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Chapter 1


May 18, 1291, Mediterranean Sea, Near Acre


At this distance, beyond the death cries of the soldiers who still fought, beyond the clash of swords and the snap of crossbows, far removed from the screams of hunted women and children, Acre appeared deceptively peaceful. Smoke rose from the lost city, a shifting gray cloud against the pale blue of the western sky. Their small vessel, the Gray Tern, bobbed on the gentle swells of the Mediterranean. Landry could almost convince himself that he and his brother Templars had chosen to take to the water; that they hadn’t been driven from their stronghold by Khalil’s Mamluks.


Almost.


Dried blood tightened the skin on his brow and cheek, and stained his surcoat and mantle. He saw his own wounds mirrored on Godfrey’s face. Tancrede’s also. Gawain sat near the ship’s stern with eyes closed, his back against the hull, his injured leg stretched out before him. Pain etched lines in his youthful face, and sweat dampened his dark hair. Blood oozed from



where the bolt had struck, darkening the mail of his chausses. The Jew, Simon, lay nearby, his leg in an even worse state than that of the knight. His young daughter was curled beside him, her begrimed face streaked by tears long since dried.


Landry turned away once more to lean on the rails and squint against the glare. The sun’s reflection on the surface of the sea fractured and scattered like soldiers in retreat, only to coalesce again a moment later.


God, let this not be the end. Let us return to reclaim all that we’ve lost this day.


The magnitude of their failure overwhelmed him, stole his breath, roiled his gut. Everything. They had lost everything. The city itself, their last stronghold in the Holy Land, was now in the hands of the Saracens, who had proven themselves more than a match for the finest soldiers of Christendom.


So many had died in their vain attempt to hold Acre; not only Templars, men he had considered brothers, but also too many innocents to count. And, of course, the Grail, that most sacred of treasures, the object of all for which they fought – it, too, was gone, perhaps destroyed. On the dock in Acre, he had spoken bravely of journeying back with a new army, of retaking the city and all the Holy Land. But they had still possessed the Grail when those brash words crossed his lips.


Was that my punishment, Lord? Did my arrogance convince you to deprive us of the Grail?


Like so many of his brothers, Landry had thought the city unassailable, their forces too mighty to be defeated. He hadn’t counted on the Saracens battling them with such relentless courage. He hadn’t thought



the armies of the enemy could defend their homeland and face down yet another wave of Christian soldiers with such unflinching determination. He hadn’t credited that Khalil’s men might be just as canny, just as strong, just as skilled as the Templars. None of them had.


Yes, arrogance. And now all lay in ruin.


He clenched his teeth against the bile rising in his throat.


“Landry.”


He straightened at the sound of his name and marked Godfrey’s approach. A faint breeze stirred the commander’s wheaten hair, and sunlight gave his pale eyes a ghostly look. He was tall, bearded, his face lined from years of combat and journeying. Tancrede followed a pace behind, an angry gash on his cheek making him appear even more gaunt than usual. The sun’s glow lent a reddish tinge to his closely shorn hair and beard. He wasn’t as tall as the commander, nor as brawny as Landry himself, but he possessed a keen wit and the bravery of ten men.


“Brother Draper has made inventory of our provisions,” Godfrey said, halting before him. “We have enough for a few days, perhaps a week if fortune smiles on us.”


“That would be a change,” Tancrede muttered.


Godfrey cast a disapproving glance his way. “Brother Tancrede wishes to make land somewhere to the north. Perhaps Sidon.”


“We can replenish our stores,” Tancrede said, sunlight in his blue eyes. His gesture indicated the others on the ship, those who weren’t Templars. Blood stained his fingers. “Maybe we can see some of these



people to safety. And we must find a healer for Gawain. He might never walk again if we don’t.”


Landry considered them both. “Do we have gold? Silver? Anything we can trade for food?”


Godfrey and Tancrede shared a look.


“We have our weapons,” Godfrey said. “And our armor. The rest was lost with… with the other ship.”


With the Grail.


Guilt flickered in Godfrey’s expression. He would be blaming himself, just as Landry did, as all their fellow Templars did. Brothers in defeat, as in victory.


Landry forced his thoughts past Acre. Stopping at Sidon struck him as extraordinarily dangerous, but he kept his expression neutral. “What do you think of Tancrede’s suggestion?” he asked Godfrey.


“I fear for us all if we don’t find a safe harbor within a few days, but I do not believe Sidon is that place.”


“It has the virtue of proximity,” Tancrede said. “Small communities of Christians remain there. We can sail in under cover of night, gather provisions, and be on our way.”


“The danger is too great, and there are too few of us,” Godfrey said, exasperation in his tone. Landry sensed that this wasn’t the first time he had made this argument. “We would be putting the others at risk.”


“Gawain—”


“Gawain is a Templar,” Godfrey said, his voice rising. “His faith in the Lord is strong. By His grace, he will endure.”


“God’s grace will not be enough without a healer’s care.”


Godfrey faced Landry again. “I would know your thoughts on the matter. Tancrede has made his clear. If



you agree, I’ll heed his counsel, and we’ll make for Sidon.”


“Where would you have us go?”


“There is a Hospitaller fortress at Kolossi on Cyprus.”


Tancrede’s eyes widened. “Cyprus? That will take us days—”


Godfrey silenced him with a raised hand. “It lies near the southern shores of the isle. Naturally, I would prefer to find Templars, but given our plight, I believe we can convince the Hospitallers to shelter us. We’ll secure more food, maybe even reinforcements.” He looked at Tancrede again. “They’ll have healers.”


