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Chapter 1

The Venetian Quarter, Acre, the Kingdom of Jerusalem

28 September 1274 AD

The swords arced, then swung in and slammed together. Steel met steel with harsh ringing clangs, again and again. Each blow was fiercer than the last, the brutal concussion almost wrenching the weapons from the hands of the wielders. The sun baked the courtyard’s dusty red stones and beat down on the heads of the two men who stamped and lunged, back and forth.

The smaller of the two was sweating profusely, his white hair plastered to his head, lips curled back in fierce concentration. His shirt was drenched and stuck to his back. Neither he nor his opponent wore armour. He was initiating more of the attacks, stepping forward after several whip-quick parries to thrust a lethal jab at the other man’s chest. But the strokes were becoming desperate. It was as if each one had been designed to be the last: precise, powerful, and he hadn’t expected to have to force another. He couldn’t keep up such a barrage. He was exhausted and his tall, athletic opponent kept blocking, with imperturbable ease, each and every blow. And the more frustrated and frantic the small man became, the more his opponent grinned. It was the kind of grin a shark might flash when opening its razor-lined jaws for the killing bite. It was a little strained: more bared, gritted teeth than smile, but Angelo Vitturi was clearly enjoying himself.

After several more thrusts, however, which he snapped aside with savage, blocking cuts of his sword, Angelo grew bored. It was hot and he could feel a blister forming on the ridge of his palm where his skin had rubbed against the leather grip of the slender, narrow-edged blade, the pommel of which was a chunk of translucent rock crystal. As the small man lunged in again, Angelo sidestepped him, grabbed hold of his wrist and turned his hand viciously aside, bringing the edge of his own blade up to the man’s throat. The man let out a yelp, part in frustration, part at the pain in his wrist.

Angelo’s face, wet with perspiration and set with boyish, scornful pleasure, hardened with contempt. ‘Get out.’ Dropping the man’s wrist, he lowered his blade and leaned it against a low wall that ringed a square of grass.

The white-haired man stood there agape, sweat dripping from his nose as Angelo strode over to a servant, standing as rigid as the statues that decorated the palazzo’s courtyard. The servant handed Angelo a goblet of watered-down wine from the silver tray he carried. Angelo drained it, then turned to the gaping man. ‘I told you to leave.’

The man seemed to collect himself. ‘My money, sir?’

‘Money?’

‘For my tuition, sir,’ said the man, unable to meet Angelo’s unwavering, black-eyed stare.

Angelo laughed. ‘And what would I be paying for? What new skills have you taught me today? What has this lesson given me that is worth a single sequin?’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘The amusement perhaps?’ He set the goblet on the servant’s tray. ‘Leave, before I decide to finish the duel. You’ll lose more than your wages if I do.’ Turning his back on the instructor, he picked up a black velvet cloak trimmed with sable that was draped over the wall and shrugged it on.

The sword-instructor, utterly defeated, snatched up his own coat and headed across the courtyard, his face a mottled red.

Angelo was fastening a belt of silver rings around his waist when a girl appeared through one of the doors that led into the grand building behind him. Like the other household slaves, she wore a filmy white gown, girdled at the waist with stiff gold braid. A coif covered her hair. She saw Angelo and headed over, eyes downcast, expression carefully blank.

‘My lord ask me tell you his guests arrive.’ Her words were hard to understand, clipped and strained with the still unfamiliar language she forced her tongue around. ‘He asks you join them, sir.’

Angelo sheathed his sword in the scabbard that hung from the belt with a forceful stab that made the girl start. Without acknowledging her, he walked towards the palazzo, the girl flinching from him as he passed.

At twenty-eight, Angelo was the eldest son of Venerio Vitturi and heir to the family business, established prior to the Third Crusade by his great-grandfather, Vittorio. Angelo was a regular sight in Acre’s slave market where he sold off any surplus his father had acquired, before helping to ship the bulk back to Venice. When the business was in its heyday, at a time when the Venetians controlled trade around the Black Sea, the Vitturi family had dominated the slave markets on the borders of the Mongol empire, supplying the prettiest girls to Western nobles in Outremer and Venice, and the strongest boys to the Mamluk army in Egypt. But then Genoa, the second of the three great Italian merchant-states, wrested control of the Black Sea trade routes. Now, the Vitturis were one of only a few Venetian families who still trafficked in humans and they had to rely on trade coming north from the Red Sea for their supply.

The girls Angelo’s father kept for the household were always the best of the crop. Aged between eleven and sixteen, they were mostly petite Mongolians with oval eyes and glossy black hair, and Circassians whose youthful faces already showed signs of the handsome strong-boned lines characteristic of their race. Venerio’s family had grown rapidly over the past ten years and Angelo resented every darkly pretty sibling that was presented to the household, none of whom looked anything like his plump mother. Though the girls who bore his father’s accidental offspring remained slaves, their own children were brought up as free citizens, baptised and educated. Angelo could understand his father being unable to resist the temptations of such young, exotic flesh; he himself had sampled it and had found it pleasing. But he couldn’t comprehend how Venerio could raise the products of these low women in the same way he did his own. Things, Angelo had long ago decided, would change when he ran the business. If, that was, he still had a business to inherit. The way the last year had gone, it was looking increasingly uncertain. But he refused to consider that possibility fully. And if all went according to plan today he wouldn’t have to.

Angelo walked down a wide passage decorated with blue and white mosaics. As he pushed open a set of dark wood doors, four men looked up from where they were seated around a large octagonal table positioned centrally in the spacious, airy reception room. Angelo regarded the men as he approached the table. There was the armourer, Renaud de Tours, a balding man of middle years, who had clad King Louis IX and his elite French knights during both of the sovereign’s ill-fated Crusades. Beside Renaud, hands clasped tightly on the table, was Michael Pisani, a dark, slender Pisan specialising in the exportation of Damascene swords, some of the strongest blades in the known world, who also supplied nobles of the West for war. He was much feared by his competitors, whom he had been known to force out of deals, using mercenaries to intimidate his rivals into capitulating, leaving him to secure the contracts. The third man, sunburned and sandy-haired, was Conradt von Bremen, whose home city was affiliated to the Hanseatic League, the powerful confederation of German cities that ruled the Baltic Sea. Conradt’s business, favoured by a lucrative contract with the Teutonic Knights, was the breeding and shipping of warhorses. The German’s flat blue eyes and lazy smile concealed a potentially more sinister nature, for it was rumoured he had ordered the murders of two of his own brothers to seize control of the family business, although this was perhaps malicious gossip put about by his competitors to discredit him. No one knew for sure. The bulky, sweating man trussed up in a heavy, brocaded coat despite his obvious warmth was Guido Soranzo, an affluent Genoese shipbuilder. Angelo knew them all – most merchants in Acre did – for they were four of the most successful Western traders in the Holy Land, his father excluded.

