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Prologue

The Monastery of Bangor/ Ireland
Winter 1328

The priests are here again, quills in hand, their grubby fingers blue with ink stains. Cathal, Abbot of Bangor and my friend, has chided me over my unrepentant confession. He tells me that soon I will stand before God. I will be judged and found wanting and that will send me straight to hell. He may be right. But after all these years, I am not willing to change now. Besides, there is still life enough left in these old bones. There is still much more to my story, and the Angel of Death is not yet near. And surely I, who had become his familiar oh so long ago, would certainly know. I have already told the first part of my life, how I came to be a Templar, having been outlawed from Clan Donald by my grandfather, Angus Mor MacDonald, Lord of the Isles, after I embarrassed him and my father, Alasdair, by crippling one of their tribal allies over a woman.

My journey from Islay to the Levant was as rapid as my rise from squire to personal servant and Turcopole of Guillaume de Beaujeu, Grand Master of the Knights Templar. I learned what fear Mamluk drums could inspire as they stormed the walls of Tripoli. I came to manhood standing in the breach with my brethren. I found love and learned of loss. Before that I was a vain, immature boy, angry at the world, who thought that slaughter and vengeance was his only purpose, that and lifting the skirts of any female willing to have me. If I was skilled in arms before I entered the Order, my tenure there made me absolutely lethal. I learned from the best. There was not a weapon I could not wield with skill, save that of a longbow. And that is something begun in early youth and practiced over a lifetime.

Hardship and suffering brought me friends; mentors gave my life value. Such things cannot be understood unless you have been tested in the crucible of battle, felt your bowels clench in fear, shed blood like it was rain. I learned too what it meant to lose friends who would sacrifice their lives so that I might live. Tripoli changed me, yet there would be more suffering, greater sacrifice, and deeper hurt to come. Such was the nature of my life. Yes, in Outremer I came to manhood, learned of treachery and deceit, and lost my faith for a time.

It is only fitting that you should hear of the events that led to the fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and Acre. Know too that it was through no fault of the Temple but rather born from the greed and neglect of men, not just those outside the Levant but those inside as well. Most specifically it was the Commune itself who could not believe the Mamluks would rather lose the wealth of a kingdom as great as Acre than let the infidel remain one moment longer in the land of the Prophet.

Men ask, what of the princes of Europe? I would tell you that they were too involved in their own personal feuds, too worried about the power of the Temple and its hold on their finances. Blame them if you will. It was they who would not heed the call for aid. The Pope tried to gain their ear, tried to gather forces to launch a new Crusade but to no avail. What help he sent was in and of itself a disaster. There are those who would argue the point, but they were not there when innocents were slaughtered. Nor did they hear the mullah’s call to the Faithful as the Mamluk stormed the walls and the sky turned black with their arrows. They were not there to see the flaming pots of naphtha streak across a slate gray sky only to explode and turn men into human candles. Nor did they watch as their brothers gave their lives to defend an idea, a two hundred year example of hope that was doomed before the first Saracen set foot before the walls of that ill-fated city.

People will always believe the worst. It is the nature of man. Philippe Le Belle, King of France, was no stranger to that. He knew exactly what he was doing when he lied and tortured and destroyed a dream, and for that I hope the rotten bastard burns in hell for an eternity. But that is grist for another telling.

My wife, Aoife, pats my hand, telling me to get on with it. I see the worry in her eyes. She is still a fine looking woman, though beyond her child bearing years. She is willful, as I have never raised my hand to her. Yet I will indulge her as always. First though, I will have some uisce beatha, the water of life, to warm my insides and loosen my tongue. I watch as Cathal drops tears of the poppy in my drink, and I know not to drink too fast, else the dreams will take me before I can say my piece.

