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Act I

VENICE


Here let me tell you of one of the most remarkable and extraordinary events you have ever heard of.

—GEOFFREY OF VILLEHARDOUIN,

Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade
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FROM SAN NICOLO, that sweltering sandbar of an island off the coast of Venice, rose a strange tent city milling with ten thousand unwashed soldiers and their unwashed squires, whores, cooks, priests, horses, heralds, armorers, and smiths. They called themselves pilgrims, having taken the cross, having sworn to carry out the pope’s wishes. This meant they were going to an unknown desert, to wrest an unknown city from its unknown inhabitants.

Their transports and warships, waiting in the lagoon—heavy, strong, capacious, lethal—had been built by the Venetians, would be sailed by the Venetians, and at this moment were being stocked with food and water by the Venetians. In two days, the army and its fleet would finally—finally—set sail, after a season of political and financial delays, to do great good for Christendom.

But before they decamped, this would be the site of a gruesome murder-suicide, of such ferocity men would speak of it in fearful whispers, crossing themselves, for years to come.

At least, that was my plan.

As with so many things in this life, I was mistaken.



I LEAPT FROM Barzizza’s boat when the water was ankle-deep, trudging angrily through the oily green until I had splashed myself to dry land and the edge of the army camp. Venice was mostly paving stone and water; this was the first time in a month I’d been on living soil. Earth felt comforting under my bare wet feet, but I didn’t want comfort—I wanted death, and was panicked at the thought of being cheated of it. I’d learned half a dozen languages, taught myself to play music I did not like, and eaten food I could barely stomach, grown my beard and my hair, and woken up every day forcing myself to go on, for three years, to prepare for my exquisite, redemptive death—a death I now feared I’d been robbed of.

I had no weapon, just a spit of iron small enough to fold my hand around: a spike with a hook on one end, stolen from Barzizza’s house, some sort of fishing spear. I don’t remember how I learned which pavilion was the high commander’s or what trick I used to distract the guards at the door, but the trick was fast accomplished; I was still seething as I scrambled inside, I could still hear my heartbeat pulsing in my temples as my eyes adjusted to the darkness.

There were only two men in this cool, open space: the army commander himself and a large young knight kneeling to his right, presumably his bodyguard. Both wore tunics decorated with broad gold braids. They were whispering together. Neither was the man I wanted.

“Where are the English?” I shouted.

The two men started, stared at me; the knight lumbered to his feet, grabbing for the dagger in his belt, as the leader responded, in a droll voice, “They are in England, I imagine.”

So it was true, what Barzizza had told me; this final trek had been for nothing. A howl of humiliated rage escaped me. Across my mind flashed the journey back to Britain. I would never survive that. My one chance for revenge had been illusory; my intended victim had never even been in reach. With the warped logic of despair and rage, I decided then that I would still forfeit the one life that was yet mine to take: my own.

Both of the men staring at me now were armed. This would be simple, then: I had only to hurl myself upon the leader, and the bodyguard would kill me instantly.


When you know this one is your final heartbeat, time slows for a final savoring of the senses. In less than a blink I noticed more about my surroundings than I had in years: the feel of the woven-grass mats under my feet; the elaborate, bright decorations on the tent walls; the smell of rose water and woolly must that pervaded the pavilion; the commander’s aristocratic handsomeness; the likable face of the young man who was about to skewer me. He had both sword and dagger in his belt; I wondered which he would use.

I also noticed, in that flicker, that I was interrupting something significant. Although the knight had been kneeling, there was an informality between them, as if they were kin. The lord looked oddly relieved by my interruption—until I raised the spike above my head and threw myself at him.

The young man was quick for one so large, but he was nowhere near as quick as I was, and I realized that I could accidentally kill the lord. The lord cringed, but he did not move to protect himself, trusting his knight. I myself did not trust his knight, and as my hands descended, I shirked, pulled back a hair, so that the hooked point of the spike just missed the lord’s skull and only my knuckles glanced off his bald brow; by then the knight had me, huge left paw grabbing me around the throat, huge right one shoving the dagger point against my liver. So this was it: I was over now, finally and despite everything. Suddenly I was flooded with euphoria, and involuntarily, I grinned at him—my executioner, my liberator. His hair and beard gave his face a golden glow. I literally loved him more than my own life.

Our eyes locked; all my weight rested in his clenched left fist around my throat, the knife at my gut, as I waited for him to plunge it in.

He didn’t.

He yanked the blade away and shoved me hard to the matted ground, where I choked on a mouthful of straw.

Something had gone horribly wrong: I wasn’t dead.


The knight said something in a garbled language to the lord, who answered similarly. There was a brief debate, which to this day I cannot remember understanding. Listening in stunned outrage, I gradually recognized it as a Lombard dialect I was familiar with; at that point they could have been speaking in my native tongue and it would have sounded like so much nonsense. I was removed from my own skin, too dazed to understand what was happening.

By the time I registered that I was not only not dead but—a far worse affair—completely alive, the young man had returned his attention to me. “You’re not a murderer,” he declared. “You’re a suicide. Suicide is a sin, and by St. John, I will not assist you in it.”

I gawked. “I just tried to kill your master!” I protested. “Look, you stupid ass, I’ll do it again!” I scrambled to my feet, light-headed, fighting back the urge to scream and laugh hysterically at once, and unsteadily I raised the spike. This time I wouldn’t hesitate, I’d show the whoreson I meant business. He’d have no choice but to cut me down.

But everything seemed to slow. He grabbed me again, both of those meaty mitts reaching for my right hand, and again he heaved me down effortlessly. By the time I hit the floor of the tent, he held my spike. He tossed it away. “You pulled back,” he announced. “We both saw it. You made sure not to hurt His Lordship the marquis. You are goading me to kill you, and I won’t do it. Nor will anybody else.”

He called out, “Richard,” and a sweet-faced boy with a colorless wisp of facial down trotted into the tent. The knight gave him an order, and Richard moved toward me, matter-of-factly began to tie my hands in front of me.

“What are you doing?” I shouted, horrified.

“You are now my captive,” the knight informed me—as if I should consider myself lucky. “No more of this nonsense.” Inexplicably, although I no longer liked him, he still seemed to have a warm, earnest glow to him, as if this were his normal state.


“I’m a criminal,” I protested. “Execute me, idiot, do the world a favor.”

