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Chapter 1

Ayn Jalut (The Pools of Goliath), the  Kingdom  of  Jerusalem

3 September 1260 AD

The sun was approaching its zenith, dominating the sky and turning the deep ochre of the desert to a bleached bone-white. Buzzards circled the crowns of the hills that ringed the plain of Ayn Jalut and their abrasive cries hung on the air, caught in the solidity of the heat. On the western edge of the plain, where the hills stretched their bare limbs down to the sands, were two thousand men on armoured horses. Their swords and shields gleamed, the steel too hot to touch, and although their surcoats and turbans did little to protect them from the sun’s savagery no one spoke of his discomfort.

Mounted on a black horse at the vanguard of the Bahri regiment, Baybars Bundukdari, their commander, reached for the water skin that was fastened to his belt beside two sabres, the blades of which were notched and pitted with use. After taking a draught he rolled his shoulders to loosen the stiffened joints. The band of his white turban was wet with sweat and the coat of mail that he wore beneath his blue cloak felt unusually heavy. The morning was wearing on, the heat gaining in strength, and although the water soothed Baybars’ dry throat it couldn’t quench a deeper thirst that blistered within him.

‘Amir Baybars,’ murmured one of the younger officers mounted beside him. ‘Time is passing. The scouting party should have returned by now.’

‘They will return soon, Ismail. Have patience.’ As Baybars re-tied the water skin to his belt, he studied the silent ranks of the Bahri regiment that lined the sands behind him. The faces of his men all wore the same grim expression he had seen in many front lines before battle. Soon those expressions would change. Baybars had seen the boldest warriors pale when confronted with a line of enemy fighters that mirrored their own. But when the time came they would fight without hesitation, for they were soldiers of the Mamluk army: the slave warriors of Egypt.

‘Amir?’

‘What is it, Ismail?’

‘We’ve heard no word from the scouts since dawn. What if they’ve been captured?’

Baybars frowned and Ismail wished he had remained silent.

On the whole, there was nothing particularly striking about Baybars; like most of his men he was tall and sinewy with dark-brown hair and cinnamon skin. But his gaze was exceptional. A defect, which appeared as a white star in the centre of his left pupil, gave his stare a peculiar keenness; one of the attributes that had earned him his sobriquet – the Crossbow. The junior officer Ismail, finding himself the focus of those barbed blue eyes, felt like a fly in the web of a spider.

‘As I said, have patience.’

‘Yes, Amir.’

Baybars’ gaze softened a little as Ismail bowed his head. It wasn’t many years ago that Baybars himself had waited in the front line of his first battle. The Mamluks had faced the Franks on a dusty plain near a village called Herbiya. He had led the cavalry in the attack and within hours the enemy was crushed, the blood of the Christians staining the sands. Today, God willing, it would be the same.

In the distance, a faint twisting column of dust rose from the plain. Slowly, it began to take the shape of seven riders, their forms distorted by the rippling heat haze. Baybars kicked his heels into the flanks of his horse and surged out of the ranks, followed by his officers.

As the scouting party approached, riding fast, the leader turned his horse towards Baybars. Pulling sharply on the reins he came to a halt before the commander. The beast’s tan coat was stained with sweat, its muzzle flecked with foam. ‘Amir Baybars,’ panted the rider, saluting. ‘The Mongols are coming.’

‘How large is the force?’

‘One of their toumans, Amir.’

‘Ten thousand. And their leader?’

‘They are led by the general, Kitbogha, as our information suggested.’

‘They saw you?’

‘We made certain of it. The advance isn’t far behind us and the main army follows them closely.’ The patrol leader trotted his horse closer to Baybars and lowered his voice, so that the other officers had to strain to hear him. ‘Their might is great, Amir, and they have brought many engines of war, yet our intelligence suggests it is but one third of their army.’

‘If you cut off the head of the beast, the body will fall,’ replied Baybars.

The strident wail of a Mongol horn sounded in the distance. Others quickly joined it until a shrill, discordant chorus was ringing across the hills. The Mamluk horses, sensing the tension in their riders, began to snort and whinny. Baybars nodded to the leader of the patrol, then turned to his officers. ‘On my signal sound the retreat.’ He motioned to Ismail. ‘You will ride with me.’

‘Yes, Amir,’ replied Ismail, the pride clear in his face.

For ten, twenty seconds the only sounds that could be heard were the distant horns and the restless sighing of the wind across the plain. A pall of dust cloaked the sky in the east as the first lines of the Mongol force appeared on the ridges of the hills. The riders paused briefly on the summit and then they came, flowing onto the plain like a sea of darkness, the flash of sunlight on steel glittering above the black tide.

Behind the advance came the main army, led by light-horsemen wielding spears and bows, and then Kitbogha himself. Flanking the Mongol leader on all sides were veteran warriors, clad in iron helms and lamellar armour fashioned from sheets of rawhide, bound with strips of leather. Each man had two spare horses and behind this thundering column rolled siege engines and wagons laden with the riches pillaged in the Mongols’ raids on towns and cities. The wagons were driven by women who carried great bows upon their backs. The Mongols’ founder, Genghis Khan, had died thirty-three years ago, but the might of his warrior empire lived on in the force that now faced the Mamluks.

Baybars had been anticipating this confrontation for months, but his hunger for it had gnawed at him for much longer. Twenty years had passed since the Mongols had invaded his homeland, ravaging his tribe’s lands and livestock; twenty years since his people had been forced to flee the attack and request the aid of a neighbouring chieftain who had betrayed them and sold them to the slave traders of Syria. But it wasn’t until several months ago, when a Mongol emissary had arrived in Cairo, that an opportunity for Baybars to seek revenge upon the people who had precipitated his delivery into slavery had arisen.

The emissary had come to demand that Kutuz, the Mamluk sultan, submit to Mongol rule and it was this imposition, above and beyond the Mongols’ recent devastating assault on the Muslim-ruled city of Baghdad, that had finally spurred the sultan to act. The Mamluks bowed to no one except Allah. Whilst Kutuz and his military governors, Baybars included, had set about planning their reprisal, the Mongol emissary had had a few days to reflect upon his mistake buried up to his neck in sand outside Cairo’s walls, before the sun and the buzzards had finished their work. Now Baybars would teach a similar lesson to those who had sent him.

Baybars waited until the front lines of the heavy cavalry were halfway across the plain, then wheeled his horse around to face his men. Drawing one of his sabres from its scabbard he thrust it high above his head. Sunlight caught the curved blade and it shone like a star.

‘Warriors of Egypt,’ he shouted. ‘Our time is now at hand and with this victory we will build of our enemy a pile of corpses that will be higher than these hills and wider than the desert.’

‘To victory!’ roared the soldiers of the Bahri regiment. ‘In the name of Allah!’