As Angelo sat, a fifth man came into view from an adjacent room, followed by three slave girls in white, who trailed him like the wispy tail of a comet. They carried silver trays on which were jugs of rose-coloured wine, goblets and pewter dishes laden with black grapes, purple figs and almonds dusted white with sugar. ‘My son,’ greeted Venerio as he spotted Angelo. His voice was deep and gritty. Though a solidly built man, he moved with a gracefulness acquired from years of instruction with the sword. Knighted by the doge of Venice, and a former governor of the republic, Venerio was a fourth-generation noble with all the schooling and military training that went with the title. ‘How was your lesson?’ he asked, as the girls fanned out around him, waiting until he sat before placing the platters and jugs on the table.

‘I need a new instructor.’

‘Already? That is the second you have been through in as many days. Perhaps you no longer require training.’

‘Not from the dregs I have fought this week.’

‘Still,’ said Venerio, smiling a cool, expansive welcome at the silent men around the table, ‘these are matters for another time. We have rather more grave concerns to discuss today.’

Angelo smiled to himself as he took in the merchants’ expressions. Behind those carefully composed exteriors he detected confusion, impatience and, from Guido Soranzo at least, barely concealed anger. None of them knew why they had been invited here. But they were about to find out.

Wiping his brow with a crumpled silk cloth that he snatched from the sleeve of his brocaded coat, Guido was the first to speak. ‘And what are these grave concerns?’ He fixed Venerio with a truculent stare. ‘Why have you called us here, Vitturi?’

‘First, let us drink,’ replied Venerio, slipping with ease into the Genoese dialect. Two slave girls came forward at a snap of his fingers and began to pour the wine.

Guido, however, wasn’t ready to dance to his host’s tune. Not bothering to do Venerio the courtesy of speaking the Venetian tongue, he continued in his native Genoese. ‘I have no desire to drink your wine until I know why I have been summoned.’ He extended a meaty hand to the luxurious chamber. ‘Did you bring me here to gloat?’

‘Nothing quite so petty I assure you.’

Guido erupted at Venerio’s calm. ‘You sit in a palace of my kinsmen like a barbarian who wears the adornments of his victims as trophies!’

‘Venice did not start the battle that resulted in Genoa’s expulsion from Acre, Guido.’

‘The monastery of St Sabas was rightfully ours! We were protecting our property!’

Venerio’s jaw twitched with the first sign of irritation. ‘Is that what you were doing after you seized the monastery? When you broke into our quarter, overran homes, killed men and women, burned scores of our ships in the harbour? Protecting your property?’ His face relaxed, his voice sinking back to its normal level. ‘You kept your own palace, did you not? You benefited from the war as much as I did, Guido. Unlike the majority of your people, you retained your business in Acre. Besides, the Genoese have now been allowed back into their quarter.’

‘Our quarter? That which the Venetians have left for us is little more than a ruin!’

‘Comrades,’ interrupted Conradt in languid, heavily accented Italian. ‘The War of St Sabas ended almost fourteen years ago. Let us leave the past where it belongs. Your wine is making my mouth water, Venerio.’ He gestured to the goblets, his eyes swinging to Guido. ‘Must we argue over old battles whilst thirsty and still sober?’

‘Well said,’ said Michael Pisani, raising his and drinking.

After a moment, Guido settled into a belligerent silence. Seizing his goblet, he gulped at the wine.

‘Gentlemen,’ said Venerio, leaning forward, his navy silk burnous, the long Arab-style cloak with a hood worn by many settlers, straining at his broad chest, ‘I thank you for attending this meeting. I appreciate my invitation must have come as a surprise. None of us are friends. Indeed, at one time or another we have all been on opposite sides in conflict. But now, perhaps for the first time, we have something in common.’ He paused, meeting their gazes. ‘Our businesses are failing.’

There was silence.

Michael unclasped his long-fingered hands, leaned back, then sat forward again. Conradt smiled, but his blue eyes had fixed intently on Venerio.

After a moment, Renaud spoke, in a singsong voice that was like the ringing of a tiny bell. ‘You are mistaken, Venerio. My business is perfectly secure.’ He stood. ‘I thank you for your hospitality, but I do not believe that I have anything further to discuss with you.’ He inclined his head to the others. ‘Good day.’

‘When did you last make armour for the kings of the West, Renaud?’ questioned Venerio, rising to tower over the diminutive Frenchman. ‘How long is it since you equipped an army for battle? And you, Conradt?’ He turned to the German. ‘How many horses have the Teutonics bought from you this year? How long is it since kings and princes bartered for consignments of your destriers?’

‘That isn’t your concern,’ murmured Conradt, his smile fading.

Venerio turned to Guido, who was staring up at him with undisguised hostility. ‘My sources tell me your shipyards haven’t been active for months, here or in the Genoese quarter at Tyre.’

‘I cannot believe I am hearing this,’ growled Guido. ‘You might have stolen yourself a Genoese palace, Venerio, but I swear by God you will not have my business. Were I living in the gutter without a shirt on my back, I would not sell it to you!’

‘I do not want your business. None of them,’ said Venerio, looking at the others. ‘I am in the same position as you.’

Guido snorted.

‘My father speaks the truth,’ said Angelo grimly, his black eyes on Guido. ‘If our profits continue to fall the way they have these past two years, we will not be able to afford to keep this palace. We have already had to dismiss four servants. In the last twelve months we have seen a sharp decrease in revenue. In the past the Vitturi company’s most profitable contracts were with the Mamluks, but since Sultan Baybars began his campaigns against our forces in Palestine and the Mongols in Syria, he has had slaves free for the taking. In his attack on Antioch alone he is rumoured to have captured more than forty thousand. That glut, coupled with the new truce, means that he doesn’t currently require slaves from us as soldiers for his army.’

Venerio was nodding. ‘Over the last century our businesses, established by our fathers and forefathers, rose to become five of the oldest and most affluent companies in the Eastern world. Now, I see vendors of sugar, cloth and spices taking our places’ – Venerio jabbed the table with his finger – ‘our profits.’

Renaud had now sat, but still appeared poised to leave.

‘It has been a slow year for us all,’ said Michael Pisani. ‘I will admit my business is suffering. But I do not see what point there is in the frank discussion of such personal affairs. There is nothing we can do.’

‘There is,’ responded Venerio, sitting back down. ‘If we work together we can turn our fortunes around. Desire for Crusade wanes in the West and in the East the Mamluks remain bound by the truce. That is the cause of our falling capital: the peace treaty signed between Edward of England and Sultan Baybars two years ago.’ Venerio swept a hand through his hair, which was as clipped and neat as the rest of him, shot through with white. ‘Our businesses profit from war, not peace.’

Guido snorted again. ‘And what do you propose, Venerio? That we end the peace?’

‘Yes. That is exactly what I propose.’

‘This is preposterous!’ exclaimed Guido.

The other men looked astonished.

‘War is necessary to our businesses, Guido,’ responded Venerio calmly. ‘It is what we need to survive.’

‘It is contracts we need,’ snapped Guido.

‘We deal in blood, in battle. Every one of us has been made rich through conflict. Let’s not be coy about it.’