Sipping the uisce beatha has warmed me; the tears of the poppy have lessened my pain. Yet I need to make a few things clear before I resume my tale. You should understand that I survived the fall of Tripoli not because of the grace of God but because the long arm of Guillaume de Beaujeu reached out and plucked me from certain destruction. The Master thought he had need of my skills and was not willing to sacrifice me. It was that and that alone, nothing more, that caused Roger de Flor to bring his galley in to snatch me away from the swords of the Mamluks. So while others more deserving of salvation died, I lived. Such a thing will change a man if he has any worth at all. Yes, I was young and arrogant, but the death of my friends opened a wound. There would be so many more. Himbert was the first to tell me, “Inscrutabilia sunt judicia Dei.” The ways of God are inscrutable. It is only now, as I look back over the twists and turns of my life, that I realize how incredibly fortunate I was to have known the men who have called me brother and friend.





Acre/ Venice
Spring/Summer/1289

ONE

I spent the first several days upon my return to Acre in the infirmary. The wound on my face had become infected and needed treatment. That was not my only injury. At some point during the fighting I had taken a blow from either a mace or an axe, and I was purpled from the top of my shoulder to the middle of my lower back. Additionally, I had numerous cuts, bruises, and scrapes. My legs were sore from climbing and pushing in chausses, and my shoulders felt as though they would come out of their sockets from the overuse of sword and shield. I needed rest and that is what I received. Both Himbert and Master de Beaujeu came by and checked on my progress. A poultice for my stitches relieved the pain in my face, and soon the swelling went down. From that point, my recovery was quick, and after two weeks of eating my fill and sleeping like the dead, I was allowed to return to my quarters.

Himbert found me after Nones and stopped me from returning to my cell. “Master de Beaujeu would speak with you in his apartment.”

“About?”

Himbert grinned and I knew it would be trouble. “I believe you are being sent to Venice.”

I stopped in my tracks. “Why?”

Himbert shook his head. “I really don’t know though I would suspect he is sending you to voice his displeasure with their Doge. The sudden Venetian withdrawal from Tripoli without warning was unacceptable, particularly for an ally.”

“What about you?”

“Don’t worry. I’m coming as well.”

I digested this news as we made our way through the citadel to the Master’s tower. Guards stood aside as we entered and ascended the stairs to the next level. De Beaujeu’s door was open though his squire was waiting for us outside. He ushered us in and then closed the door. I was surprised to find Thibaud de Gaudin, Commander of the Lands of Antioch, Tripoli, and Jerusalem, waiting as well. It was de Gaudin who had ordered the galley to turn about and rescue me from the final Mamluk onslaught at Tripoli. As we had frequently been at odds, I did not understand his actions. He told me on the voyage back that all would be made clear once we returned to Acre. Seeing him here made me think that I was about to be enlightened.

“Ah, Himbert, Ronan, please come in,” de Beaujeu said, a great smile on his face. He patted my arm and indicated we should be seated in one of the chairs of his solar. “If you are thirsty, there is wine in that pitcher on the table by the window.”

Alcohol was the last thing on my mind. But, I knew that all would be explained, and so I went to the table and poured Himbert and myself some wine. De Beaujeu waited for me to be seated and then said, “Ronan, I have two reasons for calling you here. The first concerns your rescue from Tripoli. I am sure you have wondered why Commander de Gaudin was ordered to return and pluck you from the hands of the Mamluks.”

I looked over at de Gaudin, but his face was a mask. I looked back to the Master and said, “If it please you, my lord. A great number of good men died. Men much more devout than myself, who had given their lives to the Order. I was not worthy of such sacrifice.”

Master de Beaujeu put his hands behind his back and paused a moment, choosing his words carefully. “Ronan, I have a number of men at my command who can fight, many who can lead. I have men who can read and write, do sums, keep records in several different languages, in fact. What I do not have are men who can do all of that and whose loyalty is without question. You’ve proven your worth to me, and this Order, repeatedly.” He turned and pointed to de Gaudin. “Before you were sent to Tripoli, Thibaud was given instructions to publicly create an atmosphere of dislike between himself and you. This was done in an attempt to find an officer in our ranks who has been disloyal to both me and the Order, a person of high rank. During the siege, this officer made contact with Commander de Gaudin, though not in person. We know he wants you dead, Ronan, so that he may then have me killed and have himself installed as the next Grand Master.”

