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PROLOGUE



From The Book of the Grail



Brighter than the sun this lake,

Boiling as a cauldron deep,

And though no thing alive could stand

This fiery furnace, molten hot,

Perceval glimpsed creatures there,

Most dark and dreadful to behold.

Writhing beneath the seething surface,

Flames of crimson; amber; gold,

Were things of wing and fang and talon,

As though from the abyss had crawled.

But on the shore there stood a knight,

Adorned in mantle, vestal white,

A red cross on his chest emblazoned,

A holy light around him shining.

To Perceval this knight did turn,

He raised his arm towards the lake,

And in a stern, commanding tone

Bade Perceval cast the treasures in.



Perceval stood still as stone,

His heart went cold, his fingers froze,

He felt he couldn’t bear to throw

The precious treasures from his hands.

Then the knight did speak once more

His voice an arrow driving deep;

We are brothers, Perceval,

Your Brethren would not lead you wrong.

All that is lost will be restored.

All that is dead will live again.

And Perceval, his faith returned,

Did lean and cast the treasures in.

The cross of bright, unalloyed gold

Yellow as the morning sun;

The candlestick of seven prongs

Of beaten silver, shimmering;

Last the crescent of hammered lead

Its rough-hewn surface shadow-dark.



All at once there rose a song

From many voices joined as one.

Borne on a breeze, sweet and pure,

They filled the sky like breaking dawn.

Now the lake was fire no more

But tranquil blue of water clear,

And from it came a man of gold

With silver eyes and lead-black hair.

Perceval fell upon his knees

And wept and wept for utter joy.

He raised his head and thrice aloud,

Hail to thee O Lord! he cried.





PART ONE





Chapter 1

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

3 September 1260 AD

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

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

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

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

‘Amir?’

‘What is it, Ismail?’

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

Baybars frowned and Ismail wished he had remained silent.

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

‘As I said, have patience.’

‘Yes, Amir.’

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

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

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

‘How large is the force?’

‘One of their toumans, Amir.’

‘Ten thousand. And their leader?’

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

‘They saw you?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Badly?’

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

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

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

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

‘As you command, Amir.’

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





Chapter 2

Saint-Martin’s Gate, Paris

3 September 1260 AD

The young clerk sprinted down the alley, his breath coming in ragged bursts. His feet skidded in slimy pools of mud and night soil that coated the ground; his nose was clogged with the stink of human waste and rotting food. He slipped, threw out a hand to grab the sharp flint wall of the building beside him, caught his balance and ran on. To his left, between the buildings, he caught a glimpse of the wide blackness of the Seine. The eastern sky was beginning to lighten, the tower of Notre Dame reflecting the faint gleam of dawn, but in the labyrinth of alleyways that crisscrossed between the wharf houses and tenements it was still midnight. His hair plastered to his head with sweat, the clerk headed away from the river and north towards Saint-Martin’s Gate. Every so often, he risked a glance over his shoulder. But he saw no one and the only footsteps he heard were his own.

Once he handed over the book he would be free. By the time the bells rang for Prime he would be on his way to Rouen and a new life. He paused in the mouth of an alley and bent forward straining for breath, one hand on his thigh, the other clutching a vellum-bound book. A movement caught his eye. A tall man dressed in a grey cloak had appeared at the other end of the alley and was striding towards him. The young clerk turned and ran.

He zigzagged between buildings, intent on losing those footsteps now echoing after his own. But his pursuer was dogged and the distance between them was closing. The city walls were rising ahead. His hand tightened around the book. It meant a sentence, whether of death or imprisonment he wasn’t sure, but without evidence they might not be able to convict. The clerk darted down a narrow passage between two rows of shops. Outside the back door of a wine seller’s several casks were stacked in a neat row. The clerk looked over his shoulder. He heard the footsteps, but couldn’t see his pursuer yet. Dropping the vellum-bound book behind the casks, he ran on. He could always double back to collect it, if he escaped.

He didn’t.

The clerk made it down three more streets before he was caught outside a butcher’s, where the ground was stained red with the previous day’s slaughter. He yelled as the tall man in the threadbare grey cloak pinned him roughly against the wall.

‘Give it to me!’ The man’s words were masked by a thick accent and even though he wore the cloak’s cowl pulled low over his face the dark tone of his skin was apparent.

‘Are you mad? Let go of me!’ gasped the clerk, struggling vainly.

His attacker drew a dagger. ‘I have no time for games. Give me the book.’

‘Don’t kill me! Please!’

‘We know you stole it,’ said the man, raising the dagger.

The clerk heaved in a shuddering breath. ‘I had to! He said he would . . .! Oh, dear God!’ The clerk hung his head and began to cry. ‘I don’t want to die!’

‘Who made you take it?’

But the clerk just continued sobbing.

With a gruff sigh the attacker stepped back and sheathed the dagger. ‘I will not harm you, if you tell me what I need to know.’

The young clerk looked up, eyes wide. ‘You followed me from the preceptory?’

‘Yes.’

‘The man I . . . Jean? Is he . . .?’ The clerk trailed off, tears streaming down his cheeks.

‘He is alive.’

The clerk exhaled sharply.

There was a clatter somewhere behind them. The man in grey turned, his dark eyes scanning the buildings. Seeing nothing, he looked back at the clerk. ‘Give me the book and we can return to the preceptory together. I will see you come to no harm if you tell me the truth. Start by telling me who forced you to steal it.’

The clerk paused, then opened his mouth. There was a sharp click, followed by a soft whistle. The man in grey ducked instinctively. A second later the bolt from a crossbow had buried itself in the clerk’s throat. His eyes widened, but he didn’t make a noise as he crumpled to the ground. The man in grey spun round in time to see a shadow move across the dark rooftops above the passage, then vanish. He cursed and dropped down beside the clerk, whose legs were shaking violently. ‘Where have you put the book? Where?’

The clerk’s mouth opened and blood came out. His legs stopped thrashing, his head lolled back. The man in grey cursed again and searched the body, even though it was obvious the young man had nothing on him but the clothes he was wearing. He looked up, hearing voices. Three men were moving through the alley. They were wearing the scarlet cloaks of the city watch.

‘Who’s down there?’ called one, raising the torch he held, the flames quivering in the breeze. ‘You there!’ shouted the guard, seeing a shadowy figure bent over something on the ground.

Not heeding their commands for him to halt, the man in grey began to run.

‘After him!’ the guard with the torch ordered his comrades. He went closer and swore as the flames revealed the dead clerk’s black tunic with the splayed red cross of the Temple on the chest.

A few streets away, a wine merchant by the name of Antoine de Pont-Evêque was in his shop, sighing over some muddled accounts, when he heard the shouts. Curious, he left his table, opened the back door and peered out. The alley was empty, the sky above the rooftops pale with morning. The shouting was fading. Antoine, yawning deeply, turned to go back inside. He stopped, his eye drawn to something on the ground. It was half hidden by the row of empty wine casks and he doubted he would have noticed it at all if not for the fact that it glinted when the light caught it. With a grunt, Antoine stooped to pick it up. It was a book, fairly thick and neatly bound in polished vellum. The writing on the cover was done in shimmering gold-leaf. Antoine couldn’t read the words, but the book was beautifully crafted and he couldn’t imagine how anyone could discard, or lose such an expensive-looking item. He had a moment’s thought of putting it back, but after a quick, guilty look around, he took it inside his shop and shut the door. Pleased by his find, Antoine put the book on a dusty, cluttered shelf beneath his counter and returned reluctantly to his accounts. He would ask his brother, if the rogue ever visited, to tell him what it was about.

New Temple, London, 3 September 1260 AD

Inside the chapter house of New Temple, a company of knights had gathered for the initiation. They sat in silence on the benches, facing a raised dais upon which was an altar. Kneeling alone on the flagstones, his back to the knights and his head bowed before the altar, was an eighteen-year-old sergeant. His standard black tunic had been discarded and his bare chest was stained amber in the candlelight. The frail flames, spluttering in their sconces on the walls, were unable to dispel the perpetual gloom of the inner chamber and most of the assembly was shrouded in shadows. Aided by two clerics dressed in black, a priest ascended the steps of the dais. He stood before the company, clasping a leatherbound book, as the clerics prepared the altar. After they had arrayed the holy vessels, the clerics stepped back behind the altar where two knights were waiting, clad, as all Templars, in long white surcoats with a splayed red cross emblazoned across their hearts.

The priest cleared his throat and surveyed the company. ‘Ecce quam bonum et quam jocundum habitare fratres in unum.’

‘Amen,’ replied a chorus of voices.

The priest looked out across them. ‘In the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and in the name of Mary, most Divine Mother, I welcome you, my brothers. As one we are gathered here for this holy rite and so, as one, let us proceed.’ He turned his gaze upon the genuflecting sergeant. ‘For what purpose have you come here?’

The sergeant strove to remember the words he was supposed to say, which he had learnt during his night in vigil. ‘I come to deliver myself, body and spirit, unto the Temple.’

‘In whose name do you deliver yourself?’

‘In the name of God and in the name of Hugues de Payns, founder of our holy Order, who, forsaking this life of sin and darkness, cast from him his worldly duties and . . .’ The sergeant paused, heart racing. ‘And taking up the mantle and the cross journeyed to Outremer, the land beyond the sea, to take sword and fire to the infidel. And who, once there, swore to keep safe all Christian pilgrims on their paths through the Holy Land.’

‘Do you now wish to accept the mantle of the Temple, knowing that in doing so you too shall cast away your worldly duties and, following in the footsteps of our founder, become a true and humble servant of Almighty God?’ When the sergeant gave his affirmation, the priest took a clay pot from the altar and carefully deposited its contents into a gold censer. The resinous mixture of frankincense and myrrh ignited as it touched the charcoals and a plume of smoke swirled up to engulf him. He coughed and stepped back. Behind him, the two knights came forward.

One of the knights drew his sword from its scabbard and pointed it towards the sergeant. ‘See you us now, clad in fine raiment and armed with mighty weapons? Look in wisdom at these things, for you see with eyes that cannot see and heart that cannot comprehend the austerities of our Order. For when you wish to be on this side of the sea you shall be beyond, when you wish to eat you shall go hungry and when you wish to sleep you shall remain awake. Can you accept these things for the glory of God and the safety of your soul?’

‘Yes, Sir Knight,’ answered the sergeant solemnly.

‘Then answer truthfully these questions.’

The knights returned to their places and the priest read from the book, his words echoing out around the chapter house. ‘Do you believe in the Christian faith, as decreed by the Church of Rome? Are you the son of a knight, born of legitimate wedlock? Have you made a gift to any in this Order that you may be received as a knight? Are you firm of body and not concealing any ill that may make you unfit to serve the Temple?’ The sergeant gave a clear reply to each and the priest inclined his head. ‘Very well.’ He handed the book to one of the clerics, who descended to the sergeant and held it out before him.

‘Behold the Rule of the Temple,’ said the cleric, ‘written for us with the aid of the blessed saint, Bernard de Clairvaux, who at the founding of our Order supported us and whose spirit lives on within us. Look upon our laws, as they are written here, and swear to uphold them. Swear that you will always be faithful to the Order, obeying without question any command you are given. But only if that command comes directly from an official of the Temple, these officials being first the Grand Master, who governs us in wisdom from his seat in the city of Acre; the Visitor of the Kingdom of France, commander of our Western strongholds; the Marshal; the Seneschal; then the Masters of all kingdoms where we hold sway throughout the East and the West. You will obey, too, your commanders in battle and the Master of any preceptory where you are posted in times of war or peace, and keep civil always with your brothers-in-arms, with whom the bond you now share is thicker than blood. Swear that you will preserve your chastity and live without property, except that bestowed upon you by your Masters. Swear too that you will aid our cause in Outremer, the Holy Land, defending the strongholds and estates we retain in the Kingdom of Jerusalem against all enemies and, in gravest need, giving of your life in this defence. And swear that you will never leave the Order of the Temple, save when permitted by the Masters, for thou art joined to us by this oath and ever shall be in the eyes of God.’

The sergeant put a hand to the book and swore that he would, indeed, do these things.

The cleric ascended the steps and laid the leatherbound book on the altar. As he stepped back, the priest reached down and gently, lovingly, picked up a small black box gilded with gold. He removed the lid and brought out a crystal phial, its many-faceted surface catching the light of the candles.

‘Look upon the blood of Christ,’ murmured the priest, ‘three drops of which, captured within this vessel, were brought to us almost two centuries ago from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre by Hugues de Payns, founder of our Order, in whose name you deliver yourself and in whose footsteps you follow. Look upon it and be received.’

The company sighed and the sergeant watched in awe: he hadn’t been told about this part of the ceremony.

‘Do you deliver youself, body and spirit?’

‘I do.’

‘Then bow your head before this altar,’ ordered the priest, ‘and ask for the blessings of God, the Virgin, and all the saints.’



With his cheek pressed against the wall, Will Campbell watched as the sergeant prostrated himself on the flagstones, arms splayed like the crosses on the knights’ mantles. Will, who was tall for thirteen, shifted in his cramped position as his legs began to throb. The tenacious burrowing of mice had eroded an uneven stone at the base of the wall that separated the chapter house from the kitchen’s storeroom, forming a tiny cleft. Around him, the storeroom was in relative darkness. Only thin slivers of light sifted through the cracks in the door that led to the kitchen. A musty smell of mice droppings and mouldering grain permeated the air. The two large sacks that he had squeezed between offered some measure of comfort from the cold rising from the stone floor, as well as cover from possible detection.

‘You seen enough?’

Will took his cheek from the wall and glanced at the stocky youth huddled behind him, propped against a sack of grain. ‘Why? Do you want to look?’

‘No,’ muttered the youth, stretching out his legs and wincing as the blood found its flow. ‘I want to leave.’

Will shook his head. ‘How can you not want to see? Not even the . . .’ He frowned, trying to think of a good example. ‘Not even the pope has witnessed a knight’s initiation. This is your chance to know the Order’s most secret ceremony, Simon.’

‘Yes, secret.’ Simon cocked his head. ‘There’s a reason it’s secret. It means no one’s supposed to see. Only knights and priests are allowed and you’re neither.’ He stamped his foot on the ground. ‘And my leg’s gone to sleep.’

Will rolled his eyes. ‘Go then, I’ll see you later.’

‘Through the bars of a prison cell maybe. Listen to your elder for once.’

‘Elder?’ scoffed Will. ‘By one year.’

‘One year in age maybe.’ Simon tapped his head. ‘But at least twenty years in sense.’ He sighed, folding his arms across his chest. ‘No, I’ll stay. Who else is fool enough to watch your back?’

Will returned his eye to the cleft. The priest was stepping down from the dais holding a sword. The bare-chested sergeant rose to his feet, keeping his head bowed.

Will had seen in his mind’s eye the priest descending to him a thousand times with the sword and had seen himself sheathe the blade in the scabbard at his side. But most of all, he had imagined the hand of his father, firm on his shoulder, as he was accepted as a Templar Knight; clothed in the white mantle that signified the cleansing of all past sins.

‘I’ve heard they station archers on the rooftops of some preceptories when the ceremony takes place,’ continued Simon, prodding a bulge in the sack that was pressing into him. ‘If we’re caught they’ll probably shoot us.’

Will didn’t answer.

Simon sat back. ‘Or expel us.’ He groaned and prodded the sack again, viciously. ‘Or send us to Merlan.’ He gave an exaggerated shudder at the thought. When he had first arrived at the preceptory a year ago, one of the older sergeants had told him about Merlan. The Templar prison in France had acquired an ominous reputation over the years and the sergeant’s description of it had deeply affected Simon.

‘Merlan,’ murmured Will, not taking his gaze from the priest, ‘is for traitors and murderers.’

‘And spies.’

The kitchen doors opened with a bang. The shafts of light filtering into the storeroom intensified in their brightness as sunlight filled the chamber beyond. Will ducked down, his back to the wall. Simon scrabbled between the sacks and wedged himself in beside Will as the sound of heavy footsteps drew nearer. There was a clatter and a muttered curse, followed by a scraping sound. The footsteps stopped. Ignoring Simon who was shaking his head, Will inched forwards easing himself out from between the sacks. Padding to the door, he peered through one of the cracks.

The kitchen was a large, rectangular room divided by two long rows of benches where the food was prepared. At one end, near the doors, was a cavernous hearth in which a fire smoked and spat. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with bowls, pots and jars. Stacked on the floor were barrels of ale and baskets filled with vegetables, and suspended on hooks hanging from the rafters were braces of rabbits, joints of salted pork and dried fish. Standing at one of the benches was a brawny man, clad in the brown tunic of a servant. Will groaned inwardly. It was Peter, the kitchen supervisor. Peter hefted a basket of vegetables onto the bench, then took up a knife. Will glanced round as Simon sat up, his scruffy thatch of brown hair appearing over the sacks.