Guido went to argue, but Michael interrupted him. ‘Wait, Guido,’ he said, watching Venerio, ‘let him speak.’

‘There have been periods before,’ continued Venerio, ‘when such truces have created a lull in the markets we deal in, but this year, I think you will agree, has been particularly bad. We have lost many trade lines and outposts to the Mamluks this past decade. Now that Acre, Tyre and Tripoli are the only worthwhile cities Baybars’ campaign has left us with, competition for trade between us and our younger rival firms grows fierce.’

Michael nodded. ‘And now the new Grand Master of the Templars has been granted consent to build a fleet to serve the eastern Mediterranean that competition will only grow.’

‘The fleet will be for military use,’ Renaud interjected. ‘That is what was agreed at the Council of Lyons in May. As I heard it, the Grand Master wants to block merchant ships out of Egypt, weakening the Saracens’ trading abilities. The pope would not have approved the motion had it been for mercantile purposes. The military Orders remain the papacy’s last hope for retaking Jerusalem and winning back territory lost to the Saracens. I doubt the pope would want the Templars to waste such valuable resources by lining their own pockets.’

‘The Temple has been lining its pockets for years.’ Conradt shrugged. ‘I would not be surprised if they used this opportunity to fill them.’

‘This is not an issue we need concern ourselves with today,’ Venerio interrupted.

‘I doubt you will have to concern yourself with it at all,’ said Guido bitterly, draining his wine and setting his goblet down hard. ‘Venice and the Temple will go hand in hand as always. My business will suffer more than any of yours from the Grand Master’s contract.’

‘How so,’ responded Venerio, ‘when the Knights of St John have entered into the venture with the Templars? You have not, as far as I’m aware, lost your contracts with them. Indeed, I would expect your business to thrive with this opportunity.’

‘We all know how the mighty Temple works,’ spat Guido, pouring himself another measure of wine. Some of it sloshed on to the table. ‘They will take over the whole venture. I doubt the Hospitallers will build so much as an oar!’

‘If that is the case, I assume you will want to find other ways of reviving your shipyards in the meantime?’

Guido glowered into his goblet, but said nothing.

Venerio looked around the table. ‘Do you want to see your wives in the streets begging for food?’ he demanded. ‘Your servants gone, your finery and homes sold? Look outside your palaces. There are nobles like you who have lost everything. You’ll find them rotting in Acre’s gutters with the flies, the dung and the lepers. Do you know how many children I’ve bought from starving parents desperate to feed new-borns? Do you want your own children sold in the markets to a rich amir?’

‘This is distasteful, Venerio,’ said Renaud, frowning delicately. ‘None of us wants that, of course.’

‘If we do nothing, Renaud, that might be what we face. We know full well the only reason the Saracens have kept the truce is because they have been forced to concentrate their efforts on the Mongols. When they are ready, the Mamluks will turn their eye to us again and they will destroy us. I have worked with them long enough to know how they hate our kind, how they want us gone. And until that day comes, and I assure you it will, we sit here waiting for our destruction, getting poorer by the day. We must do something now, on our terms, before we lose everything.’

Conradt plucked a handful of grapes from a platter and rolled one into his mouth. ‘I am mystified by your proposal, Venerio. How do you plan on breaking the truce established between our forces and the Saracens?’ He picked the seeds from his teeth. ‘The Christian troops are weak and divided. There is trouble over the throne. And unless we mounted a full-scale invasion against Egypt itself I do not see what would spur the Saracens to launch any serious assault.’

‘What I propose will bring conflict to Palestine,’ responded Venerio briskly, ‘of that I have no doubt. To the Muslims it will be a far greater act of war than any we could perpetrate against their cities. They would rise against our forces in the thousands. And, yes, we will need military might to accomplish it, but not an army, just a small group of soldiers.’

‘And which tree will you pluck those from, Venerio?’ said Guido cuttingly.

‘We plan to have help from the Temple,’ answered Angelo. ‘The new Grand Master has been very vocal about the need to take back territory lost to the Saracens. From what we have been told he intends to come to Acre to take up his position a year from now. We believe he can be persuaded to help us. We are confident he will see the benefit behind the risk.’

Guido grunted, but averted his eyes as Angelo continued to look at him.

Michael was frowning. ‘Even if we manage to start a war, we do not have a hope of finishing one. We cannot beat the Saracens in battle. It would be over before it began.’

‘If our forces were defeated by the Mamluks, we would still not lose out, Michael,’ countered Venerio. ‘Indeed, we would profit from the West’s expulsion from these shores. The Mamluks, if victorious, would drive out our competitors, leaving us free to dominate trade between the East and our homelands. We do not need to keep a base here in order to make money from the Saracens. They will have other battles to fight when our forces have gone; the Mongols, for instance. They will still need to be equipped for war.’ Venerio paused to let his words sink in. Michael and Conradt were looking thoughtful. ‘Ultimately, it would not matter who won, Christians or Saracens. Either way, our profits would soar.’

‘But what, exactly, will we do, Venerio?’ asked Renaud. ‘What is your proposal?’

Venerio smiled. He had their attention, he could hear it in their voices, see it in their faces. Even Guido was listening now. He took up his goblet. ‘Gentlemen, we are going to change the world.’





Chapter 10

The Genoese Quarter, Acre

12 March 1276 AD

The sun was starting to dip in the west as Will steered his horse through the busy streets of the Genoese Quarter. Above several palazzos, warehouses and shops the flags of San Marco, the patron saint of Venice, still fluttered. The Genoese might be trickling back into their vanquished quarter, but Venice, it appeared, would be slow to relinquish its hold. Beside him rode Robert and bringing up the rear were four more Templars. It was Will’s first assignment in charge of other knights and he’d felt a little self-conscious summoning them to follow him into the city.

‘I suppose you’ll expect me to call you sir,’ Robert had complained, grinning as Will muttered something in reply. ‘Maybe you’ll get another promotion if this Sclavo turns out to be the one who ordered the attack? You’ll be Grand Master by next year if you keep this up.’

The others, seasoned knights whom Will had trained with for several years, accepted his authority without question and by the time they entered the old quarter he was feeling surer.

‘How are we going to find the tavern? This place is a warren.’

Will glanced at Robert. ‘The boy said it was behind the soap-maker’s.’

‘The Saracen,’ said Robert thoughtfully. ‘Is it supposed to be a joke?’

Will didn’t answer. He was frowning at the streets ahead, trying to get his bearings. He had rarely passed through this quarter and the winding alleys were confusing. Fixing on the spire of the Church of San Lorenzo, which thrust loftily above the disorder of rooftops, he pointed at a narrow street leading off the main thoroughfare between a tangle of shops. ‘I think this will take us to the church. We should be able to find the market square from there. The soap-maker’s is just beyond that.’