My mind racing, I shook my head. “Forgive me, lord, but that does not leave many candidates. There are five possible choices.” I pointed to de Gaudin. “As treasurer, Brother Gaudin would be an obvious candidate. His knowledge of our finances and trade agreements would allow him the means to influence a large number of our brethren.”

The commander shook his head, and I was surprised to see him smiling, as was Master de Beaujeu. I shrugged and then took another tack. “If not our treasurer, then it is either Brother Henri de Poitiers, our seneschal, or Brother Peter de Severy, our new marshal. Each has his own following and commands the respect of those outside the Levant. If not them, then it would be the Commander of Tortosa, Brother Ripert Dupuy, or the Commander of Atlit, Brother Guy de Villeroi. Only these men have the necessary resources and respect here in the Levant to launch a campaign to become grand master upon your death.”

De Beaujeu nodded in agreement. “Your reasoning is sound. So tell me, who do you think it is?”

I looked at both Himbert and Commander de Gaudin but again could read nothing in their faces. Looking back to de Beaujeu, I said, “The one who makes the most sense is de Poitiers. His brother is the Count of Poitou; they are both close to the throne of France, having been friends of La Belle since childhood. De Poitiers became a Templar because he would not inherit, and in the years since, he has risen to prominence. He has ambition and pride—some would say too much of both.”

De Beaujeu smiled and turned to de Gaudin. “See, it is as I have said. He has matured, and his reasoning is informed and thoughtful.”

The commander shrugged. “How do you come to know this about de Poitiers?”

“My lord, I am the Master’s Turcopole and personal guard. I have made it my business to collect information on all those who have contact with him on a regular basis.”

“You have information on me as well?” asked de Gaudin.

“Of course, my lord.”

De Gaudin smiled while slightly bowing his head. “Enlighten me, brother.”

I looked to Himbert, who nodded his approval. “You were born in Blois, the son of a knight whose fortunes were tied to the Counts of Blois. You are the third son and so were given to the Templars at eighteen as you had no chance of inheriting your father’s lands. You were captured by the Mamluks in 1260 in a raid on the city of Tiberius. You were later exchanged despite being tortured and threatened with crucifixion by the infidel, and eventually you rose to the position of Treasurer of the Order and Commander of the Lands of Antioch, Tripoli, and Jerusalem. You and Master de Beaujeu have been friends since your posting to Atlit in 1272. Would the Commander like me to continue?”

De Gaudin shook his head and held up his hand, palm out. “That will not be necessary. You know about the others as well?”

Again, I nodded in the affirmative. “Yes, lord.”

Master de Beaujeu spoke then. “Ronan, do you know of any connection between any of these men and the Venetians?”

Himbert spoke up then. “My lord, Brother de Poitiers's squire is Brother Alberto Carrara, a Venetian with ties to the lords of Padua. He is also the cousin of their bailli here in Acre, Peatro Bisilio.”

Master de Beaujeu nodded. “I did not realize Carrara was a Venetian.” He turned and walked to the tower window and looked out upon the sea. “Do you think there is a connection between any of this and the Venetians pulling out of Tripoli without warning?”

“The loss of Tripoli makes our position in the Levant weaker. Unless we can convince the kings of Europe to launch another Crusade, it will be only a matter of time before we fall as well,” noted de Gaudin. “Tripoli’s conquest also places a stain upon your honor as our leader and grand master of this Order. It is another way to undermine your authority and your prestige, hence the current state of obstinacy concerning the Temple and the Commune of Acre.”

“So what you are saying is that somehow Brother de Poitiers cut a deal with the Venetians to abandon their holdings in Tripoli?” said de Beaujeu, still gazing out of the tower.