He grimaced disapprovingly and shook his head. And then, as if he were my loving older brother trying to teach me a lesson, he said, “From what I’ve seen, you are a sinner, not a criminal, and the burden of a sinner is to repent.”

This could not really be happening. “You want me to repent?” I repeated weakly.

He nodded. The elegant marquis, watching us, looked almost amused now. “You will repent the impulse toward self-murder,” announced the knight. “And whatever blackness is in your soul that drove you to such despair in the first place, you must also repent of that.”

“And then you’ll execute me?” I insisted, desperate.

The marquis laughed. The knight did not. The knight seemed to have nothing resembling a sense of humor at all. He was, it now seemed obvious, German.

Ordinarily I would not have sat there passively, letting some boy child tie me in knots insufficient to keep a tree from running off. But I’d just tossed myself into the arms of Death…and Death had tossed me back. I was in a state of shock. So when the boy pulled me to standing, I stood. Then, almost as an afterthought, I struggled against his grip. Only because I dimly remembered that I probably should.

“Bind his wrists, but don’t hurt his hands,” the knight said to the boy. “Look at those hands. I think he’s a musician.”

I stopped struggling, startled. I followed the boy out of the tent, blinking stupidly in the brilliant haze of the Venetian afternoon.
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A dead man, or a prisoner, lacks both family and friends.

—RICHARD COEUR DE LION,

“Song from Prison”






THE THREE OF US trudged through nearly a mile of camp city in the late afternoon light. The sand was soft, almost powdery under my feet; it had rained a lot over the past month, but the last few days had been dry. The spark and smell of cooking fires caused my stomach to growl audibly. I had hardly eaten in several days, preparing for my great—in hindsight, ludicrous—moment of delivery, so I was weak as well as stunned. A mélange of languages and dialects made the encampment into a tower of Babel, although by now most had bled together into a patois, a lingua franca, almost everyone could speak: the rhythms and cadences of French, Occitan, Gascon, Piedmontese, Gacilian, Provençal, all of them passing familiar to me and similar to one another; words of tongues I did not yet know; the dialect of Venice; and occasionally, formally, Latin. There were a variety of pitches too—the mass of men making up the quiet baritone drone, and the louder voices, tenor like bells or bass like demigods, issuing commands.

I paid attention to none of it, but I knew what it was: After months of sweltering summer heat on this sandbar, the entire army of Christian pilgrims was preparing to embark, by boat, for the Holy Land. The camp was bustling with activity, everyone relieved that finally there would be some movement, some action, some accomplishment. Tomorrow the tents would be disassembled and packed away within the transports waiting in the lagoon; the following morning, with a good wind permitting, they would all set sail to do God’s work. With a sinking feeling I suspected I was now to be among them. Beyond that I could not think at all, appalled to find myself alive. I was still dazed, as if I’d been half-woken from a deep sleep and wanted nothing but to return to slumber permanently.

The one thing I did notice was that scores and scores and scores of men recognized my captor and waved, bowed, or saluted as we passed. He nodded and smiled in response, the smallest gap between his two front teeth making him all the more likable-looking. He was generous with his attention and seemed to know half the army by name.

At last we reached a cluster of stately but undecorated canvas lodgings inhabited by men of the German Empire, or so I guessed by the change to guttural and unfamiliar language that assaulted my ears. Here, my captor was greeted as reverentially as if he were a count. He grandly flung back the flap and, in the same Lombardy form of Italian (so I would understand the situation), he ordered his squire to tether me, rope around one arm, to the center pole.

The tent was roomy. A curtain was pulled back at either side in the middle, creating one open area. Another young blond man (dressed well) and an attractive woman (in a tight-fitting linen thing) were bustling about in the diffused daylight, packing and folding and shoving things into chests and bags. There was also an older servant. They all paused, startled by our arrival. “Otto, Liliana, Richard,” my captor announced. “And you are?”

“They’re in worse shape than I am,” I snapped, although they weren’t. “Are you collecting specimens of human wretchedness?” And gesturing at Liliana: “A whiff of that would drive me to abstinence.” She was, in fact, distressingly attractive, especially to one desperate to be dead to the world. Her mouth alone was worth a week of fantasies.


The young man, Otto, looked at me with contempt. Objectively speaking, he was better-looking than my captor, but he lacked my captor’s easy, un-self-conscious charisma. “You will not speak of a lady that way,” he informed me.

I gave him a disbelieving look. “What, that?” I asked, jerking my head toward her. “You can’t fool me, that’s a whore.”

He grabbed at his dagger as Liliana said, comfortably, “Milord, I am a whore.”

“He will not call you that,” Otto steamed. “Unless he wants his throat cut.” He pulled the dagger out to show he meant it. It looked good and sharp, and I still wanted to be dead.

“She’s a whore,” I repeated at once. “Probably diseased and certainly repellent.”

Young Otto took an enraged step in my direction. I pivoted so the whole of my front was within easy reach of his blade—but he was stopped by the knight, who smacked his wrist so hard the blade clattered to the ground.

“Don’t touch him,” the knight ordered and pushed a surprised Otto out of the tent, chucking the dagger out after him before I could reach it myself. “Liliana, Richard, Richard, leave us.” He added something in German.

Alone now, the knight and I looked at each other in the soft light. I was dressed like a servant, and he probably expected me to behave like one. Instead, I took the only remaining camp stool from near the door, dragged it to the middle of the nearly empty tent, by the pole, unfolded it, and plopped down on it, legs splayed, like a puppet without a puppeteer. He now had nowhere to sit, since the chests were all piled on top of one another. He looked a bit aggravated. Good; if I irritated him enough, perhaps he’d change his mind and run me through after all. But without the rush of mad energy I’d had earlier, the thought of goading him to kill me seemed, more than anything, exhausting.

He was a large, fit man. Middling handsome, a face suggesting good character more than good lineage, and perhaps a few years past twenty. He could not have been a knight long; unless he’d been in border skirmishes, this was probably the first time he was going off to war.

“Your accent is unfamiliar,” he observed, standing by the door and folding his large arms across his large chest. “What is your language?”

“I speak in tongues.”

“Did I hear you playing music in the whores’ camp last night?”

It was the second reference he’d made to my being a musician. I shrugged. “I’ve no idea if you heard me or not. How would I know what you hear?”