As one, they turned from the approaching army and urged their horses towards the hills. The Mongols, thinking their enemy was fleeing in terror, whooped as they gave chase.

The western line of hills that bordered the plain was shallow and broad. A cleft divided them, forming a wide gorge. Baybars and his men plunged through this opening, riding furiously, and the first riders of the Mongol advance came charging through the clouds of dust that choked the air in the wake of the Mamluk horses. The main Mongol army followed, funnelling through into the gorge, causing loose rock and sand to shower down from the hillsides with the tremor of their passing. The Bahri regiment, at a signal from Baybars, reined in their horses and turned, forming a barrier to block the Mongols’ approach. Suddenly, the blare of many horns and the cacophonous thudding of kettledrums echoed through the gully.

A figure, dark against the glare of the sun, had appeared on one of the ridges above the gorge. The figure was Kutuz. He was not alone. With him on the ridge, poised above the valley floor, were thousands of Mamluk soldiers. The cavalry, many of them archers, were ranked in sections of colour, marking the various regiments: purple; scarlet; orange; black. It was as if the hills wore a vast, patchwork cloak that was threaded with silver wherever spearheads or helms caught the light. Infantry waited bearing swords, maces and bows, and a small but deadly corps of Bedouin and Kurdish mercenaries flanked the main force in two wings, bristling with seven-foot-long spears.

Now the Mongols were caught in Baybars’ trap all he had to do was tighten the noose.

After the sounding of the horns came a war cry from the Mamluks, the roar of their combined voices drowning, momentarily, the kettledrums’ pulse. The Mamluk cavalry charged. Some horses fell on the descent in a billow of dust, the cries of riders lost in the ground-shuddering thunder of hooves. Many more hurtled towards their targets as two Mamluk regiments swept onto the plain of Ayn Jalut to herd the last of the Mongol forces into the passage. Baybars swung his sabre above his head and yelled as he charged. The men of the Bahri regiment took up his cry.

‘Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!’

The two armies met in a storm of dust and screams and the clang of steel. In the first seconds, hundreds from both sides went down and the dead clogged up the ground, making treacherous footing for those left standing. Horses reared, throwing their riders into the chaos and men shrieked as they died, spraying the air with blood. The Mongols were renowned for their horsemanship, but the passage was too narrow for them to manoeuvre effectively. Whilst the Mamluks drove relentlessly into the main body of the army, a line of Bedouin cavalry prevented the Mongol advance from outflanking them. Arrows hissed down from the hillsides and once in a while an orange ball of flame would explode across the melee as the Mamluk troops hurled clay pots filled with naphtha. The Mongols hit by these missiles flamed like torches, screaming hideously as their horses ran wild, spreading fire and confusion through the ranks.

Baybars swung one of his sabres in a vicious arc as he swept into the fray, taking a man’s head clean from his shoulders with the momentum of the blow. Another Mongol, face splattered with the blood of his fallen comrade, took the dead man’s place immediately. Baybars lashed out with his blades as his horse was knocked and jostled beneath him and more and more men poured into the turmoil. Ismail was at Baybars’ side, drenched in blood and shrieking as he thrust his sword through the visor of a Mongol’s helm. The blade stuck fast for a moment, buried in the man’s skull, before the officer wrenched it free and searched for another target.

Baybars’ sabres danced in his hands, two more warriors falling under his hammering blows.

Kitbogha, the Mongol general, was fighting savagely, swinging his sword in tremendous haymaker strokes that were cleaving skulls and tearing limbs and even though he was surrounded no one seemed able to touch him. Baybars’ thoughts were on the bounty that awaited the man who captured or killed the enemy lord, but a wall of fighting and a hedge of arcing blades blocked his path. He ducked as a feral youth rushed him, whirling a mace, and forgot about Kitbogha as he concentrated on staying alive.

After the first lines had fallen or been beaten back, Mongol women and children were fighting alongside the men. Although the Mamluks knew that the wives and daughters of the Mongol men fought in battle, it was a sight, nonetheless, that caused some to falter. The women, with their long, wild hair and snarling faces, fought just as well as and perhaps even more fiercely than the men. A Mamluk commander, fearing the effect on the troops, raised his voice above the din and sent out a rallying cry that was soon taken up by others. The name of Allah filled the air, reverberating off the hills and ringing in the ears of the Mamluks, as their arms found new strength and their swords new purchase. Any compunction was lost in the heat of battle and the Mamluks cut through all those who stood against them. To the slave warriors, the Mongol army had become an anonymous beast, ageless and sexless, that had to be taken piece by piece if it were to perish.

Eventually, the sword strokes grew sluggish. Men, unhorsed and locked together in combat, leaned on one another for support as they parried each blow. Groans and cries were punctuated by screams as swords found slowing targets. The Mongols had led a final storm against the infantry, hoping to break through the barrier and ride in behind the Mamluks, but the foot soldiers held their ground and only a handful of the Mongol cavalry had penetrated the line of spears. They had been met by Mamluk riders and were dispatched instantly. Kitbogha had gone down, his horse pulled over by the sheer press of men around him. Victorious, the Mamluks had severed his head and flaunted it before his broken forces. The Mongols, who had been called the terror of nations, were losing. But, more importantly, they knew it.

Baybars’ horse, pierced in the neck by a stray arrow, had thrown him and bolted. He fought on foot, his boots slick with blood. The blood was everywhere. It was in the air and in his mouth, it was dripping through his beard and the hilts of his sabres were slippery with it. He lunged forward and hacked at another man. The Mongol slumped to the sand with a cry that ceased abruptly and when no one took his place Baybars paused.

Dust had obscured the sun and turned the air yellow. A gust of wind scattered the clouds and Baybars saw, flying high above the Mongols’ carts and siege engines, the flag of surrender. Looking around him, all he could see were piles of bodies. The reek of blood and opened corpses was thick on the air and already the carrion eaters were shrieking their own triumph in the skies above. The fallen lay sprawled across one another, and among the leather breastplates of the enemy were the bright cloaks of the Mamluks. In one pile, close by, Ismail lay on his back, his chest cleaved by a Mongol sword.

Baybars went over. He bent to close the young man’s eyes, then rose as one of his officers hailed him. The warrior was bleeding heavily from a gash at his temple and his eyes were wild, unfocused. ‘Amir,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Your orders?’

Baybars surveyed the devastation. In just a few hours they had destroyed the Mongol army, killing over seven thousand of them. Some Mamluks had fallen to their knees, crying with relief, but more were roaring their triumph as they made their way towards the survivors who had rallied around the discarded carts. Baybars knew that he would have to regain control of his men, or their jubilation might incite them to plunder the enemy’s treasure and kill the survivors. The remaining Mongols, especially the women and children, would fetch a considerable sum in the slave markets. He pointed to the Mongol survivors. ‘Oversee their submission and see that no one is killed. We want slaves we can sell, not more corpses to burn.’