I spoke up then. “My lord, on the day we learned of their withdrawal, they had not only evacuated their people but had cleaned out their warehouses as well. Their only loss was in property.”

“Something they could recoup easily enough through trade concessions with us or the Mamluks,” said the Master, thinking out loud. “Commander, who was it who spoke to you in Tripoli?”

“A Venetian man-at-arms approached me during the defense of the harbor. He told me to be patient, that I was not the only one in the Order who was unhappy with de Beaujeu’s hound. He said that when the time came, they would count on my support for a new grand master as well. No names were mentioned.”

De Beaujeu turned back from the window and filled himself a cup of wine from the ewer on the table. I could not contain myself. “My lord, what kind of allies would betray you for promises? What else can de Poitiers have?”

De Beaujeu sipped his wine and then smiled at my ignorance. “Ronan, with the Venetians, it is not personal. From their perspective, they must plan for any eventuality. They would have left Tripoli at some point. The city could not be held once it became impossible to stop the Mamluk trebuchets. They simply left first and in the process probably won a promise from someone within our Order, possibly de Poitiers, to do business in the future.”

I did not like such duplicity, yet I was learning the ways of power and how it was exercised. Master de Beaujeu walked over to me and patted my shoulder. “There is much you do not know concerning our relationship with the Venetians. Trust me in this.”

The master walked over to a table with a number of parchments stacked atop it. He searched through several before finding the one he wanted. He opened it and scanned it quickly. Rolling it back up, he took a bar of wax off the table and heated it with a lit candle. It dripped onto the parchment, sealing it closed and then de Beaujeu pressed his ring into the soft puddle, thereby affixing his personal seal. He then placed the parchment into a leather tube and handed it to me. “You will take this message to Venice. You will hand it to their Doge and no one else, and you will await his response. You will then return to me at once.”

“My lord, if I may?” asked Himbert.

“Yes,” responded de Beaujeu, “you may. Ronan will need all your political acumen. The Doge will not be pleased with the message he is about to receive. I leave it to you to calm the waters of our passing.”

Himbert bowed his head. “As always, lord.”

Hours later Himbert and I made our way from the citadel to the harbor. Normally we would have used the tunnel that ran under the citadel to the Templar’s private dock, but our ship, Roger de Flor’s Drachen, was moored in the city’s harbor because the dock had been full. Both of us wore mail and were armed, though our gear and spare clothing were loaded upon a pack horse that one of our Turcopoles led by a halter. The streets were crowded, and I could smell the aroma of cooking meat from a nearby vendor when I noticed our path was blocked by several Hospitaller sergeant brothers. In their midst stood Father Damianus Marsatus, Papal Legate and head of the Inquisition in the Levant.

To Himbert I said, loud enough for Marsatus to hear, “There is an odor nearby, it’s quite offensive. Can you smell it?”

“The only smell I note is that of your own fear, Templar,” responded the inquisitor. “Brother Ronan Mac Alasdair, I herby place you under arrest for the crimes of heresy and adultery. You will surrender your arms at once.”

Sensing trouble, the citizens of Acre cleared the street immediately. Himbert stepped forward and said, “You have no jurisdiction here, Father. As a Templar, Brother Ronan is answerable to the Pope alone.”

Father Marsatus smiled like a cat with a bird. His dark brows came together and his voice had an edge of menace to it.“An interesting point, Brother Himbert, for I believe that is who you are. I am the Papal Legate to the Levant and as such I speak as the voice of the Pope. Considering I have crossbows and men willing to use them, I believe my legal position at the moment is greater than yours. Would you not agree?”

I grabbed Himbert’s arm and shook my head. “Go to de Beaujeu at once. Tell him who has me.”

“You mean to surrender?” asked Himbert, taken by surprise.