“It’s too far.”


Godfrey turned away from him. “What say you, Landry?”


Landry took a steadying breath and regarded both men, unsure of how to answer. Considering their meager provisions and Gawain’s wound, Cyprus did strike him as too far. Just as a landing at Sidon struck him as too perilous for such a small contingent of knights. They were caught between bad choices. But for more than half his life, Godfrey had been his guardian and mentor. Over the years, Landry had learned to trust his judgment, even in the most dire of circumstances.


“Forgive me, Tancrede,” he said at last, “but I must agree with Godfrey. Sidon will not be safe for us. Not compared to Kolossi. The Hospitallers may not be our allies, but they are Christians. Despite our differences, we are united in our devotion to God. They’ll offer us aid, and they’ll minister to Gawain. Yes, Cyprus is far, but with a favorable wind we can be there within the week.”


“A week might be too long. You saw his wound.”




“A landing at Sidon could kill us all!”


“Enough,” Godfrey said. “We make for Cyprus.”


He wheeled and strode away, leaving Tancrede and Landry staring at each other.


“I knew he would listen to you,” Tancrede said, a sad smile touching his lips and then vanishing. “Just as I knew what you would say.”


“Tancrede—”


“One of my uncles was a sailor. My mother’s brother. Did you know that?”


Landry shook his head.


“These waters can be as dangerous and canny as an army of Mamluks. Not always, of course. But it’s a long way to Cyprus. God help us if the winds aren’t at our backs.”


“By His grace, they will be.”


“Yes. By His grace.”


Tancrede walked away from him, his bloodied hand resting on the hilt of his sword.


Landry started to turn back to the sea. As he did, though, he saw that Gawain sat straighter, pale eyes watching him, his lips set in a hard, thin line.


* * *


For what remained of that day, a light wind carried them to the north and east. By dusk, as the sun, huge and orange, sat balanced on the western horizon, Acre had receded to little more than a smudge of smoke on the pale mass of the Holy Land.


Draper did what he could for Gawain’s wound, bathing it with salt water – which drew howls from the knight – and bandaging it with strips of cloth cut from Gawain’s own mantle. He could do less for



Simon, though he managed to splint the man’s leg.


With the last light of this endless day silvering the sea, Landry joined the others for a meal almost too meager to be worthy of the name. Stale bread, a bit of goat’s cheese, a fig or two. He understood that they needed to ration their stores, but even after they finished eating, as the sky darkened and stars began to emerge in the velvet blue, he remained famished. He still feared a landing at Sidon, but he wondered if Tancrede was right about the distance to Cyprus.


Matters grew far worse as the night deepened. With the appearance of the gibbous moon in the east, blood red, its glow shimmering on the satin surface of the sea, the last of their wind dropped away. The single sail slackened and the vessel slowed.


Landry hoped the lull would prove temporary. But as the moon rose higher, its color leaching from blood to bone, the wind did not rise again.


“Find oars,” Godfrey said. “We will row to Cyprus if we must.”


Landry and Tancrede searched for sweeps, looking first in a chest that sat under the warped rails on the port side of the ship. It contained two wine flasks, one empty and one full, and a pair of rusted swords. There were no oars. They walked the length and breadth of the ship. Landry used the hatch near the ship’s stern to descend into a small, musty hold beneath the deck. Oar holes dotted the hull here, beside worn benches for those who would man them. But the sweeps themselves were nowhere to be found.


He climbed to the deck, where Tancrede enlisted Brice, Nathaniel, and Victor, the youngest of the Templars, to help them in their search. Together, the



five of them scoured the vessel a second time, and a third. Nothing.


They informed Godfrey, who didn’t believe them at first. He led them on yet another search of the vessel, which proved no more successful. They halted at the ship’s stern, not far from Gawain, who regarded them with concern and, Landry thought, a hint of disapproval. Landry glanced at the sky, at the glory of a million stars. In all the time he had spent at sea, never had he been more displeased by the prospect of a clear night.


“Ill-fortune at every turn,” Godfrey muttered. “What kind of ship carries no sweeps?”


Tancrede lifted a shoulder. “We took it in haste, with the city falling and battles raging all around us. We never thought to check.”


Godfrey nodded, grim in the moonlight.


None of the passengers spoke. There were twelve of them in all: men, women, and the one child. They watched the Templars, apprehension in their gazes. All of them seemed to be holding their breath, like the world itself.


“Our breeze will freshen with daylight,” Godfrey said eventually, straightening to his full height and pitching his voice to carry. He sounded more confident than he appeared. “It grows late. Try to sleep. We’ll make up the lost time come morning.”


Murmurs met this. Simon’s daughter stared up at Landry, her dark eyes wide and luminous. Landry saw fear in their depths, and a silent plea for a comforting word.


“Come, Adelina,” her father said, beckoning her to his side.


Landry nodded to her, but couldn’t bring himself to offer assurances. Instead, he looked to Tancrede, who



was watching him. Their eyes met, but neither of them spoke. At last, Landry turned away.


He found a place to bed down near the ship’s prow, knelt before his sword to whisper a prayer, and tried to make himself comfortable. He remained awake for a long time. Usually, he did not mind the gentle to-and-fro of a vessel at sea, but on this night he heard ominous portents in the quiet creak of the deck, and the soft slap of swells on the hull.


