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Prologue

The Monastery of Bangor / Ireland

1328

Cathal, my friend and confessor, has returned. He is the abbot of this dreary place, and I have known him most of my life. Another draught of uisce beatha laced with the tears of the poppy puts me at ease and deadens the pain. They tell me I am dying. If so, I have been doing so for the better part of a year and still I remain. My wife Aoife is here at my side, and she indulges me. And so she should, as I have been good to her. I have rewarded her loyalty. My death will leave her with land and wealth. She is still a handsome woman, and she will not lack for suitors, though I must confess I hope she keeps the bastards hanging.

My sons have been told of my fate, and even now they are on their way to Bangor to receive their inheritance. There are four of them, mothered by three different women. I never was a saint, but unlike my father, I have never denied my bastards nor thought to slight them. I’ve loved my children as I have loved my women, freely and without reservation. It is a weakness of mine, or so I have been told. Hopefully they will behave, and there will be no blades drawn, but they are the seeds of my loins, and they have the fire that once coursed through my veins, so there are no guarantees when Clann ni Ronan gather. What a sight that will be when they ride into this monastery like wolves jumping a fold! I only hope I am still here to see it.

When last I spoke, the scribes recorded the events that led to the disastrous fall of Acre. There was great irony in the arrogance and folly of a decision based on religion. The Commune of Acre refused to dispense justice and hand those guilty of riot and murder over to the sultan for punishment because the guilty were Christians. The deaths of hundreds of Muslims and Jews and even a number of Syrian Christians did not equal the deaths of a half dozen men. It was madness, particularly when the Orders, not just the Templars but the Hospitallers and the Teutonic Knights, those religious houses dedicated to the preservation of the kingdom, were all in favor of such a move.

Such was not to be. The guilty remained within Acre, and across Qalawun’s empire, mullahs preached for our destruction. The sultan’s engineers continued to build machines of war, and food and weapons continued to be stockpiled on his orders. The citizens of Acre trundled on with their daily lives, oblivious to the coming storm. The Genoese, the Venetians, the Pisans traded, made money and war, and acted as though Acre would go on forever. What fools they all were.

Sit back and listen as I tell of those last months and what happened when the armies of the sultan descended upon us. There was great heroism and unbelievable cowardice displayed during the siege. Those who say the Orders did not do their part are fools. They were not there. They did not see wave after wave of Saracen fall upon us. They did not watch the brethren fight to the last man, oft times bearing horrendous wounds so that others could live. They did not wade through the streets of Acre ankle deep in blood or smell the eviscerated bodies of thousands. They didn’t watch men covered in naphtha burn like living torches or see clouds of arrows float across the sky like some malevolent hail storm. I did. I was there. Hear my tale and judge for yourself.





Acre

August / September 1290

The Military Orders put men into the streets to stop the rioting. Master de Beaujeu sent word to all of the grandmasters as soon as he learned of the unrest and asked for their help in quelling the disorder in the city, which took two days. All three of the larger Orders responded by putting their garrisons into the streets armed with truncheons and staves. Two days of bashing skulls and threatening their commanders with excommunication eventually quelled the unrest. Undoubtedly, our quick response saved many lives; however, the damage had been done. The Muslim and Jewish population of Acre had been attacked and abused, and they quickly sought redress. Unfortunately, the Commune of Acre, comprised of the leading merchant families of the city along with representatives of the Cypriot aristocracy, was reluctant to hold Christians accountable for the deaths of Muslims and Jews.

During the third week of August, there was a meeting between the grandmasters of the three leading military orders and the commune’s leaders at the Court of the Chain near the inner harbor. The court was used to adjudicate maritime disputes between various merchant groups in the city and housed a hall large enough to accommodate all of the factions affected by the riots.

Before the meeting of the commune took place, Grand Master de Beaujeu, Brother Himbert Blanke, my mentor and personal aid to de Beaujeu, and Marshal Peter de Severy met with me in the master’s quarters. When I entered, the three men went silent, and I knew from experience that something of great import was afoot.

“Ronan,” said the master without preamble, “are you aware of the situation we have been thrust into as a result of the riots?”

I looked to Himbert, but his face was a mask. Marshal de Severy, as was his wont, simply looked bored. I shrugged. “I know that the Muslim Imam of Acre has approached the Commune for restitution and was rebuked.”

“Indeed. Our sources have informed us that the Imam plans on taking his case to Cairo. If that is so, Sultan Qalawun will have a perfect excuse to break the truce.”

“What would my lord have me do?”

It was Himbert’s turn to speak. He wasted no time but came directly to the point. “Ronan we need your ‘talents.’ We cannot openly strike at the condottieri. To do so could ignite the already fragile peace into a civil war.” The condottieri were Italian mercenaries sent by the Pope in the misguided belief that they would be of some help in mounting another Crusade. Leaderless, they were a constant problem, and it was they who had started the riot that put us in this situation. “The Genoese,” Himbert continued, “would love to destabilize the political situation here. We all know Avito Fortunato, as their leader, is a continual source of strife. Were it not for your spy within his circle, we would be in an even more difficult situation than we already face.”

“I suggested we send you to pull his teeth,” smiled de Severy, finally.

I toyed with the handle of my dagger and asked, “Do you want me to kill him?”

Himbert shook his head. “Not yet. Fortunato is still too valuable. No, we want you to kill Salvatore de Castello.”

“Take his head, the other Italians will fall in line,” said Master de Beaujeu, pointedly.

“They will expect such a move,” I responded.