The officer hurried across the sands to relay the command. Baybars sheathed his sword and looked around for a horse. Finding a riderless beast with bloodstained trappings, he mounted and rode over to his troops. Around him, other Mamluk commanders were addressing their own regiments. Baybars looked out across the weary yet defiant faces of the Bahri and felt the first stirrings of exultation swell within him. ‘Brothers,’ he shouted, the words sticking in his parched throat. ‘Allah has shined upon us this day. We stand triumphant in His glory, our enemy vanquished.’ He paused as the cheers rose, then lifted his hand for silence. ‘But our celebrations must wait for there is much to be done. Look to your officers.’

The cheers continued, but, already, the troops were forming into some semblance of order. Baybars headed over to his officers and gestured to two of them. ‘I want the bodies of our men buried before sundown. Burn the Mongol dead and search the area for any who may have tried to flee. Have the wounded carried to our camp, I’ll meet you there when it’s done.’ Baybars scanned the devastation for Kutuz. ‘Where is the sultan?’

‘He retired to the camp about an hour ago, Amir,’ replied one of the officers. ‘He was wounded in the battle.’

‘Badly?’

‘No, Amir, I believe the injury was a minor one. He is with his physicians.’

Baybars dismissed the officers and rode over to the captives, who were being rounded up. The Mamluks were ransacking the carts and throwing anything of value into a mounting pile on the crimson sands. A scream sounded as two soldiers dragged three children out from their hiding place beneath a wagon. A woman, Baybars guessed to be their mother, leapt up and ran across to them. Even with her hands tied behind her back she was ferocious, spitting like a snake and kicking out with her bare feet. One of the soldiers silenced her with his fists and then hauled her and two of the children by the hair to the swelling group of prisoners. Baybars looked down on the captives and met the terrified gaze of a young boy who was kneeling before him. In the boy’s wide, bewildered eyes, he saw himself, twenty years ago, staring back.

Born as a Kipchak Turk on the shores of the Black Sea, Baybars had known nothing of war, or slavery before the Mongols’ invasion. After being separated from his family and auctioned in the Syrian markets, he had been enslaved by four masters before an officer in the Egyptian army had purchased him and taken him to Cairo to be trained as a slave warrior. In the Mamluk camp on the Nile, along with many other boys who had been bought for the sultan’s military, he was clothed, armed and taught to fight. Now, at thirty-seven, he commanded the formidable Bahris. But even with chests of gold and slaves of his own, the recollections of his first year in servitude were bitter memories that he tasted daily.

Baybars gestured to one of the men presiding over the arrests. ‘Make sure all the spoils arrive in camp. Any man who steals from the sultan will regret it. Use the damaged engines as fuel for the pyres and take the rest.’

‘As you command, Amir.’

The hooves of his horse churning the red sands, Baybars headed for the Mamluk encampment, where Sultan Kutuz would be waiting for him. His body was leaden, but his heart was light. For the first time since the Mongols had begun their invasion of Syria, the Mamluks had turned the tide. It wouldn’t take them long to crush the rest of the horde and once that was done, Kutuz would be free to turn his attention to a more critical matter. Baybars smiled. It was a rare expression that looked foreign on his face.





Chapter 10

Honfleur, Normandy

22 October 1260 AD

Endurance cut through the swell, spray misting the bowsprit. The sky was a deep, cloudless azure and the triangular sails billowed from the lateen-yards. The calls of men rang out, relaying orders.

    Endurance had a Templar captain and five knight-officers, but the rest of the crew were made up of sergeants and contracted seamen. Will rested his arms on the sides and peered down into the water. He had travelled on barges on the Thames, but those slow, sedate journeys were nothing like this. Every way he turned he could see nothing but the wide expanse of blue. It felt like flying. Nearby, an ashen-faced sergeant was vomiting noisily over the side.

Will turned from the sergeant’s retches, his gaze coming to rest on the figure sitting on the quarterdeck above him. The man’s long legs were dangling over the edge, his grey cloak pulled tight about him. In the bright daylight, the cloak’s cowl offered little concealment of his face. Everything about him was dark: his eyes were charcoal-black; his hair and beard raven; his skin a glossy mahogany. Will wasn’t the only one who had been studying him. Earlier, he had overheard two of the older sergeants in the Temple’s party talking about the stranger in hushed tones.

‘He could be a Genoese,’ one of them had whispered to the other, ‘or a Pisan. But what he’s doing here, I cannot guess. I heard a knight say he’s a comrade of Sir Jacques.’

‘No,’ the other sergeant had murmured, giving the man in grey a grim look. ‘He isn’t from the Maritime Republics. I believe he is a Saracen.’

The first sergeant had crossed himself and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Will averted his gaze, pretending to study something in the water, as the man locked eyes with him and smiled. When Will looked back he was staring out to sea, a thoughtful expression on his face. Could he be a Saracen? Will didn’t think it was possible: an enemy of God on board a Templar ship? But he thought of the man’s strange accent and the letter in the solar and he wondered.

Will glanced over at Garin, keen to share his concerns about the stranger. His friend was sitting alone on one of the benches near the stern. The swelling on his face had gone down slightly, although his right eye was still partially closed. Will took a step towards him, then sank onto the bench beside his sack which held his belongings: a spare tunic and hose and his falchion. Over the past few days, Will had tried talking to Garin, but the boy’s withdrawn indifference had just frustrated him. He decided he would let Garin come to him.

Stretching out his legs, Will looked over at the captain’s cabin beneath the quarterdeck, the door of which was ajar. The ten knights from the Temple were seated around a table inside, drinking wine with their afternoon meal. On the floor beside Owein’s stool, Will could see a large black trunk upon which, gilded in gold, was the king’s crest. He guessed that in the trunk lay the crown jewels. Queen Eleanor and her retinue were stationed in the adjacent cabin.

After they had sailed out of the Thames estuary the queen had appeared on deck with two of her handmaidens. Her dark-brown hair was piled beneath a lacy coif, a few escaped strands floating about her delicately-boned face, and her crimson silk gown was embroidered with gold fleur-de-lys, the royal emblem of the Kingdom of France. Eleanor, who had come to Henry as a young bride from Provence, was the sister of Marguerite, wife of King Louis IX.

She had watched the southern skyline anxiously as they sailed round the eastern tip of England and a short while later had disappeared inside her cabin, followed by her attendants. Occasionally the twinkling notes of a softly played harp had drifted out through the scarlet drapes that covered the cabin’s window.

Leaning his head against the side, Will closed his eyes.