“I’ll feed you,” he announced, suddenly changing tactics. Sweeping open the tent flap, he reached out, and I saw the squire hand him a loaf of bread. He held it up. I couldn’t help myself; my eyes followed the movement as if they were lashed to the loaf. “White bread,” he said, holding it high in the air. “The food of royalty. All yours.”

“What’s the price?” I licked dry lips with a parched tongue. Dammit, if I were dead I wouldn’t be worrying about hunger anymore, or thirst.

“Tell me what your language is.”

“I’m speaking your accursed Piedmontese,” I said.

“Not my accursed Piedmontese,” he corrected. “My mother tongue is German, my second language French.”

“Then let’s speak in French,” I said, switching. “It’s more unpleasant to the ear and this is an unpleasant conversation.”

“What is your tongue?”

I stuck out my tongue and wagged it.

He shrugged. “Don’t tell me, then. It’s probably offensive to the ear anyhow.” He bit into the loaf of bread and made a little sound of satisfaction as the crust crunched in his teeth. “Delicious.”

“It is not offensive!” I snapped indignantly. “And how can you talk when all your wretched continental languages hit the ears like stones!”


“Continental?” he said and smiled. “Then you must be from England.”

“Britain,” I corrected quickly and leapt to my feet. I had to end this. I had to end me.

“What city?”

“No city!” I scoffed. “It’s a nation. I won’t say it in your language.”

“You probably can’t say it in my language,” the knight reminded me patiently. He looked thoughtful. “So you are one of those native Britons?”

I tried to imagine an answer that might compel him to murder me, but failed. “Britannicus Gentes,” I clarified, with a tired sigh, giving in to human appetite. I held my hand out. “Now I want bread for that.”

He tore off a large piece and tossed it at me as if he were throwing raw meat to a captive wolf. I caught it, turned away on the stool hovering over it, crammed it into my mouth, and started chewing, then stopped, distressed. “Dry mouth?” he asked and handed out a wineskin from a peg by the door flap. I stood, approached, grabbed it awkwardly between my bound hands, downed nearly everything in it at one go, then chucked the empty skin at his feet with a defiant smirk.

But the knight just shrugged and picked up the skin. “That’s convenient, we needed to empty this anyhow, to pack it. So, to review: you’re a Briton, and you are under the illusion that you’re important enough to keep that a secret.” He took a step into the middle of the tent, snatched up the stool, moved it closer to the door, and sat on it. Wordlessly, I sat down on the dirt floor of the tent. “What is your name?” he demanded. “I wish to speak you properly, as a Christian.”

“Oh, no, are you one of those? You’re the third one I’ve met this month. Is there an epidemic? I pray to Jesus it’s not catching. Every Christian I’ve met this year has been a real bastard.”

“That will get you killed sooner than your attack on the marquis,” he warned. “Insult me all you like, but leave my mother out of it.”


“It wasn’t an insult, it was an expression of fraternity, as I am almost certainly a bastard myself,” I said. “You know, it’s been three years and I still cannot get a taste for that repellent wheat bread of yours.”

There was a longer silence. He was clearly not going to kill me. Or do anything else except wait for me to explain myself, which I had no intention of doing. I certainly wouldn’t tell him my name, which I had shed when I left home.

“My name is Gregor of Mainz,” he finally announced, perhaps intending to set a good example.

I stared at him in amazement for a moment and then burst into pained laughter.

He looked quizzical but continued. “I am a knight and landowner in the Holy Roman Empire—”

“I know who you are!” I nearly shouted. “I sing songs about you!” In my attempts to acquire a continental repertoire, I had learned a tiresome collection of songs about great romantic heroes of chivalry, with their perfect souls, perfect families, perfect ladies, and perfect deeds. To keep myself sane, I’d invented parodies of these popular chansons, and on reflex I recited a few lines of one regarding the Herculean man before me: “Gregor of Mainz, dumb as a pebble! Has no balls, so he’s a treble. To pursue his sanctimonious ambitions, he gobbles the pope’s nocturnal emissions.”

Surely that would push him to vivisect me.

But he just shrugged. “Is that as obscene as your imagination goes? I’ve heard far worse in my time.” And then he sang to the same tune, although the rhythm of the line did not scan well: “Gregor runs a brothel full of leprous scut, and the devil daily fucks him up the butt.”

It was confounding to hear these words uttered earnestly yet humorlessly, with a trace of a German accent, in a baritone as soothing as warm milk. “Of course, the details aren’t quite accurate,” he continued, as if I might actually think they were. “In real life, I have the honor—as of a fortnight ago—to be married to Marguerite, the natural daughter of the marquis Boniface of Montferrat, the leader of this crusade and the man you just pretended to try to kill. But we have now examined my life with more attention than circumstances call for. It is your turn. Who are you?”

“A villain,” I said promptly. “There is blood on the hands you so kindly spared.” In response to Gregor’s uncomprehending stare, I went on, hoarsely, “I want more bread; this business of not being dead is exhausting.”

Gregor tossed me the entire loaf, and I bit into it directly.

“Why are you a villain?”

“It cannot be encapsulated for your anecdotal interest,” I said, chewing.

He was getting impatient. “Did you murder someone?”

“Are those songs about you accurate?” I said. “Are you all gallantry and sanctimoniousness?”

“We’re talking about you now.”

“Why won’t you answer me? Do you have something to hide?”

“No,” he said. “But you do, and you’re going to tell me what it is.”

“For the love of God, surely I’ve earned the right to hear some gossip. Tell me something. Impress me. Intrigue me. Mortify me. Just don’t bore me. If you insist on keeping me alive, make it worth my while. You owe me that. Start by telling me what all this martial nonsense around us is about.” I already knew, of course.

Gregor looked annoyed, even shocked, that an inferior was speaking to him this way. Good, I thought, If I keep it up, perhaps you’ll at least kick me out of the tent. But instead, he gestured reverentially to a post near the tent flap, where a small wooden disk hung on a peg. Pressed into the disk in wax was an image of an unadorned shield with antlers and a dagger-wielding arm coming out of it. “That is the seal of the head of this army, Marquis Boniface.”

“Your father-in-law,” I said with mock grandness.

“Yes, although that has limited legal meaning, as I am married to his daughter out of wedlock,” Gregor said comfortably. “But we cherish each other, and I was a squire in his court. The seal allows me ready access to him. You know, his troubadour Raimbaut sometimes refers to him in song and tale as N’Engles, the Englishman—perhaps that caused your confusion. Anyhow, he is a great man, overseeing an unprecedented pilgrimage.”