I looked up toward Marsatus and the Hospitallers who were aiming their crossbows at me. “Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. They would shoot us down before we took two steps. Yes, I am going to surrender.” I unbuckled my longsword and handed it to Himbert along with the leather case containing the document intended for the Doge. Marsatus was smiling, and it was not pleasant to look at.

“Brother Ronan, I told you we would meet again, and I never make promises I cannot keep,” said Marsatus smugly.

I walked forward and stared into the inquisitor’s eyes. It was like staring into the eyes of a snake. His eyes were dead and cold, emotionless though he was smiling.

“Bind him,” he snapped.

A Hospitaller sergeant swung the haft of his spear into the back of my legs and brought me to my knees. My hands were pulled back and tied with rope and another spear shaft thrust through my arms to increase my discomfort. Two men grabbed each end of the spear and hauled me back to my feet, the pain in my shoulders gave me a foretaste of what Marsatus had planned for me.

As Marsatus and his men hauled me toward the Hospitaller commandery, I heard Himbert yell, “Marsatus, you have no idea what you have done!”





Two

I was taken through the streets to a postern in the side of the Hospitaller commandery near the wall that separated Acre from its suburb of Montmusard. It was mid-afternoon, and most of the Hospitallers were hearing the daily office at None. A hood had been placed over my head to disorient me. When it was removed, I found myself deep in the storage vaults underneath the commandery’s keep. A table had been set up, and behind it sat one of the Inquisitor’s priests acting as his scribe. Several candles lined the table to provide light along with a number of torches ensconced along the wall. To my right, a brazier blazed brightly with several instruments protruding from its top.

The Hospitallers who had captured me had been replaced by the legate’s private guards, grinning maliciously in expectation of what was to come. I was stripped of my mail and gambeson. My over shirt was removed as well. To my surprise I saw the rat face of Bertrand, our Templar priest, appear out of the darkness. Bertrand hated me because I refused to let him hear my confessions. He took joy in the pain of others and so slithered his way beside me and said, “You are going to burn. That’s what they do to heretics.”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Careful, wee man. Don’t be so sure of that.”

“Come, Bertrand,” announced the inquisitor. “We must begin our questioning.”

The priest darted over to the table and took his place beside Marsatus. Two of the inquisitor’s guards stepped up beside me. One took a rope he was holding and threw it over a beam directly above my head. The other took the rope and tied it to my hands, which were still bound behind my back. That was the first time I felt fear. I knew what would happen to my shoulders if they hauled me up on that rope.

Marsatus pointed to his scribe. “Brother Ignatius will be documenting these proceedings. For the sake of your immortal soul, Brother Ronan, I suggest you tell us the truth.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Ask and be damned. I have nothing to hide.”

One of the guards beside me punched me hard in my gut. I started to sag forward but was jerked upright by the pain in my shoulders as my arms were extended upward behind me. “A poor attitude will get you nothing but pain, Brother,” said Marsatus. “So shall we begin? What is your Christian name?”

I straightened up, caught my breath, and answered him. “My name is Ronan Mac Alasdair of Clan Donald. My father is Alasdair Og Mac Angus, whose father is Angus son of Ranald, son of Somerland the Great, King of the Isles and Lord of Kintyre.”

“You come from the nobility?” asked Marsatus, his voice skeptical.

“My family can trace its line back over a thousand years. We were rulers in Alba and the Isles before the Romans pushed north of their wall.”

“And your mother?”

“Fionna Mac Guaire, daughter of Eoin Mac Guaire, chief of Clan Guaire.”

“And your parents were united in marriage, blessed by Holy Mother Church?”

“Of course not. My mother was one several of Alasdair’s conquests. As far as I know, he remains unmarried, although I seriously doubt he lacks for bed mates, Father.”

The corners of Marsatus’s mouth took a turn downward. “You are the result of an adulterous union?”

“I never thought of it that way. Alasdair loved her as much as he ever loved anyone, I suppose. Yet he never lied to her. She always knew there would be no marriage. Her father could not bring enough to the table to make it worth his time.”

