staring at me. I had seen that look often enough to know he was wondering if I, too, was at Acre and if so, how was it that I survived. I did not give him the satisfaction of an answer; instead I sat back and enjoyed the view. Venice was a rich city. The homes of its wealthy merchants looked more like palaces than mere residences, and for a boy who grew up thinking the hall of his grandfather was impressive simply because it sported a slate roof amidst a town of thatch, the sights were astounding.

Eventually we arrived at a private pier located near the Palazza Ducale and disembarked. I was escorted into the palace and taken through what seemed like a maze of hallways and stairs until I found myself standing before a carved oak door guarded by two very large Germans carrying halberds. The captain knocked and then stepped back, indicating that I should disarm and hand my weapons to the guards. I did so without complaint, and after several minutes, the doors were opened so that the captain entered, motioning for me to follow.

This was not the great hall of the palace but rather a small audience chamber. The doge was seated on a dais, in a large mahogany chair, surrounded by three advisors and two bodyguards, who stood directly behind him at either shoulder. As I walked beside the captain, I noticed the doge was watching me like a dog sizing up a beef bone.

This doge was new to me. I had met his predecessor, Giovanni Dandolo, and had survived the encounter rather well. I was not intimidated. In fact, I was looking forward to our encounter. The captain stopped when we were within several yards of the dais and said, “My lord, may I present Brother Ronan MacAlasdair.”

Pietro Gradenigo sat with his fingers steepled and looked me over thoroughly. He was then in his early forties, medium of height and frame with high cheek bones and the nose of an Italian aristocrat. There was no trace of gray in his hair. His clothing was rich—fine woolen hose, soft leather shoes, an embroidered tunic made of silk and cloth of gold. His eyes were very dark and cold, like those of a shark. After a long pause, he spoke to the captain. “Guttmann, you are sure this is the one known as Malik al-Muat?”

“Yes, lord, it is he,” came the reply.

The doge turned to me then and said, “I am told, brother, that you are a very dangerous man. You look to me like any other foreign man-at-arms. What sets you apart from any of them?”

I shrugged. “I am a killer of men, lord. And, I am very good at it, better, in fact, than anyone you have ever met.”

“Your modesty becomes you,” he snapped.

“I’m not boasting, lord. I am simply telling you the truth.”

He smiled then; it was not a pretty sight. “We shall see.” He leaned toward his right as one of his advisors spoke in his ear. He nodded, sat up, and said, “You have correspondence from Master de Molay. You may give it to my secretary, Senor Dandalo.”

The name alerted me at once. As the secretary descended from the dais to take my leather packet, I saw the familial resemblance to the former doge and wondered who this man was. That he was well thought of by the present doge was obvious.

The packet was opened in my presence and read at once. The secretary again leaned in to his master and spoke quietly. The doge nodded and waved him away. “So, Master de Molay is replacing Commander Del Mar, and he asks for our support in a new Crusade to retake the Holy Land. Tell me, brother, why should the Most Serene Republic support an impossible cause?”

I smiled. “Because, lord, Master de Molay hates the Genoese, and if you would have an ally in the eastern Mediterranean, you would do well to at least pay lip-service to his proposals. The Temple is most certainly more trustworthy than the Byzantines.”

The doge grinned. “I forget, de Beaujeu, and most certainly Himbert Blanke, trained you well in the art of diplomacy.”

I bowed slightly in acknowledgement of my mentors. “I am fortunate to have some understanding, my lord.”

He held up the packet and shook it like a fishmonger on a wharf. “He wants more than mere proposals; he wants ships and men should the time come.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “A small price should he be lucky enough to seize Tripoli or Acre or any of the other coastal cities. All of the trading rights would be yours.”

“Bah! It is a dream.”

“Perhaps, but you have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

He scratched his chin and then pointed to one of the men to his left. “You sound like a Venetian, always weighing what could be had versus what is at hand.” He turned his attention to one of the rings on his right hand and then shifted the conversation once again. “I have been told that you have a personal vendetta against a Genoese nobleman, Avito Fortunato. Is this true?”

I smiled, the doge was well informed and had obviously been briefed before this meeting. “A redundant question, wouldn’t you say, my lord? It is obvious you know that I would enjoy cutting his throat.”