‘Who is it?’ Simon mouthed.

Will moved back to him and crouched down. ‘Peter,’ he whispered. ‘It looks like he’ll be here for a while.’

Simon pulled a face.

Will nodded towards the door. ‘We’ll have to go.’

‘Go?’

‘We can’t stay in here all day. I’m supposed to be polishing Sir Owein’s armour.’

‘But with him out there?’

Without giving Simon a chance to refuse, Will went to the door and opened it.

Peter started, his knife poised in mid-air. ‘God in Heaven!’ He recovered quickly, his eyes narrowing as he saw Will. Setting down the knife, he wiped his hands on his tunic, glancing past Will as Simon hastened out and shut the storeroom door. ‘What were you two doing in there?’

‘We heard a noise,’ said Will calmly. ‘We went to see what it  . . .’

Peter pushed past him and yanked open the door. ‘Pilfering rations again?’ He scoured the storeroom’s shadows, but could see nothing out of place. ‘What was it last time? Thieving bread?’

‘Cake,’ corrected Will. ‘And I wasn’t thieving, I was  . . .’

‘And you?’ Peter turned on Simon. ‘What need has a groom in the kitchens?’

Simon hooked his thumbs in his belt and shrugged, shuffling from one foot to the other.

‘The stable broom was broken,’ said Will. ‘We came to borrow one.’

‘Takes two of you to carry it, does it?’

Will stared back at him in silence.

Peter scowled. He had served the preceptory for thirty years and refused to have his intelligence insulted by these upstart adolescents. But he didn’t have the authority to force a confession from them. He looked from the storeroom to Will, then ceded with a grunt of annoyance. ‘Take your broom and be off then.’ Returning to the trestle, he snatched up the knife. ‘But if I see either of you in here again, I’ll report you to the Master.’

Will hastened through the kitchen, pausing to grab a besom from the wall by the hearth. He headed outside, blinking at the sun’s brightness and turned, grinning, as Simon came out behind him. ‘Here.’

‘How kind,’ said Simon, as Will handed him the broom. ‘I hope your curiosity is satisfied. If a knight had found us . . .?’ He sucked in a breath. ‘The next time you want someone to keep watch for you, I’ll be in the Holy Land. I expect I’ll be safer there.’ He shook his head, but gave Will a broad smile that revealed his jagged front tooth, broken when a horse had kicked him. ‘Will I see you before Nones?’

Will wrinkled his nose at the mention of the afternoon office. He hadn’t even begun his chores and the morning was already drawing to a close. There never seemed to be enough hours in the day for all the things he was expected to do, however fast he tried to work. Between mealtimes, daily training on the field with the sword, and all the menial tasks he had to undertake for his master, there was very little time left for anything else, let alone the seven offices to God. Will’s day, as all sergeants’, began before dawn with the office of Matins, when the chapel, summer or winter, would be cold and gloomy, after which he would see to his master’s horse, then be given his orders. At around six was the office of Prime and following this, Will and his fellow sergeants would break their fast, whilst listening to a reading of the scriptures, then return to the chapel for the offices of Terce and Sext. In the afternoon, between lunch, chores and training, he attended Nones. At dusk there was Vespers, followed by supper, and the whole day ended with Compline. Some Templars might be proud to be known as the warrior monks, but Will resented seeing more of the inside of the chapel than his own bed. He was about to complain of this to Simon, who was already well versed in his objections, when he heard someone shout his name.

A short, red-haired boy was running towards them, scattering the hens that were pecking in the yard. ‘Will, I’ve a message from Sir Owein. He wants to see you in the solar immediately.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘No,’ replied the boy. ‘But he didn’t look pleased.’

‘Do you think he knows what we was doing?’ murmured Simon at Will’s side.

‘Not unless he can see through walls.’

Will grinned, then sprinted off across the yard, the sun warm on his back. Diving down a passage that led past the fragrant-smelling kitchen garden, he came out in a large courtyard surrounded by grey stone buildings. Beyond the buildings to the right rose the chapel, a tall, graceful structure built with a round nave in imitation of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Will made his way towards the knights’ quarters, which lay at the far end of the courtyard near the chapel, dodging groups of sergeants, squires leading horses and servants moving purposefully about their various errands. New Temple, the principal English preceptory, was also the largest in the kingdom. As well as extensive domestic and official quarters, the compound contained a training field, armoury, stables and its own private wharf on the Thames. Commonly, up to one hundred knights were in residence, as well as several hundred sergeants and general labourers.

Reaching the doors of the two-storey building that was set around a cloister, Will slipped inside and ran down the vaulted passage, his footsteps echoing. Upstairs, he halted before a heavy oak door, breathing hard, and rapped his knuckles on the wood. Glancing down, he saw that his black tunic was smudged with dust from the storeroom floor. He brushed at it with his sleeve as the door swung inwards, revealing the imposing figure of Owein ap Gwyn.

The knight gestured sharply. ‘Inside.’

The solar, a room that some of the more high-ranking Templars shared, was cool and dark. There was an armoire against one wall, several stools in a shadowy corner that was partially concealed by a wooden screen, and a table and bench beneath the window, which looked out over the cloisters onto a square of well-kept grass. A small piece of coloured glass in the trefoil cast a green glow across the piles of scrolls and sheaves of parchment on the table. Will held his head high, keeping his gaze fixed on the view outside the window as the door banged shut behind him. He had no idea why his master had summoned him, but hoped he wouldn’t be kept too long. If he managed to polish Owein’s armour before Nones, then he might be able to spend an hour on the field before the training session later that afternoon. There wasn’t that much time left available in which to practise: the tournament was fast approaching. Owein came to stand before him. Will saw displeasure etched in the furrows of the knight’s brow and his steel-grey eyes. His hope sank. ‘I was told you wanted to see me, sir.’

‘Do you comprehend how fortunate you are, sergeant?’ questioned Owein, the accent of his birthplace, Powys, thick with anger.

‘Fortunate, sir?’

‘To be in your position? A position denied to so many of your rank that grants you tutelage under a knight-master?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then why do you disobey my commands, betraying both myself and your eminent station?’

Will said nothing.

‘Mute, are you?’

‘No, sir. But I cannot reply when I don’t know what I’ve done to displease you.’

‘You don’t know what you’ve done to displease me?’ Owein’s tone roughened further. ‘Then perhaps it’s your memory and not your mouth that is deficient. What is your first duty after Matins, sergeant?’

‘To see to your horse, sir,’ replied Will, realising what must have happened.

‘Then why, when I passed the stables, did I find the hayrack empty and my horse not groomed?’

Following Matins, the first office, Will had forsaken this chore to investigate the hole he’d discovered in the storeroom wall in readiness for the initiation. Last night, he had asked one of the sergeants with whom he shared quarters to feed Owein’s horse for him. The sergeant must have forgotten. ‘I am sorry, sir,’ said Will in his most contrite voice. ‘I overslept.’

Owein’s eyes narrowed. He strode around the table and seated himself on the bench behind. Resting his arms on the table, he laced his hands together. ‘How many times have I heard that excuse? And countless others? You seem incapable of following the simplest orders. The Rule of the Temple isn’t here to be broken and I will not tolerate it any longer!’

Will was slightly surprised: he had done worse than neglect to feed his master’s horse before. He began to feel uneasy as Owein continued.

‘To be a Templar you must be willing to make many sacrifices and abide by many laws. You are training to be a soldier! A warrior of Christ! One day, sergeant, you will almost certainly be called to arms and if you cannot follow orders now, I cannot see how you hope to maintain order as a knight on the field of battle. Every man in the Temple must obey, to the letter, the commands given to him by his superiors, however trivial they might seem, else our entire Order will fall into chaos. Can you imagine the Visitor in Paris, or Master de Pairaud here in London failing to follow any task appointed to them by Grand Master Bérard? Failing, for instance, to send a requested number of men and horses to help fortify one of our strongholds in Palestine because they overslept on the morning the ship was due to leave?’ Owein’s grey eyes bored into Will’s. ‘Well, can you?’ When Will didn’t answer the knight shook his head irritably. ‘The tournament is only a month away. I am considering excluding you from entering.’

Will stared at Owein for a long moment, then breathed a sigh of relief. Owein wouldn’t bar him from the contest: his master wanted him to win as much as he did. It was an idle threat and Owein knew it.

Owein studied the tall, wiry boy, whose tunic was dust-stained and whose posture was erect, defiant. Will’s dark hair had been cropped raggedly across his forehead and several strands hung in his green eyes giving him a hooded look. There was an adult keenness in the hard angles of his cheeks and his long, hawk-like nose, and Owein was struck by how much like his father the boy was starting to look. It was no use, he knew; anger and threats had never worked. Probably, he thought with some chagrin, because he could never stay furious with the boy for long, or recourse to more brutal punishments employed by other knights.

He glanced at the wooden screen that partitioned the solar, then back at Will. After a moment, Owein rose and looked out of the window to give himself a chance to think.

Will’s uneasiness returned as the quiet dragged on. Rarely had he seen Owein so pensive, so ominously silent. Perhaps he was wrong: perhaps his master would bar him from the tournament. Or perhaps this was worse, perhaps . . . The word expulsion flashed in Will’s mind. After what seemed an eternity, Owein turned to face him.

‘I know what happened in Scotland, William.’ Owein watched Will’s eyes widen, then narrow to fierce slits as the boy averted his gaze. ‘If you want to make amends, this isn’t the way. What would your father think of your behaviour? When he returns from the Holy Land I want to be able to commend you. I don’t want to have to tell him I’m disappointed.’

Will felt as if he had been punched in the stomach. All his air had gone, leaving him dizzy, sick. ‘How . . .? How did you know?’

‘Your father told me before he left.’

‘He told you?’ said Will weakly. He hung his head, then shook it and looked up. ‘Can I receive my punishment and be dismissed, sir?’

To Owein, it was as if a mask had come down over Will’s face. That fragility was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. He watched a vein in Will’s temple pulse as the boy clenched his teeth. The knight recognised that stony resolve. He had seen it in James Campbell’s face when he had advised the knight not to pursue a request for transfer to the Temple’s preceptory in the city of Acre. James hadn’t been called to Crusade and as well as Will in London, he had a young wife and daughters in Scotland, but he had refused to listen to Owein’s counsel. Owein wondered whether he was getting through to the boy at all. It was time, he decided, to speak plainly. ‘No, Sergeant Campbell, you may not be dismissed. I’m not finished.’

‘I do not wish to speak of this, sir,’ said Will in a low voice. ‘I won’t!’

‘We won’t have to,’ said Owein calmly, seating himself on the bench, ‘if you start behaving like the sergeant I know you can be.’ When Owein saw he had the boy’s attention, he continued. ‘You have a sharp mind, William, and your enthusiasm and skill on the training field is laudable. But you refuse to apply yourself to the most fundamental obligations of our Order. Do you think our founders wrote the Rule for their own amusement? We must all strive to follow the ideals they prescribed in order to fulfil our role as Christ’s warriors on Earth. Being able to fight well is not enough. Bernard de Clairvaux himself tells us that it is useless to attack exterior enemies if we do not first conquer those of the interior. Do you understand that, William?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Will quietly. The sentiment touched something deep inside him.

‘You cannot continue to jeopardise your position by flouting the Rule whenever you think it dull, or senseless. You must start obeying me, William, in all of your duties, not just the ones you enjoy. You must learn discipline else you will have no place in this Order. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, Sir Owein.’

Owein sat back, satisfied that Will had listened and understood. ‘Good.’ He picked up one of the scrolls that was lying on the table. Unrolling the parchment he smoothed it flat with his palm. ‘Then your next duty will be to bear my shield at a parley between King Henry and Master de Pairaud.’

‘The king? He’s coming here, sir?’

‘In twelve days.’ Owein looked up from the parchment. ‘And his visit is a private affair, so you are forbidden from speaking of it.’

‘You have my word, sir.’

‘Until then, you will be assigned to the stables as punishment for neglecting your responsibilities this morning. This will be in addition to your daily work. That is all, sergeant. You are dismissed.’

Will bowed and headed for the door.

‘And William.’

‘Sir?’

‘My threats may have seemed without substance in the past. But if you test my patience any further, I won’t hesitate to have you expelled from the Order. Stay out of trouble. The good Lord knows it follows you around like a stray dog, but the next time you turn and pet it, it may well bite you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

When Will had gone, Owein rubbed at his brow wearily.

‘You are far too lenient on the boy, brother.’ A tall knight with flint-grey hair and a leather patch over his left eye appeared from around the wooden screen, where he had been sitting throughout the meeting. He crossed to Owein, holding a sheaf of parchments. ‘To bear the shield of a Templar is a great honour, greater still given the setting. His punishment seems more like a reward.’

Owein studied the scroll before him. ‘Perhaps the responsibility will help to temper him, brother.’

‘Or lead him to worse abuses of his rank. I fear your affection for the boy has blinded you. You are not his father, Owein.’

Owein looked up, frowning. He opened his mouth to object, but the flint-haired knight continued.

‘Boys of his age and breeding are like dogs. They respond better to the whip rather than the word.’

‘I disagree.’

The knight gave a tiny shrug and laid the sheaf of parchments he held on the table. ‘It’s your decision, of course. I merely offer my opinion.’

‘Your opinion is noted, Jacques,’ said Owein, mildly but firmly. He picked up the parchments. ‘Have you read them all?’

‘I have.’ Jacques walked to the window and surveyed the Temple’s grounds. The leaves on the trees were beginning to wither, turning brown and crumpled at the edges. ‘What does Master de Pairaud say? Is he confident that Henry will concede to our demands?’

‘Fairly. As I have been dealing with this matter for some months, Master de Pairaud has, to some extent, left it in my hands as to how we proceed during the parley. I have talked through my thoughts with him and it has been agreed that we should compile not only the treasury reports of what has been lent to the royal household over the past year, but also exactly where we believe those monies to have been spent. I will need your help with some of the details.’

‘You have it.’

Owein nodded his thanks. ‘It will all serve to strengthen our case.’

‘However strong our case is, the king will not be pleased.’

‘No, he will not. But although I believe we should tread with some caution in this matter, Henry does have very little choice but to concede to the Temple’s demands. Even if he refuses, we can request that the pope order him to agree.’

‘Caution is needed, brother. The Temple may stand beyond the king’s authority, but he can still make our lives difficult. He has done it before when he attempted to confiscate several of our estates. And,’ added Jacques grimly, ‘we currently have more than enough to worry about without having to deal with the petty reactions of jealous monarchs.’ He pulled up a stool and sat before Owein. ‘You spoke to the Master this morning. Did he say whether he has received any further reports from Outremer?’

‘We will discuss it in the next chapter meeting, but, no, he has received nothing since we learnt about the Mongol attacks on Aleppo, Damascus and Baghdad, and the Mamluks’ move to confront the horde. And that, for me, is good enough incentive to confront the king sooner rather than later about his debts. We will need all the money we can lay our hands on if we have cause to counter this new threat. If the Mamluks face the Mongols and win we will have their entire army marching triumphant and confident through our territories.’ Owein straightened up the neat stack of parchments on the table with the tips of his fingers and shook his head. ‘I cannot think of anything more perilous.’





Chapter 3

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

3 September 1260 AD

The Mamluk camp was tumultuous; noisy with exultation and preparation as the army celebrated its victory in song and officers shouted their orders, maintaining tight control of what, at first glance, would have appeared to be chaos.

On reaching the sultan’s pavilion, Baybars reined in his horse and leapt down. Pausing to tether the beast to a hobbling post he surveyed the gorge, far beneath him. The sun had dipped below the hills, casting shadows across the valley. He could hear the dull echo of axe blades against wood as the Mongols’ siege engines were torn down for the pyres of their dead. His eyes moved to the chain of Mamluk wounded which was winding its way slowly up the hillside from the battleground. Those able to walk were being helped by their comrades and the less fortunate were laid out on carts that bounced and rattled over the rocky ground. Come dawn, the physicians would be exhausted, but the gravediggers would be wearier still. Baybars headed for the pavilion. Guarding the entrance were two white-cloaked warriors of the Mu’izziyya regiment, the sultan’s Royal Guard. They moved aside and bowed at his approach.