Some time later, he was woken by the sound of gulls. He yawned, tasting salt on his lips. The sun was low in the sky, the sea mirroring the purple underbellies of the clouds. They were approaching land. The green ribbon slowly unfurled into low, sweeping hills chiselled with sheer, white cliffs. Will was disappointed by the sight. He had thought that the Kingdom of France would offer something more of a revelation, but the green fields and pebbled beaches looked the same as the English coastline. The galley rounded a narrow peninsula that pointed like a finger out to sea and, as it sailed into the wide mouth of a river, Will, listening to the crew’s conversation, realised that they had arrived at Honfleur.

The hills fell back to reveal a small port nestled in a sheltered cove on the starboard banks. Beyond the harbour, houses formed a ring around a square, which was packed with people, their faces golden in the evening light. A market had been set up and above the stalls brightly coloured flags were flapping in the breeze. The sounds of laughter, music and the words of a language Will didn’t understand floated out over the water. He picked up his sack, steadying himself as the galley grated against the harbour wall. Jacques and the man in grey were standing below the quarterdeck, talking quietly. Will wandered closer to them, but the two men fell silent as Owein’s voice called out.

‘Hail, brother!’

Will saw a short, portly man with a tonsured head and a bushy, mousy-brown beard hurrying across the docks. He was wearing the black mantle of a Templar priest.

The priest raised a hand at Owein’s call. ‘Pax tecum,’ he puffed, the sweat gleaming on his bald pate.

Owein stepped down the planks to meet him. ‘Et cum spiritu tuo. I take it you are expecting us?’

‘We received the message from Humbert de Pairaud last week. Her majesty’s rooms have been readied,’ said the priest, pursing his lips, ‘though I’m afraid our quarters are most humble, more fit for a commoner than a queen.’

‘I’m sure it will suit for one night. Is our boat ready?’

‘Yes, brother.’ The priest pointed to the other end of the harbour. ‘Opinicus arrived this morning from Paris.’

Will followed the priest’s finger and saw a squat, sturdy vessel with one mast and a square sail. There was a picture of an Opinicus on the sail – a heraldic beast composed of a lion, a camel and a dragon.

‘Her crew are taking supper with us. Our lodgings aren’t far.’ The priest motioned up the hillside to a grey stone building surrounded by a crumbling wall. ‘Will you be joining us for food and the evening prayer? We are but a simple company here and rarely receive word from our brothers.’ He smiled beatifically and clasped his hands together, resting them on his expansive stomach. ‘In following in the footsteps of the blessed Bernard de Clairvaux our service to the Order lies solely in spiritual deeds. We, here, prefer to think of ourselves as monks rather than warriors. But,’ he added quickly, ‘it would be an honour to dine with such grand company.’ He looked up at the ship and her large crew doubtfully. ‘Though it may be difficult to feed so many mouths.’

‘Perhaps later,’ replied Owein. He glanced at the sky. ‘We’ll wait a few hours, then escort the queen to your estate. The less attention we draw to our presence the better. Send Opinicus’s crew to meet us at the vessel.’

The priest looked somewhat peeved by Owein’s brusque manner. ‘As you wish, brother,’ he said stiffly, before waddling away, hitching up the girdle around his mantle.

Several hours later, Will found himself on the dockside guarding a mounting pile of chests, crates and casks that the crew and the sergeants were off-loading from Endurance. Most of the cargo belonged to the queen, including the harp he had heard being played, but some of the crates and casks, filled with salt and ale, were to be delivered to the Paris preceptory. Will heard a shout and a giggle and turned to see a group of children staring at him curiously. The market was still bustling even though it was almost midnight. Torches had been set up around the area and the smell of roasting meat from the spits made Will’s stomach groan. One of the older sergeants had told him that the celebrations were in honour of the last harvest of autumn. Many of the women wore crowns of corn and the men had donned grotesque masks fashioned in the likeness of wolves, hounds and stags. It was an eerie sight; these parodies of beasts that danced and twirled in the torchlight beneath the shadow of the church.

Will turned from the square to see two crewmen lugging a crate down the planks. Behind them, a slender figure in a dark blue cloak, hood pulled low, was struggling with a heavy-looking box. The figure stumbled. Will moved to help, but the two crewmen who had deposited the crate were already there.

‘Let me take that, miss,’ said one of the men.

The woman hesitated.

‘I doubt your mistress would want her handmaiden to injure herself,’ said the crewman taking the box from her, ‘or her goods,’ he added, hefting the box easily onto his shoulder.

Will heard footsteps behind him and saw a tall man he didn’t recognise clad in a sergeant’s tunic.

‘Where’s Sir Owein?’ asked the man, glancing up at the ship.

‘On board,’ replied Will.

‘Tell him Opinicus is ready. I’ll send some of my crew to help.’

Will looked back to the ship as the man headed across the docks. Endurance’s crewmen had gone to fetch more crates. There was no sign of the queen’s handmaiden. Owein disembarked with two sergeants, one of them Garin, who were carrying the black chest, gilded with the king’s crest. Will told Owein what the crewman from Opinicus had said.

‘Good,’ said Owein. ‘Sir Jacques will oversee the loading.’ He turned as three knights and the queen and her entourage stepped down the planks.

‘Are you ready, my lady?’ Owein asked the queen, as one of her pages helped her down the last few feet. Her guards were scouring the dockside warily.

‘Yes,’ replied the queen, her voice soft and musical. ‘My belongings  . . .?’ She gestured to the pile Will was guarding.

‘Are to be loaded onto Opinicus immediately,’ assured Owein. ‘Come, my lady, we’ll escort you to your lodgings.’

Garin and the other sergeant had hefted the black chest over to the rest of the cargo. The queen paused. ‘I should prefer it if my husband’s jewels remained with me.’

There was a clatter as Garin lost his grip on the chest and it crashed to the ground. ‘I assure you, my lady,’ said Owein, glowering at Garin, who was bending over, red-faced, to right the chest, ‘the jewels will be safe with us.’ He glanced at the children who were gawping at the queen and her stately entourage. ‘We should go,’ he urged, motioning to the three knights who had joined him on the dockside.

The queen and her entourage moved off across the harbour wall, flanked by Owein and the knights. The group of children followed them, chattering excitedly, until one of the knights shouted at them and they ran off.

‘That’s the last of it,’ said Jacques, heading down the planks with the remainder of the knights and sergeants. With them was the man in grey. Endurance’s crew hauled in the planks and loosed the mooring ropes. ‘Let’s move these crates,’ barked Jacques, ‘quickly.’ He ordered two knights and two sergeants to guard the pile, then set off with the others towards Opinicus, bearing the chest containing the crown jewels himself.