“That explains much. You are the Devil’s spawn, conceived in lust. You were tainted at birth.”

“Then I’m sure I’m in good company for half of mankind is someone’s bastard. At least I know who my mother and father are.”

Marsatus ignored me and continued his questioning. “So you joined the Temple in Alba?”

I shook my head. “No, London. Himbert brought me to London where I was inducted as a lay brother and made his squire.”

Marsatus looked up from his parchment. “You are not a full member of the Knights Templar?”

“I was invested for the term of ten years. I took the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience like any other Templar.”

Marsatus smiled; it was not pleasant. “Do you deny that you have broken at least one of your vows?”

“I do not.”

Marsatus came around from the table. “You do not deny that you have broken your vow of chastity?”

It was my turn to smile. “I do not. I broke my vows on the direct orders of Master de Beaujeu and was offered absolution as a result.”

“That is a lie,” screeched Father Bertrand. “I have heard no such confession!”

“Be quiet, mala cac,” I said in Gaelic. “You are not the only priest in our Order in Acre. De Beaujeu had Father Armand sent to the infirmary upon my return from Tripoli to hear my confession.”

“And who did you break your vow of chastity with, Brother?” hissed Marsatus as he stood to my front.

“Ask Father Armand,” I replied. “Better yet, ask Master de Beaujeu. Perhaps he will tell you. I know that I will not.”

Marsatus nodded and stepped back then snapped his fingers. The man-at-arms beside me hauled on the rope pulling my arms back and up. The pain was excruciating. I leaned forward and then tried to stand on my toes. Sweat broke out immediately on my forehead. After several moments, the rope was released, and I was brought down. Marsatus was smiling at me. “You will tell me everything before we are finished here. The pain, well that is your choice.” He pushed my head back. “Shall we start again? I believe I asked you with whom you broke your vow of chastity?”

“A wench in the Two Sisters. Her name was Ahlam.”

Marsatus tilted his head. He paused a moment. “She was Muslim?”

“I couldn’t say. I was more interested in her tits than her religious background.”

The Inquisitor scowled and had his man haul on the rope. The pain in my shoulders was worse this time, taking my breath. “You thought so little of your vows that you made the beast with two backs with a tavern whore?”

Unlike the Church, I have never thought that sex between two willing adults was a sin. Marsatus wanted the truth, and that is what I gave him. “I did Father. She was beautiful and willing, and I was in need.”

The Inquisitor was both mortified and fascinated. “Who else? If you would lay with a tavern whore there were others. I would know all of them!”

By now my arms were numb, and the pain in my shoulders had eased somewhat. I needed time—time for Himbert to find de Beaujeu and then to find me. I told Marsatus of every woman I had known and some I had not. Yet I had not mentioned Helvis Embriaco, the widow of Bartolomeo Embriaco, Mayor of the Commune of Tripoli. Our affair had ended when she fled Tripoli to Cyprus with the rest of the nobility of that city, pregnant with my child. I had no word from her since then, and I would not endanger her by telling Marsatus of our union. Yet his sources were good, and inevitably he asked, “What of your relationship with Helvis Embriaco?”

“I was introduced to her by Grand Master de Beaujeu, nothing more.”

Marsatus went back to the table and picked up a scroll. He showed it to me. “Do you know what this is?”

“My release?” I answered, with as much sarcasm as I could muster.

He shook his head. “No. No, this is a sworn statement from Helvis Embriaco’s maid. Does that surprise you?”

“Should it?”

“Only if you have something to hide, Brother. So once again I ask you, what was the nature of your relationship with Helvis Embriaco?”

I shook my head. “There was no relationship. I knew her as Bartolomeo’s wife. I saw her at mass, nothing more.”