His slumber, when it came, was fitful. He woke eventually to a golden sunrise and air as still as death.


He sat up, his muscles aching from the previous day’s battle, his head fogged with fatigue and hunger. Peering over the rails, he saw nothing but water in every direction. No smoke from Acre by which to orient himself, no hint of land. And no evidence of wind.


Godfrey and Tancrede still slept, as did most of the others. But Gawain regarded him from across the ship, looking pale and haggard. Landry stood and approached him.


Squatting beside his fellow knight, he untied the bandage on Gawain’s leg and considered the wound beneath. He allowed himself no outward reaction, but inside he cringed. It was a gruesome injury to begin with, and the skin around it had grown livid and swollen.


“How does it feel?”


“How do you think?” Gawain said, his voice flat.


“With all that happened yesterday… I said this once, but should have done so again. Thank you. You saved my life.”


Gawain held his gaze for only a moment before looking away. But he nodded once. “Can you do the same for my leg?”




“You will not lose your leg,” Landry said. “I won’t allow it.”


“God may intend otherwise.”


“By His grace, you are a Templar Knight.” Landry forced a note of surety into his assurances. “He will see to it that I keep my oath.”


The dark-haired knight shifted, wincing as he did. “And what of our wind? Do you have the power to raise that as well?”


He glanced up at the cloudless sky. “It cannot remain still forever. We’ll have our wind before long.”


“Perhaps if we had voyaged westward, as Tancrede wished, we would have it now.”


“Perhaps. Or perhaps we would have been captured by the Saracens. Maybe our throats would have been slit by now.”


A third voice said, “We can’t know either way.”


They both turned. Godfrey had propped himself on one elbow, his hair wild with sleep, but his eyes clear.


“How is his leg?” the commander asked.


Landry faltered.


“It grows fevered,” Gawain said. “I need a healer.”


“You will have one.”


“When?”


“When God wills it. Until then we will rely on Draper’s talents, and your strength.”


Godfrey stood, and as the others roused themselves, he distributed the morning’s rations.


The hours crawled by. The sun climbed higher, blazing bright, burning like Greek fire in the stagnant air. It didn’t take Landry long to understand that starvation was the least of their worries. The heat and the lack of fresh water were far more likely to



prove fatal, in particular to Simon, his daughter, and Gawain. For the entire complement of passengers aboard the ship they had but a single flask of wine, and no way to water it.


The currents of the Mediterranean carried them westward for a time, and then northward, but not far in either direction, and at a speed that was barely perceptible. By the end of the day, all of them were parched and famished, frightened and discouraged to the point of despair. The sail, dingy and patched in several places, marked with a red cross, hung slack.


That night, Draper gathered all the Templars’ armor, and spread it across the deck, positioning each helm and each bracer just so.


“What is the point of this?” Landry asked, as the man worked.


Draper smiled, his dark eyes dancing, long black and silver hair framing a face round and open. “You’ll see come morning.”


Landry stared at him, waiting.


At last the Turcopole paused in his labors, and indicated the nearest of the helms with a thick hand. “The metal will cool with the night air, and when it does it will gather dew. By morning, we should have fresh water to drink. Not much, but some.”


“Ingenious.”


Draper shrugged. “A trick I learned from my father. Genius would be summoning a wind.”


“I believe that would be sorcery.”


“I’d be happy for it just the same.” He glanced about, sidled closer to Landry. “Gawain’s leg grows worse by the hour,” he whispered. “The other man, Simon, he is in great pain. I can only do so much for



them. We need to find a port. We need to move.”


“I’m no more a sorcerer than you are, brother,” Landry said, dropping his voice as well. “I can pray, but beyond that, I’m helpless. Not a comfortable feeling for a knight.”


Draper regarded him, his mien grim, before turning his attention back to the positioning of the pieces of armor.


The following morning, they had water to drink, but the Gray Tern remained adrift, at the mercy of the sea’s fickle currents.


So it went for days. Their supplies dwindled. The air warmed and cooled with the rise and fall of the sun, but the Templars and their fellow passengers encountered nothing more than the faintest breath of a breeze, not nearly enough to fill their sail.


Simon’s leg, splinted and bound, began to heal. Gawain’s wound proved more stubborn. Fever took him. The flesh at the site of the injury grew hot to the touch. With little water and less food, his strength flagged.


By the ninth day, they were all suffering. Adelina, the little Jewish girl, spear-thin when they fled the Holy Land, was now wasting away before Landry’s eyes.


Godfrey stood at the prow of the ship, staring out across the sea, as if he might will a wind to rise or land to appear. Brice and Nathaniel, one dark-haired, the other fair, spent much of their time practicing their swordsmanship, their blades ringing like chimes when they met. They sweated under the sun, their youthful faces flushed, but their exertions served as a welcome distraction for the others.


Landry would have liked to join them, or at least take some pleasure in their display, but Acre haunted



him, as did Gawain’s continued suffering. He prowled the ship like a restless panther. On occasion he forced himself to stop, to sit and converse, or watch the swordplay. But always he found himself in motion again, scanning the horizon, avoiding Gawain’s accusatory stare.


This may have been why he was the first to discern the pale landmass to their north.


He thought it a mirage, an illusion born of too much sun, too little food, too many days lost at sea. He blinked, rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, and yet it remained.


“Land,” he whispered. And then louder, “Land!” He pointed.