The doge nodded and returned my smile. “An evil man, my sources tell me. Did you know he is now the Podesta of Caffa, one of their more important trading cities in the Black Sea?”

In truth, I did not. So much for being brought home in chains, I mused, knowing that I should have slipped a dagger between his ribs when last I saw him. “So why tell me, what is it you want?”

“Ahh, so direct. I was told you northerners were like this.” The doge shifted in his seat and held out his hand. The advisor to his left handed him a scroll. He looked at me as though trying to read my mind. After a few moments, he shrugged and said, “I have also been informed your time with the Temple is at an end. You have been released from your term of service. How would you like the opportunity to take ‘il Malizia’? Kill him or perhaps sell him to the Turks. Better yet, to the Golden Horde? It would be completely up to you.”

“Why so interested in my killing Fortunato? You have yet to tell me what you want,” I smiled.

“What I want is Caffa. And I want you to lead the expedition to seize it.” He held up his hand and said, “Before you answer, remember, I will pay well for your service. It could be the beginning of a very fruitful relationship.”

I will tell you that his offer was tempting. The desire to drive a blade deep into Fortunato’s guts and then twist it and rip was almost overwhelming. Yet I could not. Somehow God would provide me the opportunity, but not now. The gray waters of Lock Finlaggan were calling. My need to return home outweighed my desire for revenge. The problem was in saying no to someone as powerful as the doge. “My lord, I am honored that you would think me worthy to lead a Venetian expedition against the Genoese. But, I need to graciously decline. Such an adventure is not possible at this time. I am obligated to return to the land of my birth.”

“Indeed, has your relationship with your father improved so much?” he asked, his face a mask.

His question caught me off guard. Himbert had taught me that in such a situation, it is better to say nothing. A delayed answer is always better than one without thought. I shrugged my shoulders. “I am still his son, and I have brought no dishonor to our clan.”

The doge nodded in agreement. “I know, but will your family understand when they learn that you were at Acre and did not fight to the end?”

The doge was impressive, his act of innocent concern was as good as Satan’s in the Garden of Eden. What he said was true, but I had Eoughan to verify what happened at Acre. I also had a letter from Master de Molay. Should that not be enough, there was always personal combat. Confident that I was prepared for what would come, I smiled and shook my head. I was ready to go home. I would not be swayed. “I cannot, my lord.”

The doge sat back in his chair; he was not pleased. “So, you refuse me. Surely you are not serious about returning to that barbaric island you call home? Are you sure you are not a Jew? I will give you more money; I will make you a citizen.”

Truthfully, I should have taken his offer. And yet, I did not trust Pietro Gradenigo. I feared that there was so much more attached to his offer than simply commanding an army and destroying an enemy of the Venetian state. “Lord, you flatter me. Yet, I must refuse. It is a decision I am sure I will regret but once and that will be continually.”

Gradenigo’s face darkened and then he burst forth with a laugh. “Bah, finally you speak the truth!” He tapped his fingers together. “How long will you stay here in the Serenissama?”

“Not long, my lord. I have delivered Grand Master de Molay’s correspondence, and I have given Commander Del Mar his orders. My companion and I will leave as soon as I can arrange transport to Mestre.”

The doge nodded. “You will return by sea?”

His question was innocent enough, but again, I trusted him not one bit. So, I told him a lie. “Yes, lord. The passes over the Alps will probably close before I manage to travel north; therefore, I believe a fast trip by ship is in order.”

His eyes flashed and he smiled. “Yes, yes, you are probably right.” He stood then and motioned for his councilors. “You will excuse me, Sir Ronan. Should you change your mind, I promise I will reserve a place in the Venetian military for one such as yourself. Go with God, young man.”

I knelt and inclined my head in recognition of the compliment. “And you, my lord.”

An hour later I was returned to the commandry. It was now late afternoon, and I was I need of a drink and possibly some female companionship. Eoughan had not been idle while I was away. From some of the sergeant brothers, he learned of a tavern that was not more than two blocks from the convent that catered to wealthy visitors. While I was not exactly wealthy, I had more than enough coin for a night of drink.