The way became tighter the further in they went. For much of the route, Will had heard the Venetian dialect being spoken by the crowds, but as they moved past a large factory that had once been the prosperous Genoese soap-maker’s, since abandoned, the accents began to change. In the old part of the quarter, a rundown and derelict district, the Genoese who hadn’t been able to afford to leave with their kinsmen in the exodus to Tyre remained. Here, children went about barefoot and half-naked. Alleys, coated with night slops thrown from windows, teemed with rats and overflowed with piles of stinking rubbish, alive with flies. Mistrustful faces looked out from doorways as the knights passed, whole families living together in rooms meant for two. It was a desperate place and Will was glad when, after a few wrong turns, they finally came upon the tavern.

The Saracen formed the dead end of a wider road near the walls, a broad stone building straddling the street that looked more like a warehouse than an inn. There was no sign on or above the door and it was only by asking a passer-by that they found it at all.

Will led the knights back to an alley further up the street. ‘We shouldn’t make ourselves too obvious,’ he said, handing the reins of his mount to one of the men. ‘Wait for me here.’ He pulled the black cloak he had worn to Elwen’s from his saddlebag and drew it over his mantle. The cloak was long and covered his uniform and falchion, but even so he still looked conspicuously out of place in comparison to the shabby, underfed citizens.

‘You’re going alone?’ murmured Robert, catching his arm.

Will hung back. ‘Let me scout first. I’ll probably have more luck finding Sclavo myself than if we all go in, swords drawn. I’ll come back if I find him and we’ll go in together to make the arrest.’ He set off down the street, leaving the knights to crowd into the alley with their horses. Dusk had fallen, shrouding the city in a pallid half-light. He had almost reached the tavern when he heard a loud cheer rise from somewhere behind the building. Will glanced up, but the blank façade of stone stared back impassively, offering no clue as to what the noise might mean.

The door had warped in its frame and he had to force it with his shoulder. It opened halfway then stuck on the floor. A curtain of warm, mouldy air blew against him as he entered. The interior was hot and dark, clouded with smoke from a dying fire. Something large brushed against Will’s leg and he saw a shaggy hound lope off towards the back of the room. The chamber was long and low, with crooked beams protruding from the ceiling like ribs. Benches and boards were arranged in two lines down the centre and, as he walked the aisle between them, Will could see figures slumped around the murky glow of oil lanterns. The floor was sticky underfoot and the smell of old ale filled his nostrils. Through a set of doors at the back of the chamber came a muffled din. As Will reached them, they opened, throwing light and noise across him. Two men reeled past, clutching tankards and, stepping forward, Will found himself on the edge of a wall of men.

The tavern backed on to a wide courtyard, surrounded by dilapidated buildings, a cavernous barn and the wall that separated the Genoese Quarter from the grand enclosure of the Knights of St John. Torches had been lit around the quadrant, spilling brightness across stacked barrels and crates and the faces of the crowd who formed a ring, leaving a wide space at their centre. A few men glanced at Will as he closed the tavern doors and slipped in alongside them, holding his cloak shut, but most of the mob’s attention was on the empty space before them, which, after a moment, Will saw wasn’t empty at all.

In the centre were two men. Both, by their appearance, were Arabs, although neither wore the robes or turbans donned by most of their people, but the short, coarse tunics and hose of any Western peasant, their heads bare, hair unkempt. One was taller and stockier than the other, his face grim in the torchlight, which pushed back the deepening blue of evening. He held a battered-looking sabre in his left hand, while his right hung limp at his side. As the man paced the ring, Will saw a horrific scar running from his elbow down his forearm to his hand. The flesh was knotted pink and white where it had healed, the arm deformed and useless. His wary pacing was measured, however, and he gripped the weapon comfortably in his left hand. The smaller man was far less composed, the sword in his hand held rigidly in front of him, his body locked, awkward with tension. As the scarred man advanced, he backed away, sweat glistening wetly on his face in the flame-light. Will, who had heard of men fighting for sport, was wondering why the terrified-looking Arab was in the ring at all when, suddenly, the man darted towards the wall of onlookers. They fell back in a wave, but two powerfully built men wielding clubs and swords stepped out to face the Arab and, with weapons raised, forced him back into the ring to a chorus of jeers from the restless crowd. Immediately it became clear to Will what he was witnessing and the name of the tavern made horrible sense.

The small man shouted something in Arabic, a prayer Will thought, then flung himself at his waiting opponent, the sword thrust before him like a lance. Will, appalled, saw what was coming. The stocky Arab sidestepped the clumsy charge, bringing his sabre round in a mighty arc. The blade sailed into the back of the man’s head with a sickening crunch. The blade was yanked free and there was a half-hearted cheer from the spectators as the small Arab folded.

Revolted by the display, Will watched as three armed men, Italians by the looks of them, walked out, one gesturing for the scarred Arab to put down his weapon. He did as he was told with all the resigned compliance of a slave and they escorted him towards the barn as two other men dragged the dead man away, leaving a wide smear of blood in the dust. Around the yard, money changed hands. Will took the opportunity to move further in, squeezing through the press. There were four more armed men by the barn where the Arab had been taken. Will saw, in what would have once been stalls for horses – now covered with heavy wooden gates – a straggling bunch of what could only be described as prisoners. There were Arabs, a few Mongols and others, Circassians perhaps. The guards opened one of the gates and dragged out a thin youth who must have been no more than sixteen. Will had seen enough.

He turned to a man beside him, who had a tankard in one hand and a money pouch in the other. By the cut of his clothes Will guessed he was a merchant, but not a particularly affluent one. ‘Do you know Sclavo?’ he asked in Latin.

The man focused on Will with difficulty, then shoved his tankard in the direction of the barn. ‘There,’ he slurred.

Following the merchant’s unsteady gesture, Will picked out a group of men seated on benches away from the press of the crowd. One, at their centre, was better dressed than the others in a floppy green silk cloak that ill fitted his scrawny frame. He had pale wispy hair and a patchy beard, and his face was lumpy with the scabs of some disease. At his feet were two huge hounds. As one of the armed men crossed to him, leaned in close and said something, the dogs raised their huge heads and snarled uneasily.

Will questioned the drunk man. ‘The one in green?’

The merchant nodded and staggered against him. ‘That’s him.’

Will pushed his way back through the crowd as the thin youth was led into the yard, compelled by the swords of Sclavo’s men.

‘They’re doing what?’ said Robert, when Will returned to the alley and told the knights what he had seen. His nose creased in disgust. ‘Animals.’

One of the other knights, a stoic, middle-aged man called Paul, gave a shrug. ‘This isn’t our business.’ He looked at Will. ‘If you want my opinion, Commander, I think we should concentrate on what we came for.’

‘I agree,’ responded Will. He went on as Robert started to protest. ‘There’re over one hundred men in there and at least nine armed guards. We would need a stronger force to deal with what’s happening here tonight. And, however much I want to intervene, it isn’t our place. When we’ve got Sclavo, we’ll report it to the Genoese consul. He must be the one to close it down.’