The others rushed to his side, their weight threatening to overbalance the ship. They pointed, faces alight. One woman wept. “Land,” they repeated again and again. “We’ve found land.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


They fell silent, all of them facing Gawain, who remained as he had been, propped against the hull, his leg extended.


“There’s no wind,” he said, speaking to them as he would to a child. “We can’t reach it. What is the use of sighting land, if we have no hope of getting there?”


“You answer your own question, brother,” Godfrey said. “Hope. Land lies to our north. If I had to guess, I would say that is Cyprus, where stands the Hospitaller fortress. Wind will come, and it will carry us to the isle’s shores. Our salvation is at hand. Hope. Faith. These will see us through until we reach those shores.” He faced Landry. “Mark well the position of that land. The currents may carry us beyond sight of



it again. When a wind rises, I want to know where to point this ship.”


“Of course,” Landry said.


He crossed to the ship’s dry compass and used it to note the precise line toward the isle. Heartened though he was by their sighting, Gawain’s words had sobered him. They’d had that effect on everyone. The others wandered back to where they had been sitting or standing, although they all continued to glance northward, perhaps to assure themselves that the pale mass hadn’t vanished.


By the next morning, the currents had dragged them beyond sight of the isle, further dampening the mood aboard the vessel. But Godfrey drew their attention to the western horizon, where a different source of hope had appeared during the night.


“Clouds,” he said, voice ringing. “A change in our weather, sure to bring wind. By God’s mercy, we shall be delivered from this ordeal.”


Delivered they were. Near to midday, large white clouds began to crowd the sky above, bringing with them a steady westerly breeze. The ship’s sail billowed, and – a miracle, it seemed – the vessel crept forward, slowly at first, its speed building with the wind. Tancrede took the helm and, with Landry pointing the way, piloted them on a tacking course northward.


Within hours, they spotted the isle again. By morning it loomed large before them. Even Gawain’s spirits rose.


Certain now that they had found Cyprus, they navigated toward the bay at Limassol, confident that their trial was at an end, and that the gleaming stone structures and arid hills would provide them with all they



sought: food, water, shelter, healers. The bay was broad and gently curved. Small buildings lined the shoreline, and a few larger ones loomed beyond them, including one with a lofty spire. More structures, modest but solid looking, dotted the hillside above the settlement. It was more a village than a city, but under the circumstances, Landry thought it the finest town he had ever seen.


Again, many of the passengers wept tears of joy. Landry, Draper, and Tancrede were not immune. Godfrey merely smiled. One might have thought he had known all along that they would be all right, and maybe he had.


Tancrede steered the ship to a strand near the city docks, and allowed her to glide up onto the white sand. Before the vessel had come to a complete halt, several of the passengers leapt onto the shore and dropped to their knees.


Godfrey and the other Templars followed, Landry and Draper supporting Gawain between them.


“Find a healer,” Godfrey told them. “Kolossi lies a couple of miles inland. I want his leg treated and bandaged before we attempt the journey. Tancrede and I will look for food. I believe we deserve a meal before we go much farther. Wouldn’t you agree?”


Landry grinned, as did Gawain.


“Indeed,” Landry said.


“Commander.” Something in Draper’s voice stopped them all. Every Templar looked his way.


He pointed to the ridge looming over the shoreline.


At first Landry saw nothing unusual.


“What is it?” Gawain asked.


“On the road,” Draper said, still pointing. “Heading in our direction.”




An instant later, Landry spotted them. He bit back a most unchristian oath. Warriors marched on the path Draper had indicated, bearing spears, swords, bows. Above them, rising and falling in the same wind that had been the Templars’ salvation, hung a green banner bearing the crescent moon of the Saracens.











Chapter 2


Seeing that green flag, the sickle moon, its edges as sharp as a Mamluk blade, Godfrey was overcome with memories of the final battle at Acre, of blood, of death cries, of gleaming blades blurring in the desert sun, and of the shining ferocity and resolve of Khalil’s soldiers. There was a reason why, after nearly two centuries of warfare, the Holy Land remained in Saracen hands. This was not an enemy he wished to engage again. They were too quick, too clever, too precise and deadly. He had lost enough men at Acre. He had no intention of losing more here.


As far as he could tell, the Saracens had yet to spot them. That wouldn’t last, but it offered them some chance of escape.


“Food and drink, Tancrede,” he said, his voice tight. “And whatever healing supplies you can find. As quickly as possible. We haven’t much time.”


Tancrede nodded once, eyed the Saracens again, and hurried toward the village.




Godfrey led Landry, Draper, Gawain, and the other Templars off the strand to a spot sheltered by a small copse of trees. Many of the passengers followed, including Simon and his daughter.


Once they were hidden from view, Godfrey faced Gawain and drew a long breath. “I’m sorry, brother. I would have preferred to find a healer for you. But we’ll have to—”


Gawain cut him off with a jerk of his arm. He shrugged off Landry’s support, and Draper’s, to stand before Godfrey. He favored his wounded leg, of course, but his hand was steady as he drew his sword.


“I’m ready to fight,” he said.


Godfrey gripped the knight’s shoulder. “Good lad. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”


He stepped past Gawain to stand beside Landry at the edge of the copse. They watched the Saracens through gaps in the leaves, marking their progress as they continued down the road. Godfrey had hoped the warriors might turn off the path toward some other destination before reaching the strand. They hadn’t altered their course yet.


“We need to return to the ship,” Landry said. “I should go after Tancrede.”