I motioned for Eoughan to go back to our rooms. “No armor tonight, cousin. We are off for a night of fun.”

He grumbled but went when he realized we were going drinking. Fifteen minutes later, he returned dressed in breeches and hose with a fine silk shirt and tunic. Even his calfskin boots were stylish. Unlike myself, he wore an arming sword belted to his waist. On him the sword looked like a dagger due to his great size. Yet this was only prudent. One never knew who might be foolish enough to want to pick a fight.

We left the convent and turned right, following the canal. After a short walk, we entered the gates of a large, well kept, inn yard. Like many large buildings in Italy, it was two-storied and formed a box with the gate on one side and the inn itself forming the other three sides. The common room was in the center, and the aroma of well cooked food escaped its doors and filled the courtyard. I had not eaten in a while, and I was beyond hungry. Surprisingly, there was not much activity in the yard. It appears we had arrived at an auspicious time.

Eoughan took the lead and pushed his way into the common room. My cousin was a large man whose frame filled the doorway. There were murmurs from the inn’s patrons, but these all died away as we entered and found ourselves a small table along the far wall. Within moments of our sitting down, the inn’s owner crossed to our table and asked, “Signors, how may I help you?”

The innkeeper was large. At one time he might have been a soldier judging by the scar that ran from his ear to his chin. “We are in need of a good meal and better wine. I have heard that this inn can accommodate such a thing,” I replied.

“You have heard the truth. Good food, good wine, better women, but these things are expensive, signors, and I have never seen you before.”

I took a gold florin out of my tunic and flipped it to him. “Will that do to start?”

His face immediately creased into a grin. “Might I suggest you try the beef braised in wine? We also have ale if you would rather not drink wine. Neither of you are Italian. I would say Germans by your size, but your accents are all wrong. Norsemen perhaps?”

“Inis Gall,” grinned Eoughan.

The innkeeper shook his head. “I do not know this word.”

I smiled, ignoring my cousin. “We are from the islands beyond Scotland. Have you heard of Scotland?”

He nodded. “I sailed for Venice in my youth. A barbarous land beyond England, a land of cold mist and dark forest.”

“It might seem so to one from here in the Land of Sun,” I replied with a grin. “Si, ale sarebbe meraviglioso.”

The innkeeper nodded and turned away yelling a stream of words in Italian. The room returned to normal as groups of travelers ate and talked amongst themselves. Our ale was cool and quite good, served by a pretty wench who did not mind Eoughan staring down her dress as she bent to serve us. We ate well and talked about the coming journey, and as time passed, the room filled with patrons.

It was several hours’ past sundown, and I was deep in conversation with a very comely, dark haired wench, who chose to sit down beside me without any invitation, when a group of young Venetians piled into the inn demanding service. They were loud and drunk and very aggressive. Their clothing bespoke wealth even if their manners did not. The patrons gave them room. I could tell they wanted no trouble as many up and left upon the young bravos’ entrance. The inn keeper appeared soon after and had a table cleared for them as servants hustled to fill a constant stream of orders.

Eoughan had left sometime before with another of the inn’s girls, and so I found myself on my own, not that I cared. I was enjoying the company of a good-looking woman, and the ale, as I said, was quite good. My companion, whose name was Gabriella, topped my jack from a pitcher on our table and said, “Those men are calling you.”

I had heard them but chose to concentrate instead on her long white neck and the line of her shoulder. “I’m busy,” I smiled.

“You there, send that whore of yours over here!” came a voice, loud and clear. The conversations in the room slowly died away as all eyes turned toward me.

I took a sip of my ale and leaned back against the wall to free my legs from the table. There were several of them, and I could tell by their faces they were looking for trouble. Their problem was they had no idea they had just found it. My sword was in its scabbard, unbelted, by my side, within easy reach. In my mind, they were already dead. “Excusatum me quo loqueris? Excuse me, were you speaking to me?” I replied mildly.

“This isn’t a fucking church, so you can drop the Latin,” snapped the one who had called to me, as his companions eyed one another and laughed.

I nodded and replied in Italian, “I forget sometimes that Latin is for the educated. But looking at all of you, I should have known better.”