Will found himself hauling a crate of salt. The grey man, as Will had privately dubbed him, was walking in front, carrying a sack slung over his shoulder and a small cask. The area was shadowy with just a few torches throwing pools of light over the slimy stones. The party passed several members of Opinicus’s crew on the way, hastening across the docks to help. When they reached the boat, Will set the crate down where it was loaded with the others. The vessel was much smaller than Endurance, with a single cabin beneath the raised deck at the stern.

Jacques passed the black chest up to one of the boat’s crew. ‘Leave that here, Hasan,’ he said, motioning to the cask the man in grey was carrying.

‘What did I tell you,’ hissed a sergeant behind Will. ‘Hasan is an Arab’s name!’

‘Campbell!’

Will tore his gaze from the grey man to see Jacques glaring at him.

‘Help de Lyons with the rest of the crates.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Will curtly. He loped back across the docks. But when he reached the pile of cargo his friend was nowhere to be seen. ‘Where’s Garin?’ he asked one of the sergeants.

The sergeant shrugged distractedly. ‘With Opinicus, I think.’ He turned from Will and picked up one of the crates which he handed to another sergeant.

Will scanned the dockside, thinking he must have passed Garin coming back and not seen him. As he glanced over at the market square, his gaze fell on a tall man who was weaving between the stalls. It was Hasan. Will bent down, pretending to adjust his boot as two sergeants passed him, and kept his eyes on the grey man. Hasan was moving around a crowd of men who were singing in loud, drunken tones. After casting a glance in the direction of Opinicus, he disappeared in the throng. Will’s curiosity overtook his caution. He headed for the square, crouching behind some rotten crates that stank of fish to avoid a knight who was carrying the queen’s harp.

After the darkness of the dockside, the light from the fires and the sounds of music and singing were disorientating. A heavy-set woman danced past him laughing, her skirts twirling. Hasan was lingering at a stall some distance ahead, inspecting rows of bread and cakes. Will moved closer, careful to keep out of sight. Nearby, a garishly dressed jongleur was juggling apples. Beside him sprawled a large, mangy dog. The jongleur threw the apples high into the air, turned a cartwheel and caught them to the cheers of the crowd. Will sidestepped the dog that opened one yellow eye and snarled. He stood on his toes to see over the heads of a group of men. Hasan had moved from the stall and was near the tall buildings at the back of the square. Will struggled his way through the press of bodies. By the time he emerged, Hasan had vanished.

The church bell began to clang for midnight. Will couldn’t stay here for much longer: Cyclops would soon notice his absence. Near the buildings at the back of the square the crowds were thinner. Will glimpsed a swish of grey as a shadow disappeared through one of the openings that led between the buildings. He ran, not thinking what he would do if he caught up with Hasan, and came to a stop outside the entrance to a narrow passage which stank of urine and rotten vegetables. As he peered into the darkness a wave of noise and a smell of ale washed out from the building beside him. Two men came out carrying flagons. There was a crude sign painted on the door that Will guessed was some kind of guesthouse, or inn. He couldn’t quite make it out, but thought it might be a picture of a yellow sheep standing on a blue-green field. The church bell ceased its clanging. Will shouted as someone grabbed him from behind in an iron-like grip. He was dragged roughly down the alley. He struggled, trying to turn, or kick, but whoever held him was too strong. Will was flung against the wall of one of the buildings. He made to run when the hold on him was loosened, then froze as something cold and hard was pressed against his throat. Will stared up at the man holding the dagger. In the faint light coming down the passage, Hasan’s eyes gleamed.





Chapter 11

Al-Salihiyya, Egypt

23 October 1260 AD

Baybars entered the tent behind two of his attendants, who were carrying a platter of fruit and a jug of kumiz. Sweeping past them, he saw Omar seated on one of the cushions that had been laid on a rug before a chest. Aside from the scant furnishings and a brazier that lit the interior with a ruddy glow the tent was bare.

The army had arrived at al-Salihiyya late in the evening, waking the townsfolk some time before they reached the walls with the thudding echoes of their drums. The town, which lay eighteen or so miles from Cairo, had been built by Sultan Ayyub twelve years ago as a point of rest for the army on the return journey from Palestine. It was inhabited by a small garrison of soldiers and local farmers and their families who, as soon as they heard the drums, had left their beds and busied themselves with the preparation of fresh supplies for the march-weary troops. The Mamluks had made camp beyond the walls across a flat, grassy plain which glowed a translucent silver in the moonlight.

Baybars found the tent’s uncluttered interior pleasant in contrast to the bustle of the camp outside: its emptiness seeming to replicate a clarity of thought in his mind. Kutuz and his governors had ordered that their own pavilions be decked out with the usual array of finery, but comfort had been the least of Baybars’ concerns. He nodded to Omar as he unbuckled his sword belt. ‘Where is Kalawun?’

‘He’ll join us shortly, Amir. He is . . .’ Omar stopped, his eyes on the two attendants.

Baybars followed his gaze. ‘Go,’ he said to the attendants, motioning to the tent opening.

As the attendants set down the food and left, Baybars laid his sabres on the rug and knelt beside Omar. He stifled a yawn and pushed his hands through his hair, leaving his scalp tingling. Kutuz had kept him busy for the past three hours with the camp preparations and it was gone midnight. The nine-day march across the Sinai beneath the burning sun had been relentless and his skin felt tight, hot.

‘You should eat something, sadeek,’ said Omar.

Baybars glanced at the figs and glossy segments of orange. ‘I’m not hungry. But,’ he said, reaching for the kumiz, ‘I would welcome a drink.’

Omar watched him drain the contents of the jar. ‘Kalawun is meeting with the last of the governors whom he believes can be swayed to support us.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I think he enjoys his new role.’

‘He has a talent for persuasion,’ replied Baybars, returning the empty jug to the chest. ‘When he speaks men listen. And,’ he admitted with an indifferent shrug, ‘his tongue is smoother than mine.’

They looked up as the tent flaps opened and Kalawun stepped in. He bowed to Baybars.

‘Amir.’

‘How did you fare with the governors?’

‘The two whom I spoke with will make no move to obstruct your path to the throne once the sultan is dead. They feel that you would be the better candidate.’

Baybars smiled wryly. ‘How much did their loyalty cost me?’

‘A mere drop in the ocean of the treasury that lies waiting for you in the Citadel.’ Kalawun turned and flicked back the tent flaps. ‘Whilst I was out I found something of yours, Amir.’

Khadir entered the tent. The soothsayer’s robe was damp and muddy and he was holding a dead hare by its ears. He scuttled into the shadows beyond the brazier, where he laid the hare before him and crouched on all fours. With his long, bony limbs splayed out on the sand he gave Omar the disturbing impression of a spider waiting to strike. Omar fought back his discomfort. He didn’t understand why Baybars insisted on having the wretch so closely involved in such important affairs. It worried and annoyed him.

‘Where have you been?’ demanded Baybars.