Godfrey laid a hand on his shoulder. “Not yet,” he said. “The moment they see you – your mantle, your mail – they’ll attack. We will give them a bit more time. They might still take another path.”


“And if they don’t?”


Godfrey glanced his way. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, either.”


Landry quirked an eyebrow and gave a quick grin. Godfrey answered in kind. They shifted their attention



back to the Saracens, waiting to see where they would go.


Gawain hobbled to Godfrey’s side. Draper followed, silent, grim.


“Can you tell how many there are?” Gawain asked.


“At least twenty. Too many for us to fight. And they have bows. They might kill us all without ever drawing a blade. I meant what I said: we’ll be better off if this doesn’t come to a fight.”


Gawain looked like he might argue. So did Landry, but both men held their tongues.


Grateful as he was for this, Godfrey knew what they wanted to say. We might not have that choice. He understood this as well, and a part of him itched to strike at these Saracens, despite the danger, despite all he had learned of their prowess in combat. Spilling blood here could not atone in any way for their failure at Acre, but it might bring some small consolation to the knights he commanded. The risk, though, was too great. Godfrey was responsible not only for the lives of the other Templars, but also for those of the twelve innocents who sailed with them. He could not afford to be lured by his desire for vengeance.


“God be praised,” Draper whispered, his accent thickening the words.


Godfrey saw it as well. A miracle. Or, at the very least, a change in their fortunes. The Saracens had veered off the road leading to the strand and followed instead a spur to the west. Godfrey didn’t know where it would take them, but just then he didn’t care.


He turned to address the men and women who had sailed with the Templars from Acre.


“It may be that some of you can make a new life for yourselves here. I don’t know what awaits us on the



sea, but I am certain it won’t be an easy journey.” He indicated with an open hand towards his tabard, with its bold red cross. “For obvious reasons, my brothers and I cannot remain on this isle, not if it is patrolled by Saracens. But perhaps you can. If not in this village, then in another. None of us will begrudge you this choice.”


Several of the passengers traded looks. Simon never took his eyes off Godfrey.


“Adelina and I will find no life here. With your permission, we’ll come with you.”


“So will we,” said another man. The rest nodded their agreement.


Godfrey felt a fullness in his chest that left him speechless and overwhelmed. He could see that the other Templars were moved as well. Before their last crazed morning in Acre, most of these people had been strangers to them. In the days they had spent drifting on the waters of the Mediterranean, Godfrey had not taken as much time as he should have to learn their names, their stories. A mistake, he now realized. They were courageous and loyal beyond measure. They deserved more than his indifference, however benign.


“Thank you,” he said. “We’ll be glad to have you with us.” He lifted his chin in the direction of their ship. “Be ready now. We go on my word.”


Gawain held up a hand. “Wait.” He still stared out from the copse in the direction of the ridge from which the warriors had descended.


“What is it?” Landry asked.


“Tancrede.”


“What about him?”


“That’s where the Saracens are headed. To the village, where Tancrede is.”




“Are you certain?” Godfrey asked.


By way of answer, Gawain pointed. Not at the road, but west of there, to another stretch of lane. Dust rose from that part of the slope, obscuring details. But through the brown cloud hanging over the road, Godfrey could make out the dull gleam of armor and spearheads.


He exhaled through gritted teeth. With reluctance, he pulled his sword from its sheath. “Come on then,” he said to the Templars. “The rest of you get back to the ship as soon as you can.”


Without another word, he stepped past his fellow knights. Landry, Gawain, and the others gripped their weapons and followed.


* * *


A sword hung from his belt. He wore mail and armor. He bore a cross on his chest. It would have been a vast understatement to say that Tancrede felt somewhat conspicuous. He might as well have written in blood across his brow, I am a Templar and Crusader.


As he neared the village, he passed a dilapidated stable. Three horses stood within, a gelding and two mares, all of them old and too thin. The horses swished their tails and twitched their ears. A blanket covered one of the mares.


Tancrede hesitated, glanced about, and stole into the stable. The air inside was overwarm and thick with the buzz of flies. It stank of manure.


“Forgive me,” Tancrede said to the mare as he removed the blanket from her back. “A loan, I promise.”


It was tattered, moth-eaten, and it smelled strongly of horse, which he had expected. But draped over



his shoulders and tucked in at his belt, it made him slightly less noticeable. Slightly. If one didn’t count the stink. He took care to keep his sword accessible. He had the sense that his “disguise” wouldn’t fool many.


He left the horses and made his way into the center of the village, taking stock as he walked of what he might trade for food and healing herbs. He hadn’t much by way of coin: only a few silvers from Acre. He carried a dagger, also sheathed on his belt, though he was reluctant to part with it, especially with Saracens on the road above the village. He wore a ring on a chain around his neck, a gift from his father. A Knight of the Temple wasn’t supposed to cling to such adornments, but this he had been loath to give up. Still, under the circumstances, if the silvers weren’t enough, he could part with it.


And the dagger, too, if need be.


Finding food proved easy. Fruits, cheeses, dried meats, bread. He could point, nod, hold the silvers in his palm and ask the question with his eyes: How much?


Before long, he had some food, a flask of light wine, and a container that he filled with fresh water from the town well.


But when it came to finding herbs for a poultice, he had more difficulty. None of the men or women he met spoke French, and while Draper had taught him a few phrases in Turkish, his knowledge of the language was too limited for this quest. He strode through the market, listening to conversations, hoping to hear a word of his native tongue. He had just started his second orbit, when he spotted the company of Saracens.


