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      Introduction


      Other than King Arthur's Knights of the Round Table, perhaps no other chivalric body in the world has inspired more intense

         or more long-lasting fascination than the Poor Fellow Soldiers of the Temple of Christ of Jerusalem, better known as the Knights

         Templar. Since this is the third anthology in this series about the Knights, any detailed account of their real-world history

         might rightly be regarded as unnecessary padding, but a brief summary is certainly in order for the benefit of readers as

         yet unacquainted with the Order.

      


      They arose in the early twelfth century, in the immediate aftermath of the First Crusade and the formation of the Latin Kingdom

         of Jerusalem—warrior monks, melding the hitherto disparate concepts of chivalry and monasticism. Within less than twenty years,

         they would become the most formidable and feared fighting machine in all of Christendom. While their initial purpose was to

         protect the pilgrim roads of the Holy Land, now that travel was again possible in the land where Jesus once walked, they soon

         began to function as a crack military force for protection of the Holy Land itself—in effect, a private army answerable only

         to the pope—and a financial institution that would serve as banker for most of Europe and its crowned heads. In this latter

         function, they developed fiscal practices still in use today.

      


      The success of the Templars rightly earned them a reputation for ferocity in battle and solidity in finance, but they also

         accrued an aura of mystery and even notoriety that has persisted to this day, underscored by the dramatic circumstances surrounding

         the Order's eventual demise. Even those who have never heard of the Knights Templar will be aware of the popular superstition

         that any Friday the Thirteenth is a probable occasion of bad luck—a combination long linked as ill-fated because of Christ's

         crucifixion on a Friday, after being betrayed for thirty pieces of silver by Judas Iscariot, the thirteenth disciple. The

         association was only reinforced when, on such a day in October of 1307, nearly all the Templars in France were simultaneously

         arrested and thrown into imprisonment.

      


      Many were tortured horribly to extract confessions of an incredible variety of offenses including blasphemy, heresy, idolatry,

         and homosexuality. Apart from a few isolated instances of the latter, inevitable in any all-male organization, it is highly

         unlikely that any of the charges were true. Nonetheless, more than a hundred of the Knights perished at the stake before the

         Order was finally suppressed in 1312, and many had died as a result of their torture.

      


      The manner of their ending, and persistent traditions of some kind of Templar survival, have fueled endless speculation about

         their actual influence, the true extent of their wealth and activities, their ultimate fate, and a thriving cottage industry

         that perpetuates even more speculation. Interested readers will find a bibliography of some of these titles at the back of

         this volume, along with those of more conventional histories.

      


      The stories in this collection, while mostly set within the historical timeframe of the Order's existence, explore these persistent

         assertions that the Knights were far more than warriors and monks and bankers and counselors to royalty; that there was some

         mysterious and even mystical aspect to their existence and function that sometimes enabled them to operate outside and beyond

         the norm. And though their “official” status as a religious order spans less than two hundred years, put to an end by royal

         betrayal and lurid accusations, with the Order suspended by papal decree and its grand master burned at the stake, rumors

         of the Order's survival were rife even at the time. Though it seems likely that the Order's demise had more to do with jealousy

         and royal greed than from any real failing—other than naïveté, that the pope would protect them from their detractors—the

         fact remains that the Order kept its internal workings secret, and prospered with astonishing speed, and accrued enormous

         wealth and influence for which it was not answerable to anyone save the pope.

      


      Just how this came to pass, we probably will never know for certain. Historical records of the Order are sketchy and often

         contradictory, but we can piece together many plausible speculations. Certain it is that in the first several decades following

         the First Crusade, just at the beginning of the twelfth century, the very notion of an order of warrior-monks was only just

         beginning to take shape in the mind of a French crusader knight called Hugues de Payens, a vassal of the Count of Champagne

         and kin to the counts of Troyes.