‘If he’ll do anything,’ said another of the knights, called Laurent. ‘If Sclavo’s bought them, then they’re his slaves to do with as he will. There’s nothing anyone can do about that.’

‘There is if the Temple puts pressure on the consul,’ said Will firmly. He looked at Robert. ‘And I’ll make sure we do. If Baybars found out about this outrage, he would demand retribution. The peace is weak enough without dogs like Sclavo tearing at it.’

Robert conceded after a pause. ‘How should we proceed?’

‘From what I could see, other than through the tavern itself, the only obvious exit from the yard is down an alley that leads between a barn on the left-hand side and the wall. Robert, you and Laurent will cover that alley in case Sclavo tries to run.’ Will described the landlord.

‘Green cloak, lumpy face,’ said Robert, nodding. ‘I’m sure we’ll recognise him.’

‘I’ll lead the others through the tavern.’

‘Are we going in disguise?’

Will pulled off his black cloak and stuffed it into his saddlebag. ‘No. I want them to see us for who we are.’

Robert grinned wolfishly. ‘That should put the fear of God in them.’

‘Exactly. Most of them will be lower-class merchants and labourers. I doubt they’ll give us any trouble.’

‘And the guards?’ asked Paul.

‘They look like thugs, not warriors, and their weapons are pretty basic. It’s death to any who wounds a Templar. They know that as well as we do. I think we can handle them.’

With that settled, Will let Robert and Laurent go first to reach the alley, before leading the other three knights to the tavern. He worried about leaving their mounts untended, but he needed the men with him. All that mattered was that they got Sclavo.

He shoved at the Saracen’s door and entered the thick gloom of the chamber, hearing the sounds of cheering again. ‘He has dogs,’ he murmured to the knights.

Paul nodded and reached for his sword.

The scattered occupants of the room were either too drunk or too shocked to react as the four Templars strode through their midst and thrust open the doors to the courtyard.

For a few seconds, the men in the yard, their attention fixed on the fight in the centre, didn’t notice what was happening. Then, as Will and the knights began to push through, they started to realise that all was not right. The knights’ coming caused a ripple effect through the crowd. The ones closest to the doors saw them first. Gazes that had been locked eagerly on the combat ground swivelled round in surprise. Men who were snarling cheers and shouts grew silent, fearful, as Will and the knights drew their swords and advanced. Those near the front of the ring shouted as they were pushed further into the yard, where the thin youth Will had seen being dragged out earlier was locked in a vicious, desperate fight with a Mongol boy. A shout went up. Templars! Men jostled and shoved one another to get out of the way, some already heading for the doors, streaming around the knights. The fight in the centre was continuing, but the armed guards were now coming over to see what the commotion was.

‘Hey!’ barked one, shoving his way through. ‘What’s happening here?’ The guard paused in his stride as he saw Will move out of the fretful crowd, followed by Paul and the others. Then he steeled himself and came forward to meet them. ‘What do you want?’ His words ended in a yelp as Paul elbowed him savagely in the face. The other guards hung back, seeing their comrade reel away, blood gushing from his broken nose.

But the disturbance had reached Sclavo’s attention and he was crossing the yard with more guards and his two hounds that strained at their leashes and growled thunder. The fight had stopped, the youths falling back from one another, looking round in fearful confusion.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ demanded Sclavo. His voice was gritty and coarse, like sand scratched over paper. He eyed the knights warily, but stood his ground. Five of his guards moved in around him, forming a protective ring. ‘This is a private house. The Temple has no jurisdiction here.’

‘Tonight we do, Sclavo,’ responded Will coldly. ‘We’re here to arrest you.’

More men were melting from the yard, slipping down the alley by the barn.

Will’s eyes moved to the guards surrounding the scrawny landlord. ‘You should stand down. Unless you plan on fighting us?’ There was a natural power in his voice, but the words resonated all the more strongly coming, as they did, from a man dressed in that white mantle. Two of the guards lowered their weapons and began to back away.

Sclavo turned on them. ‘Stay where you are, you rats!’ he snapped. His gaze flicked to Will. ‘Arrest me for what? What charge do you lay on me?’ His dogs were hauling desperately at their leashes and Will wondered how he had the strength to hold them. ‘This is my property,’ Sclavo went on. ‘Everything here belongs to me.’ He jerked his head towards the youths in the ring. ‘Them too.’

‘Your property doesn’t concern us,’ answered Will. ‘We are here to arrest you for the attempted murder of the Grand Master of the Temple. That is the charge we lay on you.’

Sclavo’s eyes widened. Instantly, he released the dogs’ leashes, and fled. This seemed to signal to the last of the crowd that it was time to leave and a final stampede began. Will whipped his falchion at one of the hounds as it leapt at him. The blade opened a red streak through the dog’s flank and it fell writhing to the ground. ‘Get Sclavo!’ he shouted at two of the knights as the mob surged. Three of the guards protecting Sclavo had fled, but two remained. Paul advanced on one, who, after a moment, dropped his club and ran. Will went for the other; a colossal Italian with a hefty-looking blade, expecting him to do the same, and was brought up sharp when the man came at him.

Will dropped into a fighting stance, but barely had time to gain his footing before the Italian lunged at him. The blow was forceful. The man had been trained well and, despite his size, was quick and light on his feet. Will himself was a fast fighter, but he was wearing chainmail and the extra weight hampered him. The Italian, by comparison, wore only a leather jerkin and woollen hose. The man’s brazen courage was disturbing: he had no need to fight. But perhaps it wasn’t need that was driving him. Indeed, by the eager look in his eyes, it seemed he wanted this. Will locked his concentration on his opponent, letting everything around him fade away. He was a little out of condition. He had spent so much time trying to track down those behind the attack on the Grand Master that he’d forsaken some of his routine training. But the sword in his hand soon found its familiar rhythm and he was cutting and thrusting back and forth across the bloodstained yard.

The two youths had gone, vanished with the spectators, and the prisoners left in the barn were shaking their cages, yelling in different tongues for the knights to free them. Will skidded in the dust and the man stepped in and slashed at his chest. The chainmail deflected the blow and the blade only succeeded in tearing Will’s surcoat. It was a shock nonetheless and Will, galvanised by the rush of fear that shot through him, stepped up his attack. The man’s face changed subtly, concern showing through his grimace. Their swords clanged together, flew apart, came in again. Will pushed him ruthlessly back towards a pile of crates to hamper his movements. The Italian tried to force him off, but couldn’t. His fear was now apparent. Will’s sword was whirling. He was grinning, green eyes shining in the torch flames, heart racing.

‘Pax!’ shouted the man suddenly. ‘Pax!’ He dodged Will’s blade and flung his own to the floor, holding up his hands. ‘Pax!’

Will came to a stop, his blade inches from the man’s side. He was breathing heavily, sweat beading his forehead.

‘Will!’

Will glanced round to see Robert and Laurent coming across the yard with Paul and the others. Between them, they were dragging a bloody-faced Sclavo. Robert’s own face was bruised and he was looking murderous. He went to call something, then his expression changed to one of alarm.