“De Castello is arrogant; he believes in Fortunato’s patronage. He assumes that he is safe in the midst of his army,” replied Master de Beaujeu. “I know better.”

“And when I have completed my task?”

“You need to send a message to Fortunato as well. I will leave the manner and the delivery to your discretion,” said de Beaujeu.

I bowed my head. “As you command, lord.”

Since coming to the Levant, I had risen rapidly within the Order. I had been knighted by de Beaujeu himself on the field of battle and was eventually promoted to Turcopole and personal bodyguard to the master. His trust in me was implicit. This type of assignment was not unusual.

The next day I had Castello’s movements tracked. It was not difficult. My Turcopoles were familiar with the city and could pass as citizens without arousing suspicion. They had no problem discovering his whereabouts and watched Castello’s every move. There was pressure to do this quickly, so I struck the following week, a day before Master de Beaujeu was to meet with the Commune.

There was no moon that night. Castello had made his headquarters in the Genoese Quarter on the upper floor of an abandoned warehouse not far from the Hospitallers’ citadel. To attack him there would have been suicidal. However, he was quite enamored of a Circassian prostitute who worked in one of the finest brothels in Acre. The brothel was located in Montmusard, Acre’s walled suburb, near the ocean. I was told the Circassian was quite expensive, which made me wonder. Where was Castello getting the money for such pursuits? Of course, the answer to that question was simple—Fortunato. As the leader of the Genoese merchants of Acre, he was wealthy beyond most people’s comprehension.

For this kind of work, I wore my hauberk and gambeson covered by a dark surcoat and a hooded cloak. Armed with dagger and longsword, nothing about my clothing or appearance suggested I was a Templar. I did not wear any leg armor either, choosing instead to clothe myself in soft cotton pants and leather shoes for ease of movement. My two companions dressed in a similar fashion and aroused no suspicion when we slipped away from the citadel on foot.

Conrad Falk and Eoughan Mac Rauri accompanied me to within a block of the brothel. Conrad was a big German Templar I had met in Venice. A master with the longsword, he had become a close companion and training partner. Eoughan Mac Rauri was a distant cousin I had pulled out of a tavern brawl here in Acre and had made my squire. Both men were extremely large, violent, and loyal. We ducked into the shadows and took up a position in an alley that gave us a view of the entrance. Castello always took five of his men along anywhere he went. One he left at the entrance to the brothel while the others went inside. I watched as the man settled into the shadows near the door.

I didn’t want witnesses. If we attacked the condottieri inside the brothel, there would be too much noise, too many bystanders, and too many questions. The last thing I needed was an irate brothel owner screaming because I killed his clients. Better to wait until they were sated with sex and wine.

We settled in and watched. A couple of hours passed, and then one of the others came and relieved the guard at the door. Two hours after that, Castello and his men left. Rather than strike due south toward the Genoese Quarter, they turned east. I guessed that they were making for the Inn of Two Sisters and their master, Fortunato.

“Come,” I said, as we slipped out of the alley and took a street that paralleled their route. We jogged ahead, avoiding several groups of late night roisterers who left us be, and made for an alley I knew Castello would have to pass if he and his men kept their same course.

We waited for what seemed an eternity. I was thinking that I had outsmarted myself, and they had turned off when I heard the sound of drunken laughter drift toward us.

“When they are to our front, we strike,” I said. “Pick your man now and leave Castello to me.”

Conrad and Eoughan nodded. Each knew his business and quietly drew his weapon. I was surprised Eoughan had not brought his Danish axe until I saw him unsheathe his dagger and draw a short hafted, hand axe from his belt. Obviously he had done this kind of fighting before. Coming from the Isles where clan raids were common, I should have known better and felt foolish.

The condottieri were drunk and took their time moving down the street. Apparently they did not sense any trouble. They were stupid as two of them carried torches, destroying their night vision. We were out of the alley and upon them before they knew we were there.

Eoughan suddenly appeared before the first man holding a torch and buried his axe in the man’s forehead. Chaos ensued. Conrad came up from behind and hacked down the last man in their group. His longsword fell from left to right and cut the condottieri from shoulder to spine. The man was dead before his face hit the hard packed dirt of the street.

One of Castello’s men must have seen movement because he turned outward and drew his sword as I flew at him from out of the dark. Our blades clashed together in a bind. As he pushed up, I dropped my point, and he pushed harder, hoping to avoid being stuck in the throat. I rotated my wrists and struck the side of his head. The sword caught the condottieri in the temple and dropped him like a hammered ox. By then both Conrad and Eoughan had killed the other two guards as well.

To give him his due, Castello was not a coward. He pulled his sword and came at me, all fury and intent. His first cut ripped upward from low to high, left to right. I stepped back as the blade hissed past my face and then leapt forward as Castello reversed his cut and hammered his blade down toward my head. The oncoming blade was deflected with a point down parry, and then I wound my own sword around his blade and struck at the center of his head. He just managed to get the flat of his blade up, and so I stepped off line to my right, reversed my cut and struck him in the neck. His eyes widened in surprise as he sank to his knees, his throat in ruin. I stepped in and cut again, using the power of my hips and decapitated him.

By then I could hear cries coming from the far end of the street for the watch. I calmly cleaned my blade on Castello’s cloak and then used it to bundle up his head. “Zere are men coming. I hear zem crying for help,” said Conrad while pointing in their direction.

I tossed the bundle to Eoughan. “Hold this. We have a delivery to make.”

The big islander grinned at me, “The seanachies say the old ones used to hunt heads as well.”

“Aye, definitely makes an impression,” I responded with a grin.