As intended, my comment didn’t sit well. The Venetian who had made the comment about a whore stood and started my way, urged on by his friends. I let him come to the edge of my table and when he stopped, I asked, “Is there something you want, boy?”

Being insulted twice, he had to do something. Words were no longer enough. The young man put his hand on the hilt of his sword with the intention of drawing it when I promptly kicked him between his legs. Grasping my sword in my left hand as I came off the wall, I drew my rondel with my right and slammed its pommel into the side of his head, dropping him to the floor.

His companions erupted from their table, and the fight was on. With multiple attackers, my dagger was useless, so I dropped it and drew my sword. There were six of them, but because of the tables and benches, they could not all get to me at once. I did not hesitate. In my head, I already knew who would die first. My blade rose and then fell, cutting from right to left in a zornhau at the first man to reach me. He never cleared his blade, and the cut split him from collar to crotch.

He who hesitates, dies. I moved forward with a passing step, my sword coming back up in a rising cut to meet the next attack. Our blades made contact. My opponent was unsure. He tried to force his blade down, cutting strongly. As our swords met in a bind, I wound my blade around his and struck as he pushed forward. The strong of my sword caught him in the neck, cutting him to the spine. He took two more steps and fell, spraying blood.

By now chaos reigned inside the common room as patrons scrambled to get out and women screamed at the violence. The four that were left spread out, but they could not get behind me. Tables and benches were thrown aside as they readied themselves to continue the fight. I side-stepped to my left and brought my blade up into a position called the long point. My left foot was forward and my arms were extended so that my sword was pointing directly at the nearest of my attackers. Just as a fisherman wiggles his bait to affect a strike, the sword forces your opponent to attack it or take a thrust in the face or neck.

The young Venetian took the bait and struck my blade hard, driving it down. It was such a simple thing; I allowed the momentum of his strike to give my own blade speed as I turned my wrists. My sword rotated and I stepped forward slightly. I attacked with a blow that Conrad used to call the schaytler or scalp-parting strike. The blade hit the Venetian on the top of his head, cleaving his skull from forehead to chin.

His friends reacted and came on. I had to step off line to force them into each other’s path. I brought up my blade into a hanging guard and managed to deflect an attack and step back. One of the men pressed forward and thrust from the Plough. I didn’t see him until the last instant as he had stepped around his companion and lunged. I was very close to the wall and out of room to maneuver. I managed to get my blade down, but it wasn’t enough. He was able to put six inches of steel into my thigh, just missing the bone.

The pain was excruciating. Why my leg did not fold I don’t know. Unable to step back, I had to move forward. To stand still invited another thrust from an angle I couldn’t foresee. I attacked the man to my front as soon as the blade came out.

I transitioned into the Ox with my sword on the right side of my head and thrust. My opponent met the thrust by lifting his sword, catching the blade and pushing it to the side by elevating his elbows. Much of swordplay has to do with feel. As he pushed with his own blade, I quickly elevated my hilt so that the tip of my sword over rode his and slid down and inside his arms, piercing his breast just below his collarbone. The blade came out the top of his back and made a sucking sound as it was withdrawn. He fell away crying, “Madre di Dio!”

If I was right, there were only two left. My leg did not want to cooperate, and I could tell I was losing a great deal of blood. As my opponent fell back, I heard a shout, “MacRauri chun bua!”

Eoughan had returned from his adventure and hearing the fight, rushed into the room. Like myself, he had carried a sword as I had convinced him walking around with an axe was too intimidating for places such as Venice. The arming sword he wielded in his great hand looked more like a dagger. Not that it mattered to the Venetian who was staring at his chest with two feet of steel protruding from it.

The big islander kicked the man off his blade and moved to engage the last of the bravos. The Venetian looked once at Eoughan and decided he would rather live than fight. He backed away and then ran for the door of the inn. Eoughan grinned and said, “Consúil le francach suas píopa! Like a rat up a pipe!”

I nodded and then collapsed. I was still conscious, but I was sick from loss of blood. Eoughan knelt beside me, a worried look on his face. “Don’t you die from that wee blade.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Not part of the plan. Find me a surgeon. Something’s not right.”