      


      We don't know a great deal about Hugues. He would have been a young man in his early twenties when he took the Cross and left

         on crusade—probably a widower, certainly with a son left behind in France. He probably had come in the army of Geoffrey de

         Bouillon in 1096 and, like many of his crusading partners, stayed on in the Holy Land when Jerusalem was taken by the crusader

         army and Geoffrey was elected its king—though Geoffrey had declined to wear a crown in the Holy City, taking instead the more

         pious title of Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre: king in all but name, if for barely a year. It was a nicety quickly set aside

         by his successor, his brother Baldwin, who had no such scruples. Baldwin, in turn, was to reign in oriental splendor for nearly

         twenty years, during which he attempted to consolidate and stabilize the four crusader states making up the Latin Kingdom

         of Jerusalem.

      


      To put this into perspective, we should consider the size of the Latin Kingdom, and the size of the Western population attempting

         to make it their own, and the fact that most crusaders, if they survived battle and the desert heat, went home to Europe upon

         finishing their campaigns. At its height, the area in question was roughly the size of the State of Maryland—perhaps 11,000

         square miles, laid out roughly in a T-shape, with the stem stretched along the eastern end of the Mediterranean. Jerusalem

         and its environs lay at the bottom of the stem, with the Principality of Antioch immediately above it and the Counties of

         Tripoli and Edessa forming the cross-bar.

      


      Muslim emirates surrounded each of these states on all landward sides, and the countryside was populated with bands of desert

         marauders who preyed upon travelers. Outside the Christian-occupied cities, Muslim troops might move freely—often within

         bowshot of the Western-held cities, whose inhabitants were able to do nothing about it. Had the emirates been able to unite

         under a single leader, as even the great Saladin could not accomplish, it is unlikely that a Latin Kingdom could have been

         formed at all, much less survived for as long as it did. At the height of the Latin Kingdom's power, the resident European

         population of the area probably never exceeded 20,000, with each state possessed of no more than 1,000 secular knights and

         barons, perhaps 5,000 serjeants, who were the fully armed infantry, and perhaps 1,000 clergymen. Over the next two centuries,

         Europe would continue to send periodic crusader armies to the defense of the Holy Land, until it became all too clear that

         the Latin Kingdom could not be held.

      


      This, then, was the environment in which Hugues de Payens found himself, though history tells us nothing specific about his

         activities during this period. Some accounts suggest that he made several trips back and forth to France, but most agree in

         stating that, at the time he founded the Order, he had been in the Levant for twenty-two years. Knowing that he had left behind

         a son in France, we can speculate that at least a part of his original motivation in taking the Cross may have been the seductive

         possibility of winning lands and even a title in the Holy Land, if the crusade was successful. If so, however, that was an

         ambition that would come to have no meaning, once his son grew to manhood and took holy orders, thereby binding himself to

         the Church rather than carrying on the de Payens name and lineage. By 1128, when Hugues achieved papal recognition for the

         Order, the heir of his body had become Abbot of Saint Columb's at Sens, and was beyond the need of any secular inheritance.

      


      Meanwhile, during those years between arriving in the Holy Land and conceiving of the institution that would leave an indelible

         mark on history, Hugues' life probably would have been little different from any other knight who had chosen to stay on after

         the end of the First Crusade. Despite the hardships of desert warfare, there would have been a certain satisfaction and even

         a heady excitement to being part of a victorious army, especially as a member of the knightly class. As the colonization of

         the new Latin Kingdom got underway, the very nature of the land to be governed would have required constant military activity

         to retain the precarious toe-hold the Westerners had established in the midst of their Muslim enemies.

      


      It is more than likely that this would have been the principal occupation of Hugues and his crusading partners, some of whom

         undoubtedly became co-founders of the Order with him. In the beginning, as their function shifted from active warfare to peacekeeping,

         perhaps they even enjoyed the opportunity to be a law unto themselves—young men searching for adventure—despite the hardships

         of life in the desert.

      


      Only vaguely and as a matter of passing note would Hugues and his companions have become aware of the Hospital of St. John

         of Jerusalem, established in the previous century and perhaps officially founded in 1113, when the Hospital received a charter

         as a religious order dedicated to nursing sick and injured pilgrims. As yet, however, the Order of St. John had not taken

         on any military function to reduce the numbers of pilgrims who needed such assistance. That was still to come, following the

         example to be set by a military order still to be born.