“Vee need to go,” urged Conrad, not impressed with our discussion.

The three of us darted back into the alley and then worked our way south through the streets of Montmusard, always keeping the ocean on our right. We stayed in the shadows and avoided contact with other groups. In this way, we managed to get close to the dry moat that divided the old city from Montmusard. Rather than trying to slip through the only open gate separating the two halves of Acre, I turned toward the ocean and followed the moat until it opened on the coast. A round tower on the inner wall jutted into the sea at this point, blocking access to the inner city.

I looked up but could discern no guards. Grateful for small things, I turned and went up the coast roughly a hundred yards and stopped. There, hidden among the rocks, was a canvas covered boat I had found months before. With the help of my companions, we uncovered it and pushed it out to sea. It had oars and a small sail, which we kept stowed as we did not need it. The surf was calm, and so within moments, Eoughan and I took the oars and began to row.

Being from the western isles, we were both familiar with small craft, and it took us little time to row down the coast and reach the seaward postern of the Templar citadel. The fortress had its own small harbor for just this kind of work. It was then close to dawn, so I sent Eoughan and Conrad on to Prime whilst I went to the kitchens.

As I entered, I was met by Fat Bertrand, a sergeant-brother of the Order. But I doubt he had ever raised anything more than a ladle in anger. Why he was called ‘fat’ I never knew because Bertrand was tall and quite skinny. Dressed in the brown habit of a sergeant, he looked like a rather long, ragged scarecrow. He even had a shock of corn colored hair that poked out beneath the hood of his robe because he wore his cowl up most of the time, even in the heat of the kitchens. He saw me coming and tried to shoo me away.

“Bertrand, I need your help,” I said.

“What you mean is you want food. You know I can give you nothing until just before Terce.”

I patted the bundled cloak in my hand and said, “What I need is a small cask half full of the worst wine we have.”

“Whatever for? And why should I give you anything?”

“Because Master de Beaujeu is intent on sending someone a gift.”

“A gift?” he asked suspiciously. “What kind of gift?”

I half unwrapped Castello’s severed head to reveal his face. His teeth were exposed in a permanent grimace. “One that someone will never forget,” I said.

Fat Bertrand’s face paled, and he pushed past me to escape the kitchen’s heat. I heard him retch while I covered the head. Moments later, he returned, wiping his mouth. “You bastard.”

I grinned at him. “Truly, I am a bastard. Besides, you asked.”

The cook thought better of continuing the argument. Instead, Bertrand rounded up one of the nearby scullions and ordered him to the cellars where the wine was stored. The servant returned within minutes and handed a small, open ended cask to Bertrand who then gave it to me. “It’s almost vinegar. We use it to clean with. It should be perfect for what you need.”

I nodded, unwrapped the head, and then carefully dropped it into the cask. “Lid?” I asked.

The scullion handed me a lid that I fitted into place and then pounded down with the pommel of my dagger. Satisfied the cask was sealed, I replaced my dagger and snatched a piece of hard cheese from a nearby cutting board. I grinned at Fat Bertrand and then left, the cask tucked under my arm.

The chapel was full when I arrived for Prime. I entered into the nave and stood in the back. The few sergeant brothers nearby gave my cask a cursory look, then saw it was me and looked away. As usual, I let my mind wander and went through the service by rote. If you are shocked, you shouldn’t be. I was never truly a monk. However, I do remember the psalm our priest delivered. It was Psalm Eighteen, verses thirty-seven through thirty-nine, and it was the first time I had heard it. I have remembered it ever since. “I have pursued mine enemies and overtaken them: neither did I turn again till they were consumed. I have wounded them that they were unable to rise: they are fallen under my feet. For Thou hast girded me with strength unto battle: Thou hast subdued under me those that rose up against me.” I looked at the cask between my feet and felt that it was no coincidence Castello was there.

When Lauds ended, I left the chapel and waited for Conrad and Eoughan to come out and join me. Himbert found me there and asked about Castello.

“He will be unable to direct anymore riots, brother.”

Himbert frowned. “You have a penchant for taking heads.” He pointed to the cask. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“Was that really necessary?”

“Yes,” I responded laconically.

Himbert shook his head and continued. “A bird arrived in the night from Cyprus. The Podesta of Genoa has agreed to our terms. You will take that head to Fortunato and inform him Master de Beaujeu expects no further trouble. Genoa will not obstruct the Temple in the coming political struggle with the Commune of Acre.”

“He will not be happy.”

“Inform him that the information you provided him for Admiral Doria concerning the Venetians in the Bosporus proved disastrous. It cost them a fleet, and they want answers. That should prove satisfying.”

I had to laugh; the thought of Fortunato betrayed was quite appealing. He would be a dangerous enemy if we left him alive, and I said so. Himbert simply shook his head. “You cannot solve everything by slaughter, Ronan.”

“If he’s dead, I have no fear of a dagger in the night.”

“For now, he will be more concerned about the fate of his own head when he is recalled to Genoa.”

I knew how devious and smart Fortunato was. I had no doubt he would land on his feet. My only concern was that when he did, it would not be me whose neck he landed on.

“Turn out your Turcopoles and ride to the Two Sisters in force. Fortunato must be neutralized. Tonight we meet with the Commune at the Court of the Chain to decide how we handle the sultan’s response to the riot.”

I bowed my head to Himbert, sent Conrad to rouse the Turcopoles, and took Eoughan with me to the stables. An hour later we left the citadel with a force of fifty men. Thirty minutes after that, having pushed our way through the crowded streets of the old city and then on through the Hospitaller Gate, we made our way into Montmusard. The street that ran beside the dry moat and separated the two sections of Acre reeked in the summer heat of human waste and decay. Many of the sewers from the old city emptied into the moat, hence the disgusting odor.