They had taken a different road and were approaching the village from above rather than from



the strand. Had he not seen the billow of dust they kicked up, he might not have spotted them until their arrival made escape impossible.


As it was, he couldn’t keep himself from ducking back into the shadows, and pressing himself to the side of a wooden booth in the agora.


“You smell terrible.”


The voice of an old woman. Speaking a language he understood. It took him a breath to grasp this second point.


“You speak French!”


“How observant you are,” she said, her tone as dry as desert sand.


Tancrede marked the position of the Saracens before slipping into her small booth. The woman was petite, white-haired, with a wizened, leathery face and thin, delicate hands. She wore a simple shift, and a shawl draped over her shoulders, though it was warm in the marketplace. She sat behind a broad table laden with bowls of spices and teas, watching him with unconcealed mistrust, onyx eyes bright in the shadows.


“I need healing herbs. Do you sell any?”


She shook her head, gestured at the table. “What you see. Nothing more.”


“Does anyone here sell them?”


“Maybe. Who are you?” She motioned with her hand again, this time toward the lane, the Saracens. “Why are you so afraid of them?”


He faltered, unsure of how she would respond to the truth. “I just… I need herbs. A friend of mine is hurt.”


The woman’s gaze raked over him, head to toe, pausing fractionally at his belt. Belatedly, Tancrede shifted the old blanket to conceal his sword.




Her lips quirked with amusement. “Do you bear a cross over your chest?”


“We didn’t come here looking for a battle.”


“How refreshing.”


He peered out toward the road again. If he tarried here much longer, he wouldn’t be able to get away. “Never mind,” he said. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.” He started away.


“I have borage,” she said, stopping him, her voice low. “Betony, too. You might find madder root four booths down.” She pointed to the right. “The three together should help an open wound.”


“How much?”


“Do you bear a cross over your chest?” she asked again.


Tancrede turned slowly, and after the briefest pause, pulled the blanket away, exposing his tabard.


The woman stared at it. She started to reach for it, but then brought her hand to her lips.


“Where were you?” she asked in a breathy whisper.


“Acre.”


She raised her eyes to his. “Acre has fallen?”


Tancrede swallowed past a thickness in his throat. “Yes.”


“We’ve heard nothing of this.”


“It happened not so long ago. Not even a month.” It felt like longer, and also like yesterday. He cast a look over his shoulder. The Saracens were closer. “You say you have borage?” he asked, afraid to linger much longer. “Betony?”


“Were you… were you also at Tripoli?”


“No. You knew someone there?”


Her gaze dropped back to the red cross on his



tabard. But she didn’t answer. After a few seconds, she roused herself with a start that ran through her entire form. “It doesn’t matter.” She stood, walked to a basket at the rear of her booth, and dug out two small leather pouches. She shuffled back to her table and held them out to Tancrede. They were fragrant, one cool and sweet, the other more pungent, biting.


He took them from her. “How much do I owe you?” he asked.


She shook her head. “Go. They’ll be here soon. They patrol in small units – twenty men or so. But there are at least a hundred of them in an encampment above the village. You don’t want them finding you.”


“Thank you. God keep you.”


“And you, Templar.”


Tancrede tied the pouches to his belt, covered himself with the blanket once more, and stepped out of the booth. He walked swiftly now, while trying to seem unhurried. The fourth booth was one he had looked at before. This time, though, he noticed what he had missed previously: a small array of herbs at the far end of a table crowded with olives, roots, and greens.


He held up the last of his silvers, catching the man’s attention.


“Madder,” he said.


Puzzlement.


“I need madder,” he said again.


The man opened his hands and shook his head.


He didn’t have time for this.


A footfall behind him made him spin and reach for his sword. But it was the old woman. She said something to the man that Tancrede didn’t understand, turned on her heel, and walked away.




The old man smiled and bobbed his head. He stepped to the herbs, sorted through them, and crossed back to Tancrede bearing a gnarled tuber. He held out his hand for the silver, which Tancrede gave him in exchange for the root. The man produced a worn purse and picked through it, apparently seeking to make change.


A cry from beyond the marketplace made Tancrede whirl again. He heard shouting and the clash of swords.


“Keep it!” he said to the man. He shoved the root into the bundle of food he’d bought and bolted from the booth, the provisions gripped in one hand, his sword in the other.


People streamed past him, fleeing the battle, fear in their faces. Tancrede fought through them, his blade held high to avoid inflicting injury. He shrugged off the encumbering blanket, chastising himself as he did. He hadn’t meant to steal, or deprive either horse or owner of the cloth. But this wasn’t the time for scruples.


Ahead of him, men fought in the lane. Saracens and his fellow Templars. The air around them was hazed with dust. Naked blades flashed and clanged. Bowmen stood nearby, arrows nocked, but useless in the bedlam.


One of the archers spotted him and shouted to his companions. All of them took aim, no doubt pleased to have a target. Tancrede ducked into a byway just as the bows twanged. A dozen arrows rained down on the street. A few stuck in the ground or thudded into building walls. A woman screamed, clutching at the back of her leg. A boy fell at the mouth of the narrow lane, an arrow in his back, and an old man collapsed near the lad, his neck pierced, blood staining his tunic.




Tancrede chanced a peek out at the street. The bowmen were already nocking new arrows to their bowstrings and running toward him. He slipped down the alley, away from the larger street. He needed to rejoin his fellow knights, but first he had to throw off the pursuit of these archers.