‘Hunting,’ replied Khadir petulantly. The gold-handled dagger that hung from the chain around his waist was blood-flecked. He reached out and stroked the hare’s ears. ‘So soft,’ he murmured.

‘Did you discover what I need to know?’ Baybars asked Khadir, as Kalawun sat himself on one of the cushions and plucked a fig from the platter.

‘Yes, master.’ Khadir sat back and looked at the three men. ‘The key to the throne can be turned.’

‘What does he mean?’ Omar asked Baybars. ‘Key to the throne?’

‘Aqtai, the sultan’s chief of staff. He has the power to surrender the throne to a successor on the sultan’s death.’ Baybars looked to Khadir. ‘You are certain?’

‘I’ve watched him closely these past weeks, master. The man is a faint-hearted fool. He will fold easily enough if pressed.’ Khadir smiled. ‘The time is right. The red star of war dominates the sky. It calls for blood.’

‘Then blood it shall have.’ Baybars turned to Omar and Kalawun. ‘Kutuz has decreed that we rest here for the day. No doubt he wishes to rouse the men with a speech boasting of his great triumph before he makes his glorious return to Cairo.

‘The royal pavilion has been erected beneath the walls of the town. Following the prayer of morning at sunrise, he will break his fast after which he always sleeps for an hour. This will be the time when he is most vulnerable and away from the majority of his guards. I have discovered, between the pavilion and the wall, a grove of lemon trees where the undergrowth is thick. At first light we’ll conceal ourselves there and when Kutuz takes his rest we will cut through the back of the pavilion and enter his private compartment. Kalawun, you will dispatch the two Mu’izziyya who will be guarding him, then take up position at the entrance to the throne area. Omar, you will watch my back and deal with any servants who may attempt to intervene. I will kill Kutuz.’

They both nodded.

‘As this doesn’t leave us much time,’ continued Baybars, ‘I need you to go now to Aqtai, Kalawun. He must be there when the deed is done to hand control of the throne to me. Threaten him, or pay him if he can be bought, I don’t care how, just get him to agree.’

‘As you command, Amir Baybars,’ said Kalawun, rising to his feet.

‘Aqtai retired an hour ago,’ said Baybars, looking up at him. ‘You will find him in his pavilion.’



Kalawun slipped out into the night and moved through the camp. As the army would rest at al-Salihiyya for one day only, not all of the tents had been erected and many groups of men had bedded down under the stars, huddled around yellow pockets of fire. The drummers had ceased their relentless pounding and a soft stillness had spread across the army, broken only by the murmuring of soldiers and the strains of a lute. In the shadows on the edges of the camp, the siege engines and wagons made strange contours of the darkness and camels were being herded in a long train through the cotton fields to one of the many streams that cut through the plain. Kalawun made his way past the royal pavilion, behind which he could make out the low walls of the town and the mud-brick houses beyond. The heavy folds of cloth at the front of the pavilion had been pulled back and fastened in two wings, revealing the dais on which was placed the sultan’s throne. Several of the Mu’izziyya were standing stiff and silent in the entrance. Kalawun moved past them, his footsteps making no sound on the springy grass, and approached the smaller tent that belonged to the sultan’s chief of staff.

‘Officer Kalawun.’

Kalawun halted. Turning, he saw one of the governors he had been sent to bribe earlier.

‘We must speak,’ said the governor, coming to stand before him.

Kalawun nodded respectfully. ‘At this moment, Governor, I have an audience with the sultan’s chief of staff. I’ll be free to meet with you afterwards.’

‘If it’s an ally you seek,’ said the governor, motioning to Aqtai’s tent, ‘you’ll not find one in there.’

‘What is this concerning?’ asked Kalawun, frowning.

‘I have valuable information.’

Kalawun glanced around, then gestured for the governor to follow him. They moved into the darkness, some distance from Aqtai’s tent. ‘Tell me.’

The governor smiled slightly. ‘As I said, it is valuable information.’

‘You will be compensated.’

The governor paused, then nodded. ‘The sultan, with the aid of his chief of staff, has arranged a hunt after the morning prayer, to which Baybars will be invited. Kutuz plans to kill him.’

Kalawun drew in a breath. ‘Why would Kutuz do this? Has he heard word of our plan?’

‘No,’ replied the governor, ‘I believe he has been plotting Baybars’ death for some time. The sultan knows that Baybars has much support among the men and not just those within the Bahri regiment. Kutuz fears that, in time, Baybars may try to raise an army and turn it against him.’

‘How do you know this?’

‘Kutuz believes I’m still loyal to him. He invited me to a meeting he held with Aqtai, during which he finalised these arrangements.’

Kalawun shook his head, digesting this news. ‘How many will be in this hunting party?’

‘Kutuz, six of the Mu’izziyya and five governors, including myself.’

‘Can you speak with any of the other governors before the hunt? Perhaps sway those Baybars hasn’t yet paid to support him?’

‘One, maybe two,’ replied the governor.

‘Baybars will see that you are rewarded greatly for your loyalty.’

‘I would expect no less.’

Kalawun melted into the shadows and made his way back through the camp. In the tent, he found Baybars and Omar still talking.

‘Amir,’ he said quietly.

Baybars looked up.





Chapter 12

Honfleur, Normandy

23 October 1260 AD

Hasan pressed the dagger harder against Will’s throat. ‘Why are you following me?’ he repeated, his words viscous with his accent. ‘Answer!’

‘I wasn’t,’ breathed Will, forcing his eyes from the dagger to meet the man’s stare.

The corner of Hasan’s mouth twitched. ‘I know when I am being tailed. You have been watching me since we left England. Do not mistake me for a fool.’

‘I wanted to see where you were going. I heard some of the others talking. They said you are a Saracen. They don’t trust you.’

‘I see,’ said Hasan thoughtfully. ‘So you followed me to see if . . . what? I was taking a moment to kill a few Christians, rape nuns, devour children?’ Will saw a flash of white as the man grinned. ‘That is what Saracens do, is it not?’

Hasan stepped back, removing the dagger, and drew something from his sack. Will didn’t dare move.

‘There,’ he said, holding out a loaf of bread. ‘That is what I was doing. Buying a meal.’ He stowed the bread in his sack and sheathed the dagger in a short leather scabbard at his hip. ‘I suggest you return to the boat.’ His smile faded. ‘This is not a safe place for children, however bold they might be.’

Will stepped from the wall, keeping his eyes on Hasan, and backed away. Slowly, his heart knocking against his chest, he turned and walked stiffly down the alley. With every step he could feel Hasan’s gaze upon him. When he reached the end, he glanced back. Hasan was still standing there watching him. Will sprinted for the dockside, barging past a man in a black robe who swore savagely at him through a white mask that looked like a skull.