      


      The hard fact was that outside the cities that marked the hearts of the four crusader states—Jerusalem, Antioch, Edessa, and

         Tripoli—the Holy Land still was not safe for pilgrims, though that had been the ostensible reason for the First Crusade. The

         two-day journey between the port of Joppa and the Holy City was particularly dangerous, for bandits and brigands made their

         camps in the caves along the way, whence they sallied forth to prey on pilgrims bound for the holy places.

      


      The danger had been underscored just before Easter of 1119, when travelers on a Lenten pilgrimage to the River Jordan were

         set upon by Muslim raiders from Ascalon and Tyre. Unarmed and weakened from fasting, three hundred had been slain outright,

         and another sixty taken prisoner. This incident or one like it may be have been what finally focused the energies of Hugues

         de Payens and the companions who founded the Order of the Temple. Perhaps it happened something like this.

      


   

      White Knights


      _________________


      Katherine Kurtz


      The shadows were lengthening on that late spring afternoon, not long after Easter, when a French knight called Hugues de Payens

         and a handful of brother knights en route to Jaffa paused to water their horses at one of the springs near Lydda, a frequent

         destination for pilgrims wishing to visit the tomb of Saint George. Their journey from Jerusalem had already led them past

         the bones of many an unlucky victim of Muslim raiders, in varying states of decay. Hence, when another pilgrim band came limping

         into sight, just at dusk, Payen de Montdidier was quick to spot the furtive riders shadowing them to the south, where robber

         caves overshadowed the road from Ramleh.

      


      “How many?” Hugues asked, when Godfrey de Saint-Omer had pointed out the danger.


      “Perhaps a dozen,” said Archambaud de Saint-Aignan. Like the others, he was well aware of the slaughter of pilgrims near the

         Jordan a few weeks before. “But they've come from the opposite direction. They won't have spotted us already here. If we can

         retain the element of surprise, we can take them.”

      


      “Rossal, you and Gondemere move the horses away from the water,” Hugues said decisively, beckoning for two more knights to

         join them. “The rest of you—hide yourselves among the rocks, and make ready.”

      


      Quickly dispersing to follow his instructions, the others found vantage points as he had directed. Hugues waited with young

         André de Montbard behind the shelter of a clump of date palms until the first of the pilgrims came abreast of his location,

         then snaked out a hand to grab the lead-man by the sleeve and yank him aside, at the same time clapping a hand over his mouth

         while André stepped into sight and counselled urgent silence by means of a finger laid vertically across his lips.

      


      “Don't cry out,” André whispered. “We mean you no harm, but you are being followed—stalked, in fact. There are bandits in

         this area. Proceed to the oasis, but be ready for trouble.”

      


      Fortunately, the pilgrim had his wits about him, and made no sign of alarm as Hugues released him to continue on his way.

         The others stumbled past without apparent notice, either not seeing them or too weary and thirst-driven to pay them mind.

      


      The surprise of the pursuing Muslims was complete, as was the victory of the defending knights. When it was over, and all

         the attackers were slain or fled, Hugues and his men carefully cleaned their weapons as the pilgrims began the gingerly task

         of clearing away the enemy slain and making camp.

      


      “Will they come again?” one frightened pilgrim asked, glancing back nervously toward the rocky heights where the remaining

         attackers had disappeared.

      


      “Not tonight,” Hugues replied. “But we'll post guards, to be certain they don't.”


      Later that night, having stood his watch, he lay dozing beneath the desert stars, head propped against his saddle, vaguely

         aware of the small, uneasy night sounds of their camp. Earlier, he and the others had shared meager rations with the pilgrim

         band: succulent dates, pungent goat cheese, the flat, unleavened bread of the Levant, and sour red wine from vineyards outside

         the walls of Jericho. Out at the edge of the firelight, three of Hugues' comrades-in-arms kept quiet watch, far more aware

         than the pilgrims of the dangers presented by the desert.