We rode quickly through clouds of black flies and gnats. The streets in Montmusard were wider and allowed us to move rapidly as we turned west and followed a road that paralleled the wall and led us to the Two Sisters.

One of Fortunato’s men must have seen us coming from the terrace on the roof of the inn. As we rode into the courtyard, we were greeted by several crossbowmen who quickly decided they were outnumbered and put down their weapons.

I dismounted and said to Conrad, loud enough for all to hear, “If any one of them so much as moves a finger toward their weapons, kill them all.”

The big German smiled, drew his longsword, and replied, “As my lord commands.”

I motioned for Eoughan to dismount and said, “Come and bring the cask.”

The big Isleman slid off his horse and untied the small barrel from behind his saddle. We walked to the side of the inn and climbed the stairs that led to the roof and the rooms above.

Fortunato and five of his men-at-arms were waiting for us on the terrace. They were all armed and armored with their weapons drawn. I laughed, my voice fairly dripping with disdain. “If I were here to kill you, Avito,” I said while waving my hand at the men before me, “I’d have slit their throats in the middle of the night and nailed you to your bed with a dagger.”

“Coward,” he snarled.

“You know better.” I took the cask from Eoughan and handed it to the nearest soldier. “Here, it is a message from Master de Beaujeu.”

The man-at-arms looked to his master who nodded for him to take the cask. “The Temple is sending me wine?” he snarled.

“I would be remiss if I did not have you open it,” I replied.

Fortunato took the cask and shook it. He could tell by its weight and the sound it made that something was not right. He set it down on a nearby table and had one of his men come and pry off the lid, all the while staring at me with hatred etched across the hard planes of his face.

“Fine vintage, that,” I smiled.

The man-at-arms saw the hair floating on the top of the wine and recoiled in horror.

“What is it?” asked Fortunato, seeing the look on the man’s face. “Get it out,” he hissed.

The man-at-arms reached into the cask, pulled out Castello’s head, and retched. Fortunato turned to me, his face white with anger. “And just what is it that Master de Beaujeu would have me know?”

“There will be no more riots. The Italian mercenaries will abide by the law or suffer execution, or your head will be in a cask of its own on its way back to Genoa.”

“And?” he grated. “Your look tells me there is more.”

I admit, I was arrogant, insufferable, but then I was doing everything I could to provoke him so that I would have an excuse to kill him and not disobey my orders. “And de Beaujeu wanted you to know that the Podesta is requesting you return to Genoa at once. It seems that the information you gave Admiral Doria about the Venetians in the Bosporus has cost Genoa a fleet,” I grinned.

Fortunato fairly exploded. “You will burn once the Inquisition hears of your indiscretions, MacAlasdair. I shall make it a point to be the one who lights the flame.” He was referring, of course, to my not so very monk like behavior, often performed as a necessary and admittedly delightful part of my duties as the master’s bodyguard.

“I think not. Your man in Rome has had an accident. Something about being crushed by a wine cart. At least, that’s the word we received last week.”

Fortunato went still, a great vein throbbing on the side of his temple. “I’ll kill you myself,” he hissed.

“You are welcome to try,” I replied with a grin. “We can settle this down in the courtyard, if you would care to cross swords, signor. I have been repeatedly told I am not much of a monk. Killing a fellow Christian is probably the least of my sins, and it is certainly one I seem to be good at. I can assure you my men will not interfere. They are quite used to my indiscretions.”

Fortunato stood there and clenched his fists in rage, the veins along the side of his neck standing out like a cable. I goaded him, hoping he would snap. “No?” I asked. “A pity, signor. Who is the coward now?”

Fortunato ground his teeth. With the help of Himbert and the Templar spy network, I had humiliated and outfoxed him. Unfortunately, I had to leave him alive. Something I feared would come back to haunt me.

I inclined my head in a mock salute and then took my leave. As my men and I took the stairs down to the courtyard, we could hear strangled cries of rage and the splintering of furniture.





Two

Acre September 1290

I spent the next two days with my woman, Magdalena de Zati. I had met her in Cyprus in the house of Admiral Orlando Ascheri and his partner Oberto Doria. Unknown to the Genoese, she was a Templar spy. Initially the Genoese had encouraged our liaison, not realizing that we were truly attracted to each other. What began as a night of fun had developed into a love affair of some note. Since then, she had come to Acre at the behest of the Genoese to gain information from me. I was afraid that Fortunato would realize the truth, and I was fearful of his vengeful inclinations. I did not want to let her out of my sight.

“Ronan, I will be fine,” she said one night as she climbed into my lap and straddled me. She could be very persuasive, and now was one of those moments. I could feel her mound as she slowly ground herself against me.

“I do not trust Fortunato. He will want revenge. What better way to strike at me than through you?”

She undid my breeks and then eased herself down on my manhood. Both of us gasped at the sheer pleasure of it, and I knew there would be a price to pay. God never gives but that he takes away. “You worry too much. Do not forget I am here at the behest of Oberto Doria. Fortunato will do nothing to incur his wrath,” she murmured as she rocked in my lap.

I could feel her tensing as she buried her face in my neck. Perhaps she was right, I thought as I lost myself in the moment.