The air inside the pavilion was thick with the scent of sandalwood and the flames filtering through the oil lanterns exuded a soft, buttery light. It took Baybars a moment to become accustomed to the dim interior, but when he did his gaze was drawn first to the throne, which stood on a wooden platform that was covered by a canopy of white silk. The throne was a magnificent item, spread with embroidered cloth, the arms crowned with the heads of two lions sculpted from gold, beasts that snarled down at all those who stood before them. It was empty. Baybars looked around until his eyes came to rest on a low couch that was partially hidden by a mesh screen. Reclining there amidst a panoply of cushions and drapes was Sultan Kutuz, the master of the Mamluks and ruler of Egypt. His brocaded mantle of jade damask was drawn tight against his huge frame and his long black beard was sleek with perfumed oil. As usual, the sultan was not alone. Baybars quickly studied the rest of the men who occupied the pavilion. He had trained himself, on entering any enclosed space, to assess who was there and how many were armed. Invariably, the answers to these questions when in the presence of the sultan, were all those who mattered and everyone but the servants. Baybars had long thought that Kutuz’s status was marked less by the slim band of gold that circled his brow, than by the retinue that always surrounded him. Attendants bearing trays of fruit and goblets of hibiscus cordial moved deftly between the royal advisers and the military governors of the various Mamluk regiments, who stood in small groups talking quietly. More of the Mu’izziyya were just visible in the shadows.

A gust of cool air swept into the pavilion with a messenger who hurried over to one of the governors. The draught stirred the incense smoke into fitful clouds. Kutuz looked up. His dark eyes fixed on Baybars.

‘Amir.’ Kutuz beckoned. ‘Come forward.’ He waited as Baybars approached the couch. ‘My praise to you,’ he said, watching Baybars bow. ‘Because of your plan, we have won our first victory against the Mongols.’ Resting against the cushions, Kutuz took a goblet from one of the proffered trays. ‘What do you believe our next move should be?’ He shot a glance at a group of men who were standing at the side of the pavilion. ‘Some of my advisors have suggested that we fall back.’

Baybars didn’t take his eyes from the sultan. ‘We should move out to engage the remaining Mongol forces, my lord. The rest have fled east and reports from the borders indicate concern over the throne in Mongolia. It would be good to strike whilst they are in disarray.’

‘That may be difficult,’ voiced one of the governors. ‘It is a long road east and—’

‘No,’ interrupted Kutuz. ‘Baybars is right. We must strike whilst we are able, if we are to complete our success.’ He motioned to a scribe, who was seated at a table in one corner of the pavilion. ‘I have drafted a letter to the Western rulers of Acre, informing them of our victory and asking for their continued support of our campaign. Have one of your officers take it to the city and place it in the hand of the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights.’

Baybars took the scroll reluctantly. The act of asking their enemy for permission to enter their territories, stolen territories, had affronted him and the brief rest the Mamluks had taken in Acre on their journey through Palestine had only reinforced his hatred. Whilst the army was camped outside Acre’s walls, the Teutonic Knights, a military Order from the Kingdom of Germany, had invited Kutuz into their stronghold to feast at their table, where the sultan had asked them for an alliance of arms against the Mongols. Negotiations between the Christian and Muslim forces were not uncommon. There had been many such alliances forged since the first Crusaders had come, at the call of their pope, to redeem the birthplace of their Christ from the unbelievers, spurred by the promise of absolution in the next life and the prospect of land and riches in this. On new shores they had become the infidel themselves and, over time, had learnt to negotiate with their enemy, until, in the midst of conflict, trade and even friendships had flourished. But, on that day, although the Western rulers had permitted the Mamluks to cross their territories, they had bluntly refused the entreaty for a military alliance.

Baybars, seated in silence at the sultan’s side for the feast, had watched grimly as Muslim servants had brought the platters to the boards. In Acre, those the Muslims called al-Firinjah – the Franks – held the power. It was a term used broadly for the fighting classes of the West whatever their nationality, but the two things the Franks had in common were their Roman Christianity and that they had come to the East uninvited. In the towns and cities ruled by the Franks, native Christians, Jews and Muslims were allowed to work, practise their religions and organise their own administrations. But what the Franks saw as tolerance was insult to Baybars. The Western Christians, who had come to take their Holy Land by force, had enslaved his people and were growing fat and happy on the spoils. Acre’s rulers could try to hide behind their adopted refinements, their perfumed hair and flowing silks, but Baybars still saw the filth of the West on them and all the soap in Palestine couldn’t wash them clean. He stared at Kutuz. ‘I would rather take a war to the Franks than a message, my lord.’

Kutuz drummed his fingers on the arm of the couch. ‘For now, we must concentrate our forces on one enemy alone, Amir. The Mongols must pay in full for their insult to my position.’

‘And,’ interjected Baybars, ‘for the eighty thousand Muslims they killed at Baghdad?’

‘Indeed,’ replied Kutuz, after a pause. He drained the goblet and handed it to an attendant. ‘At least the Franks show me courtesy.’

‘They show you courtesy, my lord, because they fear to lose territory to the Mongols. Not willing to lift their own swords, they have let us fight their battle for them.’

Baybars held Kutuz’s gaze easily. A tense silence descended, broken only by the footfalls of the attendants and the muted sounds of the camp outside. Kutuz was the first to look away. ‘You have your orders, Amir.’

Baybars said nothing. There would be time during their campaign to turn Kutuz to his will. ‘There is the matter of a reward, my lord.’

Kutuz sat back with a nod and the tension in the pavilion was expelled like a breath. ‘The spoils of war will always benefit the soldiers who fight them, Baybars.’ He motioned to one of his advisors. ‘Have a chest filled with gold for the Amir.’

‘It wasn’t gold I was seeking, my lord.’

Kutuz frowned. ‘No? Then what do you want?’

‘The governorship of the city of Aleppo, my lord.’

Kutuz didn’t speak for several moments. Behind him, some of the advisers stirred uneasily. The sultan laughed. ‘You request a city held by the Mongols?’

‘It won’t be for much longer, my lord. Not now we have broken a third of their force and prepare to march on their strongholds to finish what we’ve started.’

Kutuz’s smile faded. ‘What game are you playing?’

‘No game, my lord.’

‘Why do you request such a prize? What would you do with Aleppo when your greatest desire is to lead my army to war against the Christians?’

‘The position of governor wouldn’t deter me from that cause.’

Kutuz folded his arms across his chest. ‘Amir,’ he said, his soft tone belied by the hardness of his gaze, ‘I don’t understand why you wish to return to a place so full of memory.’

Baybars stiffened. He knew that Kutuz made it his business to learn everything of his officers, including their histories. But he hadn’t thought anyone, Kutuz included, knew of his time in Aleppo.

Seeing that he had struck a nerve, Kutuz smiled slightly.

‘I have served you and your predecessors since I was eighteen.’ Baybars’ deep voice filled the pavilion and advisors and attendants alike stopped what they were doing to listen. ‘In that time I have brought fear to the enemies of Islam and triumph to our cause. I led the van at the Battle of Herbiya and killed five thousand Christians. I helped capture the Franks’ king, Louis, at Mansurah and killed three hundred of his best knights.’

‘I am grateful for all you have done for me, Amir Baybars, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t give up such a jewel, even if it became mine to give.’

‘Grateful, my lord?’ Baybars’ voice was light, but his hands were fists at his sides. ‘If not for me you wouldn’t have a throne to sit on.’

Kutuz rose quickly from the couch, scattering the cushions. ‘You forget yourself, Amir! In the name of Allah, I should have you whipped!’ He strode to the throne and stepped onto the platform. Turning, he seated himself and grasped the heads of the lions.

‘I beg your forgiveness, my lord, but I believe I am deserving of this reward.’

‘Leave!’ spat Kutuz. ‘Leave now and do not return until you have considered the position of a sultan and the position of a commander and have a clearer understanding of which is the greater. You will never have Aleppo, Baybars. Do you hear me? Never!’

Out of the corner of his eye, Baybars saw that several members of the Mu’izziyya had stepped forward. Their hands were resting on the pommels of their sabres. He forced himself to bow to Kutuz, then swept out of the pavilion, the scroll clutched tightly in his fist.

As he strode through the Mamluk encampment the men fell back at the rage that enveloped him like a cloud. The sun had set and down in the gorge the pyres of the Mongol dead were burning, the flames leaping high into the purple skies. The sounds of laughter and cheering drifted on the chill desert air and, closer, a woman’s screams. When he reached his own tent, Baybars wrenched open the flaps. He stopped in the entrance. Standing in the centre of the tent was a Mamluk officer, a lean man with a plain, honest-looking face and a slightly crooked nose.

‘Amir! I missed you in the battle, but I’ve already heard ten tales of your valour.’

Baybars handed his swords to an attendant who was waiting nearby, as the officer came forward and embraced him.

‘All I hear when I walk through the camp are men praising your name. They exalt you.’ The officer motioned to a low couch, before which was a chest laden with platters of figs and spiced meats. ‘Take off your armour and drink with me in celebration.’

‘The time for celebration is passed, Omar.’

‘Amir?’

Baybars glanced at his attendants. The one who had taken his swords had set about cleaning them. Two others were stoking the charcoals in the braziers and a fourth was pouring water into a silver basin. ‘Leave us.’

The attendants looked up in surprise, but seeing their master’s expression left their stations hurriedly. Baybars tossed the scroll onto the chest and pulled off his bloodied cloak, letting it fall to the sand. He sat heavily on the couch and seized a goblet of kumiz. He drank deep, the fermented mare’s milk soothing his throat.

Omar sat down beside Baybars. ‘Sadeek?’ he pressed, reverting, now that the attendants had gone, to the more familiar appellation, friend. ‘In the eighteen years I’ve known you I’ve never seen you angered by victory. What is the cause?’

‘Kutuz.’

Omar waited for him to continue and remained silent as Baybars spoke of the sultan’s denial of his request. When Baybars had finished, Omar sat back and shook his head. ‘Kutuz is obviously fearful of you. Your reputation precedes you and he is only too aware of the military’s capability in the deposition of a sultan. After all, he too took the throne by force. Kutuz has reigned for only one year and his position isn’t fully secured among all in the regiments. I would say he believes you would have too much power should he give you Aleppo. Power that you, in turn, may use against him.’ Omar spread his hands. ‘I cannot see what you are to do, though. The sultan’s word is law.’

‘He must die,’ said Baybars quietly. So quietly that Omar wasn’t sure he had heard correctly.

‘Sadeek?’

Baybars glanced at him. ‘I will kill him and place a more suitable ruler on the throne. A ruler who rewards his officers. A ruler who will bring them the victories they deserve.’

Omar’s eyes moved to the tent entrance. The flaps were open and outside he could see the flickering torchlight and the shadows of men who were hauling the plunder they had taken into the camp. ‘You cannot even think such things,’ he murmured. ‘Get some sleep. Tomorrow is a new day and your anger may diminish with your dreams.’

‘You may be one of my highest officers, Omar, and you may be as a brother to me. But if you believe that then perhaps you don’t know me at all. You were there when we killed the Ayyubid, Turanshah. It was my hand that wielded the blade that took that sultan’s life. I can do it again.’

‘Yes,’ replied Omar quietly. ‘I was there.’ He stared into Baybars’ eyes and couldn’t see one shred of doubt or indecision there. Omar had seen that look before.

On that day, ten years ago, he had been resting with the other officers of the Bahri regiment, following a victory against the Franks at Mansurah, a victory won by Baybars. At the time, the Bahris had been the Royal Guard of Sultan Ayyub, whose predecessors had gathered and raised the Mamluk army. Shortly before the Battle of Mansurah, Ayyub had died and his heir, Turanshah, had ascended the throne. Turanshah had riled the Mamluks by putting his own men in positions of power and Baybars had been ordered by Aibek, the commander of the Bahris, to rectify the situation with the persuasion of cold steel. He had come to Omar and the other officers late that night when Turanshah was holding a banquet. With swords concealed beneath their cloaks, the party had stormed the feasting hall. Turanshah had fled to a tower on the banks of the Nile, but Baybars had followed him doggedly, ordering that the tower be put to the torch. As the flames devoured the wood the sultan had jumped into the river and there, like a half-drowned rat, had begged for his life. Baybars had vaulted down the bank and ended the sultan’s cries and the line of the Ayyubids with a single stroke, securing the seat of power for the Mamluks and making the slaves the masters. Omar would never forget the moment when Baybars had plunged his sword into Turanshah’s belly, his face twisted beyond recognition by the fervour that consumed him.

Omar shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t work this time. Kutuz is always guarded. You would be killed.’

A voice from the shadows made them both whip round, Baybars reaching instinctively for the dagger in his boot.

‘Oh, it would work. It would! It would!’

A cackle of laughter followed the words and Baybars relaxed. ‘Come here.’

A moment later, something crawled out of the shadows. It was an old man with a toothless grin, matted black hair and dark skin that was as wrinkled as old fruit. He wore a threadbare cotton robe and his feet were bare and scarred. The nails on his toes were yellow and his eyes were milky with cataracts. Omar relaxed, slightly, as he recognised Khadir, Baybars’ soothsayer. Hanging from a chain around Khadir’s waist was a gold-handled dagger, the hilt of which was inlaid with a glossy red ruby. This dagger was the only indication that the wretched figure had once been a warrior in the notorious Order of Assassins, an elite group of radical fighters founded in Persia just prior to the First Crusade. As adherents of the Shi‘ah branch of Islam, a Muslim minority who had split from the traditionist Sunnis over Muhammad’s succession, the Assassins’ mandate was to destroy enemies of their faith and this they did with brutal efficiency. From secret strongholds high in the mountains of Syria they slipped unnoticed to fall like black spiders, silent, deadly, upon their chosen targets, poison or a dagger their preferred methods of murder. Over the years, Arabs, Crusaders, Turks and Mongols had learnt to fear them, and with good reason. But occasionally they had also used them for their own purposes, at a high price, for there were none better skilled in the art of murder.

Omar didn’t know why Khadir had left their ranks. As far as he was aware, the soothsayer had been expelled from the Order, but other than a few unsubstantiated rumours, the reasons for his dismissal were unclear. All Omar knew was that the old man had arrived in Cairo, wearing the same shabby robe he wore now, shortly after Baybars had been handed control of the Bahris, and had offered the commander his allegiance and services.

As Khadir came closer to the braziers’ dancing light, Omar noticed that a viper was entwined around the soothsayer’s hand.

‘Speak,’ commanded Baybars.

Khadir crouched in the sand, watching the snake coil around his wrist as if mesmerised, then leapt to his feet. His eyes focused on Baybars. ‘Kill Kutuz,’ he said coolly, ‘you will have the support of the army.’

‘You are certain?’

Khadir giggled and dropped to the sand, where he sat cross-legged. Pinching the head of the snake between his thumb and forefinger, he drew it from his wrist and whispered to it, before letting it fall to the ground. The viper slid across the sand, making a thin, waving trail towards the couch. Omar resisted the urge to lift up his legs as it slithered over his boot. It was only young but its venom was still potent.

Khadir clapped his hands as the snake glided closer to Baybars. ‘See! It shows you the answer!’

‘His sorcery is an affront to Allah,’ said Omar quietly. ‘You shouldn’t allow him to perform it.’

Khadir’s hooded gaze swivelled to Omar, who looked away, unable to meet those white eyes.

Baybars was watching the snake slide between his feet seeking the darkness beneath the couch. ‘Allah has given him this gift, Omar, and he has never been wrong.’ Before the viper could disappear, Baybars lifted his boot and stamped down on its head. He scuffed the dead snake across the sand with his foot and looked at Khadir. The soothsayer was scratching a sore on his leg.

‘You say the army would support me in this action, but what of the Mu’izziyya regiment? Surely the Royal Guard would stand with Kutuz?’

Khadir shrugged and rose to his feet. ‘Perhaps, but enough of their loyalty can be purchased with gold and your men guard today’s plunder.’ Walking over to the couch, he picked up the dead snake. After staring sadly at its crushed body, he stowed it in his robes. He looked at Baybars with something akin to fatherly pride. ‘I see a great future for you, master. Nations will fall and kings will perish and you will stand above them all on a bridge of skulls that spans a river of blood.’ His voice dropped to a whisper as he knelt at Baybars’ feet. ‘If your hand wields the knife that kills Kutuz, you will be sultan!’

Baybars gave a bark of laughter. ‘Sultan? Then Aleppo would be the least of my treasures.’ His laughter died as his mind clamped around that thought like a vice.