“Unprecedented? Nobody has ever gone to Jerusalem to smite infidels before? Funny, I could have sworn there’ve been at least three major campaigns in the last century or so—”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “Consider this: he is from Montferrat in Piedmont, west of here, but the army is largely French or Flemish, while others like myself are from the German Empire, and we are now working with Venetians—”

“And apparently your leader is secretly English—that’s the real problem.”

“Do you hear the point I’m making?” Gregor asked reasonably. Clearly reciting something biblical: “My heart goes out to the captains of Israel, who are answering the call among the people, praise the Lord!”

“This is a Jewish crusade?”

He gave me a sour look. “This one man—not even an anointed king!—is uniting all of these different peoples under a single banner—the Holy Father’s—to work for the greater good of Christendom.” He spoke as if even I, by simply appreciating Boniface’s task, was made a better person.

“He must be an ambitious prick,” I said philosophically.

He shook his head and tried again. “They came to him, on bended knee, and begged him to lead them! He had no thought for his own advancement in it. He answered the summons of Christians in need, doing his duty as a soldier of Christ.”

“He has a good troubadour, if that’s the story being bandied about. Although why any troubadour worth his salt would call his lord an Englishman as praise—”

Gregor made a sound of agitation. “You’re wasting my time. Tell me who you are, now, or I’ll turn you over to someone…” He paused. “Someone who gets results.”

That sounded promising. I am, although hardy, a smallish man, and if I were subjected to torture, there was a very good possibility I would not survive it. I’d’ve far rather just been skewered and had done with it, but anything would do.

So I said nothing.

Irritated, Gregor moved to the tent flap, where he stood silhouetted, the sun setting behind him, his shadow falling over me. He stepped halfway outside the tent, called to somebody just out of my view, and delivered a lengthy monologue in German. He gave me a final warning glance, but even that had a brotherliness to it, as if he knew he’d get what he wanted because he meant well. Then he exited, and I prepared again to meet my Maker.
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Lady, I cannot defend myself from you, I must rather die, for I am weak and heartsick.

—HEINRICH VON MORUNGEN






MY NEW INTERROGATOR WAS merely the woman, Liliana. She carried a wooden cup of something steaming, and she sashayed into the tent with an expectant smile on her face, as if she had been waiting for a chance to be alone with me. I knew that wasn’t true, but I couldn’t convince my body of that, and I sagged a little as I felt my blood warm.

“Hello, little British vagabond-assassin,” she sang and squatted down on the ground near me. I was still tethered to the tent post. Silky hair hung loose, trailing on the ground once she sat; it was a hue of burnished gold, not quite brown and not quite blond. Her eyes were equally indistinct, the kind of hazel that shifts between brown and green almost unceasingly. The effect of these indeterminate qualities made her incredibly full mouth all the more notable—especially as it hovered a mere hand span over well-shaped breasts that may as well have been naked, they were so barely covered. Her shift was so thin I could almost see her belly button. “You resemble John the Baptist just a bit, but I bet you’ll clean up well. Look at those big dark eyes.”

“How sadly unoriginal,” I said sullenly. “I suppose you’re to seduce me into talking about myself? For the love of ale, your precious Gregor lacks imagination.”

Ignoring this, she offered me the wooden cup. “Mulled wine,” she explained pleasantly. I took it but sniffed at it suspiciously. Damn, it smelled good. “I’ve got water heating on the fire for your bath, and we’ll cut those matted locks and trim the beard. And Milord Gregor has made it my responsibility merely to educate you, not to question you.” She had an irritatingly lovely smile, and a tone that was at once amused and sympathetic, as if she already knew everything was going to go exactly as she wanted. “Let us begin with a recitation of characters.”

I gestured toward her with my head. “Character one—the whore,” I said and took a quick swallow of wine. It was very good, which enraged me. I refused to reacquaint myself with the pleasures of being alive. “The whore appears throughout history, wherever there are collections of men, such as, for example, armies. Or cities. Or monasteries. In armies, whores often pretend to be cooks or bakers or…” I made a tired gesture, inviting her contribution.

“I’m only here to scrub the armor,” she said, mock-defensively.

“Oil the lances,” I said, with a bored nod.

“Trim the candlewicks.”


“Suckle the babes.” I jerked my thumb toward the flap. “Especially the pretty fellow.”

“Otto,” she said and grinned. “He adores me. He saved me from a hellhole, and he is a bit…protective.”

She was so much more attractive than I wanted to allow, although she was hardly a sapling; she must been at least a decade older than her protector. “That could be a problem. Protectiveness tends to spawn possessiveness, and you don’t look…Well, I was going to say you don’t look like the sort who’s likely to be possessed, but really it’s just the opposite, isn’t it? That’s the problem, right?”

She smiled confidingly. “How rare—a man with insight,” she said. She lowered her voice, and without wanting to, I leaned in slightly toward her. “I have ways of navigating the shoals of possessiveness.”

“I’m sure you do. I’m sure your vessel sails all the time, with a full hold.”

She chuckled delicately and shrugged her shoulders with girlish delight. She was good at this. “Ooo, innuendos in a foreign language. I wish there were more such wit in this tent.” She paused for exactly the right length of time and then said, with exactly the right soupçon of hopefulness, “Are you staying with us for a while?”

I shifted my weight slightly away from her—that took real effort—and shrugged. “No. I came to Venice to get myself killed off, but your master seems intent on preventing it.”

Liliana looked convincingly shocked. “Why killed off?” she demanded, as if it were entirely her own desire for my well-being that inspired the question.

And despite myself, I almost answered her. “This vessel of yours,” I said instead, waving toward her lap. “What’s its preferred cargo? I suppose you like them meaty?”

“I like them smart, when I can get them,” Liliana said, meaningfully. Why didn’t knowing it was an act make it less attractive? I hadn’t been this close to a woman in too long. She added quietly, confidingly, “It’s boring, what I do. I crave a conversation of substance.” I knew, I knew, this was merely how she was playing me, but still I told myself that she was also, really and truly, putting aside her business for a moment and confiding to a fellow underdog. “I could tell you about all of us, as Milord Gregor ordered me to,” she said, “and that would be the most substantial chat I’ve had in days—isn’t that pathetic? So tell me your story, however dark or heavy it is. Tell me and give me something more interesting than fellatio to contemplate for a day or two.” She lowered her voice. “Unless you’d rather I contemplate it right now.” She glanced straight at my crotch and then away. And then she actually blushed.