Later, I lay with her head on my chest and reflected on my good fortune. Magdalena was not just beautiful; she was intelligent, and her observations of the political climate of the city were brilliant. She had seen much of the inner workings of Genoese power and, in many ways, was far more worldly than I. I never tired of our conversations, just as I never tired of her body. Those two days were among the few times we had spent more than a few hurried hours together, and I marveled at how completely at peace I was with her at my side.

Our time together could not last. Events moved rapidly. Several days after my visit to Fortunato, representatives from the Muslim community of Acre, along with farmers from the area surrounding the city, approached the Commune of Acre for justice over the murders of innocent people and restitution for the destruction from the riots. The Commune refused to hear them because they were Muslims. The very idea that they would hand Christians over to the sultan for justice was not to be born. However, blood could not be expunged with words or meaningless gestures. The injured and abused took their case to Cairo and the court of the sultan.

Qalawun’s response was clever. He immediately petitioned the religious authorities of Cairo, who judged that the actions of the Commune had violated the terms of the treaty between the Mamluks and the Kingdom of Acre and Cyprus, thereby voiding it. Under no restrictions, he then ordered his kingdom to mobilize for war.

I attended the meeting at the Court of the Chain as Master de Beaujeu’s bodyguard and stood behind him to his right as he sat at the conference table. The masters of the other Orders were there—not just the Hospitallers and the Teutonic Knights but the Knights of St. Lazarus, an order dedicated to those knights stricken with leprosy in the Holy Land and whose members were themselves lepers. There was also the English Order of the Knights of St. Thomas along with the Spanish Knights of Santiago. All three of the lesser Orders were small in number when compared to the Templars, Hospitallers, and Teutonic Knights, but they had been in Acre since its capture from the Muslims a hundred years earlier, and they had a voice in any decisions that would be made regarding its future.

Representatives of the three Italian factions were there—the Genoese, the Pisans, and the Venetians. I was surprised to find that Fortunato had already been recalled and wondered why Magdalena had not informed me, but then I realized I had not been able to see her since our two-day tryst.

Prince Amalric was there to represent his brother Henry II and the Kingdom of Cyprus along with several of the king’s councilors and Philip de Ibelin, the king’s bailiff of Acre. Amalric had arrived several days earlier along with reinforcements for Acre’s garrison. And then there were the representatives of the city’s guilds and the nobility of Acre itself, along with the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem and his Orthodox counterpart flanked by abbots of several of Acre’s monasteries. Finally, Bernard de Montmajour, Bishop of Tripoli, assumed his role as leader of the Italian crusaders in Acre and took a seat with the other prelates. All were present at the Court of the Chain, and none were willing to listen to reason.

The sultan had sent Emir al-Fakhri along with Kitbugha, the Emir of Hama, and al-Mansuri, the Emir of Kerak, to deliver the Mamluk demands. They had arrived the day before and had been given accommodations in the Templar citadel. Conrad and Eoughan commanded the escort of Turcopoles who accompanied the emirs and their men to the meeting place and now waited outside the hall.

Resplendent in their fine Damascene mail and silk gambesons, the Mamluks entered the Court of the Chain. As they entered the hall with their escort, the chaos of the previous moments ended abruptly. All eyes focused on al-Fakhri as he approached the center of the hall and stopped. Surrounded on three sides by the leaders of Acre, he chose to speak toward Amalric and the Grand Masters of the Templars and Hospitallers, who sat to either side of the prince.

Al-Fakhri was tall for a Mamluk, swarthy, with a neatly trimmed beard and even, white teeth. He showed no fear, and his voice did not tremble when he began. He spoke in Arabic, and there were several translators in the assembly who converted his words into Latin, French, and Italian. “My lords, Sultan Qalawun, Sultan of Sultans, Defender of Islam, the Powerful, the Dreadful, Scourge of the Franks, Mongols, and Armenians, Lord of the Two Seas sends thee greetings and demands to know why thou hast persecuted those under his protection?”

A ripple of anger rolled through the crowd, but to the emir’s credit, he looked unconcerned, as though he were asking the price of a melon in the market. Bertrand de Ibelin, head of the Council of Acre called out, “Of whom do you speak, Mamluk? No subject of the sultan has been slain here in Acre. Only some of our own, unfortunate citizens.”

Al-Fakhri smiled and shook his head. “As sultan of Egypt, my master is considered to be the Defender of Islam. The bloody clothes of thy victims say otherwise when presented as evidence in the mosques of Cairo. So, I ask thee once more, why hast thou persecuted those under the sultan’s protection? More importantly, why hast those responsible for these crimes not been turned over to the sultan for punishment? At the very least, they should have been imprisoned and should be awaiting judgment. It is our understanding that this hast not taken place.”

The crowd’s anger continued to grow. De Ibelin had a difficult time making himself heard. Finally, Prince Amalric rose and held up his hands. Slowly the crowd went silent. “Please continue, Lord de Ibelin.”

“You are asking us to arrest Christians for the murder of Muslims?”

“I would think, my lord, that would be rather obvious,” replied the emir.

The hall exploded in anger. Shouts and insults were hurled at al-Fakhri who remained calm in the face of the verbal storm. This time, Master de Beaujeu stood and held up his hands. The crowd quieted. “My lords,” he began, “the demands of the sultan are not unreasonable. The perpetrators of the riot, those unemployed mercenaries brought by Bishop de Montmajour, have been a constant problem since their arrival. Something should have been done long ago to curb their lawlessness. Perhaps this will go a long way to discourage the excesses of their behavior?”