At the same moment, Will sensed movement behind him. He whipped round as the Italian grabbed the fallen sword and jabbed it at him. He got his falchion in the way, barely, and the blades screeched together. Pushing the sword aside and down with a chopping cut that left the man’s defences open, Will brought the falchion back in a fierce arc that struck the man in his exposed shoulder. The blade sheared through flesh, to bone. The Italian howled, his weapon falling from his useless hand, nerves severed. Will kicked the sword away and staggered back as his comrades came running.

‘My God,’ said Robert, eyeing the screaming man. ‘I distracted you.’

‘I’m fine,’ panted Will, looking at Sclavo, who was staring agape at his shrieking guard. ‘I’m just glad you got him.’

‘He put up a fight though,’ responded Robert grimly. He poked his tongue gingerly into his bruised, puffy cheek. ‘I think the bastard knocked a tooth loose.’

Sclavo’s eyes went to Will. ‘You’ve got the wrong man,’ he hissed.

‘That can be decided back at the Temple.’ Will nodded to Paul. ‘Open those cages. Tell the prisoners they are free to go. Robert, Laurent and I will escort Sclavo to the Temple. I want the rest of you to go to the Genoese consul and tell him what has happened here. I’ll speak to the Grand Master myself, see if we can’t have this place closed down by morning.’

‘That shouldn’t be too hard,’ said Robert, looking at Sclavo.

‘I hired the man who attacked your Grand Master for someone else,’ growled Sclavo. ‘If you give me clemency I’ll tell you who.’

‘Let’s take him back,’ said Will to Robert.

‘It’s my only offer,’ shouted Sclavo. There was fear in his face, but his tone was obstinate. ‘I’ll tell you here and now who wanted him dead if you spare my life.’

Will hesitated. It wasn’t his decision to make; that would rest with the Grand Master or the Seneschal. But it was his task to find out who wanted the Grand Master killed and if it wasn’t Sclavo then his job here wasn’t done. ‘Who was it?’ he said finally.

‘Swear you’ll spare me,’ demanded Sclavo.

‘I swear,’ said Will. ‘Tell me.’

‘A Genoese merchant,’ replied Sclavo instantly, ‘called Guido Soranzo.’

The Temple, Acre, 12 March 1276 AD

Angelo pushed down his animosity with effort as the door to the solar opened to reveal the imperious figure of Guillaume de Beaujeu. As the eldest son, favoured by his father, Angelo had rarely been in a position of subservience to anyone and it didn’t come easily to him, especially when angry. Nonetheless, he made himself bow to the Grand Master.

‘Thank you, Zaccaria,’ said Guillaume, ignoring Angelo and nodding to the Sicilian.

Zaccaria inclined his head, then moved away and stood to attention a little way down the passage.

Leaving the door open, Guillaume headed back into the chamber.

Gritting his teeth, Angelo entered. ‘My lord,’ he said, pushing the door to. ‘I am somewhat surprised by your summons, given our strict agreement that I would be the one to contact you, and only when absolutely necessary.’ He followed Guillaume into the solar, which was stiflingly warm, illuminated by the blaze of a fire in the hearth and the hazy shimmer of candles. ‘I was planning on coming to you later this week. I have the message from Cairo that your knights are to deliver.’ His voice hardened, losing some of its taut courtesy. ‘But your man gave me no chance to collect it, insisting, on your orders, that I come straight here. I will have to return with the scroll later and every time we meet poses a risk to our secrecy. My lord?’ he demanded, his black eyes fixed belligerently on the Grand Master, who was pouring a goblet of wine. ‘Are you not concerned by this?’

‘Why would Guido Soranzo want me dead?’ questioned Guillaume calmly, turning to Angelo, goblet in hand.

Angelo stared at the Grand Master. ‘Where did you hear this?’

‘Here, an hour ago, from the man Guido hired to find someone willing to murder me.’ Guillaume took a sip of wine. ‘One of my knights arrested this man earlier this evening. I have since questioned him myself and it is clear he is telling the truth.’ The Grand Master’s eyes bored into Angelo. ‘I take it you know nothing of this?’

For the first time, Angelo felt a twinge of concern. ‘No, my lord,’ he said quickly. ‘I have no idea why Soranzo would do this.’ He shook his head, thinking furiously. ‘He made it plain that he wasn’t happy working with us when my father first revealed our intentions to him, but since then he has been aiding us willingly. His business stands to gain as much as any of ours from this strategy.’ Angelo spread a hand to Guillaume. ‘I do not see why he would remove our best chance of achieving it.’

‘His business?’ Guillaume’s reserve fell away at these words. ‘I am not doing this to help any of your businesses, Vitturi. Remember that.’ He drained his wine and swung away from the Venetian.

‘Of course, my lord, of course,’ said Angelo with mock gravity, claiming back some of his authority as the Grand Master’s poise slipped. ‘I was just trying to divine his possible motives.’ He watched Guillaume pace the chamber. ‘The most important thing now is to discover what damage has been done. We need to know if Soranzo has betrayed us all. If he has exposed our plan.’

‘What do you suggest?’

‘I will go to his house immediately and speak with him.’

Guillaume stopped pacing. He looked at Angelo derisively, his composure returning. ‘You expect him just to offer up this information to you? No, I do not think so. And he will have personal guards, will he not? If he is the one responsible for my attack, he will know that his death will be required as punishment. I doubt you would have much opportunity to question him with a sword in the gullet.’

Angelo drew himself up. ‘Then let me lead a company of your knights and I will arrest him by force.’

‘A merchant lead a company of Templars?’ Guillaume went to the door. ‘I will send them myself.’

‘I know Guido, my lord,’ called Angelo at his back. ‘He won’t speak to your knights. We are not the same as you. We deal in money, commodities, not swords and battle lines. I understand him. I can make him talk.’ Guillaume halted at the door. ‘It is not just you who has been affected by his betrayal,’ continued Angelo. ‘Indeed, if we have been exposed, out of all of us, you stand to lose the least. We came to you with this plan, my father and I. Let me deal with Soranzo in my own way.’

‘No Templar would ever be led by you,’ said Guillaume, turning back to him.

‘They would if you ordered it,’ countered Angelo. ‘Tell them I’m a former associate of Soranzo’s, brought in by you to interrogate him. Put one of your men in charge, by all means, but let me question Soranzo. You know I’m right,’ he added. As Guillaume’s eyes flashed with anger, Angelo thought he had gone too far. He was searching for some way of retracting his words when Guillaume opened the door. ‘My lord,’ said Angelo worriedly.

‘Zaccaria.’

There came the sound of footsteps.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Gather the others.’ Guillaume paused. ‘And find Commander Campbell. He will escort Angelo Vitturi to Soranzo’s house.’

Angelo felt a surge of triumph. A moment later it faded into a simmering rage. For months he had been forced to put up with Guido Soranzo’s snide comments and foul temper, and now it seemed that all the while he had been plotting against them. How much damage had been done to their plans for war and, ultimately, to his plans to salvage the Vitturi business he did not know. But one thing he was certain of was that Guido would pay for this. And pay dear.