Eoughan stood as the inn keeper rushed back into the room. The man was white with fear. He pointed to the Venetian who started the fight and still lay unconscious in a nearby heap. “Do you know what you have done? That is the son of Pietro Barbaro. His father is a member of the Consiglio dei Rogati, a senator and a captain in the Venetian cavalry. Their family is one of the oldest in Venice. You have ruined me!” he wailed.

I saw my dagger lying on the floor nearby and reached out and grabbed it. The effort made my head swim. The girl whose presence had started the entire confrontation knelt beside me and took out a linen handkerchief. She stuffed it into the hole in my thigh and then tore a strip of cloth from the bottom of her skirt and used it to bind my wound. To Eoughan she asked, “Can you get him up?”

I giggled with pain and shook my head. “He doesn’t understand you. He doesn’t speak Italian.”

She grimaced. “Tell him to get you to your feet and follow me. I know someone who can help, but we must go at once. The one you let get away will be back and he will bring help.”

I repeated what she said to me in Gaeilge. Eoughan nodded and pulled me to my feet. I fished in my money pouch and pulled out two more gold florins and tossed them to the inn keeper. “For your trouble.”

He spat and said, “Will you rebuild my inn when they burn it about my ears, signore?”

With my arm around Eoughan’s broad back, I limped to the door and said, “Somehow I think you will survive. I’m sure this is not the first time you have had a brawl under your roof.”

He shook his head and wrung his hands. “Yes, but never have I had someone butcher men like hogs in a pen. Especially men as important as the Barbaros.”

I stopped and faced him. I made sure to smile through the pain. “When they ask my name, tell them the Templar, Angelus Mortis.”

The man visibly paled. “It is not possible. You were killed at Acre. We have heard of you, lord, even here.”

“I can assure, signore, I survived. Be certain you tell them. I have no fear of a blood feud. Where I come from, it is as common as rain. The Inis Gall live for it.”
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The tavern wench who bound my wound was named Gabriella, and why I could not remember her name before now, I have no idea. It was she who maneuvered Eoughan and me to a nearby gondola that carried us to the Templar commandry at once. I stood in the gateway and gave instructions to Brother Reynard as Eoughan rushed to our quarters and gathered our gear.

“The Barbaros will come here as soon as they speak to the innkeeper. They will demand to search the grounds. Do not let them threaten you,” I said.

Reynard smiled. “I was told that life was never dull when you were around. It seems that my sources did not lie.”

I returned his grin. “No, they did not.”

“What shall I tell them?”

“Whatever you’d like. You know I am on my way to Terra Firma and from there I am going home. I did not tell you my plans. If you say that, you have not lied.”

He nodded. “Things will be very uncomfortable around here for some time. I would imagine I will be called before the doge, don’t you think?”

“Depends on how much influence the Barbaros command within the Consiglio dei Rogati.”

“I think I will send a bird to Cyprus.”

“Probably a good idea,” I laughed as Eoughan appeared along with two men-at-arms carrying our weapons and armor. Limping, I followed and managed to seat myself in our boat without passing out. With Gabriella as our guide, our gondola slipped out into the Grand Canal and after a time drifted up into the Royal Canal. Thirty minutes later and with the light of a false dawn breaking in the east, we drifted to a stop on a quay in the Cannaregio, one of the six sestieri, or districts, of Venice. Moments later we were before a nondescript two-story home and banging on a small door underneath an overhanging sign that indicated a surgeon.

A heavy mist was rolling across the lagoon, enveloping its islands in a soft rain, limiting both noise and visibility. After what seemed an eternity, the door opened a crack. Gabriella spoke quickly and with force to the figure behind the door. Moments later we were inside, and I was ordered to climb up on a long table.

The surgeon was a tall man, middle aged, and as I looked, I could see the resemblance between Gabriella and him in the lines of their jaw and in their eyes. I could tell he was not happy with her. He did not let it interfere with my examination. His hands were firm but gentle as he uncovered the wound and removed the handkerchief. He looked up and asked, “Sword wound?”

I nodded. “Quod sic, ut gladio.”