      


      He never quite slept that night, but he did dip in and out of a drifting, dreamlike state in which he seemed to sense someone

         standing at his feet, silently gazing down at him. He was not exactly frightened—he sensed no menace there—but nonetheless

         he found himself trembling as he opened his eyes to the stars overhead, beginning to dim in the haze of pre-dawn. The image

         that solidified in memory, as he swept his anxious gaze over the sleeping men around him, was of a tall, handsome figure clad

         all in white: he was overcome by a shiver of incredible awe, and beauty so profound that he felt tears well in his eyes.

      


      Then the moment was past, put to flight by someone coughing nearby and someone else loudly breaking wind. The sound jarred

         him to full consciousness, and he elbowed himself upright amid the folds of his cloak, a little light-headed with emotion.

      


      Around him he could hear the soft shuffle of the horses stirring along their picket line, the whisper of booted feet crunching

         in the sand—the sentries stretching their legs in the pre-dawn greyness—and, closer, the varied snores of the sleeping pilgrims

         and the men not on watch. Beside him, André shifted and moaned softly on his bedroll, one arm flinging across his eyes, then

         settled.

      


      After a few more seconds, as Hugues' racing heart calmed, he made himself exhale softly and lie down again, wondering what

         the vision might have meant, finally dozing. Not until several days later, as he and the others sat nursing their wine in

         a shabby tavern in Jaffa, did he really think about it again—and then, only when André de Montbard broached a very startling

         notion.

      


      “That skirmish we had at Lydda,” André said, not looking up as he ran a callused fingertip along the rim of his wooden cup.

         “I can't get it out of my mind.”

      


      Hugues glanced at him sharply, the white-robed image momentarily flashing before his inner sight.


      “Why not?” Payen said lightly. “We trounced them. It's past.”


      “Aye, and it was well done,” Bissor agreed. “A bit of a pay-back for what they did at the Jordan. It was time someone did it.”

      


      “True enough,” André replied. “And not only for the Jordan. It has occurred to me that maybe we're to be that ‘someone.’ All

         of us,” he added, looking up at the bearded faces turned to him in query and consternation.

      


      Payen looked astonished, Archambaud quite taken aback. Robert de Craon was gazing at him very intently, Gondemere and Rossal

         nodding in agreement. Hugues found himself glancing to Godfrey for some sign that his second-in-command was as appalled at

         the notion as he was; but the Fleming was staring at André with a look of rapt attention.

      


      “André, that's crazy,” Archambaud said. “We can't take on the entire Levant.”


      “We don't have to take on the entire Levant. Only the enemies of Christ.”


      “Only the enemies of Christ?” Payen echoed, with an ironic laugh that was almost a bark.


      “With nine men…” Robert added, also bemused by the thought.


      “It's a start,” André replied. “My nephew started with less than thirty.”


      Several of the others stirred uneasily, for André's nephew was the remarkable Bernard of Clairvaux, abbot of the now flourishing

         Cistercian Order. What gave the statement particular significance was that, when the twenty-one-year-old Bernard had determined

         to take monastic vows at Citeaux, he had persuaded nearly thirty others to join him, including four of his five brothers,

         his father, and another uncle.

      


      So infectious had Bernard's enthusiasm been that the previously moribund community at Citeaux had grown sufficiently in the

         next three years to hive off three daughter houses. The one at Clairvaux, established on lands given by the Count of Champagne,

         had elected Father Bernard as their abbot, at the age of twenty-five. Now, still not yet thirty, the charismatic little priest

         was regarded increasingly as the conscience of Christendom, counsellor and sometimes chastiser of kings, bishops, and even

         popes.

      


      “André, your nephew and his companions all became monks,” Bissor pointed out.


      “Maybe knights could be monks as well,” André replied.


      Bissor snorted. “Even if we wanted to, the Church would never allow it. You know that clergy are forbidden to shed blood—and

         that's what we do best.”