Chapter 11

The Genoese Quarter, Acre

12 March 1276 AD

‘Secure the gates. Don’t let anybody through.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Guido Soranzo watched the guard head down the corridor, sword in hand, but felt no reassurance. He jumped as a hand touched his shoulder. His wife was behind him, her face filled with confusion and worry. She was wearing a richly embroidered cloak over a white silk nightshift that ballooned around her ample middle.

‘What is happening, Guido? My maid has just woken me and told me that you want us to leave.’

Guido grasped her firmly, making her gasp. ‘I need you to rouse the children and pack as many belongings as you can. Take only things we can carry to the harbour.’ He stared around the wide corridor at the ornate tapestries and life-size statues, torchlight reflected in the marble surfaces. ‘We’ll just have to leave the rest.’

‘Guido, you’re scaring me.’

‘Do you trust me?’ he said urgently.

She nodded tentatively.

‘Then do this for me. I will explain everything later, but we need to get to a ship as soon as possible. I want to sail for Genoa tonight.’

Dazed, but compliant, his wife allowed him to press her in the direction of their children’s bedchambers.

When she had gone, Guido hurried to his study. In the crisp air, he could smell his own sweat. Entering, he went to a chest behind his desk. He paused before he reached it, his eyes drawn by a leather ball on the floor. For a second, he felt annoyance; how many times had he told his son not to play in here? Then reality crashed in and he had to fight back an urge to sob. He had put them all in peril. And for what? More gold? No, he told himself savagely, not for gold. He had done it because it had been the right thing to do. The Grand Master and the others had to be stopped: they were going to destroy everything. But deep down inside him a sad little voice disagreed.

He had been in the Church of San Lorenzo for Vespers when he’d heard about the raid on the Saracen. Templars, people were saying, had arrested the landlord and freed Muslim slaves. Unable to glean any clear information from their whisperings, Guido slipped out of the aisles and left the church. His mind spinning, he hastened to the tavern, skidding through the dirty streets, his velvet hose soon caked with mud and excrement. He was followed by a company of ragged Genoese children who started clamouring for money, then chased the panting, sweating man for the fun of it, laughing and whooping. By the time he reached the Saracen, Guido was drenched and gasping. Seeing a Templar coming out of the tavern with several men wearing the colours of the Genoese guard, he decided to go no closer. It hadn’t taken him long to find someone willing to tell him what had happened: the whole district was buzzing with the news. For a couple of coins, several eager informants were tripping over themselves to tell him how Templars had arrested Sclavo for the attempted murder of their Grand Master.

On hearing those words, Guido returned home as if the Devil himself were at his heels. But he had approached the palazzo with caution, dreading to see Templars moving inside the grounds. His fear for his own life initially overtook his concern for his family and, for a few moments, he thought of running to the docks. Then, sickened by his own weakness and inspired by guilt, he had been filled with an almost valiant desire to defend them and had stridden determinedly inside, ready to fight all comers.

Now, as he opened the chest to reveal an ornate silver dagger, he realised how violently he was shaking. But surely having a weapon in his hands had to feel better than this cringing helplessness? Through the windows came the sound of hoof-beats, shattering the quiet night. Guido curled a meaty hand around the hilt. He heard shouts from his guards, then an agonised cry. The gates of the palazzo clanged harshly as they were flung open.

The Temple, Acre, 12 March 1276 AD

King Hugh III of Cyprus sat easily in his saddle, head held high, as he steered his white mare down the Street of St Anne, past the convent of the same name whose lofty bell tower disappeared in darkness. The area was hushed, with most of the citizens now in their homes for the night. Hugh and his entourage, made up of royal guards and his solemn advisor, Guy, moved in a glowing amber sphere cast by the torches three of the guards held. The flames shone on the outer walls of the Temple that rose up to their right, where creepers trailed green fingers across the stonework and tiny black lizards darted away as the light passed over them. After a few more yards they could see the massive tower that straddled the Temple’s gates, the four gold lions that capped its turrets visible as patches of glittery brightness far above. The gates were shut.

Hugh caught his advisor looking at him. ‘What is it, Guy?’

Guy seemed hesitant to speak, but did so. ‘Are you certain you wish to do this now, my liege? Would it not be better to wait until morning?’

‘If I come in the morning, he will be in chapel or eating or in a chapter meeting, or doing something else that regretfully cannot be interrupted.’ Hugh’s tone was caustic. ‘At this time of night, I defy him to think of any such excuse.’

Guy nodded, but didn’t look convinced.

‘I will go in alone.’

‘My liege—’

Hugh raised a gloved hand. ‘I wish to speak with him in private, one man to another. Perhaps then he will afford me the respect he has so far withheld.’

The company reached the gates and Hugh swung himself easily from the saddle, straightening his gold cloak that snugly fitted his lean frame. One of the guards took the reins of the mare, another jumped down and approached the door cut into the huge wooden gates, criss-crossed with bands of iron. He banged on it with a mailed fist as Hugh slipped off his gloves and passed a hand through his dark, curly hair. His olive-skinned face was taut with anticipation.

A bolt slid back on the other side of the door. Torchlight spilled out and a man appeared, clad in the black tunic of a Templar sergeant. He wore a helmet and had a short sword strapped to his hip. ‘Yes?’

‘My liege lord, Hugh III, King of Cyprus and Jerusalem, demands a meeting with Grand Master de Beaujeu.’ The guard spoke loud and clear, as if addressing a much larger audience.

The sergeant looked a little surprised. ‘I’m afraid Grand Master de Beaujeu is seeing no visitors.’

‘Then he will tell me that himself,’ said Hugh, stepping forward, so the guard could see him.

‘Your majesty.’ Looking discomforted, the guard offered Hugh a bow. ‘I have been given strict instructions not to—’

‘I am a king,’ said Hugh patiently, as if the guard hadn’t spoken at all. ‘King, indeed, of this whole region.’ He swept a slender, ring-encrusted hand out behind him. ‘It is my privilege to go where I will, man. Your Grand Master is well aware that I wish to speak with him. And have done for some time.’ His calm began to slide away. ‘Thrice, I have invited him to an audience and thrice I have been refused. You will let me in or I swear Master de Beaujeu will know my anger!’ He spoke these last words with such vehemence that the sergeant took a step back.

‘I will tell him, your majesty, but I cannot guarantee a favourable response.’ The sergeant opened the gate wider. ‘Bring your men inside. You can wait in the guardhouse if you wish. We have a fire there.’

Hugh settled a little at this. ‘Thank you,’ he said cordially, stepping through the gate, followed by his men, who led the horses in one by one.