“You almost had me,” I said. “Until that final bit. That was too much.”

She looked me right in the face with a disarming grin, as if we were now coconspirators. “Oh, I have you well and good, and you know it. You’re aching to put your hand up my skirt to see if I want you as much as you want me.”

Now it was I who blushed. “No, because I know you don’t, it’s just an act.”

She was still grinning, with a frank, open expression on her face. “And you don’t think it affects me, that you can see through my pretense? I’m not used to that. It makes me quite aflutter.”

“There are antiflutter tinctures you can take to help with that.”

“So you know something about medicines?” she asked. Then grimaced sheepishly at her own clumsy attempt to probe.

“As much as your average hermit-monk,” I offered.

“You’re not a monk,” she said with a knowing smile. She grabbed my left hand and ran her fingertips over mine; the intimacy of it jolted me. “These are a musician’s calluses, although—” She took the cup from me and used both of her hands to stretch my right hand wide, palm up. This was unexpectedly erotic. She ran the backs of her fingers up and down my palm, and I actually groaned. “This is the hand of a scribe, so perhaps you are a cleric after all?” She leaned in and whispered, amused, “Perhaps you tickled a monk to death, you naughty little cleric. Show me how you tickled him.”

I shook my hand out of hers brusquely. She’d struck a nerve; I did not want to play her game anymore, and I no longer cared what anyone knew about me. I just wanted the harassment of interrogation over quickly now. “There was a monk, but I nursed him back to health. It was an Englishman wounded him. The Englishman is the one to kill.”

“Because he tickled your monk?”

Her amusement infuriated me. “Because he murdered my king.”

Liliana stopped laughing abruptly.

“Many, many years ago. But he’s done worse since then—he’s conquered the whole kingdom. So I had to kill him.”

She’d not been expecting this turn. “I see,” she stammered. “Kill him how?”

“He doesn’t know me by sight. I was going to get into his court in a position of trust, kill him in his own bed, and then be speedily dispatched myself, by his guards.”

The interest on her face was no longer an act. “Why…get yourself killed?”

“I’m as guilty as he is. He could conquer the kingdom only because I brought it to perdition.”

For a moment she was flummoxed. Then she said, shaking her head, “How did you do it? Kill him, I mean.”

“I didn’t, that’s the problem. But I prepared for it, and that’s what brought me here.” She gestured me to go on, eyes wide. “The hermit I’d nursed back to health, Wulfstan, helped me prepare. He brought me over to the continent and we stayed with his brethren in a monastery while I learned Latin and French and other things that would be necessary to the plot.”

Her astonishment was increasing. “An entire monastic community helped you prepare a murder-suicide?”

“Wulfstan was always eccentric. He had his own ideas of Christ, I think. He never told the brothers why I was really there; they thought I wanted to be a novice, and Christians are just mad for saving souls. Plus I could write, so I earned my keep copying the most inane drivel about loving your neighbor unless your neighbor doesn’t eat his little wafer the way you do, in which case you should burn him to death. After a few years, I’d grown a Norman-style beard, and my hair was long like this, I could speak and play music as if I were a native of the continent, and I felt ready to go back to England and attack my enemy.”

“So…what happened then?” Liliana demanded, still wide-eyed. The fingers of one hand descended gently onto my leg just above the knee, destroying any internal alarm that might have warned me I was being played. I wanted to impress this woman.

“The most damnable thing. At the monastery, we heard that the English had signed on with the army of pilgrims going to the Holy Land—and that my nemesis, my intended victim, was leading them. So I headed here to Venice, where they were all assembling. I arrived a few weeks ago, but this camp is the most confounding thing I’ve ever encountered, people packed in together like arrows in a quiver. So I decided, for anonymity’s sake, to get information from the Venetians. Today I finally found a Venetian familiar with the whole layout of the army camp. I asked about the English. And do you know what?”

“There are no English,” Liliana said softly.

“Yes, apparently everyone knew that except me.”

Liliana gave me a knowing nod. “Boniface’s troubadour calls him the Englishman as a joke; perhaps you heard that, and there was a confusion.”

“All that matters is that my Englishman is not among the pilgrims. He is not here. I cannot kill him.” My throat clenched. “This one task I set for myself, this one attempt at vengeance, this deed for which, should any of my people ever hear of it, they might forgive me my sins perhaps a little, I failed it. And so.” I made myself shrug, as if I made these sorts of decisions all the time. “I thought, if God is so perverse as to protect that whoreson, let me at least dispatch one of us quickly. I have no weapon, but now I can goad ten thousand armed men to speed me to my Maker. And I would have succeeded at that, at least, but for your accursed Gregor of Mainz.”

The knight reentered at that moment, ignoring me. “Well done, Liliana, and you were right—that was more efficient than an actual seduction.”

I felt myself redden and pulled away from her. “I knew that was a setup, of course,” I said, with such peevishness I embarrassed myself, and reddened further.

“I know you did,” she said, with apologetic amusement. “I hope you enjoyed it a little anyhow.” She placed her hand even farther up my thigh. I pulled my thigh away.

“You’re shrewder than you look,” I accused Gregor.

“I’m not actually,” Gregor assured me. “But I’ve learned how to fake shrewdness when I need to. You’re under my charge now, and I’m responsible for you. Any murder, even self-murder, is a sin, and I’ll be responsible if you—”

“Nobody will care,” I said in a flinty voice.

“God will care,” Gregor said evenly.

I groaned and smacked my head against Liliana’s arm. “Oh no, he really is a Christian.”

“Well, as long as you’re stuck with us, you may as well tell us your name,” she said, smoothing my temple with her hand. Her touch felt so good it was painful. “Calling you the little British vagabond-assassin is a bit of a mouthful.”

My eyes rolled in her direction. It was so hard to refuse her, but my name was the only thing I had managed to escape, and I needed to keep it that way. “Chwifiwr-Llofruddiwr,” I said in a voice of bland capitulation. Vagabond-Assassin.

Liliana and Gregor each blinked and then made some unintentionally hilarious attempts to repeat this. “It’s, mm, beautiful, but is there a shorter version?” Gregor asked, after one attempt in which he seemed to sprain his tongue.