When Baybars had deposed Turanshah, it had been the privilege of the man who had ordered the killing, the then commander of the Bahris, Aibek, to take the throne. But Baybars hadn’t been properly rewarded for his part in it and, refusing to serve the man whose rise he had aided, he had left Cairo. He had returned one year ago, after Kutuz had deposed Aibek’s successor, hoping that the new sultan would prove more faithful than the others: to the men and to the cause. He had been sorely disappointed.

Rising from the couch, Baybars moved to the entrance of the tent. Outside, the sky was ruddy from the flames of the pyres and the moon had risen red above the desert. The hills rose and fell in black peaks and troughs, tumbling into darkness as they reached the flat plain that was spread out beneath him. In the south, the Pools of Goliath glinted like steel in the moonlight. The Franks had once come to this plain to challenge the Egyptian sultan, Saladin, with their crosses and swords. Their army had been surrounded, their supply routes cut, but they had survived by fishing the Pools for food, and Saladin, unable to invade their camp, was forced to retreat. For almost two centuries, the Franks had eaten their food, slaughtered their people and defiled their places of worship. Where once Allah had been revered, pigs now rooted in excrement.

But as Baybars stood there, his gaze on the Pools, a sense of anticipation began to replace his rancour. Khadir’s words crackled in his mind like fire. He had a destiny, a part to play in the Franks’ demise. He could feel it inside. ‘If I were sultan,’ he murmured, ‘I would fight the barbarian Franks so fiercely that not even the buzzards would find a feast of their bones.’

Omar came to stand beside Baybars. ‘I know you long for their blood to be spilt, but don’t mistake the Franks for mindless savages. They are seasoned warriors and cunning strategists and it won’t be easy to destroy them.’

Baybars turned to him. ‘You are wrong. They are barbarians. In the West, the Franks live like swine. Their homes are hovels, their ways uncultured and coarse. They looked to the East and saw the beauty of our cities, the elegance of our people and our great schools of learning. They looked to the East and they wanted it for themselves and so they came on their Crusades. Not for their God, but for the plunder.’ Baybars closed his eyes. ‘Every day that they have spent in our nation must be avenged.’

‘The sultan has given his orders,’ said Omar. ‘It is the Mongols we go to fight.’

‘They won’t take long to crush. Once that is done we will make our plans for Kutuz.’ Baybars grasped Omar’s shoulder. ‘Will you stand with me?’

‘You have no need to ask that.’

‘Take what gold I own,’ said Baybars, pointing to a small chest, ‘and see that the officers are paid. Pay them well, for if I’m to take this action against Kutuz we must bind as many to our cause as possible.’

‘And then?’

‘Then?’ Baybars looked at Khadir, who was crouching in the sand, eyes gleaming in the braziers’ red glow. ‘Then we prepare for war.’





Chapter 4

New Temple, London

14 September 1260 AD

The wooden swords collided with a sharp crack. Will tightened his grip as the concussion rang in his arm. His opponent, a golden-haired sergeant called Garin de Lyons, staggered, feet slipping in the mud. It had rained heavily for the past three days and the field was sodden, pocked with puddles of brown water. To the right, the field stretched down to the banks of the Thames, where a thick fringe of reeds and shrubs concealed the water. To the left and behind, stood the preceptory buildings, half obscured in the misty air. There was a damp chill that the sun wasn’t yet strong enough to burn away, but the youths’ faces were streaked with sweat. Will’s black tunic was stuck to his back and itched uncomfortably. He swept Garin’s blade away as it came in at him again. Feinting to the left, he swung in an arc towards the youth.

Garin parried the blow and moved back to drop into a fighting stance, keeping his dark blue eyes on Will. ‘I thought you Scots were the war dogs of Britain?’

‘I’m just warming up,’ responded Will, circling him. ‘And I’ve yet to decide what you are today.’

Garin grinned. ‘Well, I’ve chosen what you are. You’re a Saracen.’

Will rolled his eyes. ‘Again?’ He lifted his sword higher. ‘Fine. Then you’re a Hospitaller.’

Garin pulled a face and spat on the ground. The Knights of St John, founders of the pilgrim hospitals, were bitter rivals of the Templars. Both military Orders might be formed of noble Christian men who fought for God and for Christendom, but that didn’t stop them warring over land and trade and other conflicts of interest.

Will lunged forwards. He just managed to duck and fling up his blade as Garin swung a powerful stroke at his head.

‘Halt!’

The two boys moved away from one another, breathing hard, at their instructor’s command. The knight strode towards them, the hem of his mantle stained with mud.

‘You are supposed to be disarming your opponent, de Lyons. Not trying to kill him.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Garin, lowering his head. ‘The blow was ill aimed.’

‘Yes, it was,’ agreed the knight, the hardness of his gaze not diminished by the fact that he only had one eye. The other was covered with a worn leather patch. ‘Continue!’ he barked, returning to the edge of the field where sixteen boys of Will and Garin’s age were standing in a line.

Not all sergeants in the Temple were instructed in the art of combat: many would serve as labourers: cooks; blacksmiths; tailors; grooms, in the numerous preceptories and estates, and would never go to war. But those who were candidates for knighthood were expected to be accomplished warriors by the time they came of age at eighteen. Basic schooling – the trivium of rhetoric, grammar and logic, which most monks in holy orders would be privy to – was considered far less important, although the sergeants were expected to know, by heart, all six hundred clauses of the Rule. So, by the age of fifteen these boys could ride a horse at full tilt carrying lance and shield, but other than a few exceptions, Will and Garin included, they couldn’t write their own names.

Will faced Garin, keeping his weapon locked in front of him. The sword was scarred with use, the edges splintered. Garin made the first move, yelling as he charged. Will avoided the first strike, but Garin pressed the attack, forcing him back with a series of short, cutting blows. Will recovered his stance and they crashed together. Swords locked, they pushed against one another, neither willing to give quarter. Their breath steamed on the air and their feet churned the mud to a slick, black slime. Will snarled into Garin’s face and shoved his blade forward. Garin’s eyes widened as his foot slid sideways in the wet. He fell, his grip loosening. With a quick, stiff-armed strike, Will slapped the sword from his hand, sending it flying and, as Garin sprawled on his back, Will stood over him, pointing the tip of the blade at his throat. A few cheers rose from the sergeants on the sidelines.

The knight silenced them with a brusque wave. ‘The battle wasn’t worthy of praise.’ He gestured to Will and Garin. ‘Stand down.’

Will withdrew his sword from Garin’s throat and offered his hand. Accepting it, Garin pulled himself up and collected his blade. They jogged to the sidelines, their tunics and hose soaked. Will scowled as the knight began to address the group.

‘Campbell’s defence was weak. A strong defence could have allowed him to weaken de Lyons, whose opening assault was disorderly and easily anticipated.’ The knight turned to the two youths, his eye falling on Will. ‘Then you wouldn’t have had to resort to such crude methods by which to beat de Lyons. Your final move consisted of brute strength alone and lacked technique. But at least Campbell used the terrain to his advantage.’ He turned to Garin. ‘Where was your balance, de Lyons?’ As Garin opened his mouth to speak, the knight cut him off. ‘Brocart. Jay.’ He nodded to two of the waiting sergeants. ‘Take your places.’

Will flexed his arms, loosening his stiff muscles, as the sergeants headed for the centre of the field. He glanced at Garin, whose gaze was on the knight. ‘Your uncle is in his usual good mood then.’

‘I think he’s concerned about the meeting tomorrow.’ Garin turned to Will. ‘I hear you will be there.’

Will hesitated. Owein’s threat was still fresh in his mind, as were the blisters on his hands from cleaning the stables’ stalls, mending tack and polishing saddles.

Garin leaned closer. ‘You can tell me,’ he said, out of earshot of the other sergeants. ‘I’ll be at the king’s parley also. I’m bearing my uncle’s shield.’

‘Sorry,’ said Will, relaxing. ‘Owein forbade me from speaking of it.’

‘My uncle did too, but he let slip this morning that you would be there.’ Garin gave Will a rueful look. ‘I’m afraid the prospect of your presence at such an important event has displeased him.’

Will looked over at the grim-faced knight, who was studying the battling sergeants. Jacques de Lyons, a retired Templar commander, had fought the Muslims at the battles of Herbiya and Mansurah. At the former he lost an eye to a Khorezmian Turk’s blade and at the latter he lost three hundred of his fellow knights. At New Temple, his injury and temperament earned him the name given to him by his tutees: Cyclops. This was a name that was only ever whispered as, according to rumour, the last sergeant to use it openly had been permanently consigned to a fly-infested village, six leagues south of Antioch.

‘Everything I do displeases your uncle.’

‘It wasn’t you he slighted just now,’ murmured Garin, chewing an already ragged fingernail and watching the two sergeants on the field circle one another. He looked back at Will. ‘And can you blame him? You have to be more careful. He says you’ll be expelled if you break any more rules. He’ll make sure of it, he said.’

The two sergeants came together. Brocart, the smaller of the two, shouted as Jay barrelled into him in an ungainly charge, cracking him on the shinbone with the edge of the blade.

‘At least we were better than them,’ said Will, as the two sergeants went down in a tangle of limbs.

‘Are you even listening?’

Will glanced at Garin. ‘What?’

Garin gave him a pained look. ‘I was saying you’ve got to be careful. You neglected a chore for the sake of an hour’s sleep and you’ve spent the last ten days paying for it. I’ve hardly seen you.’

‘It wasn’t for sleep. I . . .’ Will paused, then dropped his voice to a whisper and told his friend about the initiation he had watched with Simon.

‘Are you mad?’ Garin shook his head, incredulous.

‘I had to see.’

‘But you’ll see it first-hand one day.’ Garin’s face still showed disbelief and something else now too.

‘I couldn’t wait five years. We’ve always talked about it, haven’t we? Always wondered what happened?’ Will grimaced. ‘I would have seen more if that beak-nosed servant hadn’t come in.’

‘And Simon?’ said Garin stiffly. ‘Why involve him?’

‘I needed someone I could trust to keep watch for me.’ Will stopped, noticing Garin’s expression. ‘I would have asked you,’ he said quickly, ‘but I knew what the answer would be. I would have rather asked you, you know that.’

Garin shook his head, although Will thought he looked a little placated.

‘It wasn’t right that you witnessed the initiation, much less a groom. Simon isn’t the same as us.’

‘He wears the same tunic.’

Garin sighed. ‘You know what I mean. Simon is the son of a tanner. We are the sons of knights. Simon will never be a knight, never be noble.’

Will shrugged. ‘If kin makes a man noble, then I’m only half high-born. The rest of me is as common as any groom.’

Garin laughed mildly. ‘That isn’t true.’

‘You know it is. My father may be a knight now, but my grandfather wasn’t and my mother was a merchant’s daughter. We weren’t all born with the advantage of your family’s heritage.’

‘Well, your father is a knight and that is enough to make you noble.’ As Garin turned away, his tunic slipped to one side, revealing a livid, scarlet welt just below his collarbone.

Will frowned and pointed to the mark. ‘How did you get that?’

Garin followed Will’s gaze, then yanked up his tunic. ‘You caught me with your blade yesterday.’ He forced a smile. ‘You don’t know your own strength sometimes.’

Out on the field, Brocart disarmed Jay with a sloppy cut to the wrist that caused the boy to drop his sword in pain. The sergeants on the sidelines shuffled nervously as Jacques headed over followed by the two combatants, Jay clutching his hand. At the end of training, the knight would deal out punishment, usually a gruelling ten circuits of the field, to the sergeant who had fared the worst in combat. Will picked at a splinter on his sword, unconcerned. However much Jacques disliked him, he had never been punished after any session. Jacques walked down their line, studying each of them in turn. Will met the knight’s gaze, but Garin lowered his head.

Jacques passed them both, then stopped. ‘De Lyons. You will run today.’

Garin’s head jerked up, his face a mask of disbelief. The other sergeants wore similar expressions. Brocart, whose performance had been pitiful, looked especially bewildered.

‘Sir?’ Garin fought to keep his voice steady. Like Will, he had never received the punishment before.

‘You heard me,’ said Jacques gruffly. ‘Twenty circuits.’

‘Yes, sir,’ murmured Garin. ‘Thank you.’

As Garin stepped out of the line and the knight turned away, Will touched his friend’s arm. ‘This isn’t fair,’ he whispered. ‘Jacques is wrong.’

‘Campbell!’

Will dropped his hand to his side as the knight rounded on him.

‘What did you say?’ demanded Jacques.

‘Say, sir?’

Jacques’ eye narrowed to a slit. ‘Do not play with me, boy. What did you say to de Lyons?’

Will glanced at Garin, who gave a tiny shake of his head. ‘Nothing, sir. I just . . .’ He paused, looking to the other sergeants for support. They all avoided his gaze. Will huffed and turned back to Jacques. ‘I just wondered why you picked Garin to run, sir.’ He tried to keep his tone light, forming the words as a question. ‘I didn’t think he was the worst?’

There was a long pause. ‘I see,’ said Jacques, his voice all the more disquieting for its softness. ‘Then who, would you say, deserves the punishment?’

Will glanced down the line at his fellows, then back at Jacques.

‘Come now, Campbell,’ insisted the knight. ‘If you do not think de Lyons was the worst, then you must have an idea of who was.’ As Will went to speak, Jacques held up his hand. He moved back, gesturing to his place. ‘Step forth, Sir Instructor!’

Will did as he was told. His eyes darted briefly to Brocart and Jay. Brocart was staring straight ahead, but Jay caught his look and scowled, knowing what he was thinking.

‘Well?’ demanded Jacques.

Will remained quiet for a long moment. Finally, he shook his head. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Speak up!’ barked Jacques, his voice lashing out like a whip.

‘I don’t know who was the worst, sir.’

‘Of course,’ said Jacques, a humourless smile raising the corners of his mouth. He turned to the other sergeants and pointed to Will. ‘For how could a boy with no experience of battle, graced with a lineage that stretches back a mere generation and afforded only the acclaim he gives himself know anything of such matters?’

Will noticed that Jay was smirking. Garin was staring fixedly at the ground.

‘In future, Campbell,’ said Jacques, stepping closer to Will, ‘keep your opinions to yourself. It will be less embarrassing.’ He bent forward until his face was level with Will’s. ‘Don’t ever question my judgement again,’ he murmured, a fleck of his spittle striking Will’s cheek. Jacques straightened. ‘De Lyons!’ he said, not taking his eyes off Will. ‘Campbell has just granted you an extra ten circuits.’

Will stared at the knight, aghast. Hearing a small, hoarse voice thank the knight for the punishment, he turned to Garin, trying to communicate an apology with his eyes and beg forgiveness at the same time. But the boy didn’t meet Will’s gaze, or anyone else’s as he stepped out of the line and set off at a run. Will, his face burning, watched Jacques stride towards the preceptory buildings. His hands were trembling, wanting to curl into fists and slam that smug smile from Cyclops’s face. Around him, the other sergeants collected their weapons in silence and began to file from the field. Will caught a few sympathetic glances from some and accusatory glares from others. Ignoring them all, he watched Garin loping away across the muddy field, which now seemed much larger than it ever had before. After a few moments, Will began to run.



Jacques rifled through the scrolls on the table, until he found what he was looking for. He read the report again slowly, his eye straining in the gloom. The candle had burned low and the solar was in shadow, apart from a slice of moonlight that slanted through the window, bleaching the flagstones. Outside, an owl shrieked. Jacques passed his hand across his brow as the words on the parchment blurred into meaningless black lines. Lifting the leather patch, he ran his finger in a slow circle around the deep indent where his eye used to be. The hollow was riddled with ridges of scar tissue. Even though he’d lost the eye sixteen years ago it still seemed to ache whenever he read for too long. He had been closeted in the solar for hours, missing both his meal and the last office. Owein had appeared earlier to suggest that he retire to his bed, saying that if they weren’t prepared for tomorrow’s meeting by now they never would be. Jacques had declined the advice, wanting to make absolutely certain that Henry wouldn’t be able to parley his way out of the situation. But he was tired. Placing the parchment down, he went to the window, welcoming the refreshing breeze. The moonlight turned his skin the colour of ash and the contrasting shadows made knife-edge angles of his cheeks and nose. There was a flash of white as the owl flew out of the cloisters beneath him and disappeared beyond the rooftops. Jacques turned at a rapping on the solar’s door.

‘Enter,’ he called, his voice rough with an evening’s disuse.

A servant in a brown tunic appeared in the doorway, looking distressed. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I know it’s late, but there’s someone here wants to see you. He . . . well, sir, he insists it’s urgent.’

Jacques frowned, partly at the interruption and partly because he wondered who would need directing by a servant. ‘Send him in.’