He hadn’t gone far along the byway, when he happened upon a shed filled with goats. He heard the bowmen behind him, but they had yet to enter the alley.


Clutching the food and his weapon, Tancrede dove into the shed and hastily covered himself with hay.


Seconds later the first of the archers sped past, shouting back at his companions in the Saracens’ tongue. More men ran by. Still, Tancrede remained hidden, until the slap of their feet on dirt had receded.


Only then did he climb out of the shed, brush off the hay, and sprint back to the mouth of the alley. Rounding the corner, he nearly ran headlong into two bowmen, apparently left there to watch for him.


The men stared at him for an instant, as if too shocked by his appearance to do more. Before they could call for aid, Tancrede dropped his parcel, grabbed the first man’s shoulder, and ran him through with his blade. The second man let fall his bow and grappled for his sword. Tancrede pulled his blade free of the dead man, and hacked at this second warrior. His first blow bit deep into the man’s neck. Blood fountained from the wound. A second stroke severed the Saracen’s head.


Tancrede didn’t even stop to wipe his blade. Blood dripping from the steel, he ran on to fight beside his brothers.


* * *




Gawain kept his back pressed to the white stone wall, his sword a gleaming blur of silver and crimson in the bright sun. He didn’t know what building he had chosen. A shop? A home? A temple? It didn’t matter. The wall protected his back and helped him stand upright. Beyond that… Well, it could have been a mausoleum for all he cared.


Pain radiated from his knee, shooting down to his heel and up into his groin. Every twist, every thrust and parry, every blow he blocked with his sword, made his body shudder and brought a new wave of agony.


And still he fought.


What choice did he have? Surrender meant death. His death would endanger the lives of his fellow Templars. This was unacceptable.


Already, two Saracens lay dead at his feet. Even hobbled, forced to fight on one leg, he remained a match for these warriors. Had he not been sweating like an overworked horse, he might have taken some satisfaction in that.


But this man – the third – was different. Bigger, stronger, older. That last might prove decisive. Gawain bled from gashes on his cheek, his neck, and his hand, all inflicted by this warrior. The first two had charged, heedless of his injured leg and the limitations it forced upon him. This one was canny. It had taken him mere seconds to see what the others had missed. He danced forward, struck, danced away again, beyond the reach of Gawain’s blade.


He wore a mocking grin, cruel mischief in his dark eyes. Now and again, he spoke. Gawain understood not a word of what he said. But he could guess at the man’s meaning. He cursed his own infirmity, his weakness.




The Saracen glided in again, hammered a blow at Gawain’s side. Gawain parried, ground his teeth together as anguish knifed through him. He aimed a strike of his own at the man, but already he had backed away. Gawain’s sword whistled through dry air.


Landry, Godfrey, and Nathaniel fought on one side of him; Thomas, Victor, Draper, and Brice on the other. All of them had wanted to keep him from this battle, but he had insisted that he be allowed to fight. Outnumbered as they were, the others could not argue for long. He propped himself against this building, and raised his sword, inviting attack. Now the wall was splattered with blood, like his tabard and his mantle.


He didn’t think any of his friends had fallen. Not yet. Likely he would be first to go down. The wall held him up, but it hindered his movements, limited what he could do with his blade arm, and kept him from backing away. It appalled him that he should be reduced to this, unable to advance or attack, waiting for mistakes from a foe who seemed unlikely to make any.


The Saracen leapt forward again, sword raised to chop at Gawain’s neck. Gawain lifted his weapon to block the attack. But at the last moment, the Saracen shifted his blade to his other hand, and aimed a strike at Gawain’s bad leg.


Gawain wrenched to the side, reached across himself to meet the blow. The effort tore a snarl from his throat. He dropped to one knee. The warrior loomed over him, sword held high again. A killing blow. There was nothing Gawain could do.


But before the Saracen could strike, a blade burst through his chest from behind. Blood frothed at the



man’s mouth. And Tancrede appeared at the Saracen’s shoulder, his teeth bared, blood from a wound over his eye making him look like a ghoul.


He pulled his blade free, allowed the Saracen to topple to the side. Then he held out a hand for Gawain and helped him up.


“Thank you,” Gawain said.


“You’re—”


“Behind you!”


Tancrede spun, deflected an assault from another Saracen. This man was joined by two others. Tancrede backed away, coming up against Gawain’s wall after two steps.


“I don’t recommend this as a tactic,” Gawain said.


Tancrede’s gaze flicked from one warrior to the next. “No, I don’t imagine.”


“They know I can’t fight them, that I can’t even step away from this wall.”


“Can’t you?” Tancrede asked.


Their eyes met for the span of a heartbeat, no more. But that was enough. Roaring with rage and the anticipation of anguish, Gawain lifted his sword and lurched at the man on the right. The Saracen fell back, eyes wide. He tried to counter Gawain’s blows, but clearly he had thought he battled a man crippled by his wounds. He wasn’t prepared for Templar skill, or the speed of a Templar blade. Gawain staggered after the man as he backed away, every step bringing torment. But it was the Saracen who tripped and fell, crashing onto his back. Before he could regain his feet or roll away, Gawain pounced. Grasping his sword with both hands, he drove the tip through the man’s chest, into the dirt beneath him. The warrior’s back arched and he



screamed his last breath before his body sagged.