“No,” I said solemnly and sat up straighter. “It would be an insult to my family and my honor to diminutize the name.”

I think Gregor believed this; Liliana obviously knew it was rubbish but played along. “Well, then,” she said with friendly sympathy, “Let us say merely the Briton.”

“The Briton,” echoed Gregor, as if honored by the chance to call me so.

Liliana cut my hair, nails, and beard, then stood over me in a wooden tub and made me bathe. I didn’t take this personally—every man in the army seemed to be cutting his hair and paring his nails this evening, although I needed it far worse than any of them, even the lowest infantry. We all slept that night in the emptied tent, only sheets for bedrolls on the soft, dusty ground. Richard was one of two servants—the other was the older man, his grandfather, who was also named Richard. These two traded off watch responsibilities over me.

They needn’t have bothered. Escape was the furthest thing from my mind that night. I sank into defeated lethargy. The mix of frustration, depression, and pure embarrassment at my foiled plan made me desperate to be gone, and yet too glum to do anything about it. I was in a state of shock.
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The Lord is a Warrior—Lord is his name!

—FROM “Exodus, Song of the Sea”






Eve of Feast of St. Jerome, 29 September A.D. 1202

By the head of St. John, it is the earnest desire of this humble knight, Gregor, son of Gerhard of Mainz, to con and master the art of writing in my humble native vernacular, that I may uplift that language by using it to help record the radiant glories of our undertakings in the name of Jesus Christ the Son of God amen. To that end I am obeying the wise suggestion of His Eminence Conrad, Bishop of Halberstadt, that I must chronicle certain things. Not the mundane deeds of daily life, or the great political and military triumphs awaiting the esteemed Boniface, Marquis of Montferrat, who leads this glorious army and has in his tremendous wisdom caused me, humble knight that I am, to be married to his natural daughter Marguerite. Nor shall I endeavor to capture in a poetic light the glory of the battle and the hardships of the journey. My chronicling needs be only an inventory of my own humble attempts as a servant of our Lord and the Holy Father in Rome, to add glory to my efforts as a pilgrim.

Perhaps until I am more comfortable with the mechanics of the quill, I will wax with greater brevity, as that took me a duration exceeding that of morning mass, and I have recorded nothing at all yet.

I have added one pilgrim to our ranks. This is good news. He is a Briton. If all men of his land are like him, then I pray I am delivered from ever setting foot there.

His Eminence Bishop Conrad of Halberstadt did me the great honor of coming to my humble tent this morning, when I sent my servant with a message. I explained to His Eminence Bishop Conrad that the Briton’s soul is afflicted with demons and he rails against me, and I asked His Eminence’s advice. His Eminence believes that the Briton must be delivered to Jerusalem, and that the journey there shall cure him of whatever afflicts him. I have sworn to His Eminence Bishop Conrad to accomplish this, and His Eminence assures me this will be a great boon to the Briton’s soul as well as mine.

My brother Otto stood with us near the Briton as the Briton slept, and Otto seemed much amused as I took this oath. As His Eminence was informing me of my obligations—that I must pay the new pilgrim’s passage and keep him fed and clothed and must impress upon him the need to take the cross—the man awoke and stared up at us as if we were the very demons that afflict him. He demanded to know if we were speaking about him and railed against us not to do so but to let him be. Otto found unseemly amusement in this. I introduced the Briton to His Eminence Bishop Conrad as my spiritual shepherd, at which point the Briton postulated that my tent reeked as it did because Otto and I are fornicating rams and other such things of an ungracious nature that I will not repeat. Nor did he attempt in any way to show respect to His Eminence the Bishop, although it is an extraordinary thing for a bishop to condescend to visit a mere knight in his tent.

So I lifted the Briton by the wrist to a standing position and pressed him on the back of the head hard enough to effect the appearance of a bow. I did this without malice but because I could see no other way to encourage correct behavior from him.

“I have explained your situation to His Eminence, and His Eminence has declared that a pilgrimage like the one we are about to embark on is exactly what you need in order to cure yourself of whatever disease eats at your soul,” said I.


Whereupon the Briton amazed us by saying in perfect Latin, “My soul is not in need of curing, only of returning to its Maker.”

“My son,” said His Eminence Bishop Conrad, “in the name of the Holy Father in Rome, I must insist you keep with us on this campaign.”

“The Holy Father is not here to make me do so,” replied the Briton. “I appreciate your advice, but you are not in a position to enforce it.” Then he yawned right in the face of His Eminence and began to kneel, as if he would return to his recumbent position. Whereupon I grabbed his arm above the elbow and kept him standing upright, for to slouch before a bishop is the very embodiment of rudeness.

“That is why I have charged Gregor with the burden,” His Eminence Bishop Conrad replied to the surly man. “He has sworn upon his sword to see you delivered through the gates of Jerusalem.”

The Briton groaned mightily at this and tried, unsuccessfully, to pull himself out of my grasp. My brother Otto laughed harshly at all of this, which I found most unfriendly of him.

“It is for the good of your soul,” His Eminence assured the Briton.

“You know nothing about my soul,” the Briton complained.

“God does,” His Eminence returned.

“God is no more likely to ease my soul in the desert than he is to ease it in this accursed swamp,” said the Briton.

“You cannot speak of marvels about which you do not yet know,” His Eminence said, which is a speech of great wisdom.

“Now that is a convenient way to end a conversation,” the Briton responded, and tugged his arm again, as if he would escape me. Not wanting him to injure himself, I released him. “Why did you agree to this stupidity?” he demanded irritably.

I bowed toward His Eminence the bishop. “I have taken on this assignment because I am a son of the Church. It is a testament to His Eminence’s faith in me that he would trust me with the well-being of another soul, especially one so tormented.”

Whereupon the Briton resorted to a stream of insults and comments which I believe he mistakenly considered humorous. But he lost interest in arguing with us, and stood quietly until we finished explaining what was required of him. He refused to take the cross; beyond that, he did not respond. I have put him into the care of my servants Richard (son of Richard) and his grandfather Richard (son of Richard) for the day. He finds their names comical and calls them the Richardim. They appear strangely flattered by the ekename.