The servant stepped obligingly to one side and a tall figure in a threadbare grey cloak entered the chamber. The servant shifted his body so that the man wouldn’t touch him on the way past. Jacques’ eye widened as the man drew back his low-pulled cowl and inclined his head in greeting. ‘Hasan,’ murmured the knight.

‘Is there anything you would be wanting, sir?’ came the servant’s voice, tentatively from the doorway. ‘Perhaps refreshment for your . . .’ His gaze flicked dubiously to the man in grey. ‘Guest?’

‘No,’ said Jacques, still staring at the figure, ‘leave us.’

The servant bowed gratefully and shut the door. He hastened away down the passage, his hand passing over his chest in the sign of the cross.

Scotland, 9 June 1257 AD

Will stood in the doorway, his hand clutching the frame. The fire in the hearth spat and crackled. On the trestle where the maid prepared the food the evening meal lay unmade, seven white fish, gutted and silvery in the candlelight. James Campbell was seated at the table, back turned, legs outstretched. Will could only see his father’s face in shadowed profile: the angular jaw; brow jutting sheer over a long straight nose. His hair was dusted silver at the sides, but his beard was as black as a crow’s wing. James’s gaze was on the open door through which filtered a warm breeze that smelled of mint and yarrow. In daylight, the view would be of fields and woods stretching from the small estate all the way to the city of Edinburgh, which, on a clear day, was just visible as a patch of grey on the horizon. Now, all was dark. Faint on the wind came the gurgling of the stream that flowed through a rocky gully, leading to a loch that lay several miles in the west.

    James had returned that evening from a week spent at Balantrodoch, the Temple’s Scottish preceptory, where he kept the accounts for the Master. Over the back of his seat was draped a black mantle. James was a donatus to the Temple and was forbidden from wearing the garments of an initiated knight. Although he spent much of his time at Balantrodoch, working, living and praying with members of the Order, he hadn’t taken the vows of chastity and poverty, only the vow of obedience, and was therefore permitted to continue in his duties as a husband and father, dividing his time between the Temple and the estate. His black mantle was the colour of human sin, only the pure being able to don the white of a Templar.

    Will lingered by the door, watching his father’s chest rise and fall with each breath. He had been concerned when his father had summoned him in an unusually solemn tone. Laughter floated from the adjacent room where Will’s elder sisters, Alycie and Ede, were playing with Mary, the youngest.

    James Campbell turned at the sound and smiled as he saw Will. ‘Come here, William. I have something for you.’

    As Will sat at the table, his father planted a large hand over his. James’s long fingers were stained brown with the oak gall ink he used to keep the preceptory’s ledgers and his palms were soft, unlike the hands of the few knights Will had met, whose skin was coarse with calluses from the regular handling of a sword. During his thirteen years working for the Temple, James had spent several seasons with the knights, learning how to ride their war-chargers and how to fight, but his main obligation had always been to his work. To Will, however, James was as fine a warrior as any man he had ever known; finer, the boy had always thought, as he was also able to read, write, count and speak Latin as well as the pope. Will had even heard him utter a few words in a chanting, musical tongue that James had told him was Arabic, the language of the Saracens.

    ‘Do you remember me speaking of a gift your grandfather left to me when he died?’

    Will’s first thought was the estate. The spacious yet comfortable dwelling, nestled at the foot of a moor with its outbuildings and barns, had once belonged to his grandfather. Angus Campbell had been a wealthy wine merchant who, tired of family squabbles, had left his clan to set up in business alone. Rich and worldly, he had raised his son as a gentleman, had found him a suitable bride, and, shortly after James’s first two children were born, Angus had pledged him to the Templars at Balantrodoch, with whom he had forged close trade links over the years. On his death, Angus had left his gold to the Order and the estate to his son.

    ‘Our home?’

    ‘Not the house. Something else.’

    Will shook his head.

    ‘I suppose you were too young then to recall it now.’

    James rose and headed to the fire where something was propped against the hearthstones. At first glance, Will thought it was a poker, but as his father picked it up and returned to the table, Will saw that it was a sword, a falchion. The short, curved blade, which widened at the tip, looked, from the scars on its convex edge, to have seen battle. The pommel was disc-shaped and the hilt was crisscrossed with a band of silver wire to enhance the grip. It was a stocky blade designed for an infantryman. Will watched as his father laid it on the table.

    ‘This sword is a birthright. Your grandfather was given it by his father and before he died he passed it to me. It is now yours, William.’

    Will stared at his father. ‘A real blade?’

    ‘You cannot fight with a stick forever.’ James smiled. ‘Well, the day you wield it in battle will be far in the future; God willing never. But I believe you’re old enough to bear it now. I have spoken with the Master at Balantrodoch and he has agreed to accept you as a sergeant-in-training.’

    Will touched the hilt lightly. It was warm from where it had stood by the fire. ‘I’m really going?’

    ‘Going?’

    ‘To Balantrodoch.’

    James studied his son’s face. ‘I’ve trained you the best I can, William. I’ve taught you your letters and how to ride and to fight, but the skills you’ve learnt must be sharpened and by better instructors than I. One day, William, you will take the white mantle and be admitted as a Knight of the Temple and when you are, in God’s name, I will be at your side.’

    Will leaned back as the words sunk in. He was going to be a sergeant in the Order of the Temple. Since he was a toddler that name had filled him with awe. There was no organisation on the Earth, his father had told him, that wielded as much power as the Temple, except, of course, the Church itself. Will would lie in bed in the room he shared with his younger sister and dream he was a knight, one of the greatest men in all the world, standing tall and dignified like his father: noble in spirit; honourable in battle; generous in heart.

    Will sat up suddenly. ‘Can we finish the boat first?’

    James laughed and ruffled Will’s hair. ‘You won’t be my sergeant for a year or so yet. We have more than enough time to finish the boat.’

    ‘Would that be your father’s sword, James?’

    Will looked round as his mother entered, carrying a crock of mint. She was tall in a simple gown of dyed wool, her hair the colour of wild cherries. Her belly pressed against the thin material of her gown, arching with child. Behind her skipped Mary, his eight-year-old sister. Will huffed at the interruption as Mary ran to James.

    ‘That it would, Isabel,’ said James, catching hold of Mary and swinging her, squealing, into the air. ‘Although it’s William’s sword now.’

    Isabel raised an eyebrow at her husband as she placed the crock on the table. ‘I don’t care if it is the pope’s. What is it doing on my table?’

    James let go of Mary and pulled Isabel, protesting, onto his lap.

    She swatted him around the head. ‘There’ll be no food unless you remove that lump of iron and let me be!’

    James feigned a shocked expression. ‘That is a blade of our clan, woman, not a lump of iron!’

    ‘We don’t have a clan, father,’ remarked Alycie, the eldest daughter, as she entered with Ede. Like their mother, they both had dark red hair, whereas Mary’s was the colour of honey.

    ‘No,’ agreed James, ‘not since your grandfather left the family, but it’s part of our heritage nonetheless.’ He let Isabel off his lap and took up the sword. ‘Look. This is good Scottish iron.’ He gave the air a powerful swipe. The blade caught the crock of mint which shot off the table and smashed in a corner. Will began to laugh.

New Temple, London, 15 September 1260 AD

The hilt was cold beneath his fingers. The sword was slightly rusted around the cross-guard and the bands of silver wire were a little loose. Will glanced round as a snore sounded from the pallet beside his. The flame of the nightlight danced and flickered over the forms of the eight other sergeants with whom he shared the chamber. Like all quarters in the sergeants’ building the dormitory was a gloomy, low-ceilinged room. Nine pallets were in a row against one wall, each covered with a rough woollen blanket. Facing the berths were two armoires that held clothes and the sergeants’ few belongings, and a table for the candle. A cold wind streamed in through the narrow windows, lifting the sacking that was placed across them and bringing with it the dank, briny smell of the Thames. As sergeants and knights were forbidden from sleeping naked, Will was clad in an undershirt and hose, but the air was cool and he’d wrapped his short winter cloak around his shoulders. Shadows swayed on the walls and hidden cobwebs shone silver as the night candle flared and lit up dark spaces between the beams.

Will placed the sword carefully on the pallet before him and hugged his knees to his chest, wincing as his back twinged. Every time he moved, a new pain would flare in his muscles. His feet were swollen and a blister had formed on the heel where his boot had chafed him. It was gone midnight and he was exhausted, but discomfort and his thoughts kept him from sleep.

When he had caught up with Garin on the field, his friend hadn’t said anything for some time and they had run the first few circuits together in silence. Eventually, Garin had spoken.

‘Why are you doing this?’ he had panted.

Will had shrugged as if it wasn’t important. ‘I thought you might want the company.’

It was all that needed to be said. In between breaths, their hair hanging in their eyes, they had talked and laughed their way through Jacques’ punishment, encouraging each other when the field seemed endless and their limbs were singing with pain. Afterwards, in a small, but satisfying, act of rebellion, Garin had kept watch as Will climbed one of the orchard’s trees to pick a handful of plums. Hidden between the curving buttresses at the back of the chapel they had devoured the fruit thirstily as the sun burned away the last of the mist and dried their clothes. For Will, the reminder of how things used to be revealed just how much they had changed.

It was over two years since Will had first met Garin, on the morning after his arrival at New Temple. Will, who had never gone to Balantrodoch like his father had promised, had been led to the training field where he was introduced to the sergeants with whom he would spend the next seven years of his life. Garin had himself recently arrived and Will, making their group an even number, was assigned as his partner-in-training. The other sergeants had been friendly and curious, crowding around him, but Garin had hung back. Will, having answered none of the sergeants’ questions, had taken the wooden sword he was handed and had followed Jacques’ commands without a word. At mealtimes and in chapel he had sat alone, the rumbling of the priests’ voices as they read from the scriptures at dinner and during the offices a constant, dull drone in his ears.

Things had gone on this way for almost a fortnight and the initial interest in Will had waned, his fellows having concluded he was either mute, or arrogant. He might have languished in his silence for much longer had it not been for Garin. Garin had never asked him about his home, or his family. Neither had he questioned why James Campbell was so rarely seen outside the solar where he worked alongside Jacques and Owein as a bookkeeper in place of a sick clerk – the position which had brought James and his son to London.

Several months after their arrival, James had entered the chapter house and had taken his last two vows, those of chastity and poverty. Will had been shocked to see his father dressed in the white mantle of a fully professed knight. The man that had become almost a stranger to him, reserved, formal, was now unreachable, cold and distant in that stark white cloth. Will, in his black tunic, still sinful, still human, had felt as though he had lost him for good. His mother and sisters, his father had told him, had been moved into a nunnery close to Balantrodoch, the estate having been given over to the Order in return for James’s acceptance as a knight. There they would be supported by the Temple and would, his father had told him, not want for anything. But that hadn’t alleviated Will’s grief, or quelled the knowledge that he was responsible for the loss of his father, his family and the one place he had known and loved.

Garin’s disinterest in things that Will had neither the strength nor the desire to speak of had put him at ease and when Garin suggested that they practise in their spare time, he had welcomed the boy’s incurious company. Haltingly, over the following weeks, Will had begun to talk, about sword moves at first, then asking Garin about the preceptory, then finally speaking of himself. The shadow that had followed him from Scotland never left him, but when they were together it became invisible.

After his father had left for the Holy Land, Will’s boldness had grown. Both he and Garin had found the tedium of the daily chores and offices a bind on their freedom and had rebelled against the rigid regime. They weren’t the only sergeants to do so, but together, as Owein had often said, they were flint and tinder. Once, last winter, when the marshes outside London’s north gate had frozen, the two of them had even dared to slip out of the preceptory in the middle of the night to go skating. Tying blocks of ice to their feet with leather, like they had seen boys from the city do, they had spent several unforgettable, exhilarating hours racing one another across the ice until, half frozen and exhausted, they had made the long trek home, vowing never to tell anyone.

Will couldn’t imagine Garin doing anything like that now. He reached for the sword again and placed the length of iron in his lap, tracing the flat of the blade with his fingers. His friend had been absent during the evening meal and when neither Garin nor Jacques had attended chapel for Compline, he’d begun to worry. He wondered what he should do. The answer came back the same as always; there was nothing he could do. Jacques was a knight and he was a sergeant, he had no authority. Will ran his fingertip down the sword’s hilt feeling the subtle change between silver and iron. He sometimes thought he knew how Garin felt. And he sometimes wondered whether it was worse to have an uncle who mistreated you, or a father who wouldn’t speak with you at all.





Chapter 5

New Temple, London

15 September 1260 AD

Hasan settled his lean frame onto a stool, his dark eyes surveying the solar.

Jacques pushed the parchments on the table aside with a sweep of his arm and sat down. Offering one of the two goblets he held, he smiled when Hasan declined it.

‘It is water.’

‘Thank you.’ Hasan accepted the goblet and returned the smile. ‘I am unused to the company of friends. The habit of declining most well-intended offerings is hard to break.’ He took a sip, the water clearing the road dust from his throat.

Jacques was listening carefully, struggling with Hasan’s accent that rendered some of his clipped speech difficult to comprehend.

‘I apologise,’ continued Hasan, ‘for the surprise and lateness of the hour, but there was no time for notice of my visit. I arrived in London this evening.’

Jacques waved the apology aside. ‘What brings you here, Hasan? I haven’t heard from Brother Everard in quite some time.’

Hasan placed his drink on the table. ‘The Book of the Grail has been stolen.’

Jacques was used to Hasan’s plainspoken manner; he usually welcomed it on the infrequent occasions that the two of them met. But if the appearance of the man himself had been a shock it was nothing compared to the abrupt impact of those words. Jacques suppressed the exclamation that almost freed itself from his mouth and remained silent for some moments, letting the words sink in. ‘When did this happen?’ he said eventually. ‘And how?’

‘Twelve days ago. It was taken from the preceptory’s vaults by a clerk.’

‘You know who stole it?’ Jacques pushed a hand through his flint-grey hair and checked his impatience with effort.

‘Its theft was discovered when the treasurer found the unconscious body of one of the two senior clerks who maintain the coffers. When revived, the clerk said he had gone down into the vaults, hearing a disturbance. He had been attacked by one of his fellows, a young clerk by the name of Daniel Rulli, who had beaten him half senseless with an alms bowl.’

‘This Rulli had taken the book?’

Hasan nodded. ‘The Visitor ordered a search of the preceptory, but Brother Everard believed Rulli had fled. I was sent into the city to hunt him down. I caught him near Saint-Martin’s Gate.’ Hasan told Jacques what the clerk had said before he was murdered.

‘He was coerced into stealing it?’

‘That is what he said, brother.’

Jacques frowned. ‘If he was telling the truth, might we assume that the killer and the man who compelled Rulli to steal the Book of the Grail are one and the same, or at least working together?’

‘I would think it so. It seems reasonable to guess Rulli was on his way to hand over the book. He might have been killed to stop him revealing where it was, or the identity of his enforcer, or both. Why he did not have it on him I cannot say. He might have hidden it somewhere when he realised I was hunting him.’

‘Or the transfer had already taken place.’

‘That is also possible. Unfortunately, I could not pursue his killer. The watch arrived and I had to flee. I doubt I would have had the chance to explain why I was standing over a corpse; my appearance alone would have damned me in their eyes. I doubled back to search, but found nothing.’

Jacques made no reply. He took a long drink from his own goblet which was filled with wine.

‘When I returned to the preceptory, Everard went to the Visitor and asked to question the treasurer and the two senior clerks who, other than Rulli and the Visitor, have access to the vaults. None of them had any idea why the clerk committed this crime, or who may have forced him to do so. A comrade of Rulli’s, a sergeant, we also questioned. This sergeant told us Rulli had seemed troubled for some days, but he had no idea why and denied knowing anything of the theft. Even when threatened with incarceration in Merlan.’

‘Does anyone know what was stolen?’

‘The clerks and the Visitor know only that it is a valuable document belonging to Brother Everard. They are ignorant of its true importance.’

‘That is something at least.’ Jacques drained the rest of his wine in one draught.

‘When the watch came to the preceptory to inform us of Rulli’s murder, the Visitor declared it a theft for monetary gain. A joint investigation by the Temple and the king’s Seneschal came to nothing.’

‘The king must have taken it seriously then, having his chief minister for justice investigate the matter?’

‘The Visitor insisted.’

Jacques rose and poured himself another drink. ‘The Paris vaults contain many priceless treasures. In terms of gold, the book is worth very little. Was anything else taken?’

‘Nothing at all.’ Hasan’s dark eyes didn’t leave the knight. ‘May I speak frankly, brother?’

‘Of course.’