Gawain yanked his sword from the man, and turned on his one good leg, intending to help Tancrede. Instead, he watched his friend dispatch the second Saracen. One stroke hacked off the man’s arm. A thrust through the throat killed him. Gawain dropped to his good knee again, keeping his wounded leg straight.


Landry, Godfrey, Draper, and the others had prevailed in their battles as well. More than a dozen dead Saracen warriors littered the street, but the Templars were bloodied and exhausted.


Landry pointed toward the road leading up the ridge. “More are coming,” he said, panting the words.


“There are a hundred of them up there,” Tancrede said, retrieving several parcels from the ground near where Gawain and he had fought. “Perhaps more.”


At a questioning look from Godfrey, he added, “I talked to someone in the market. My point is, we can’t fight them all, which means we can’t stay.”


“Very well,” Godfrey said. “Back to the ship.”


Tancrede and Draper helped Gawain up, and supported him as they hurried toward the strand.


They hadn’t gone more than a hundred paces when the first arrow took Landry in the shoulder. He gasped, and fell. Barbs rained down on the knights, forcing them to scatter off the lane and seek whatever shelter they could find.


Gawain, Tancrede, and Draper ducked into a small recess at the front of another building. It offered scant protection.


“Do you see them?” Tancrede asked.


Draper scanned the street. “No. They could be anywhere.”




Gawain also searched, but the Saracens had hidden themselves too well. From behind him and above, he heard the footfalls of many men. They hadn’t much time.


“If we remain here, we’re dead.”


“And if we step out in the open, they’ll kill us,” Tancrede said. “Not the best of choices.”


Before any of them could say more, a new sound reached them. Shouts from the marketplace.


“What now?” Draper muttered.


Tancrede laid a hand on his arm. “Wait. Watch.”


A crowd of people came into view. Men, women, children even, walking in a tight pack. Gawain thought there must be at least two hundred. At their fore strode the most unlikely of leaders: a diminutive, white-haired woman.


“What are they doing?” Draper asked.


“Saving us.”


Gawain shook his head. “At what cost? They can’t fight these men.”


“I don’t think they mean to,” Tancrede said. “Be ready when they pass.”


Seconds later, the throng reached them. They didn’t stop, nor did they acknowledge the Templars in any way that would draw the attention of the Saracens.


But they opened a small gap in their ranks, revealing something Gawain had missed earlier. They appeared as a solid mass of people, but there was space at their center, room enough for the knights.


“Can you make it?” Tancrede asked him.


“I’ve no intention of remaining here.”


“All right, then. Let’s go.”


With Draper and Tancrede helping him again, they rushed from their place of concealment to that gap



in the crowd, and then into the center of the mass. Gawain would have liked to search for the archers, but he and his fellow knights kept their heads low so as not to be seen. He hoped the Saracens wouldn’t loose their arrows into the throng indiscriminately. He hoped Godfrey, Landry, and the other Templars would know enough to join them in this human shelter.


The Saracens held their fire. The other knights scrambled in beside them. Landry gripped his shoulder, blood flowing between his fingers, the barb still embedded in his flesh.


Sooner than Gawain expected, the terrain underfoot changed from the compressed dirt of the road to loose sand. The smells of brine and fish suffused the air. Gulls cried overhead. They were on the strand.


At the same time, the horde began to shift, opening up ahead of the knights, closing ranks behind them. As they reached the front of the throng, Tancrede raised a hand, stopping his fellow knights and the men and women who accompanied them. He approached the white-haired woman.


“We owe you our lives.”


“Yes,” she said. “I suppose you do.”


Despite everything, Tancrede grinned.


“Go,” she said. “Get on your ship and sail from this place. Those bowmen will realize soon enough what we’ve done.”


“There will be a price to pay. You know this.”


She shrugged. “We would have paid a price for letting you die. A different sort, perhaps, but dear nevertheless.” Her smile made Gawain’s chest ache. “We chose with our eyes open, Templar. Now go. Don’t waste what we’ve given you.”




Tancrede knelt before her, before all the villagers who had saved them. The other Templars did the same. Even Landry, with an arrow in his shoulder. Even Gawain, for whom kneeling and standing were agony.


“God keep you safe,” Tancrede said.


The woman motioned for them to rise. “Remember us.”


The Templars stood. Draper and Tancrede supported Gawain once more. Godfrey put an arm out to steady Landry. The villagers made way for them, and the Templars strode over the firm, wet sand at the water’s edge, into the shallow surf, and finally to the Tern. Already, Simon and several of the other passengers, men and women, had readied the ship for departure. Somehow they had secured oars – who knew from where? – and had set them in the holes below deck. Tancrede and Draper helped Gawain aboard. Nathaniel and Thomas did the same for Landry. The knights settled the two wounded Templars together on the deck, and went below to take up oars with the passengers. Godfrey and several of the villagers pushed the vessel beyond the shallows. Godfrey climbed in and the others began to row.


Gawain strained to see over the rail and keep his eyes on the strand. Once their ship was away, the villagers scattered in every direction. Except one.


The old woman remained where she was, facing the sea, eyes on their ship. Behind her, some two dozen Saracens streamed onto the strand and converged on where she stood.


She pulled something from within her shift, her movements deliberate, unhurried. Only when Gawain saw the flash of reflected sunlight at her hand did he



realize what she had done, what she was doing. By then, it was too late to stop her.


He cried out, but they were so far away, and clearly the woman had long since made her choice. As he watched in horror, the woman plunged the blade into her own heart. By the time the warriors reached her, she had collapsed to the sand.
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