“Ahh, a brawler with an education,” he replied in Latin. “Let me guess. You are one of the many mendicants we have infesting our city, or better yet, you are a student?”

I shook my head and then grunted as he probed the wound with his finger. He shook his head and then said something to Gabriella in what I was sure was Hebrew. I had been in the East long enough to recognize it when I heard it spoken. She brought him a needle from a stand that held his surgical instruments along with catgut. Then she brought him a small decanter.

He motioned for her to fetch a lamp and bring it to the table. She held it up so as to cast its light on his work. He took the decanter and poured it into the wound. I could tell by the smell it was some type of spirits, probably brandy. It burned like the fires of hell, and I thought I would scream. Instead, I grunted and gripped the edge of the table with enough force to pull up one of its boards.

The man grinned. “Impressive. Usually when I do that, they pass out.”

He took his time sewing the wound closed. He then salved the wound and wrapped it in clean linen. When he was finished, he asked, “So, what are you, priest or student?”

“Neither. I was a Templar,” I replied while swinging my legs off the table.

“Was? I didn’t realize one could simply leave the Order?”

His implication was that I was a deserter. “Only if you are a donate and then only when your term of service is over. My term of service was over. Now I am on my way home.”

“He must get to Terra Firma, preferably today,” said Gabriella.

The surgeon shook his head. “He must rest that leg.” He picked up a towel and walked over to a pitcher with a basin on a nearby stand. As he poured water into the basin and then cleaned his hands, he said, “A little further to the right and you would be dead. Somehow the blade missed the great artery in the side of your leg. Still, the wound is deep. There will be infection. If you don’t rest, you may die anyway.”

“The men he killed were Barbaros. The sooner he is away, the safer he’ll be,” responded Gabriella. “He protected me from their abuse.”

“And what were you doing in the common room of an inn, unattended?” snapped her father.

“I went with Antonia. She was to meet Aldo there. His ship had just returned to the Arsenal,” replied the girl, hands on her hips, defiant.

The surgeon looked at me and said, “Pray that God does not see fit to give you children such as my daughter.”

“She could have run away and left me to bleed out on the floor of that inn,” I said reasonably.

He turned back to his daughter. “Were you followed? Who brought you here?”

“The gondolier was Avi. He will tell no one.”

“And why is that?” asked the surgeon.

“Father, don’t ask questions you really don’t want the answers to,” she smiled.

“She is like her mother, strong willed and disobedient. Forgive an old man’s foolishness. I never could take a rod to her like I should,” he said looking over her head at me. “You and your friend may rest here until nightfall. Then I will see about getting you over to Terra Firma.”

I bowed my head slightly and said, “My thanks, signore, but I think Gabriella is right. The longer I stay here, the greater the danger for you and your family. The Barbaros will discover who I left with. I am sure they will be able to track us to here. My friend and I should be going.”

The surgeon nodded, his brow wrinkled in thought. He looked at his daughter and then back to me. “I believe I have urgent business in Perugia. Perhaps you can accompany us at least part of the way. I would be willing to hire you. The roads are not always safe for travelers.”

“Us?” asked Gabriella.

“Yes. You cannot stay here. It will not be safe. Besides, it is time you visited your cousins in Perugia.”

The girl rolled her eyes. “As long as you do not decide to leave me there when your business is finished.”

I spoke up then. The idea of having someone other than Eoughan to talk to, someone who was pleasant to look at, was appealing, “As it happens, we too have business in Perugia. But your wife, signore, your household?” I said.

“I am a widower, and my servants are used to my traveling, often at a moment’s notice. It is nothing to close this house.”

I did not know what to say. His offer was more than generous but also quite practical. He would not have to hire guards to accompany him on the road. I laughed. “Signore, if we are to travel together, it would be nice to know your name?”

The surgeon set down his towel and said, “My name is Benjamin, Benjamin di Abramo. Most know me as Benjamin Ha-Rofeh, Benjamin the Doctor.”

“How soon can we be gone?” I asked, realizing dawn was not far off.

“Within the hour.”

“Then let it be so.”