‘As perilous as this situation is, I have doubts over the ability of whoever may have the book to make sense of it. To a common reader it would appear no more than a Grail Romance, though an unorthodox one.’

‘Unorthodox?’ countered Jacques, returning to his seat. ‘That is too mild a word for sacrificial rites and desecration of the Cross. Anything that goes against the grain of the Church is considered heresy, Hasan. I’m sure you are aware of what happened to the Cathars?’

Hasan nodded. He hadn’t been in the West when the Crusade against the Cathars had begun, but he knew of their fate. The Cathars, a religious sect that had flourished in the southern regions of the Kingdom of France, had recognised two gods, one of supreme goodness, the other of absolute evil. In following their own doctrine they had adhered to the Old and New Testaments, but had believed them to be allegorical rather than literal interpretations of the faith. The evil god, they had believed, had created the world and everything in it and that all matter was therefore corrupt. Because of this belief they did not regard Jesus as truly human, denying that the divine, which transcended the polluted Earth, could have ever been a part of it.

Advocating personal experience of the sacred, they had opposed the Church, its priesthood and temporal luxuries. When their teachings had spread and had grown in popularity, the Church had declared them heretics and had gone to war against them. The Crusade had been fought on native soil, had lasted thirty-six years and had seen the extermination of most of their sect. The most devastating blow to the Cathars had come sixteen years ago, with the fall of their last major stronghold and the burning of two hundred men, women and children. To the Church, heresy was a disease that needed to be cut out, severing the limb if necessary, to save the body from infection.

‘Besides,’ continued Jacques, setting his goblet down, ‘I do not believe that the book will be in the hands of any common reader, as you put it. I think we can be certain that whoever coerced the clerk to steal it must know it belongs to the Brethren. Why else would they go to the trouble of forcing the clerk to steal something so seemingly worthless from our treasure-laden vaults?’

‘But only a handful within the Temple know, let alone outsiders.’

‘There have always been rumours.’

‘Rumours, yes, nothing more,’ responded Hasan carefully. ‘The Soul of the Temple is a legend. In all these years no one has been able to prove your existence.’

‘Because there has been no proof to be found, only the testimonies of those involved, who swore oaths on pain of death never to divulge our secrets. And that damn book.’ Jacques sat back wearily. ‘Not all those who left the circle following our dissolution are dead. Maybe the oaths they swore no longer concern them? Maybe one or more of them has discovered that the Anima Templi is continuing its work without them? That our plans are still in motion? Perhaps the thief means to use the Book of the Grail as evidence against us, or to bribe us with the threat of exposure?’ Jacques shook his head. ‘Make no mistake, Hasan, we are indeed in grave peril whilst the book remains lost. If our plans were exposed, the Temple could face destruction, the Brethren could face the stake and everything we have worked towards for the last century will have been for nothing. And if the Church was to discover our ultimate plan? Well, I’m not sure a punishment fittingly cruel enough has yet been devised, even by its inquisitors.’ Jacques picked up his goblet, put it to his lips, then set it down without drinking. ‘Without the Temple’s power, without the vast resources of men and money that it unwittingly provides us with we cannot continue our work.’

Hasan was silent, thoughtful for a few moments. ‘If the thief knows of the Brethren, perhaps through a former member divulging your secrets, then who might it be? Who would want to destroy us, or the Temple?’

‘Over the years we have made many enemies; people envious of our power and our wealth. The Temple answers to the pope alone and stands beyond the laws of kings and courts. As knights we pay no tax or tithe and are given licence to open churches from which to generate donations. We trade in almost every kingdom this side of the sea and have more influence than most beyond it. To annoy us is a crime and to kill or even wound one of us, is punishable by excommunication. Who might it be?’ Jacques spread his hands expansively. ‘The Hospitallers, the Mamluks, Genoese or Pisan merchants whose trade we have taken, any number of kings or nobles, the Teutonic Knights? The list is long.’

‘I shall find the book, brother,’ said Hasan quietly, ‘if I have to turn over the bed of King Louis himself to do so.’

Jacques stared at the parchments on the table, the contents of which had occupied his waking thoughts for the past two weeks. They now seemed nothing more than a petty annoyance. ‘How long can you stay?’

‘As long as you need me to, although the sooner I return the better.’

Jacques crossed to the armoire by the window. ‘I have business to attend to here. Unfortunately, it isn’t something I can abandon. There would be too many questions. But I will return with you to Paris when I am able and aid in the search.’

Opening the double doors, he reached behind a Bible on the bottom shelf and pulled out a small box. Taking a key from the top shelf, he unlocked the box and brought out a pouch. He shook several coins into his palm and handed them to Hasan, before returning the key and the box to their places.

‘I will have my horse saddled for you. There is an inn on Friday Street, west of the Walbrook. Look for the sign of the Crescent Moon. Give the gold and my name and you will be welcome there. I will send for you when my business here is done.’

Hasan smiled slightly. ‘An aptly named lodging.’ He stowed the coins in a pouch at his belt. ‘Everard will be glad. He sent me as soon as the Temple’s inquiry was ended. I know he hoped you would be free to return with me.’

‘I’m sure the priest will be glad. Though he’ll not show it.’

Hasan rose from his stool and fished inside the sack bag that he had kept on his lap throughout the meeting. ‘There is one last thing, brother.’

Jacques watched as Hasan pulled out a leather scrollcase that was bound with wire to hold it shut. ‘What is it?’ he asked, taking it.

‘The one item of good news I bear.’

Jacques uncoiled the wire and opened the leather sheath. A piece of parchment was rolled inside. As Jacques pulled it out, he could smell the sea, trapped in the thick, yellowed skin. The page was covered with a neat script. He scanned the first few paragraphs, then looked up at Hasan. ‘This is good news indeed. I must confess I didn’t expect him to have achieved this quite so soon. May I keep hold of it? I should like time to read it properly.’

‘Of course.’

Jacques tucked the letter beneath the scrolls on the table and motioned to the door. ‘Come. I’ll escort you to the stables.’

The River Thames, London, 15 September 1260 AD

Henry III, the King of England, shielded his eyes as the sun appeared from behind a cloud and turned the river a dazzling shade of silver. It was still early, but the sun was surprisingly warm on the heads of the monarch and his large entourage of pages, clerks and guards who sat stiffly on benches, or stood to attention. There was a shout as the captain of the royal barge ordered a rowing boat off the starboard bow to move out of the way. The Thames was busy with fishing boats and merchants’ cogs and the crew of the unwieldy, ponderous craft had to negotiate their way carefully upriver, long oars dipping and sweeping.

Henry patted his head where his grey hair was thinnest, checking for the sun’s heat on his age-mottled skin. Despite the warmth and his voluminous black velvet robes that were trimmed at the collar and cuffs with the pelt of a wolf, he felt cold. He shifted restlessly on his cushion and tried to catch the eye of his eldest son, who was seated on the bench behind him, but Prince Edward’s gaze was fixed on the two men in the offending craft who were rowing frantically out of the barge’s path. Henry turned instead to the man dressed in a black cloak and hat who was seated to his left. The man’s pale face looked whiter than usual.

‘The water bothers you, Lord Chancellor?’ enquired Henry.

‘No, my liege. It is the motion that unsettles me.’

‘It’s the quickest way to the Temple from the Tower,’ said Henry briskly, as if this might make a difference to the man’s discomfort. He waved away a page who attempted to come over with a tray of drinks.

‘This way is at least a little more secluded than by horse,’ responded the chancellor, ‘and for that I’m grateful. The fewer people who see us entering the Temple the better. It is well known that your only dealings with the knights these days lie in their treasury. Your subjects might question why you have need of more gold when you are taking so much of theirs. The new taxes are unpopular enough as it is.’

Henry’s frown deepened. ‘Those taxes were raised on your counsel, Chancellor.’

‘And I assure you, my liege, it was good advice. I merely point out what is in your best interests, and what is in your best interests today is to make our attendance at the Temple as swift and unobserved as possible. It is ill enough that we’ve agreed to attend their meeting. The Templars grow ever above their station.’

Henry stared out over the water and massaged his jaw, which felt as if it was being slowly clamped shut by a vice. The riverbanks were packed, as always, with the continuous flow of traders and merchants, errand runners and bargain hunters. All along the streets they walked, rode, or clattered past on horsedrawn bronettes and carts pulled by oxen. Beyond, the city was a forest of stone and timber dwellings, wooden wharf houses, shops, mansions and priories, all broken by the lofty spires of chapels and the roof of St Paul’s. The sun’s glare, the smells from the fish docks and the collective, frantic movement of his citizens made Henry’s head throb.

‘Their summons was most impertinent, my liege,’ continued the chancellor when the king didn’t speak. ‘No details of their agenda, only a request that myself and the treasury staff attend.’ The chancellor’s face was subtly turning from white to blanched pink with his rising indignation.

‘That should tell you all you need to know, Chancellor,’ said Henry dryly, rubbing his brow. ‘I would assume it regards our debt.’

‘But you spoke with one of them on this matter only recently.’

‘Brother Owein. A persistent man indeed. I told him I would pay the debt when I was able and he accepted.’

‘If so, my liege, why the summons?’

Henry opened his mouth to respond, but his son spoke before him. ‘Perhaps they wish to discuss a new Crusade?’

The chancellor and Henry looked round to see the prince watching them.

Edward’s pale grey eyes glinted in the reflected sunlight coming off the water. That one of his eyelids drooped, giving him the look of someone forever deep in thought, didn’t detract from his good looks. His voice was soft and he spoke slowly and carefully to disguise the slight stammer that had affected him since childhood. ‘It is certainly long past needed. There has been no sustained, effective drive eastward since King Louis’ campaign and that ended six years ago. Now we have vague reports that the Mongols have widened their invasion and the Mamluks are preparing to march on Palestine to confront them.’

‘For the moment,’ responded Henry, ‘I need to concentrate on domestic problems rather than foreign troubles that can be dealt with, in the first instance, by the military Orders. That is what they are there for, after all.’

‘It’s been ten years since you took the Cross, father,’ said the prince mildly, but with a challenge to his tone. ‘I thought you wanted to go on Crusade? That is what you told the knights when they asked you what the money they were lending you was for.’

‘And I will. In time.’ Henry turned away, signalling the end of the conversation, but behind him, he could still feel Edward’s eyes on him. It made him uncomfortable. Last year, rumours had begun to circulate in the royal household that his son was involved in a plot to overthrow him, masterminded by Henry’s brother-in-law, the man he had made the Earl of Leicester, Simon de Montfort. He had confronted the earl and his son, but without proof he had eventually been forced to reconcile himself with them. The incident had, however, left a rift between him and Edward that seemed to broaden a little more each day.

‘Well, we will just need to be firm with the knights, my liege,’ said the chancellor decisively, ‘whatever it is they want from us.’

Henry lapsed into a brooding silence as the barge passed beyond the city walls. In the distance rose the Templars’ preceptory.

New Temple, London, 15 September 1260 AD

The chapel doors boomed shut and the last few knights seated themselves as the priest stepped behind the altar. Will darted to his place in the nave with his fellow sergeants and knelt as the priest opened the office of Terce with the usual fervour. Will clasped his hands in prayer, but it wasn’t praise for God, or even the impending parley with the king that filled his mind. He had been late for the office and hadn’t yet seen Garin. Eyes open a crack, he scanned the nave and breathed a sigh as his gaze fell on his friend. Garin was kneeling several rows in front, head bowed, hair hanging like a curtain across his face.

Will shuffled uncomfortably as the priest launched into a reading of the scriptures. He had sat through seven of these readings every day for two years, and that didn’t include Mass, which they heard once a day after the office of Sext, or the vespers and vigils said for the dead each afternoon. Still the readings didn’t seem to get any shorter. There were also special services for festivals: the Christ Mass; Epiphany; the Feast of the Annunciation; the Feast of the Assumption; the Feast of St John the Baptist, to name but a few. At least with those, there was always a good meal to look forward to afterwards.

A spider in a crack between the flagstones, disturbed by Will’s shuffling, scuttled towards the effigies of knights that were imprisoned in the floor of the nave, solemnity carved into their faces, granite swords at their chests. The nave was a lofty, circular chamber, ringed with the stone heads of sinners and demons that leered from the walls, faces contorted in various expressions of pain and malevolence. It opened out into a choir aisle that led to the altar. Pillars divided the aisle, rising to the vaulted ceiling, and the benches between were filled with knights.

Eventually, the priest raised his hands. ‘Arise, brothers. Humble servants of God, defenders of the true faith and upholders of the Divine Law. Arise as we say the Paternoster.’

Will rose, legs tingling, to recite the Lord’s Prayer. His voice joined with those of the other two hundred and sixty men in the chapel, their words colliding until they spoke as one in a voice that was as resonant as the surging of the sea.

‘Pax vobiscum!’

There was a scuffle of feet as the priest shut the breviary, signalling the close of the office.

Will waited impatiently with the other sergeants for the knights to go. When it was the turn of his row to leave, he hastened out, jostling his fellows. After the chapel’s gloom the sun seemed overly bright and he shaded his eyes as he stepped through the archway. The sergeants were heading in a line behind the knights, making their way to the Great Hall to break their fast. The buildings around the main courtyard were golden in the autumn morning. The sky was a magnificent, hazy blue, and the smell of ripe apples and plums in the orchards was a sweet perfume masking the general odour of sweat and horse dung that permeated the preceptory. Something in the colour of the morning light, the way it seemed to illuminate everything from within, reminded Will of the day he arrived at New Temple.

Saddle-sore and weary from the fortnight’s ride from Edinburgh, he and his father had ridden down out of the Middlesex Forest, through cornfields and vineyards to see London stretched out before them. It had been autumn then too, the leaves russet-red on the branches. They had stopped to water their horses at a stream and Will had stared down over the sprawling city in wonder. Outside the walls, to the right, he had glimpsed several impressive estates stretched along the sweeping riverbanks, one of which he had guessed must be the Temple. Everything had looked so large and grand and hallowed that Will had imagined angels, not men, dwelling within the buildings. He had turned to his father, exalted, and had been met with that same sad blankness in James’s face that he had been confronted with for months.

Will pushed the memory aside with effort. Once the shadow took hold it was difficult to shake and he refused to let that darkness in today. Catching sight of Garin in the line of sergeants filing out of the chapel grounds, he ran down the steps, forcing a smile.

Garin looked round as Will ran up beside him. ‘Are you coming to the armoury?’

Will caught his arm. ‘Where were you last night?’

Garin grimaced. ‘In the infirmary with Brother Michael, and the cramps. He said it must have been something I’d eaten. I didn’t tell him about the plums.’

‘I thought . . .’ Will stopped, laughing to cover the near-utterance of what was unspoken between them. ‘That’ll teach us. Luckily, I’ve got an armoured stomach.’

‘We should collect the shields,’ said Garin, moving across the yard. ‘This is one meeting I don’t want to be late for.’

The two boys headed for the armoury, ignoring the curious glances of the younger sergeants as they broke their ranks.

After collecting their masters’ shields they made their way to the inner courtyard, Will hefting Owein’s shield higher on his arm as the leather straps pinched his skin. The shields, which were stained white with quicklime and sectioned with a crimson cross, were almost as big as they were. Set in the centre of the knights’ quarters, the courtyard lawn was ringed by cloisters where arched doorways led into the lower levels of the buildings. The grass, beaded with dew, glowed with a green phosphorescence. A large trestle and boards had been placed at the centre and a host of servants were bustling around it in the complex, unfaltering dance of those bred for service, carrying benches, trays of food and wine from the kitchens. Will moved over to Owein, Garin following. The knight was talking intently with one of the Temple’s clerks. He looked up. Will opened his mouth to greet his master, but another voice called out before he could speak.

‘Brother Owein.’

Will turned to see Jacques heading towards them.

Jacques, ignoring Will and Garin completely, nodded to Owein. ‘The royal barge has arrived.’

‘Very well, brother. I believe we’re ready.’ Owein motioned to Will. ‘To your place, sergeant, and remember, only speak if spoken to.’

‘Yes, sir.’

They headed for the trestle and boards where two other sergeants were bearing the shields of their masters. Garin stood beside Will, holding the shield, one-handed, before him. Will’s gaze drifted to Jacques, who was standing with Owein on the edge of the lawn. Cyclops’s sour face and stiff, arrogant posture made Will bristle with dislike. A short time later, he heard the sound of voices and many footsteps approaching. The double doors on the far side of the courtyard swung open.