      


      “Well, we do practically live like monks already,” Robert noted. “And didn't we come here to do God's work?”


      “Well, some of us also hoped we might win lands and titles,” Rossal said lightly.

      


      “And have any of us done that? No,” André retorted. “On the other hand, we took a vow to recover the Christian holy places—which,

         to a certain extent, we have done. Except that pilgrims still die trying to reach those places. We could do something about

         that. We did do something about that at Lydda—and we shed Saracen blood to do it. Maybe that's what we're meant to be doing now. Isn't

         that the reason we all came?”

      


      * * *


      The more immediate reason they had come, at least to Jaffa, was to deliver letters from the king to his factor at the port

         and to provide escort for the supplies going back to Jerusalem. This they did, though their departure was delayed for a day

         while drovers organized the caravan to carry the goods.

      


      On the long ride back, while his eyes restlessly scanned the rocky escarpments and caves above the road, Hugues thought about

         what André had proposed that night in the tavern. So far, no one had brought it up again, but as they went about their business

         in the next few days, Hugues had found himself unable to forget for long. He wondered whether it was on the minds of the others,

         as well.

      


      To his surprise, he found himself actually considering how knights might somehow be monks as well, devoting part of their

         time to prayer and penance as well as fighting, perhaps reciting the daily Office as monks did, all in the service of God.

         Though a part of him argued that they had fought the crusade in the name of God, another part was well aware that the idea

         of warrior-monks was absurd.

      


      Perhaps it came of living too long in the Levant. The heat preyed on a man's mind, and the constant proximity to the Christian

         holy places—and the Jewish ones, and those of the Muslims—insinuated pious pretense into unguarded moments of contemplation

         that, otherwise, might be focused on the interests that usually occupied a man of knightly station.

      


      Or would have occupied him, had he stayed in France, in the milieu into which he had been born. There, Hugues had always assumed

         that his religious observances owed as much to social convention as any reflection of true religious fervor—though he had

         been as vulnerable as any other man to the siren-call of Peter the Hermit, preaching the First Crusade.

      


      But even then, when he had taken the Cross and ridden out on Holy Crusade with Geoffrey de Bouillon—had it really been more

         than twenty years ago?—Hugues had told himself that he did it as much for the very practical possibility of earthly gain as

         for any thought of heavenly merit to be won. In this, he was little different from most who answered the call to crusade:

         faithful enough to their holy mission, especially in the beginning, but also well focused on the realities of their way of

         life. Of a certainty, Hugues had never regarded himself as particularly pious—other than just before battle when, like those

         around him, he found himself whispering fervent prayers to Our Lady and St. Michael for protection. At heart he was a soldier—and

         had been, for most of his life.

      


      Why, then, could he not put the notion of warrior monks out of his mind?


      That night, as those not on watch huddled around the campfire, Hugues glanced into the darkness around them, then leaned closer

         to Payen, Archambaud, and Gondemere, motioning them closer. Young André, the uncle of Bernard of Clairvaux, was on watch with

         Godfrey and Rossal. Bissor and Robert were checking on the horses. Farther beyond their immediate campsite, the men and beasts

         of the caravan slept obliviously.

      


      “I've been thinking about what André said about knights being monks,” he murmured.


      Archambaud gave a dubious snort. “You don't think he was serious, do you?”


      “He sounded serious to me,” Gondemere said. “And his nephew is Bernard of Clairvaux. Maybe missionary zeal runs in the family. For a moment, he half had me ready to take vows. What about you, Payen?”

      


      Payen de Montdidier scratched distractedly at his beard and considered. Though beards were out of fashion back in France,

         the more savvy among the Crusader forces had soon discovered that facial hair elicited at least a modicum of grudging respect

         among their Muslim foes, who regarded a beard as a sign of manliness, esteemed by their Prophet. Conversely, the long hair

         affected by many Europeans was seen as effeminate—which was not the primary reason that many crusaders soon hacked their hair

         off short, but it was certainly more comfortable and practical in the desert heat, under arming cap, mail coif, and steel

         helmet. All of them in their little band now wore their hair cropped short, and beards even the Prophet would approve.