How that was done I still can’t say. Benjamin left the front room and within moments the house was a whirlwind of activity. Several servants appeared, and while Eoughan and I sat, they prepared the house and their master for a long trip. Baskets appeared. Clothes and food were packed along with medicines and surgical instruments. Gabriella too disappeared only to show up with another servant who carried several more baskets and boxes. Once everything was collected in the front room, it was then carried out along a hallway, that I later discovered, led to a passage that connected with the dock along the canal.

One hour later, a small fishing boat was acquired, the house was closed, and its servants sent were to the Abramo’s other holdings. It was obvious that Benjamin was wealthy and successful, and I was sure his success extended to beyond that of being a mere surgeon. When we left, the sun was up, painting the clouds to the east over the lagoon in rich shades of orange and purple. There was a breeze, and it helped push our small boat toward Mestre on the opposite shore.

Our craft was crowded. Besides the four fishermen who manned it there was Eoughan and myself along with Benjamin and Gabriella, both of whom had brought a servant. Then there was all our baggage. I was beginning to wonder if this was such a good idea after all. My intent had been to sneak ashore, acquire some horses, and slip out the city gates without much notice. As it was, we would have to hire a wagon and that would slow us considerably.

I crossed the deck and sat beside Benjamin who was enjoying the early morning sun. “When we reach Mestere, do you know someone who will sell us a wagon and horses?”

He smiled. “It is a city. There are many who will be glad to provide us such things.”

“Someone who can keep his mouth closed?”

“Ahh, somewhat more difficult, but it can be arranged,” he answered. “You are expecting trouble?”

“I would be a fool not to. There is nothing wrong with being cautious; it costs us nothing.”

The surgeon nodded. “True.” He pointed at my thigh. “How is your leg?”

“Stiff and painful.”

“It will get worse, you know. You are lucky that I will be accompanying you.”

“Are you always this reassuring?” I asked.

“I am simply telling you the truth,” he laughed.

“Not the first time I have been wounded. I understand.”

“Good,” he replied. “When we dock, remain with the boat. I will go into the city and fetch our wagon and horses.” He cut his eyes at me. “From someone who knows horses and is reliable.”

I grunted in acknowledgement and stood to find Eoughan. I didn’t have to look far as he was absorbed in a conversation with Gabriella’s servant. I wondered how that was going as I knew his Latin was poor and he had no Italian. Somehow it was working because she was smiling, leaning in on his every word. Ignoring them, I walked up the deck and found a spot by the prow. As I said, the ship was small, one mast and four oars. It was meant to skip around the shallow waters of the Venetian Lagoon, and it was well suited for its purpose. We were making good time. I knew that before I could really make myself comfortable, we would be there.

Thirty minutes later we docked in Mestre along one of its fishing wharfs, and I had yet to find a comfortable seat. Our crew simply tied our craft off on one of the wooden quays and made no attempt to unload us. Benjamin came to me and indicated the fishermen with his hands. “They have been told to await my return. If there is trouble, they will carry you north and let you out at one of the small fishing villages on the north end of the lagoon. You will be on your own, but you will be alive.”

“Somehow I’m guessing you’ll be back.”

He grinned and then lifted his chin in the direction of Eoughan. “Please make sure your companion does not give my daughter’s servant any ideas. She is very forward and needs little encouragement.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Forgive me, Benjamin, because I like you and mean you no disrespect.”

“But,” stated the surgeon, his eyebrows coming together.

“We are soldiers,” I said, “not saints. Eoughan will neither force her nor hurt her, and I should point out, she appears old enough to choose.”

He looked hard at me a moment and then nodded in agreement. “Of course, you are right. You will speak to him, ask him to be discreet?”

“I will speak to him.”

“Then I can go.”

Mid-morning came with the arrival of an ox cart and a driver who picked us up along with our baggage and took us to a hostelry that had a commercial stable attached. Benjamin met us there and took Eoughan and me to a holding pen and pointed to several horses being held there. “I decided not to take a wagon. There are two horses for each of us along with a pack horse. Who knew twenty-one horses would be so expensive? You may check them if you’d like.”