At the head of the company that filed out onto the lawn was Humbert de Pairaud, the Master of England. The Templar Master was a lofty, broad-chested man with a mane of iron-dark hair, whose presence seemed to fill the courtyard. Walking at Humbert’s side was King Henry. His ashen hair was curled at the ends in the current fashion, his face pleated with age. At the king’s right hand was Prince Edward. The fair-haired youth was almost a head in height above the rest of the company and, at twenty-one, already had the poise of a monarch. A pale-faced man with hollow cheeks dressed in black, and a company of pages, clerks and royal guards followed them.

Owein stepped forward and bowed, first to the Master, then to the king and prince. ‘My lords, it is an honour to welcome you to the Temple. Lord Chancellor,’ he added, greeting the man in black with a nod.

Henry smiled wanly. ‘Sir Owein. How good it is to see you and so soon after our last meeting.’

Will looked at Owein, surprised. He didn’t know that his master had met with the king.

‘My lord,’ Humbert intervened, his voice gruff with age and authority, ‘let us sit and discourse in comfort.’

‘Indeed,’ conceded Henry, with a dubious glance at the seating. Two attendants draped the head chair with a square of scarlet silk. The Temple’s servants retreated to the cloisters as Henry sat, his pages fluttering round him like moths. He dismissed them with a wave. ‘How you can reside in such barren strongholds is a mystery to me, Master Templar. Surely the wealthiest men in Christendom can afford a little luxury?’

‘Our service is to God, my lord,’ replied Humbert smoothly, taking the seat to the left of the king. ‘Not the comfort of our flesh.’

Will stepped back to allow Owein to sit beside the Master. Edward was at the king’s right and three knights, including Jacques and five clerks, two from the palace and three from the Temple, took up the rest of the places around the trestle. There was one space left empty. Will guessed it was for the chancellor who had chosen to remain standing behind the king, like a raven perched on the back of his chair.

Henry looked at the trays of fruit and jars of wine. ‘Thankfully, you have been gracious enough to furnish us with more earthly pleasures.’

‘Yes, Lord King.’ Humbert beckoned a servant to pour the wine. ‘The Temple is glad to greet its guests in the custom and manner of their own halls.’

Henry stared at Humbert for a moment, then looked away as the servant poured wine into a goblet and passed it to him with a bow. His gaze swept the company and fell on Will.

‘Your soldiers seem to get younger each year. Or perhaps it is I who grows older? How old are you, boy?’

‘Thirteen and eight, my lord.’ Out of the corner of his eye, Will noticed that Jacques was looking at him.

‘Ah!’ said Henry, unaware of Will’s discomfort. ‘A Scotsman unless my ears fail me?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘Then you are privileged to have been a subject of two of these islands’ most beautiful ladies. My wife and my daughter, Margaret.’

Will bowed in acquiescence, but said nothing. He had been only four when Henry had married his ten-year-old daughter to the King of Scotland. But he’d grown up with his father’s thoughts on the matter and understood that through Margaret, Henry had established a firmer hold over Scotland – a country that the English kings had coveted for centuries.

‘It is in the young that old men must place their hopes for the future,’ continued Henry, taking a sip of wine. ‘Last month I commissioned the best artist in England to recreate the fall of Jerusalem in my private quarters at the Tower. That was the golden age of chivalry, when brotherhoods were Orders of the highest renown and men like Godfrey de Bouillon walked in the footsteps of our Lord Jesus Christ, sacrificing themselves for the glory of God and Christendom. Perhaps,’ he added dryly, ‘those days may yet come again.’

Humbert raised his brow. ‘I was of the belief, my lord, that the monies we lent you were for your planned Crusade in Palestine, not those across the walls of your palace?’

‘Do not fret about your gold, de Pairaud, it is well spent. You care too much for such things. The Temple trades in the supply of goods across the lands and sea, charges pilgrims for passage on its ships, takes donations from nobles and kings and, in the service of moneylending, charges almost as much interest as the damn Jews!’ The king met Humbert’s gaze. ‘I think the name Poor Fellow Soldiers of Jesus Christ, by which I’ve heard you prefer to be known, is somewhat misleading.’

‘The Temple must use all means available to generate funds on this side of the sea if we are to continue the fight beyond it. Indeed, we must utilise every facet of our Order to achieve what has been the dream of every man, woman and child in Christendom for the last two centuries: the reclaiming of Jerusalem from the Saracens and the establishment of a Christian Holy Land. As monks we pray for this, as warriors we build arms and send men to fortify our garrisons in Outremer to aid this and as men we produce and sell whatever is in our capacity to do so in order to accomplish this. And if we do not do this,’ added Humbert, his eyes boring into Henry’s, ‘who will, my Lord King? The West may still long for this dream, but few are those who now rush to fulfil it.’

‘You hide behind your piety, Master Templar,’ snapped Henry, piqued by the barb. ‘It is well known that the Temple, with all its properties and assets, is busy building itself an empire in the West. An empire where perhaps even a king is no longer in control of his own kingdom!’

For a moment there was utter silence in the courtyard. It was broken by the soft voice of Prince Edward.

‘Has there been any further news from the East, Master Templar? In your last report you informed us that the Mongols had attacked Baghdad and several other cities. Is there any cause to think that they will attack our holdings?’

Henry frowned at his son as Humbert turned his attention to Edward.

‘No, we have heard nothing further, my Lord Prince,’ replied the Templar Master. ‘But I do not believe that we face any immediate danger from the Mongols. It is the Mamluks that concern me.’

Henry scoffed at this. ‘Their leader Kutuz is a slave! What power can he wield?’

‘A slave warrior,’ corrected Humbert, ‘and no longer a slave at that. It’s my, and my brothers’ belief that the Mamluks pose a greater threat than many in the West have reckoned. At present, only the Mongols keep their attention from us.’

‘For that we should be glad,’ said Henry curtly. ‘The Mongols are by far the stronger force and I hear they use Christian women and children as shields in battle. It is good the Saracens occupy their attention.’

‘Forgive me, majesty, but you are mistaken. The Mongols are powerful, yes. But, the Church has already converted many of them. At Baghdad it was only the Saracens they killed, the Christians were spared. The last tidings we received from the Holy Land told of the Mamluks preparing to march on Palestine. Our spies in Cairo say they go to war against the Mongols, following an insult to their sultan. Their vanguard will be under the direction of one of the Mamluk army’s ablest commanders, Baybars.’

‘Baybars?’

‘They call him the Crossbow.’ Humbert’s expression hardened. ‘He was responsible for the slaughter of three hundred of the Temple’s best men. Baybars led the massacre of Mansurah, my lord. The battle that ended the Crusade led by your brother-in-law, King Louis.’

Beside him, Will sensed Garin stiffen. He knew the cause. Garin, aged four, had lost his father and two brothers in that campaign. Jacques had been the only one of the de Lyons family to survive the massacre of Mansurah. Will’s gaze darted to the knight. Cyclops’s brow was furrowed. There was a distant look in the knight’s eye, as if his mind was somewhere else entirely. Will looked away as Humbert continued.

‘After Louis’ forces took the city of Damietta they moved south through Egypt, led by the king’s brother, Robert de Artois. They came upon the Mamluk army camped outside the town of Mansurah. Artois conducted a bold assault on the camp in defiance of the king’s orders. Many Mamluk soldiers were slaughtered, including the chief of their Royal Guard. Baybars took the place of his dead leader and set a trap in Mansurah, knowing that we would follow his men into the town. In the streets our brothers fell by the hundreds on the swords of Baybars’ men. The Mamluks are not to be underestimated, my lord.’

Prince Edward stirred. ‘Do we have enough forces to counter this threat, Master Templar?’

‘Yes!’ said Henry emphatically before Humbert could answer. ‘Will those who are sworn to protect Christian citizens in the Holy Land have trouble fulfilling their oath?’

‘There is, as with all things, the matter of funding, my lords,’ said Owein.

Humbert shot Owein a sharp glance. ‘The Mamluks know the lands well from their many campaigns, Lord King. More so than our settlers, who have established livelihoods in one town or another and have been content to remain there. They use pigeons to send messages and their spies are everywhere. At present, they are in a better position to attack than we are to defend.’

‘We must act decisively,’ said Edward, ‘A Crusade would—’

‘It’s said,’ interrupted Henry, patting his son’s arm, ‘that a hasty decision will incur an even hastier downfall. A Crusade may be necessary, yes, but we must plan carefully for it.’

‘Of course, father,’ Edward acceded with a polite, slightly stiff nod.

Henry sat back. ‘Well, this is very disturbing, Master Templar. But at this time there is little I can do, so why, I ask, have you summoned me here?’

‘If it please your majesty,’ said Humbert, ‘Brother Owein will open the discussion.’

Owein turned to Henry, his hands steepled and resting on the table. ‘We have granted you the use of the Temple’s treasury, Lord King, for the storing of your goods and the use of our own funds when you require them, as was granted to your father, King John, and his brother, King Richard. While the Temple is pleased to offer monetary assistance to the royal family  . . .’

‘I should hope so,’ interrupted Henry. ‘The good Lord knows I allow you enough power in these lands to warrant the meagre bounty you grace me with on rare occasions.’

‘The good Lord does know,’ said Humbert, ‘and you can be assured of a great reward in Heaven for the benevolence you show His soldiers. Please continue, Brother Owein.’

‘But while we are pleased to offer this service our funds are not limitless.’ Owein held out his hand to one of the Temple’s clerks, who passed him a rolled parchment. He pushed it across the table to the king. ‘As you can see, my lord, your debts to us have grown considerably over the last year.’

Henry scanned the parchment, the furrows in his brow deepening the further he read. He handed it to the chancellor, who took in the words at a glance before returning it to him. Edward leaned forward to view the scroll as Henry stroked his thin beard and looked at Owein. ‘These monies were given to me in good faith. I will repay them when I can, but my situation at present doesn’t afford me the opportunity.’

‘We have discovered, my Lord King,’ said Owein, with a brief glance at Jacques, ‘that you recently organised a number of jousts at Cheapside for the pleasure of your French courtiers. Who paid for those?’

Jacques nodded, but said nothing.

Henry glared at both of them.

‘Surely, Sir Knight, you can understand my father’s position,’ said Edward, looking up from the scroll. ‘As sovereign of this nation it is his duty to give the people protection in times of war and sport in times of peace.’

‘This we understand,’ agreed Owein, with a respectful nod to the prince. ‘But we cannot afford these debts to go unpaid. We need all the gold we can muster if we are to bolster our forces in the Holy Land.’

‘Whatever happened to charity?’ said Henry dryly. ‘Are the Templars exempt from this Christian duty?’

‘If it’s charity you seek, Lord King,’ said Humbert, ‘then, with respect, I would suggest that you petition the Hospitallers.’

Henry’s face reddened. ‘What insolence you show me!’ He threw the parchment to the table. ‘You will have your damned money soon enough. I have raised taxes here and in my lands in Gascony, but, I warn you, don’t insult me again else you won’t see a penny!’

‘Taxes take too long to reap, Lord King. The monies must be paid sooner.’

‘Christ in Heaven! Would you have me sell the clothes off my back? I cannot pluck gold from the trees, or turn it from lead!’

Owein looked at Humbert, who nodded. ‘There is one way to resolve this, Lord King.’

‘What is it then, damn you?’

‘Pawn the crown jewels to us, my lord. We will hold them until the debts can be repaid.’

‘What?’ thundered the king.

Edward sat up sharply and the chancellor stared at Owein in astonishment. Will fought to keep his expression blank.

‘It is the only way, your majesty,’ said Humbert.

The king rose swiftly, upending his chair. The scarlet silk slipped off the seat and spilled out across the grass. He slammed his fist on the board, upsetting several goblets of wine.

‘The crown jewels are symbols of my line and the adornments of royalty, not of some lick-spit soldiers who seem to place themselves as high as God!’ He snatched the scroll from the table, tore it in half and tossed the pieces to the grass.

Humbert rose, his voice even. ‘I would remind you that the loyalty of the Temple has always been most beneficial and, some might say, essential for a sovereign of this nation. It would be a great shame, my lord, were you to lose this loyalty.’

‘I should have your head!’ said Henry, his breathing ragged.

At the edges of the lawn the royal guards shuffled uneasily. Two of the knights had risen, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

Edward put a hand on Henry’s arm. ‘Come, father, I believe this meeting is ended.’

Henry shot Humbert one final look of fury, then, jerking his arm from his son’s grip, he strode across the courtyard. With a curt nod to Humbert and Owein, Edward swept out after the king, along with the entourage.

The chancellor remained. He looked at Humbert, his mouth drawn in a thin, flat line. ‘You will be formally notified of the king’s decision within a month, Master Templar.’

Humbert glanced at the torn pieces of parchment fluttering on the ground. ‘I have a copy of those records in my private solar. Will his majesty wish this to be sent to the palace?’

The chancellor shook his head. ‘I’ll collect them now.’

Humbert glanced around the table. ‘De Lyons,’ he said, motioning to Garin. ‘Escort the Lord Chancellor to my solar. My squire will hand you the relevant scrolls.’

Garin bowed low and headed across the lawn with the chancellor. Will looked round as he heard Owein’s voice behind him.

‘That didn’t go as well as I had hoped. I only hope that the king doesn’t decide to retaliate.’

‘Barking dogs seldom bite, Brother Owein,’ replied Humbert. ‘The last time Henry tried to intimidate us he soon backed down when we threatened to depose him.’





Chapter 6

The Plain of Sharon, the Kingdom of  Jerusalem

9 October 1260 AD

‘We near the final stretch, Amir.’

Baybars barely caught the sultan’s words. The air around them was throbbing with the beating of drums. When the Mamluks returned to Cairo their victory tattoo would sound for seven days. The drums they had taken from the Mongols were cleft and raised on poles. Silent.

‘We return home triumphant,’ continued Kutuz, raising his voice above the din, ‘as I knew we would.’

‘The city will sing praises to your name, my Lord Sultan,’ said Baybars, the calmness of his voice bearing no relation to his troubled mind.

Kutuz smiled. ‘The Mongols will think twice before provoking me again, now that we have tightened our hold on Syria.’

‘Yes, my lord,’ said Baybars, glancing over his shoulder.

Behind him, the Mamluk army clogged the road for several miles. The flags and banners were lifted high above carts loaded with plunder and wagons crammed with slaves. The sultan’s advisors and the officers of the Mu’izziyya were blocking Baybars’ view. For a moment, their line broke and he caught sight of Omar some distance behind him at the front of the Bahri regiment, then the ranks pulled tight again.

Baybars turned back to the road. It was almost dusk. The sun was a red-rimmed eye that closed slowly as it met the horizon. In the distance, a broad strip of green cut through the Plain of Sharon, cradling a river that flowed into the sea twenty or so miles to the west. The road crossed the river at its narrowest point and snaked southwards. The army was fast approaching Gaza where they would take a brief rest before making the arduous journey across the Sinai desert and into Egypt.

Baybars studied the sultan out of the corner of his eye. Kutuz was sitting stiffly in his saddle, a frown creasing his brow. The sultan was right, they were returning home in triumph. The Mamluks had done what no one else had been able to, had dared to: they had faced the Mongol army and crushed them. But, to Baybars, their victory tasted like dust. He had lost more than Aleppo in this campaign. He had lost the chance for revenge – a revenge he had planned and played out in his dreams for years. Since they began the homeward march he had tried to focus on his plans for Kutuz. Time was running out with every mile that passed and, as yet, he’d been afforded no chance to prepare the details of his removal.

Five days after the battle at Ayn Jalut, the Mamluks had marched into Damascus, the Mongols falling before them. From there they had moved north to Homs and Hamah, where the amirs who had fled the Mongol invasion were restored to their positions and the cities returned to Muslim rule. At Aleppo, the Mongols held out for almost a month, but eventually the Mamluks had shattered their defences and had taken the city. When the fighting had ended, Kutuz had paraded through the streets. The Muslims, who had suffered under the Mongols’ yoke, had come cautiously out of their homes to meet their liberator. The Christians, who had prospered, were killed.

By the time the sultan’s cortege had arrived in Aleppo’s main market square, word had spread and the jubilant Muslim citizens thronged to the square in their hundreds to welcome their new overlord. Baybars had stood in silence at Kutuz’s side as the sultan made an elaborate show of handing control of the city to another Mamluk governor. When the ceremony had ended and the governors and officers of the regiments had gathered round Kutuz to congratulate their triumphal leader, Baybars had disappeared into the crowds. After speaking with one of his soldiers, he had headed for the slave platform that loomed up at the centre of the square.

It did not seem so long ago that he had stood in chains on this platform, staring down at the men who eyed him as if he was a beast in a cattle auction. Beyond the market, somewhere south of the city mosque, was the household he had served for six months as a slave.