    Endurance had gone, swallowed by the blackness of the river mouth. Will carried the crate he’d collected from the now diminished pile to Opinicus. Twice, he had to stop and set the crate down, waiting until his strength returned and his legs stopped shaking before he picked it up again. Fighting another sergeant with a sword was one thing; being threatened by a man with a dagger brought about an entirely different sensation.

Torches had been set in brackets around Opinicus’s sides, casting light across the deck and the dockside below. Garin was there, dragging a chest into the small cabin where the queen’s belongings were being stored.

Owein looked down from the deck, as Will approached. ‘Sergeant!’ The knight held up a sack. ‘Is this yours?’

Will recognised the bundle that contained his clothes and sword. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, placing the crate on the wall.

‘Don’t leave it lying around.’ Owein tossed the bundle down to him. ‘I doubt the queen would want your hose to end up in her possession.’

Will watched his master order two sergeants on the dockside to move a heavy-looking chest up the planks. He wondered if he should tell Owein what had happened. Hasan was armed and clearly dangerous. But if he was a comrade of Jacques, then perhaps Owein already knew that he was a Saracen? Will didn’t understand it. And was the letter he had found in the solar connected to Hasan, or was that something else? A movement caught his eye. Someone was creeping alongside the wooden shacks that lined the docks, keeping close to the shadows. The figure dropped suddenly down behind a stack of wicker eel traps. A knight, standing on the prow of Opinicus, was staring in the direction of the shacks. As the knight turned away, the figure began to move again. Frowning, Will headed along the wall, past Opinicus. Behind him, there was a clatter and a few cries and curses.

‘Careful with that, damn it!’ Will heard Owein shout.

There was, Will realised, something familiar about the approaching figure; something in the way the cloak’s hood was drawn so low over the face. It clicked in his mind: it was the handmaiden he had seen struggling with the box on Endurance. Will stepped out of the darkness in front of her and she halted.

‘What are you doing here?’

She backed away from him.

‘Did the queen send you?’ he asked, following.

She kept backing away until she tripped over a knotted heap of nets behind her and stumbled, losing her balance. Her hood slipped from her head. As she fell, Elwen’s hair tumbled free. From the boat, there was another clatter followed by several loud splashes and a yell. One of the planks resting on Opinicus’s sides had overturned, sending the two sergeants and the large chest they had been hauling into the water. Owein was shouting at them to get the chest before it sank. Will stood rooted to the spot for a moment, then rushed towards Elwen. She was thrashing about, caught in the fishing nets she had tripped over. As he knelt beside her, she lay still and gave a frustrated sob. Will dropped his sack and tugged a section of the net from around her arm. ‘Elwen? How did . . .?’ He sat back on his heels as the net came away. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

Elwen was white and shaking. Her blue cloak had fallen open and there was a dark stain on the front of her gown.

‘Blood?’ he murmured, reaching towards her.

‘No,’ she said, pushing his hand aside forcibly and pulling her cloak around her. ‘I was sick.’ She got to her feet with effort.

Owein was still shouting. The two sergeants who had fallen into the river were trying to swim for the wall, clutching the chest. One of the crew had thrown a rope down to them.

‘What were you thinking of?’ said Will, getting to his feet and staring at her. ‘How did you get on board Endurance?’

‘I hid in the hold last night when the guards weren’t looking.’ Elwen’s brow furrowed. ‘The smell. It was so cramped and I was so sick, I thought I was going to die.’ She looked down the wall to where Owein was kneeling over the side, trying to reach the half-submerged chest. ‘But I thought if my uncle saw he couldn’t make me go to Bath, he would have to listen to me.’ She shrugged. ‘Either that or I would remain at the port, maybe make my own way to Paris.’

Will stared at her in a mixture of disbelief and respect. ‘You are—’ He stopped abruptly as a large company of figures dressed in black robes moved out of the shadows of the dockside. Their faces were skulls, stark white in the torchlight. As one, the company ran towards Opinicus. There was a rasping sound as many swords were drawn simultaneously from their scabbards.

Will shouted a warning, but the knights on the boat were already drawing their blades. Two of the black-robed figures pulled away from the pack, making a line for Owein. Will yelled the knight’s name as, beside him, Elwen screamed. Owein spun round, his sword sticking in its scabbard for one terrible moment then coming free as one of the men flew at him. The ring of metal meeting metal echoed sharply. The two sergeants who had fallen into the river had been halfway up the wall when the assault came. They now dropped the chest and struggled over the side. One of them went down immediately under an attacker’s blows, falling back into the water with a wail that cut off as he went under.

‘The jewels!’ roared Owein, slamming his sword into the side of one of the men, sending him spinning to the ground. ‘Protect the jewels!’ The second man charged Owein and their blades arced in the air, sparking as they collided.

Sixteen of the attackers boarded Opinicus, sprinting up the planks, or vaulting over the low sides. Fighting broke out across the deck. Two of Opinicus’s crew battled alongside the knights and the three armed sergeants, but the rest, unarmed and untrained, were easy targets; three of them went down in the first wave of the assault. Jacques was fighting two of the men, his sword whirling in his hand, face locked in grim concentration. Garin was pressed against the cabin door, his face a mask of fear, watching his uncle. There was an anguished howl from one of the knights as a blade slashed viciously across his face, opening his cheek to the bone. His attacker shoved into him, sending him overboard. Owein, another knight and the remaining sergeant dispatched the three men on the dockside and jumped on board to aid their fellows.

Will ran forward, then halted, his hands flexing, empty. Elwen gripped his arm, hard.

‘What do we do?’ Terror had risen the pitch of her voice. ‘Will! What do we do?’

Will held his breath as he saw Owein forced back by a series of lunges from a powerfully built man. The knight ducked, pivoted round and thrust his sword into the man’s back, but not before he had taken a deep cut across his sword arm. Jacques had dispatched two of the men and was now facing a third. Another knight went down, then two more of the attackers. One of the unarmed crewmen snatched a torch from its bracket on the side of the boat and swept it back and forth to defend himself from the sword strokes. The flames made bright traces in the air. There was a yell from the back of the boat as Garin was shoved aside by a heavy-set man. The man wrenched open the door to the cabin and ducked inside, kicking a barrel into the path of a sergeant who ran at him. Will whipped round, remembering his sack. It was lying on the ground by the nets. He sprinted to it and tore it open. Pulling out the falchion, he ran for the boat.

‘No!’ Elwen screamed behind him. ‘Will!’

Will raced up the plank and vaulted over the side. He ducked as one of the men, who had just killed another sergeant, swung at him. Stepping back, he banged into the side, as the large man came at him, snarling through the skull mask. Will flicked out with the blade to meet the blow and the impact throbbed through the sword and up his arm, loosening his grip. He clenched his teeth and tightened his hold on the hilt as the man came at him again and again, each blow harder, faster than the last. All around him was chaos, but his eyes were fixed on the man that swiped the blade at his chest and stomach. Will dodged out from between the side of the boat and his attacker, spinning round and snapping back his head as the sword whistled over him, missing his scalp by inches.