It is a grave responsibility to have another soul entrusted to my care. I am honored and humbled that His Eminence considers me such a stalwart pilgrim to have faith enough for two men, whatever lies ahead of us. It is my honor to record this, my first accomplishment as a pilgrim, before we have even set sail.

I must now uncramp my fingers and take myself to Boniface’s tent, to continue a disturbing conference we had been having yesterday before the Briton interrupted us.



ONCE THE BISHOP had departed, the sheets were packed away, the tents were struck, and all was put onto the ships. The horses (Gregor’s destrier Summa, Otto’s Oro, and two packhorses) were blindfolded and led on broad wooden gangways into the belly of the horse transports; the horses were put into slings to keep them from hurting themselves during the voyage, and then the hatches on the side of the ships were tarred closed. These vessels were an experiment of sorts, designed specifically to accommodate the largest equine transport Venice had ever attempted.

Gregor, like many of his fellow Germans, had a berth on a ship called the Innocent, in honor of the undertaking’s patron, the ambitious young pope. Over the course of the day I was trundled around between the Richardim, grandson and grandfather; although I had no German, my other languages were good enough for me to learn a few things. Men were complaining as they worked—about a courier with money who hadn’t arrived from Lyon; about someplace called Zara; about being overcharged by a salted-fish merchant. Gregor’s name came up, but never in complaint. Among the knights of the Empire, France, Flanders, and Italy, the man who’d saved me from myself was revered as high nobility. Yet he was berthed in the Innocent’s between decks—better lodgings than the infantry or carpenters or smiths or caulkers or sailors but very much a common dormitory.

I observed to my captors that the commander’s son-in-law required better lodgings. At this, the elder Richard betrayed more savvy than I’d have guessed: He explained that, at Marquis Boniface’s request, Gregor had agreed to set off on the journey not as a member of Boniface’s entourage but as a common German knight, loosely associated with Bishop Conrad’s party. Gregor was willing to be deprived of the right of hobnobbing with the noble class he’d married into, willing to remain “with the men,” because this made him more useful to his commander. Boniface had fashioned Gregor’s persona into a hero from a chanson de geste: his loyalty and valor had been rewarded (hence the marriage), and yet he remained the very epitome of the undemanding soldier who wanted only to serve his lord. Because of the association with Boniface, Gregor had high status among all; because he was pitching his tents with the knights, he was adored by them as one of their own. The elder Richard saw this more clearly than Gregor did.

Many of the transport vessels had towers built fore and aft on the decks; these would be added to later on and used—the Richardim explained—to besiege the high harbor walls of infidel cities. In the meantime, the cabins within these “castles” were partitioned off into minuscule closets for the highest ranking pilgrims onboard; belowdecks was divided into several long, cramped dormitories, each of which reeked of vinegar and each of which housed a dozen knights, their squires, and chests full of their arms and armor; others, including Otto, would travel on the horse transports, watching the mounts; infantry were crammed in even more tightly on other vessels. Upon appropriating me, Gregor had bargained at a high price to have a little extra room.

“Don’t make me do this,” I said wretchedly to Gregor, staring about the claustrophobic space. Only the open hatchway above let in light. The others in the cabin ignored us. “Crossing over from Britain was the worst experience of my life. Don’t make me go all the way to Jerusalem this way. Slitting my throat would be a kindness.”

“Jerusalem isn’t on the coast,” Gregor said, in the tones of a reassuring father. He might not have been happy about his role as my spiritual chaperone, but he was taking it very seriously. (Gregor, it turned out, was constitutionally incapable of taking things any other way.) “We’ll be back on dry land long before then. Anyhow, we’re going to Egypt first.”

This confused me. “Are we? Have they moved Jerusalem?” I knew nothing of geography, but Wulfstan the hermit had been preoccupied with stories of the Old Testament, and after all the time I’d spent with him, I knew it did not make sense for Jerusalem to be in Egypt.

“There is talk of conquering Alexandria, that’s in Egypt, before we go to the Holy Land itself. It is a detail that doesn’t concern you.”

“If it’s a detail that prolongs my captivity, then I must disagree.”

“Then pester someone else,” said Gregor peaceably.

So I returned to pestering the Richardim, but with little satisfaction. On Gregor’s orders, they took me via gondola to the main island, the buzzing Rialto, and purchased things for me that I protested I would never need: extra clothes, a quilt, a water skin, bedding, charms to ward off seasickness and bad luck. They also purchased a cage of half a dozen hens, grapes and wild mushrooms (in abundance), and vile-looking dried herbs with poetic names such as common fumitory and toadflax, which they explained would make it possible to shit at sea.

I had spent much time over the past month in this astounding market square fronting on the Grand Canal. Like every first-timer to Venice, I’d been amazed by the riches of the clothing, foods, spices, wares, houses, the multiplicity of language, customs, dress. I, from the wilds of a landlocked, hilly country, had also been struck by how flat, overcrowded, and claustrophobic the place was, how stale all the smells, how fractured the light off the water, and above all, how sound carried and echoed so bizarrely and confusingly in a place of water and rock. But none of that, today, got my attention. I was still in shock because I thought I was supposed to be dead. I did not even try to escape from the Richardim; that would have taken too much imagination.

Tasks accomplished, we returned by gondola and sat on the deck of the ship, bored beyond tears, breathing in the swampy lagoon air, which was so thick one could almost lean against it. Naïve and suspicious but fascinated by me, the Richardim were easily coaxed into telling me almost everything they knew. They knew nothing about any plan to divert to Alexandria. However, they did know—and were happy to talk about—the only other thing of interest to me in all of Venice: their whore.

Liliana, a poor knight’s youngest daughter, was destined from birth to become either a nun or a concubine. (The younger Richard explained this to me as he practiced tying and untying knots on the deck. His grandfather, with a very small knife, was carving a block of wood into what appeared to be a chess rook.) When her father’s lord first saw Liliana’s pretty smile, her future was secured for her, and she was schooled for her new position—or positions, Richard said with a snicker. His Lordship was genial and doting. The arrangement suited everyone—until His Lordship died and his son took over everything, including his father’s sundry women. Liliana, who’d been treasured and indulged by the father, did not like the son’s tendency to treat his chattel as if it were, well, chattel, and so she ran off to a faraway city, where trying to promote and protect the only skill she had, she suddenly realized just how easy things had been for her as a concubine. She spent two miserable years as a common whore (young Richard, who did not really believe a whore could be miserable, did not provide details of this part of her biography). One night, she had just finished servicing a youth named Otto of Frankfurt, a fellow (according to Richard’s authorized account) she found rather cute, when she was rudely set upon by a pack of drunks, none of whom were cute at all. Otto of Frankfurt was still in the area, musing with great longing (according to Richard) on the woman who had just beguiled him. He heard her calls, came to her aid, dispatched her attackers single-handedly, hired a woman to tend to her wounds, and invited her back to Germany when he headed home from the day’s tournament, where he’d served as squire to his famous half brother Gregor of Mainz.