Baybars had climbed onto the wooden boards, the army’s cries ringing in his ears.

‘Allahu akbar!’ God is greatest.

Omar had found him sitting on the edge of the platform, two hours later.

‘Amir?’

Baybars looked up, mildly surprised to see how far the sun had moved across the city.

Omar clambered up beside him. ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ he said, adjusting his sword belt. ‘Have you been here all this time?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have news. The officers have been paid. You have their support.’

Baybars nodded, but said nothing.

Omar spoke on. ‘I can understand why you stayed here rather than return to the camp. Kutuz is drunk on victory and singing praises to the governor he appointed. I think he was disappointed that you weren’t there to witness his gloating.’

Baybars stared out across the square, which was golden in the early evening light. The crowds had disappeared, but a squadron of Mamluks had remained to patrol the streets whilst the main force retired to make camp. Kutuz and his retinue had taken over the citadel for their victory feast. Baybars turned to Omar. ‘The sultan isn’t the reason I didn’t retire with the men. Aleppo may not have passed into my hands today, but when Kutuz is dead it won’t be praise its new governor will get from me. I shall have the city soon enough.’ He looked away. ‘And more besides.’

‘Then why hide yourself away out here? Come, we’ll have a feast of our own.’

‘I’m not hiding, Omar, I’m waiting.’

‘Waiting?’ Omar frowned. ‘For what?’

‘An old friend.’ Baybars rose and gazed at the streets leading off from the square. The dome of the mosque was a great, golden bell suspended above the angular patterns of the flat, white roofs.

Omar stood, following his gaze. ‘You didn’t tell me you knew anyone in the city. It has been, what? Eighteen years since you were here?’

‘Nineteen.’ Baybars clasped his hands behind his back. ‘Return to the camp. I will join you soon.’

‘The officers have been paid, but the time and the place haven’t been set. Whilst we are afforded this chance to talk alone we should finalise  . . .’

‘You disobey my command, officer?’ said Baybars, not looking at him.

‘Forgive me, Amir,’ replied Omar, the hurt surprise clear in his voice. ‘I didn’t realise it was an order.’

He turned to go, then stopped as Baybars jumped down from the platform. A Mamluk soldier had come riding out of one of the streets nearby. The soldier looked around and trotted his horse over as he spied Baybars.

‘Amir.’ The soldier dismounted and bowed.

‘Did you find the household?’

‘Yes, Amir, but the man you sent me to seek out wasn’t there.’

‘What?’

‘The household has been abandoned for some time. I asked in the area, though few knew of the family who lived there. There was a merchant who thought he remembered a Western knight who once owned the estate. He believed the knight to have died, said his family returned to the West ten or more years ago.’

Baybars took a step backwards and gripped the edge of the platform.

‘Is that all, Amir?’ asked the soldier.

Baybars waved him away.

The soldier bowed. Mounting his horse, he clattered off.

Omar jumped down beside Baybars. ‘Who is this knight?’

‘Return to camp.’

‘Sadeek, talk to me,’ pressed Omar, frustrated. ‘You’ve never told me what happened to you in Aleppo, but I’ve seen how this place haunts you. Was this knight your master here?’

Omar gasped as Baybars grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him round to slam him up against the platform. ‘I said leave!’ Omar stared into his eyes, breathing heavily. Baybars dropped his hands and stepped back. ‘We will talk soon, Omar,’ he said quietly, ‘you have my word. But not today.’

He had walked away, leaving Omar alone in the market square as the call to prayer had sung out in the evening.

Baybars gripped the reins of his horse. Around him, the drums continued their steady thrumming, fast and low like a racing heart. With effort, he forced himself to focus on the matter at hand. He was a commander in the Mamluk army. He had fought the Christians and the Mongols and had won. He had been a slave in life and name, but he would not be a slave to memory. The failure in Aleppo to do what he had planned for so many years had thrown him, but he no longer had time to dwell on the past. The knight was gone, or dead. He would find no retribution.

‘You are quiet today, Amir. Is something wrong?’ probed Kutuz.

‘No, my lord.’

Kutuz studied the commander intently, but Baybars’ expression was unreadable. He may as well be looking at a wall, for all the emotion in those eyes. ‘You will, of course, be handsomely rewarded for your part in our victory when we reach Cairo.’

‘Your generosity is appreciated, my lord.’

‘My Lord Sultan!’

A scout rode down the column towards them. He saluted as he swung his horse around and rode in beside Kutuz. ‘The road passes close to a village, three miles east, my lord.’

‘Another Christian settlement?’

‘Yes, my lord, there is a church.’

‘I’ll send the Mu’izziyya.’

‘Your men are weary, my lord,’ said Baybars quickly. ‘This will be the fourth settlement they have sacked in five days. I feel the need to stretch my legs, let me take the Bahri.’

Kutuz thought for a moment, then acceded with a nod. ‘Go then. We’ll continue to Gaza. I am sure I have no need to remind you of the proper procedure.’

‘No, my Lord Sultan, rest assured that anything of value will be brought to you.’

Baybars kicked his heels into the flanks of his horse. At his command, five hundred men broke off from the main army and followed him. Several wagons pulled off the road after them: the wooden cages on top had room for more slaves.



The village was nestled between two gentle slopes that stretched up from the Plain of Sharon where the olive groves grew thick and tangled. A barricade of bound wooden stakes surrounded the sixty dwellings within; jumbled rows of mud-brick huts clustered around three larger stone buildings and a church. Smoke from the fire pits was coiling into the bruised-pink sky. The farmers who worked the groves had returned for the evening, leading carts pulled by cattle.

Within moments of reaching the village’s perimeter, the Mamluks set about tearing down the ineffectual barrier of stakes. Several farmers, who had seen the soldiers ride up from the Plain, had raised the alarm and panic now engulfed the village like a wave, spreading from dwelling to dwelling as the church bell clanged a futile warning. Some men hastened to arm themselves with anything they could find: a stone, a scythe, a broom. Others called for evacuation, for someone to parley with the invaders. But the Mamluks had entered the settlement.

The thin line of farmers who had braced themselves behind a row of carts for the attack scattered as the cavalry charged them, the soldiers on their armoured mounts swinging swords and spiked maces at the bared heads and backs of the fleeing men. Men and boys fell under the sword strokes and were trampled by the horses of the soldiers behind. One farmer, managing to duck a decapitating blow, fled. Three soldiers followed him, whooping as they gave chase, excited by the hunt. A pungent smell of olives rose up as the carts were overturned in the crush of soldiers pouring through the broken defences, the fruit cascading to the ground like beads from a broken rosary.

Baybars rode into the village, the inhabitants fleeing before him, scurrying for the scant shelter of the huts. He scanned the streets ahead as his soldiers dispatched the last of the farmers.

There were scores of such villages scattered across Palestine, once largely inhabited by Coptic, Armenian and Greek Orthodox Christians whose families had worked the land for generations. When the first Crusaders had come out of the West, the relative peace between the native Christians and their Muslim overlords had been swallowed by war. The Frankish dukes and princes had taken Antioch, Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Hebron and had soon commanded a vast tract of southern and central Palestine and northern Syria. This they had divided into four states that together had formed their new empire: Outremer, the land beyond the sea. They had called these states the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the Principality of Antioch and the Counties of Edessa and Tripoli. Powerful houses of the Western nobility governed each province and, over them all, ruled the new Christian King of Jerusalem. Some of the cities, Jerusalem included, and Edessa, one of the four states, the Muslims had since reclaimed, but, for Baybars, those victories were not enough.

He looked over to the church. Its squat, solid greyness was a mark of the West’s influence and the infidels’ Roman faith.

‘Your orders, Amir?’ called one of his officers, riding across to him.

Baybars motioned to the mud-brick huts. ‘Burn them down. We’ll find nothing of value there.’ He gestured at the stone buildings around the church. ‘Search those.’

The officer galloped away to relay the commands.

Soon, the huts were smouldering as the Mamluks rode through the streets, tossing flaming torches onto the low rooftops. Smoke billowed up, and men, women and children ran choking from their refuge, only to be cut down, or captured in the streets. A heavy thudding came from the centre of the village as the soldiers battered down the doors of the stone houses. The splintering of wood was followed by cries. The ruler of the village, whose ancestors had come from the West, was dragged out into the street along with his wife. Their children were hauled off to the wagons, screaming, as their parents were forced to the ground and beheaded by Mamluk soldiers.

Baybars leapt down from his horse when he saw Omar riding towards him. With Omar was another Bahri officer, a tall, graceful man called Kalawun with a handsome, strong-boned face. The two men reined in their horses and dismounted.

‘I was beginning to wonder if you were coming,’ said Baybars.

‘We must talk, Amir,’ said Omar quietly.

‘Not here. The sultan has eyes everywhere. He has been keeping a close watch on me since we left Ayn Jalut. He doesn’t trust me.’

‘Then,’ said Kalawun with a half-smile, ‘he is less of a fool than I thought.’

The three of them turned as a woman ran screaming from a hut opposite. Part of the roof had collapsed inwards, sending a shower of sparks into the sky. The woman was clutching a small white bundle to her breast. When a soldier ran towards her, she darted to one side and tried to go around him. But he was quicker. His sword plunged into her stomach and back out in a crimson arc of blood. The bundle slid from the woman’s grip as she collapsed in the dust and the soldier looked down in surprise as he heard a high mewing sound. He flicked back the white cloth with the point of his sword and found a baby wrapped within it. The soldier looked about uncertainly and saw Baybars.

‘Amir?’ he called, gesturing at the infant which was now screaming. ‘What should I do?’

Baybars frowned. ‘Were you planning on suckling it yourself?’

Some of the nearby Mamluks laughed.

‘No, Amir,’ said the soldier, red-faced. He raised his sword.

Omar averted his eyes as the blade stabbed down. It might have been a mercy to kill the infant, which would have died a much slower death from exposure or starvation if left, but he didn’t have to watch. When Omar looked back the soldier was walking away and a stain was spreading out around the baby, turning the white cloth red.

Baybars’ gaze fell on the church. The doors were closed; no one had taken the building yet. ‘Come,’ he said to Omar and Kalawun, striding across to it. The church doors squeaked open as he pushed them, then jammed against something on the other side. Inside, Baybars heard a man’s voice, shaky yet defiant.

‘Stay back, you devils!’

Shoving his shoulder against the wood, Baybars forced his way through. The bench that was blocking the doors screeched on the stone floor as it was thrust backwards. Drawing his sabre he entered, Omar and Kalawun close behind him. Baybars took in the chamber at a glance. The church was small and unadorned save for a rickety altar at one end above which was suspended a carved wooden crucifix. Behind the altar, brandishing a weighty-looking iron candlestick, was an old priest clad in shabby robes. The chamber was crudely lit by the amber glow that came in through two window-slits in the walls. Outside, the village was in flames.

The priest pointed the candlestick at Baybars. ‘Stay back, I tell you!’ He was a scrawny-looking man, but there was power in his voice. ‘You have no right to come in here. This is a house of God!’

‘Your church, priest,’ replied Baybars, ‘is on our land. We have every right.’

‘This is God’s land!’

‘You and your kind are ants, busy building your churches and castles with no thought of where you are, or what you do. You are a pestilence.’

‘I was born here. My people too!’ cried the priest, waving his hand to the windows where the crackling and spitting of the fires could be heard.

‘Sons and daughters of the Franks. There is Western blood in you all. It is a taint you cannot deny.’

‘No!’ shouted the priest. ‘This is our home!’ He stepped out from behind the altar and lashed the air with the candlestick.

Baybars leapt forward, his sabre cutting high. The priest ducked, but the mighty blow wasn’t aimed at him. The blade severed the thin rope that held the crucifix, which fell to the floor before the altar with a clatter. Baybars stamped on it, his heavy boot snapping the figure of Christ in two.

The priest stared at him, aghast, as he bent and picked up one of the pieces. ‘You may have been born to these lands, but you carry the infection of the West.’ Baybars tossed the half-cross aside. ‘What we do here, now, we will do all across Palestine.’ He strode to the priest and knocked the candlestick from the man’s grip with the flat of his blade. The priest went pale and trembled as the tip of the sabre came to rest at his throat. ‘Your God, priest, shall weep at the sight of His churches and relics in flames. The ashes of Christendom shall scatter in the winds and its passing will be as a sweet breath across all Muslims.’

‘You will die trying,’ whispered the priest. ‘The warriors of Christ will crush you.’

Baybars thrust forwards, the blade piercing the priest’s throat and on, harder through bone and flesh. The priest gave a brief, gagging cough and his body buckled as the blade came out the other side. Baybars twisted the hilt and blood spilled from the priest’s mouth. He wrenched the sword back and the priest collapsed sideways, crashing through the altar and onto the floor. Baybars lifted the blade and hacked at the body, the blade falling again and again until the stones were awash with blood. His breaths came short and sharp and his eyes were wild in the flame-light. He would have his retribution! He would take it from them all! Baybars whipped round as he felt a tight grip on his arm and saw Omar. He staggered back, his chest heaving.

‘He is dead, Amir,’ said Omar.

Turning from the mangled corpse, Baybars reached into the pouch at his side and pulled out a rag. He looked at the questioning faces of Omar and Kalawun as he cleaned the blade. ‘Well? Do you want to talk, or not?’

Kalawun stepped forward. ‘Omar has told me of your plan, Amir. I will stand with you when the time comes.’

Baybars nodded his thanks. Kalawun had been enlisted in the Bahri regiment two years after himself and Omar. He had followed them through the ranks and proved himself at Damietta when he had helped kill Turanshah. ‘Your loyalty will be rewarded.’

‘It won’t be easy,’ said Omar. ‘The sultan is rarely without his guards. It may be best for us to wait until we are in Cairo.’

‘No,’ said Baybars firmly, ‘it must happen before we arrive in the city. Kutuz cannot be allowed to reach the safety of the citadel, he will be even more sheltered from attack there.’

‘Poison perhaps?’ suggested Omar. ‘We could pay one of his pages?’

‘There is too much risk in that. Besides, I won’t pay another for what I can do myself.’

Baybars finished cleaning his sabre and jammed it into its scabbard.

‘What do you propose, Amir?’ asked Kalawun.

‘We will strike when we reach Egypt. After crossing the Sinai we make camp at al-Salihiyya. The town is only one day from Cairo and Kutuz will be less wary so near his city. If we can draw him from the majority of his guards we’ll have our chance.’

Omar nodded slowly. ‘I agree, but I’m still unclear as to how you will secure the throne once the sultan is dead. Surely one of his governors will  . . .?’

‘Khadir will attend to it,’ Baybars interrupted.

Omar looked concerned at this news. ‘Your soothsayer is best kept on a tight leash, Amir. I’ve heard that the Order of Assassins expelled him because he was too bloodthirsty, even for them. He’s a hazard.’

‘He will see that the task is done. Are you with me?’

‘Yes, Amir,’ said Kalawun.

Omar nodded, after a pause. ‘We are with you.’

‘Amir Baybars.’

The three of them looked round as a soldier appeared in the doorway.

‘The village is taken,’ said the soldier, bowing. ‘We’re loading the wagons.’

‘Come,’ said Baybars to Omar and Kalawun as the soldier disappeared. ‘Let’s take the sultan his last plunder.’

Together they strode from the church. Flames darted into the sky as the last of the women and children were herded into the cages, encouraged by the swords of the Mamluks.



Kutuz turned in his saddle and stared into the darkness. The hills that rose up from the Plain were crowned with a faint, orange halo. He could just make out the tongues of the fires that signalled that Baybars had taken the settlement. Kutuz swung his gaze back to the road and rubbed at his neck. His shoulders were knotted and not just from the long day’s ride.

For several weeks now, uneasiness had been gnawing at him, growing steadily worse since they had left Ayn Jalut. He’d had doubts before then. But Baybars’ audacity in asking for the governorship of Aleppo proved beyond question the scale of his ambitions. After Kutuz’s refusal of the request, he had expected Baybars to be angry or bitter; the commander’s subsequent calm had unsettled him. Kutuz drew a long breath and scanned the ranks until he saw his chief of staff, several rows behind him.

‘A word, Aqtai,’ he called loudly.

The fleshy, olive-skinned man looked up at the summons and trotted his horse through the ranks. ‘My Lord Sultan?’

‘I require your advice,’ said Kutuz, as his chief of staff drew alongside him.

‘How may I be of service, my lord?’ asked Aqtai in an oily tone.

‘There is a splinter beneath my skin. I want it removed.’
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