Pietro Bisilio, the Venetian Baili of Acre, stood and caught everyone by surprise when he said, “Perhaps what Master de Beaujeu says is true, but what of the excess of the Temple? Should we fear that your displeasure will result in the unleashing of the hound that stands behind you at your right hand? Shall the gift of someone’s head be the consequence of running afoul of your alliances? I think you urge cooperation because you have cut a deal with the sultan. You think to frighten us. Instead, I believe that the sultan will not dare risk losing the trade that flows through our city into his realm and to Damascus and beyond.”

Bisilio would not have made such an open accusation unless the doge had instructed him to do so. It meant that Venice was unhappy with the loss of her shipping in the Bosporus despite the Temple’s complicity in the destruction of the Genoese fleet. The tradeoff obviously did not provide adequate compensation in their eyes. Such an open rebuke of Templar designs was a very cheap but effective tactic. Master de Beaujeu had just been blindsided, and the support he was counting on was not there. The hall was now in a complete uproar.

The other Orders still sided with the Temple and demanded that Prince Amalric have his representatives arrest the surviving mercenaries that were known to be responsible. Without the support of the Venetians, the prince deferred to the Commune, who refused. They were fools, letting their greed and ignorance get in the way of common sense. In short order, the fate of Acre had been sealed.

Al-Fakhri and his colleagues were escorted from the Court of the Chain and provided a guard by my Turcopoles and a squadron of Hospitaller men-at-arms to their lodgings in the Templar citadel. The sultan had his answer. There would be war.





Three

Acre / Atlit – October/ November 1290

The Mamluks returned to Cairo in mid-September. Al-Fakhri sent us word that Qalawun would mobilize his armies in October and had ordered his emirs to gather in both Cairo and Damascus. The Emir Rukn al-din Toqsu was sent to Caesarea, south of Acre, to supervise the assembly of the siege equipment we had watched the Mamluks build and stockpile earlier in the year in the Beqaa Valley to our north. He was also to secure the road from Gaza east to the fortress of Karak and then from there north to Damascus. The sultan was thorough. He intended to crush us once and for all.

Inside Acre, the Commune continued to ignore all reason. Goaded by the Italians, they truly believed that the Mamluks would not dare attack and destroy the gateway to the Far East. They felt that Acre was simply too important for the sultan to destroy. What utter foolishness.

The grand masters of all the Orders were in agreement. Spies had confirmed Qalawun’s intent. They were under no illusion as to the outcome of any fight. Unless the call for crusade was heeded at once by the princes of Europe and a large army dispatched to the Levant, there was little doubt concerning the outcome of the coming war.

Desperate, Master de Beaujeu and Master de Villiers of the Hospital sent a joint delegation to Cairo with Himbert as its chief negotiator, hoping for one last chance to dissuade the sultan from attacking us. For once I did not accompany Himbert. Instead, I was sent south with our Turcopoles to raid the area around Caesarea and gather intelligence on the Mamluks who were assembling there.

It was the first week of October in the Year of Our Lord 1290 when we left Acre and followed the coastal road south to the Templar fortress at Atlit. I took most of the commandery’s Turcopoles with me, a force of over three hundred with fifty mounted sergeants as well. The weather had not cooled as yet, so the ride south was hot. Guy de Villeroi, Commander of Castel Pilgrim, met our column a half day’s ride north of the fortress. When our scouts escorted him in, I knew there was trouble.

The commander was accompanied by two of his own garrison’s Turcopoles along with a Bedouin scout. “God be with you, MacAlasdair,” he said by way of greeting. “I have need of your men.”

“My lord?” I asked.

“Directly south of us, almost within sight of Atlit, there is a large Mamluk force that has captured one of our villages. There is an olive press there along with several groves and a spring that provides water for one of our cisterns. The Mamluks appeared at dawn. Some of the sergeants posted in the village managed to escape. I don’t know if this is an advance guard for an assault or if they are just raiding.”

“You took a chance coming to meet me.”

De Villeroi shook his head. “We have been expecting you. Our scouts spotted your column’s dust an hour ago. As we speak, I have a force of twenty knights and fifty sergeant-brothers along with a hundred mounted crossbowmen taking up a position a half mile east of the village. If we hurry, I think we can catch them between us.”

I had never commanded this many men before, and the thought of taking them into battle was a little disconcerting. I knew Guy de Villeroi was an experienced commander with years of service in the Levant. The answer was simple. “We are yours to command, my lord. We have no heavy horse other than fifty mounted sergeants, my aide, my squire, and myself.”

“No, but you have numbers,” smiled the commander. “Your Turcopoles will do. I want you to take your men straight down this road until you reach the village. Put out flankers and skirmishers. When your skirmishers make contact, I want you to draw your men up in a solid mass, blocking the road. There will be fields of wheat on your left. To the right will be olive groves that will stretch to the coast. When the fighting begins, they will try to use the olive trees as cover and flank you. Force them to ride into the wheat fields instead.”

I grinned and leaned on the pommel of my saddle. “I suppose you will have a surprise in store for them when they move into the wheat fields?”

He nodded. “There is a wadi, more like a fold in the ground beyond the wheat fields, where we will be concealed. If God is with us, we will hit them before they realize we are there.”

Conrad moved up, and I rotated in my saddle. “When we go forward, have Dominic choose fifty of our best archers. Put them amongst the olive trees to our west to drive the Mamluks out. If you need more men, send word at once. They can’t be allowed to turn us.”

Conrad wheeled his horse about and said, “It vill be as you command.”

As Conrad rode back down the column calling for Dominic, one of my Turcopole captains, I said to Commander de Villeroi, “God go with you, my lord. I will wait thirty minutes before we push on down the road. Time enough for you to return to your men.”