This raised Otto’s esteem in my eyes. A little. Enough to listen to Richard blather on about him as I tried to figure out how to stop existing, here on deck, in the late afternoon sun. I had given up the hope of getting anyone to kill me off; Gregor had advertised I was not to be hurt. The elder Richard had a tight grip on his little whittling knife, and he was agile for a man his age; wrestling the knife from him was unlikely. I would have had to take a more involved role in my own demise than I really had the energy for. The rigging of the sails would take me to the crow’s nest; if there were rope up there (and there was rope everywhere), I could rig a noose…“They have the same father,” Richard was explaining. “Otto is the younger by a few years, and more than ready to be knighted, but he wants to be knighted as reward for some dramatic enterprise—”

“—like smiting infidels in the Holy Land,” I guessed. Maybe there was a small coil that I could carry up the rigging with me, to use to hang myself. I glanced about. The coils down here were all too large, and usually attached to something already.

“Exactly,” the older Richard said. He had finished the little chess piece, if that was what it was; he stuck the knife into the back of his belt out of my reach and took the rope from his grandson for his turn at practicing a knot. The younger Richard idly threw a wood chip at a grey heron that had landed on the rail; it flew off with an ease I envied. “So Otto wants to travel with the army and fight, but he doesn’t want to arrive there as a knight, because he wants to be knighted there. Early on, of course, so that he gets a knight’s share of the spoils when the spoiling starts. So he proposed to Milord Gregor that he come along as part of Gregor’s household, like a mounted sergeant, only of course he’s actually heir of no small estate on his mother’s side. So Otto’s paying his own way and covering much of Milord Gregor’s costs, plus he’s providing a whore.”

“But why Liliana?” I asked and casually held my hand out for a turn with the rope. Over the course of the afternoon we had already established that I knew four times as many knots as the two of them together; I’d learned most of them in my cloistered assassin training under Wulfstan. “Liliana is years his senior. Why doesn’t he have some nubile waif?”

Old Richard shrugged and handed me the coil. “Claims she’s the best he’s ever known. He goes with others now and then for variety, but I’ve never seen a youth that age cleave so to one woman.”

“I’m surprised he would be willing to share her, then,” I said, eyes on the rope. Yes, it would be long enough—barely. I hitched the coil over my head and shoulder and began to wind a hangman’s knot, as if I were aimlessly fidgeting with it.

“Well, he doesn’t like it.” Young Richard laughed, almost apologetically. He was obviously new to fornication but didn’t want to appear so.

“But he sees the advantages,” the elder said. “He’d rather have his favorite fuck with him on the greatest adventure of his life than pay money to lie with ugly strangers. But bringing her along in close quarters would cause tensions if he weren’t willing to share her. So we have certain, y’know, protocols.”

“We like the protocols,” the younger said, turning pink.

“Discretion will be practiced,” the older explained.

“Will be? Hasn’t yet?” I stood up as if to stretch my back, then reached out with one arm to grab onto a stretch of rigging that I’d heard a mariner refer to as a ratline—a spidery ladder straight to the basket near the top of the mainmast. I tested it for tautness. It would hold my weight. I was barefoot, like most of the mariners; I’d already figured out that the best way to stay stuck to the boat deck was to grab the tacky stuff between the narrow planks with my toes.

“Oh, we’ve been practicing discretion,” the elder bragged, trying hard to show how blasé he was about unlimited access to a beautiful woman’s nether regions. “But Gregor’s bride came to Venice with us—they were just wed, in fact—and he’s been plowing her regularly to get an heir before he sails off. She left yesterday. So the need for him to practice discretion has not yet arisen.”

“Arisen,” said the younger squire, with an illustrative gesture, and guffawed idiotically.

“Shit,” his grandfather cried and grabbed desperately for my foot, but I was already too high up the ratline. The two of them began to shout at me, terrified about their own negligence, and within moments there were three Venetian sailors on the rigging. One was just below me and already nearly overtaking me; the other two were coming from the other side of the ship, and looked ready to leap through the air on top of me. All three of them were armed.

“Don’t hurt him!” Gregor’s voice sounded angrily from below. I glanced down, cursing. Gregor was holding the older Richard by the ear, looking enraged. “Bring him back down and give him to Otto if these peasants cannot handle him.”

“Sorry, milord,” Richard said, stricken.

“Me?” cried Otto from the steer-board side of the deck, in protest. “I was just about to row over to see if Liliana is comfortably settled in.”

“I’m sure Liliana is as uncomfortable as the rest of us,” Gregor said. He released Richard and strode toward Otto, but only to gesture to the longboat in the water below them. “I must find Boniface before sunset. You’re on duty.”
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And such celebration did they make that night, none was too poor to add great illumination to it.

—ROBERT OF CLARI’S Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade






AND SO OTTO WAS made my guardian that evening. A young man with a martial single-mindedness, he bored me to nausea explaining the difference between the rules of Covert War (no plunder, spoiling, or ransoming allowed), Ordinary Warfare (in which plunder, spoiling, and ransoming are all the fashion but there must be no harm done to civilians), and his favorite, only a fantasy until this very campaign: Mortal War, or, War Without Limit.

“I’m familiar with that one,” I said wearily.

By the time all the ships were freighted and settled in, the casks of biscuits, dried cheese, dried peas and legumes, salted fish (for feast days), onions, butter, wine and water all put in the fore and aft compartments of the hold, the sun was beginning to set over the lagoon. I had assumed we’d make an early, wretched night of it in our cramped and smelly quarters on the Innocent. I doubt there was ever a knot tied by human hand that I cannot undo, so I had full confidence that I could get away. But all aspirations to vengeance had withered with humiliation; I did not deserve the dignity. It would be far more fitting to have an inglorious and unremarkable death. I’d escape before midnight, find a knife, and fall on it. Just get the damned
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