Marsatus nodded to his man who held the rope. Rather than hoisting me higher, he punched me in the side of my head. Stars exploded before my eyes. The blow set me swinging and that wrenched on my shoulders, causing me to cry out in pain. The soldier hit me again; this time below my left eye. Again my head felt like it would explode, and again I was swung from side to side. Marsatus shook his head. “Let us try again. Your relationship with Helvis Embriaco?”

It was then that I heard voices. They were loud and just outside the door to our chamber. Marsatus came out from behind the table and told Father Bertrand to go see about the disturbance. The little priest had not taken two steps when the door crashed inward, and the Inquisitor’s guard hurtled down the small set of stairs leading into the storage vault and landed with an audible crunch. I could not see who followed him, but I knew their voices at once. One was Himbert and the other Marshal de Claremont of the Hospital, and they were angry. “Tell your man to step away from that rope, Father,” said de Claremont.

“You have no right to stop this inquisition,” snarled Marsatus. “I am the Pope’s representative in the Levant.”

“You have no right to imprison a Templar let alone put one on trial without a papal bull, and had you one, it would have been presented to me,” came the voice of Master de Beaujeu as he entered the vault. “Not only have you violated cannon law, but you have abused the goodwill and trust of both the Temple and the Hospital.”

I felt the rope go slack, and the pain in my shoulders eased at once. Someone cut my bonds, and I fell to my knees as the pain in my shoulders, arms, and hands returned with the increased flow of blood to those limbs. Himbert helped me to my feet and turned on Marsatus. His voice was steel. “Pray you, Father, there is no permanent injury.”

“I am a papal envoy. You can do nothing.”

“Perhaps, but you are in the Levant. Much can happen between here and Rome,” he replied, pointedly.

Marsatus turned as Master de Villiers of the Hospital arrived with several Hospitaller knights. “My lord, I demand you arrest these men for interfering with a papal inquisition.”

I have to admit, Marsatus had balls. What he did not expect was the response he received from Master de Villiers. Apparently he did not realize that under de Villiers, the Hospital and de Beaujeu had come to terms and now were cooperating quite closely. “You will demand nothing. You dare hold trial in my commandery without my sanction? You use my men to seize a Templar illegally and hold him against my knowledge? You are not the Pope, sir!” De Villiers motioned to his knights. “Take Father Marsatus to his room where he is to be held until such time as we can find transport for him back to Rome.”

“You have no right!”

“I have every right,” replied de Villiers, rounding on the Inquisitor. “Once a ship is found, you will be escorted by two of my most trusted knights, who will carry correspondence from both me and Master de Beaujeu, detailing your abuse of the papal seal. I have known his Eminence for years, and I can assure you, your days of power are numbered. As for your men, they will be held in our dungeon on bread and water until such time as I can send them back as well.”

De Beaujeu stepped forward then and clapped a hand on Father Bertrand, who had tried his best to slide away into a corner of the vault. “Tell me, Father, why are you here?”

I was trying to raise my arms at that point. Bertrand was stammering a response, and I spoke up. “My lord, the good Father there denounced me to the Inquisitor, saying that I had committed adultery on your orders. In fact, it is written on that parchment that the brothers behind the table have in their keeping.”

Master de Beaujeu stalked over to the table and gathered up the parchments stacked there. A cursory glance told him everything. To Himbert he said, “Burn these—all of them.” To the brothers seated before him, he smiled. “Gentlemen, I understand you wish to remain with our garrisons in the Levant? I believe we need chaplains at Castle Pilgrim and Tortosa . It is kind of you to offer your services to the Temple.”

Both priests were in shock. Neither protested his immediate induction into The Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon. “Brother Himbert,” smiled de Beaujeu, “see that these men are taken back to our commandery at once. I believe there are patrols leaving in the morning for both garrisons.”

Himbert was smiling. “Yes lord, at once.”

“Father Bertrand, you will come with us.”

Marsatus was escorted out of the vault in the grip of two of de Villiers knights. We Templars, led by Master de
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