      


      “The idea does have a certain appeal,” Payen said. “A band of warrior monks, vowed to serve God by protecting His holy places.”


      Archambaud nodded gravely. “It is why we came: to serve God.”


      Gondemere drank deep of the sour local wine, unconvinced.


      “How would we survive? It is one thing to fight for a western prince, who would give us our maintenance. Who will maintain

         us if we fight for God?”

      


      “God Himself?” Archambaud said, with a raised eyebrow.


      “Perhaps,” Hugues replied.


      Somehow, as he said it in the firelight rather than the harsher light of day, it sounded almost possible.


      That night, after he had stood his watch, he dreamed again—the first time since the skirmish by Lydda. This time, he managed

         to drag himself to consciousness far enough for his dream-self to sit up, still dreaming, to confront his white robed visitant.

      


      Would you be His knight, Hugues de Payens? the apparition seemed to say to him, celestial-blue eyes seeming to pierce his very soul. Would you be His servant?


      The questions so startled him that he woke up in a cold sweat, heart hammering, and never did manage to fall asleep again

         that night. He did not want to think about what the dream might mean. Even more, he did not want to think about who or what

         the shining figure might have been.

      


      But he spoke about it privately with André the following day, after they had seen the supply caravan safely into Jerusalem,

         for unloading in the king's granaries and storerooms. And later that night, when the knights had retired to rather ruder lodgings

         on the south of the city, that served as their occasional quarters, he shared his growing idea with the others.

      


      “I'll certainly agree that armed patrols on some of the worst roads would be no bad thing,” Godfrey allowed, when Hugues had

         explained what he proposed.

      


      “No bad thing at all,” Rossal said cheerfully. “God knows, we've done precious little else of any real import here since securing

         the city. And the need is clear.”

      


      Young Robert de Craon snorted into his cup of wine and grinned. “Those Saracens we trounced at Lydda will certainly remember

         the lesson—the ones who survived, at any rate. I can't deny that it gave me great satisfaction to be able to give back some

         of what they've been meting out to pilgrims. Policing the roads is something that's been needed for a long time.”

      


      “But Hugues isn't proposing mere policing, are you, Hugues?” Godfrey said thoughtfully. “Clearly, you see it as a military

         band—but you're also suggesting that we take monastic vows. I thought we'd agreed that the Church would never allow it—clergy

         shedding blood.”

      


      At Hugues' quick glance, André shook his head.


      “Monks aren't clergy in the same sense that priests are,” he said. “As monks, we would bind ourselves to a godly code of conduct,

         part of which would be to use our swords in God's service.” He shrugged. “I know it has never been done before, but why not?

         It comes to my mind that this was foretold more than twenty years ago—long before I joined this fray. A few of you were at

         Antioch in '97. Surely you must have heard the stories—how white-clad angels came to the aid of our armies, mounted on white

         horses and led by Saint George.”

      


      “That will have been an English version of the story,” Bissor said with a snort. “George is their saint. Our lads were claiming it was Saint Michael.”

      


      “Does it really matter?” André countered. “If the saints and angels were leading our armies into battle with swords in hands,

         perhaps we could take that image as our ideal.”

      


      “I remember how the troubadours at the court of the Count of Champagne used to sing of such visions,” Payen said, his eyes

         shining. “They were guardians of the Holy Grail as well as warriors of the Light. It is a goodly ideal.”

      


      “Soldier-monks, sworn to protect pilgrims,” Godfrey said. “The image is powerful.”


      “Aye, it is,” Archambaud agreed.


      “Indeed,” André said, nodding. “It is what we were born and bred to do, after all: to fight. And we came here prepared to

         offer up our lives in God's service, for the rescue of the Holy Land and the salvation of our souls. Why not give ourselves

         to Him entire? Some of us came for other reasons as well, in the beginning, but by now I think it's clear that we aren't fated

         for the sort of success some of us hoped for—lands, and wealth, and families to leave them to when we're gone. We've been

         living more or less like monks, as it is; why not be monks?”