Eoughan leapt the rail and waded into the small herd. I followed, and between us we separated and inspected each of the mounts. Running our hands over them, we checked their teeth, their hooves, their withers for any obvious sign of problems or neglect. Surprisingly, they were all serviceable and sound. Our personal mounts, while not great, were solid and would do their job. When we finished, I turned and said, “This is not your first time buying horses. You are an interesting man, Benjamin di Abramo.”

“High praise from a Templar, no doubt,” he clucked. “Yet I think we need to pack and be about our business. I fear it won’t be long before our friends reach this city.”

I agreed. Servants from the stables brought our gear from the cart and helped us saddle and pack the horses. While Gabriella and her maid purchased food from the hostelry and Benjamin took care of some minor arrangements, Eoughan and I unpacked our weapons and armor and dressed for war. Gambeson, hauberk, arming cap and coif, gauntlets, chausses and mail covered boots—the only thing I left off was my great helm, which remained in a basket on one of the pack horses. When the two of us appeared from the stable fully armed, carrying our shields, Benjamin shook his head in wonder. “Truly, you did not lie. It is one thing to hear someone say he is a knight, quite another to see it.”

I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Get your daughter and let us go. I do not wish to fight a street brawl in a strange town.” Eoughan grunted in agreement as the two of us moved amongst the horses to find our mounts.

Benjamin did as I asked, and after a short delay, our party moved out of the inn’s yard and into the streets of Mestre. I had already warned him not to leave by the city’s main gates, so we took a circuitous route, moving south through a warren of streets until we came to a small gate, not much more than a postern. I watched Benjamin exchange money with one of the members of the city watch who was guarding the gate. Moments later we were passed through and emerged into the farmlands south of the city.

By luck, or perhaps by Benjamin’s design, we managed to avoid a confrontation and followed a track that forked and turned west. Benjamin assured me it would eventually meet another track that would turn into the road to Perugia. And so, we rode, not as fast as I would have wanted, but still, at a reasonable pace. That night we camped on the side of the road on a small hilltop. At the base of the hill, opposite the road, was a stream with good water for our horses. We picketed our mounts, and Eoughan and I took turns standing guard. It wouldn’t do to have thieves fall on us in the middle of the night and take our horses and goods.

That night I dreamed of a red-haired girl on a windswept hill. The ocean boiled green and treacherous in the distance. She smiled at me and the world seemed bright. She beckoned to me, but I could not reach her. This was not the first time I had dreamed such a dream. The dreams had begun when I left Cyprus. Always they ended the same, with the woman just beyond reach. I would awake with a start and would have no explanation for it, so I would push it aside. But, I was raised in the isles where dreams were not to be taken lightly. Often, they were portents of things to come. I kept the dream to myself, but it was never far from my mind.

Our small company arose at first light and pressed on. We turned on to the second track around mid-morning and traveled at a steady pace. The day was warm with few clouds, yet the heat was not the same as that of Palestine, and so I rode in comfortable silence. At regular intervals, either Eoughan or I would ride forward and scout the road ahead. Old habits die hard; scouting was a large part of the business of war, and I had been taught well. I was determined not to be caught by surprise.

We moved north off the second track an hour past noon and then onto the main road to Perugia. I sat on my horse and turned south, watching the horizon behind us. Eoughan had come in from the north not long before and sat beside me, his hands crossed on the pommel of his saddle. “Is there a problem?” he asked.

I shrugged my shoulders, readjusting my hauberk. “Too quiet. I don’t believe the Barbaros would let it go so easily.”

The big man crushed a fly on his horse’s neck. “Probably not, but did you ever think that we might have outrun them?”

“Would they have outrun us, if the situation were reversed?”

He shook his head. “Doubtful.”

“Exactly, so, where are they?”

Eoughan looked back to the south, waited a few minutes, raised his arm and pointed. Several miles back the road crested an open ridgeline. There along the ridge was a smudge of dust. “Eight men horsed, moving fast.”

Years of raiding at sea had made Eoughan’s eyes sharp, much sharper than mine. I didn’t doubt what he saw. “Go tell Benjamin to ride hard for the nearest inn. Then you come back. It’s time these people learn to fear us.”

Eoughan nodded and pointed along the main road leading south. “Looks like there is probably a small stream somewhere back there, past where the road comes out of the tree line. If you are lucky, there will be a ford
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