The deck, slippery with blood and strewn with bodies, wasn’t a training field. His opponent didn’t halt the blade before striking. The swords weren’t made of wood, or blunted. Will felt, suddenly, and with absolute certainty that he was going to die.

His attacker’s sword came at him slowly, almost lazily. His own blade had gone too wide to block it. There was nothing between the length of iron that was flying towards him and his chest. Will stepped back, his eyes closing at the last moment, then his foot slipped in a pool of blood and his legs went out from under him, the sword cutting air as he fell to the deck. He heard a shriek from above him and his face was splattered with blood, its hotness startling him. A sword point had come through the large man’s stomach. Will rolled to avoid the body as it collapsed and saw Hasan standing behind the man, his sword blood-streaked. Hasan sprinted across the deck. Will struggled to his feet as a girl’s scream sounded from the dockside. Whilst he had been fighting, the ten remaining black-robed figures had forced their way to the cabin. Two of them had the chest that contained the crown jewels. The other eight were clearing a path to the side of the boat. Owein had been cornered by two who were fighting him savagely. One man went down under a sharp thrust from Jacques who was battling side by side with Hasan, but the two with the jewels made it to the gangplanks. They charged down onto the dockside, straight into Elwen who, seeing Owein in danger, had run towards the boat.

In the collision, Elwen was sent sprawling to the ground. One of the men dropped his hold on the chest, which crashed to the stones with a splintering sound. Will cried out as the man turned on Elwen, sword raised. There was a blur of motion and the man was knocked flying, his sword sailing from his hand, as Garin barrelled into him. There was a dull crack, followed by a splash. The man had tumbled into the river, hitting his head on the side of the galley on his way down. Will vaulted from the boat. The second man had let fall his sword and had grabbed the chest. He set off at a run, but Owein and another knight were on his heels in an instant. The man fell, only feet from the boat, at a short thrust of Owein’s sword in his back. The chest smashed to the ground beside him, spilling its contents onto the stones. A crown encrusted with precious gems went rolling across the wall and clattered to a stop at the edge. Rings, a heavy gold orb and a glittering sceptre sparkled in the torchlight.

Owein spun round and saw Will and Garin, who had now picked up the sword of the man he had sent into the river. ‘Guard the jewels!’ he yelled at them. His jaw slackened, his sword swinging loose in his hand as his eyes fell on Elwen standing behind them. Owein turned, distractedly, at a cry from the boat.

Garin let out a shout of his own as he saw his uncle go down, a sword plunging into the knight’s side and back out again. The man who delivered the blow fell a moment later under the fierce swings of Hasan. Six of the attackers jumped from the boat. Three ran at Owein, but the sight of the jewels scattered, irretrievable, and the knights leaping down from the sides behind them deterred them. The men turned and fled with the remainder of their company. Four of the knights and two sergeants chased them across the dockside as Garin charged onto the deck, yelling Jacques’ name. A small crowd had gathered some distance from the boat, people running from the market square to see what the commotion was. They parted quickly as the black-robed figures rushed them, swords drawn. Women screamed and dragged their children out of harm’s way.

Owein turned back to his niece. ‘Elwen?’

There was a groan behind him. He glanced round. The man Owein had stabbed in the back was struggling to his knees, his sword grasped weakly in his hand. Owein strode towards him. The man raised his head, his eyes focusing on the knight.

‘Pax!’ he cried, dropping his sword. ‘Pax!’

‘Get up!’

The man did so, slowly, head bowed as if in respect. It wasn’t until he took his hands from his sides that Will caught sight of the dagger. Will went to cry out, too late, as the man leapt at Owein and thrust the blade into the knight’s chest, driving it through his heart. Owein’s sword clanged on the stones. He fell back, his hands clutching at the hilt of the dagger. The cry loosed itself from Will’s mouth as Owein collapsed on the dockside, flopping and gasping like a fish out of water. The man turned and staggered away. He glanced over his shoulder as footsteps pounded up behind him and his brown eyes, through the skull mask, widened, seeing the falchion in Will’s hand come smashing towards him. The blade struck the man in the side of his head with a blunt cracking sound, a gout of dark blood spurting from his temple. He slumped to his knees. Will drew back the sword. As their












Author’s Note



I was aware from the initial concept for the novel, five years ago, that I wanted to tell the story of the Crusades from both the East and West’s points of view. The real men behind the enduring myths attached to the Templars fascinated me, but so too did the extraordinary rise of the Mamluk warrior, Baybars, who remains, in the Middle East, a hero to this day.

In the writing of the novel, I tried to remain as faithful to real events, characters and period detail as I could without sacrificing pace or plot, with the result that, at times, the novel is rooted in fact, at times it is pure imagination and, occasionally, it is a mixture of the two. Events at Ayn Jalut, Safed and Antioch, for instance, probably happened much as I have described them. The Anima Templi is my own invention, although I loosely based Everard’s Book of the Grail on a thirteenth-century Grail Romance, the Perlesvaus, an anonymous work filled with unorthodox imagery, thought, by some, to have been written by a Templar. Likewise, the attack on the Templar company at Honfleur is fiction, but King Henry III was forced to pawn the English crown jewels to the Order because of debts he was unable to pay.

For period detail I relied on over one hundred sources, most purely factual, some slightly more fantastical, many contradictory, all illuminating. But those I relied most heavily upon deserve a mention as they were invaluable and are certainly worth a read for anyone wishing to know more on this incredible period, the surface of which I have only been able to scratch at. These works are Steven Runciman’s stunning trilogy A History of the Crusades [Cambridge University Press]; The Templars, Piers Paul Read [Weidenfeld & Nicolson]; The Knights Templar: A New History, Helen Nicholson [Sutton Publishing]; The Wars of the Crusades, Terence Wise [Osprey Publishing Ltd]; The Cross and the Crescent: A History of the Crusades, Malcolm Billings [BBC Publications]; The Trial of the Templars, Malcolm Barber [Cambridge University Press], and History of Medieval Life: A Guide to Life from 1000 to 1500ad, David Nicolle [Chancellor Press].

I am grateful to have been granted permission to reproduce two lines from The Song of Roland, translated by Dorothy L. Sayers, Penguin Books, 1957. I must also credit historian Malcolm Barber, author of The Trial of the Templars, from which I have taken two quotes of Bernard de Clairvaux, and in which appears a translation of an eyewitness account of a Templar initiation which proved invaluable when it came to my own portrayal of the Order’s inceptions.
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