De Villeroi crossed himself and said, “Dieu le veut!” He and his men turned and rode back the way they had come. I waited thirty minutes. Any time you wait to go into combat, the minutes pass like hours. No matter how many times you fight, no matter how experienced you are, there is always the fear of the unknown that has to be overcome.

I made the men dismount and check their equipment, drink what water they had, and ready themselves for the coming fight. When I judged that thirty minutes had gone by, I motioned for Eoughan to bring me my horse. As I climbed into the saddle, word rippled down the column, and the men followed suit. Nicodemus, my other Turcopole captain trotted up with several scouts. “You know what to do. No surprises,” I said.

He saluted and took the men forward. When they had passed out of sight, the men formed a column of four and followed my command to move down the road. Two miles later we topped a small rise and saw the olive groves off to our right. I turned in my saddle and without having to order it, watched as Conrad and his men peeled out of the column and rode west toward the trees. Our scouts had yet to ride in, so I slowed our advance and moved forward with caution.

The road hooked to our right, and as we made the bend, we ran into our scouts being pursued by several dozen Mamluks spread out in line. I ordered the column into formation and formed a solid square with our mounted sergeants in the center as the two groups closed the distance between us. Dust from the roadway billowed as my Turcopoles wheeled into place and uncased their bows.

The Mamluks did not pull back. I saw one of our scouts tumble out of his saddle as arrows began to fall among them. Another went head over heels when his horse went down with an arrow in its chest. As the Mamluks drew closer, the Turcopoles began returning fire with the typical horse archer’s Parthian shot.

I don’t think the Mamluks realized that they were riding into a force of cavalry as large as ours. We were flying the Templar flag Beauseant and our Turcopoles were armed and armored much like our sergeants, with lance, shield and sword, sleeveless mail hauberks, and conical steel helms rather than the traditional kettle helm. Unlike our sergeants, however, every Turcopole carried a composite bow and as the Mamluk skirmish line closed, our first rank drew and let loose.

Almost the entire Mamluk line went down and those who survived slewed their horses to a stop in a frenzied effort to escape. Another flight of arrows put down the rest so that only riderless horses trotted back toward the Mamluk force that was boiling up the road toward us. My men gave a great shout as the Mamluks came into view.

There is often a misconception about Mamluk cavalry. You hear all the time how they were not well armed or that they were lightly armored, relying on their bows for their offensive capabilities. People who say this are fools. I have faced Mamluk heavy cavalry on several occasions, and I can assure you they were as armed and armored as any western knight in addition to carrying a composite bow. In some ways, they more closely resembled the mounted cataphracts of the Byzantines than Arabic light cavalry.

The men who pushed toward us up that road were heavy horse, the umara, or personal retinue, of the emir, Rukn al-Din Taqsu al- Mansuri. They were professional soldiers mounted on big mares, Arabian crosses, and they were all wearing mail over thick, cotton aketons, along with steel helms and mail aventails. They carried lances and round shields and had swords and daggers belted at their waists for close combat. Many had maces or axes strapped to their saddle horns, and they were spoiling for a fight.

Eoughan drew his sword and took his place on my right. “They don’t look like they are going to check up,” he grinned. “I believe they intend to drive us off this road, my lord,” he said while fighting to control his mount.

“When hell freezes over,” I snarled. But, he was right. The Mamluks were within five hundred yards, and we could hear the sound of their drums and trumpets urging them forward. They were transitioning into a wedge shaped formation as they came on. The pennants that they flew confirmed they were the Emir al-Mansuri’s men.

I had been drilled in tactics since I was a boy, and I knew enough that I did not want my Turcopoles sitting still when the Mamluks crashed into us. By now our front two ranks had cased their bows and, like our sergeants, were going to use their lances. The rear ranks kept their bows out and were ordered to loose over our heads once we moved into a gallop. I had already signaled our men to advance at a trot when I pulled my own sword and settled my shield on my left arm.

As the distance between us closed, I stood in my stirrups and hollered, “For God and Mary!” and rowled back my spurs, causing my mount to leap forward.

My men never hesitated but kicked their mounts into a gallop and followed me onward. Our two forces slammed together in a horrendous clash of metal and horseflesh. Mounts were bowled over and men unseated. Al-Mansuri’s Mamluks drove into us, intending to crush us with the weight of their charge.

The tip of their wedge penetrated our line several ranks to my right and smashed deep into our formation, almost breaking it. I took a lance into my shield, and even though it shattered, its point pierced the wood just above my arm. The blow rocked me to my right, but I kept my saddle and lanced my sword overtop my shield rim in an attempt to drive my blade into my attacker’s face as we closed. He was a veteran and lowered his forehead so that my sword tip slid off his helm without any effect. My momentum carried me past, and I was engaged by another Mamluk at once.

Dust swirled. I saw a bearded face and hammered my sword over his shield rim, splitting his helm and hurling him backward. Eoughan stayed on my right and protected me from sword thrusts to my armpit as I raised my own sword to strike.

More Mamluks moved to our right. Locked in the center of the fighting, I could only hope that Conrad would do his job and stop them from gaining the tree line and turning our flank. Arrows continued to fall overhead as the rear ranks of my Turcopoles continued to shoot. It was dangerous as our men became more and more entangled with the Mamluks to our front. The Mamluk wedge had been blunted, but the cost had been high. I was not sure how much longer we could continue to fight as more saddles were emptied, and I felt the pressure of their continued advance.