The sergeant spoke quickly to his comrades in the guardhouse, then set off across the yard towards the Grand Master’s palace. The royal company filed awkwardly into the cramped, stuffy chamber at the bottom of the gate-tower, eyed by the Templar sergeants. Hugh stood in the doorway brooding, his eyes passing over the expansive courtyard, bordered by impressive buildings. He resented the preceptory’s high walls that shut him out; resented that the Templars were untouchable inside them, locked away in their own sacred space. The rest of the city was much the same in its divisions, but at least he always felt he had authority in the other quarters. People listened to him there, treated him like a king. Here, he felt as if he were imposing, as if he should apologise for intruding. And he hated that feeling. Raising his shoulders, he made himself stand erect. He didn’t care who the knights thought they were or how favoured they were by the pope in Rome. He might not be able to touch them here, but back in Cyprus their holdings weren’t fortresses like this. Back in Cyprus they were vulnerable. He had power over them. And if they pushed him too far, by God he would use it. The thought lent him renewed confidence and, by the time the sergeant returned with the news that the Grand Master would see him briefly, Hugh felt almost cocksure.

Five minutes later, he entered the Grand Master’s solar. Guillaume turned from the window as the sergeant shut the door. His face was half in shadow, his expression unreadable. The two men faced one another across the room. Hugh was shorter, slender rather than muscular and at twenty-six was fourteen years Guillaume’s junior, but he maintained his erect pose in the presence of the Grand Master. There was a long moment of silence as neither man moved, both expecting the other to bow first.

Finally, Hugh clasped his hands behind his back. ‘I am glad that you acceded to see me, Master de Beaujeu.’

‘It seemed I had no choice,’ answered Guillaume. ‘It is late, my lord. What is so important that you needed to see me at this hour?’

‘It is not yet Compline,’ retorted Hugh, irritated by Guillaume’s aplomb. ‘And I believed that this must be the best time to see you, given that I have summoned you at other hours of the day and have been told that you are occupied with some business or other.’ He fixed the Grand Master with a glare. ‘I would like to know exactly what business has kept you from addressing me since your arrival in my lands. It is customary for dignitaries to pay homage to their king. Or were you simply unaware of this etiquette?’

Guillaume’s eyes narrowed, but his tone, when he spoke, remained flat and low. ‘I did pay homage to my king. Back in Sicily.’

Hugh wanted to explode at this comment, but with Herculean effort he managed to dampen down his fury, Guy’s advice from earlier sounding in his mind. You must try to turn the Grand Master to your side. I’m afraid it may be your best chance of keeping Charles d’Anjou from your throne.

‘Charles may be your king in Sicily, Master de Beaujeu,’ said Hugh, pushing the words through clenched teeth. ‘But in Outremer I am sovereign. The High Court has decreed it. I have the greater claim to the throne. According to the law I, not Maria, hold the right to Jerusalem’s crown. It has been settled.’

‘Not as far as the pope is concerned. Not as far as I am concerned.’

‘Why do you dispute my right?’ demanded





























































































Author’s Note



I endeavoured to stay as close to the history as possible in the writing of this novel, but as history doesn’t always work as neatly or conveniently as one might like I’ve inevitably had to apply a certain amount of artistic licence. Dates, in particular, can often prove problematic as you try to weave a fictional story and characters through real events in the narrative and sometimes it becomes necessary for details to be tweaked for the sake of the plot and ease of reading. For instance, by this point in the Templars’ history the office of Seneschal had been abandoned, but as the duties of this post were taken over by an official who, along with Theobald Gaudin, was also entitled Grand Commander I have resurrected it to avoid unnecessary confusion. The town of al-Bira was attacked by the Mongols in the winter of 1275 and the siege was actually raised before Baybars’ force reached it. King Hugh III initially retired to Tyre after leaving Acre rather than going straight to Cyprus and it would have taken a little longer than I have described for news to reach the city that Charles d’Anjou had bought the rights to the throne of Jerusalem. The Islamic month of Muharram occurred in June of 1277 rather than April and Tripoli, which was besieged at the end of March 1289, in reality took almost a month to fall to Kalawun’s forces.

My version of Baybars’ demise is fictitious; Baraka Khan couldn’t have poisoned his father for he remained in Cairo when Baybars left on the Anatolian campaign, but the sultan’s death has nonetheless been the subject of much speculation. Several chroniclers believe Baybars died after drinking poisoned kumiz. These accounts suggest that astrologers warned him of a lunar eclipse that would herald the death of a king and that to safeguard himself he decided to poison another ruler, an Ayyubid prince who had aided him against the Mongols at Albistan, but who thereafter had displeased him. The accounts vary in detail, but tend to agree that Baybars drank the poisoned cup he had prepared for the prince by mistake. Other sources say he died from a wound sustained on campaign, others still that he succumbed to a sickness. Whatever happened, Baybars did not die instantly, but after thirteen days of ill health. For those who wish to discover more information on historical events detailed in the narrative, I have compiled a bibliography for further reading.

The fall of Acre in 1291 to the Muslim forces under Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil heralded the ending of the Crusades first preached by Pope Urban II in France two hundred years earlier. Theobald Gaudin, the Temple’s Grand Commander, led the knights who sailed with him out of Acre down the coast to their stronghold at Sidon, where he was elected Grand Master. Here, the surviving Templars remained for a month, but were forced to withdraw when the Mamluks arrived. Gaudin sailed for Cyprus with the Order’s treasury, leaving only a small group of knights based on an island two miles off the coast. The Templars would maintain a garrison here for twelve years, but the remaining Frankish settlements in the Holy Land would be captured by the Mamluks over the following months.

Acre was virtually abandoned and left in ruins for years, while many of the citizens who survived the siege disappeared into the prisons, labour-camps and harems of the Mamluks. Some captives, including knights from the military Orders, were ransomed, others converted to Islam. Decades later, a Western pilgrim in the Holy Land saw Templars working as woodcutters near the Dead Sea.

Sultan Khalil did not long survive his victory over the Franks. At the end of 1293 he was assassinated by his own generals, shortly after proclaiming a Jihad against the Mongols. He was succeeded by his brother, Kalawun’s young son, al-Nasir Muhammad. The Mamluk Sultanate continued to hold sway in the Middle East until it was overthrown by the Ottoman Turks in 1517.

In the West, desire to win back territory lost to the Muslim forces didn’t die immediately with the fall of Acre, but, although later planned Crusades to recapture the Holy Land proved unsuccessful, the echoes of this bloody period in the world’s history would resonate painfully on both sides of the sea for centuries to come. We are still feeling those echoes today.



Robyn Young

Brighton, March 2007





About the author





Robyn Young was born in Oxford and grew up in the Midlands and Devon. She has worked as a festival organiser, a music promoter, an investment advisor and as a teacher of creative writing. She has a Masters in Creative Writing from the University of Sussex and she lives in Brighton. Her debut novel, Brethren, was a Sunday Times top ten bestseller in hardback and paperback, and Crusade, the second novel in the Brethren trilogy, reached number two in the Sunday Times bestseller list on hardback publication in 2007.





Also by Robyn Young



Brethren

Crusade



Insurrection


OPF/cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER

CRUSADE

ROBYN YOUNG