Eoughan took a sword blow on his shield that was meant for my head as I stood in my stirrups and hacked a Mamluk officer out of his saddle. Our horses were now at a standstill, milling about, hammering at any who dared to close with us. It was at that moment that I felt the entire mass of horsemen shudder and move to our right as Guy de Villeroi and his men slammed into the Mamluk flank.

Rarely in combat do battle plans work as they were intended. This one was an exception. The Templar knights and sergeant brothers under de Villeroi caught the Mamluks completely by surprise. Their attack sliced into the Mamluk flank and drove its way through to the opposite side. The Mamluks to our front broke, and within moments it was a race to see how many would reach the village to our south.

Commander de Villeroi was no fool and had his men call off the pursuit once we were sure the Mamluks were in full retreat and it was not a ruse. A good thing too; my command was hurt badly. We had suffered losses that we could ill afford. Of the three hundred and fifty men I had taken into the fight, over seventy were dead, wounded, or crippled to the point of being unfit for combat.

The Mamluks had taken a pounding as well. After killing all those who were too wounded to ransom, we counted close to two hundred dead, along with twenty prisoners. De Villeroi was impressed. “Your men fought well, brother.”

I shook my head. “My orders are to push south as far as Caesarea, commander. De Beaujeu had word that the sultan is assembling siege engines there.”

He nodded and waved for his Bedouin scout to come closer. “Brother, this is Haroun al-Rashid, my scout. He has been down to Caesarea within the last few days. It was he who discovered the Mamluk force that we just defeated.” He turned his mount around and called for his squire; to me he said, “Use him as you will. I am going to return to Atlit to send a message on to Acre about today’s action.”

I saluted the commander and then spoke in Arabic to al-Rashid. “Greetings, the Blessings of the Prophet upon thee.”

“And to thee, Malik al-Muat.”

“Thou knowest who I am?”

“Indeed, lord. Thou art a killer of Ismaili scum,” he smiled. Then he became quite serious. “Is it true that thou hadst the heads of thy attackers delivered to Masyaf?”

“Did not the Prophet say, ‘Whoever is humble, God exalts him and whoever is haughty, God humiliates him’?”

Al-Rashid salaamed and said, “Forgive me, lord. I meant no offense.”

I smiled and said, “None was taken. The less I say about such things, the safer I am.”

The Bedouin nodded and said, “Thou art well informed. Thy information is correct. The Mamluks are bringing siege engines to Caesarea and assembling them there. They are also doing the same in Damascus. Engines are being brought out of the Beqaa Valley and being assembled for use before the winter rains set in. Qalawun intends to bring more engines of war before the walls of Acre than have ever been assembled for a siege in the Levant. He intends to destroy thee, my lord.”

“The engines being assembled in Caesarea are not the ones from the Beqaa?” I asked.

“No, lord. Those in Caesarea had been constructed in the hills around the fortress of Karak.”

Truly that was bad news because it confirmed what al-Rashid said about the sultan’s intent. We were in for a very bad time unless a miracle occurred. Soon after, Conrad rode up with a prisoner tied to the end of a rope attached to his saddle. The Mamluk was young and had not been stripped of his armor, which was comprised of both mail and lamellar plate. That meant he was either rich or an important officer or perhaps both. I took in the arrogant look of disdain he gave al-Rashid and knew beyond doubt this was a captive of some value.

I looked at al-Rashid and smiled. “Apparently our friend hast not heard the words of the Prophet that I spoke to thee.”

“Indeed, lord, he hast not.”

“Thou art a traitor. Thou blasphemes His very name, savage,” spat the prisoner.

Al-Rashid’s face was a mask, unreadable. The Mamluks considered the people of the desert to be uncivilized and were not above raiding them for slaves. It was one of the reasons the Military Orders often employed them as mercenaries and scouts. I leaned from my saddle and cuffed the youth on the side of his head. “Where are thy manners, young lion?” I asked.

He turned his face away, still angry, but he did not speak ill of al-Rashid again. I nodded and asked, “What is thy name? To whom shall I write to ask for ransom? Or wouldst thou prefer to rot in the dungeon of Atlit for the next year?”

He turned back and demanded, “How is it that a Franj speaks the language of the Prophet so well?”

Al-Rashid smiled then and said, “Truly thou art young and foolish. Thou standeth before Malik al-Muat with thy life hanging in the balance, and thou wouldst demand questions of him?”

The young Mamluk visibly paled. To his credit, he did not back down but remained defiant. “My name is Mahmud ibn Sharwin.”

“He is a Mongol dog who should be killed out of hand,” smiled al-Rashid.

I looked closer at the Mamluk. Mamluks were slave soldiers and as such could come from almost anywhere in the Muslim world. The Sultan Qalawun was a Kipchak Turk who had been captured in battle as a young man. It was not unusual to find Mongols in the Mamluks ranks, many having deserted their former Khan due to political misfortunes inside the Mongol Empire. “Your father was Sharwin Khan?”

“He was, lord.”

“And your patron?”

“The Emir al-Mansuri.”

“You are one of his wafidi?”

“I am one of his hundred commanders; my father was once a wafidi, a Mongol recruit.”

I drew my dagger and kicked my horse forward so that I was above the young Mamluk. Conrad handed me the prisoner’s halter, and as I pulled his hands up so that I could cut his bonds, he stood without flinching. “Go back to thy emir. Tell him to stay away from Atlit lest Malik al-Muat seek him in his tent.”

The young man salaamed and then said, “I have heard that Malik al-Muat was a man of honor.”

“Then go, before I decide to change my mind.”

He nodded and said with utmost certainty, “So it shall be, a life for a life
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