      


      That suggestion devolved into a further discussion of just how this might be accomplished, with André setting down their ideas—for

         he was one among only a few of them who could read and write.

      


      Payen was another, and reviewed his notes with Hugues after the others had retired to sleep, jotting down a few amendments

         in the margins.

      


      “I think it might just be possible,” Hugues said, when the two of them had read over the document again.


      “So do I,” Payen replied.


      “What persuaded you?”


      Payen smiled in his shaggy beard. “I saw those white-clad angels at Antioch, Hugues—or at least, I think I did.”


      “Then, perhaps this is the reason,” Hugues replied. “That we should become that vision, fighting in God's holy Name.” He paused thoughtfully. “I thought to approach the patriarch about it. It may

         be that he would sponsor us.”

      


      “Warmund?” Payen grinned. “I think he would welcome anything that helped keep order. So would the king.”


      Hugues nodded. “Yes, but it's Warmund we must win over first. This notion of soldier-monks may take some convincing.”


      “Then, we must be certain to take André with us,” said Payen. “And make certain that the patriarch knows André is the uncle

         of Bernard of Clairvaux.”

      


      The next morning, the three of them rode to the patriarch's quarters, adjacent to the Temple Mount—a part of the Holy City

         sacred to those of all three of the great faiths contending there: Jews, Christians, and Muslims. King David had chosen the

         spot for the great temple built by Solomon. There the boy Jesus had preached to the Elders, and there He had later entered

         as the Prince of Peace, before His Passion.

      


      With the advent of Islam, followers of the Prophet had built the great al-Aqsa mosque atop the Temple Mount. Beside it rose

         the great structure known as the Dome of the Rock, which sheltered beneath its foundations the black stone known as the Ka'aba, said to be the very stone on which Abraham had been willing to sacrifice his own son in obedience to the command of Yahweh,

         and where, later, the Prophet Mohammed was believed to have sprung heavenward on the back of a white horse.

      


      Now turned to Christian worship, following the recapture of Jerusalem two decades before, both buildings were part of the

         great complex known as the Haram al-Sharif or Temple platform, at the south end of which Baldwin II had his headquarters.

         Across the city to the west, near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, was the palace of the patriarch, Warmund of Piquigny,

         who presided over his see of Jerusalem with an oriental splendor similar to that of the king.

      


      “The patriarch will see you now,” said a deferential, softly spoken little man in the white robes of the Canons of the Lord,

         bowing them into a smaller chamber beyond the public one usually used for audiences.

      


      Gathering his courage firmly in hand, Hugues led his two companions into the patriarchal presence, there to be enfolded in

         the prelate's fragile embrace before he could kiss the episcopal ring.

      


      “Hugues, my son, the sight of you brings delight to these old eyes!” the patriarch said, after bestowing a kiss of peace on

         the younger man. Still smiling as they drew apart, he murmured vague greeting to the other two as well, though he made no

         move to extend his hand for the more formal salute they would have owed him in more public circumstances, only waving them

         to seats on an array of stools set before a larger chair.

      


      “Please, gentlemen, be seated and take your pleasure of this excellent wine that has lately arrived from Sephoria—further

         proof that the Apostle Nathanael was in error when he claimed that nothing good can come out of Nazareth.”

      


      Smiling at the Biblical reference, the three settled as directed, as the patriarch's gesture also summoned the monk to fill

         silver cups before quietly retiring.

      


      “Dear Hugues, I do wish you would not be so much a stranger,” the patriarch went on, settling into the cushions of his chair.

         “Your visits reinforce my hope that we may yet bring our European culture to this savage land. I am convinced of the good

         work we do here, in Christ's name, albeit very slowly, but I find myself becoming more Eastern with every day that passes.”

         He indicated his beard and the wide priest's stole of Oriental embroidery he wore over his black robes—more like desert robes

         than the habits affected in the West. “Papa Paschal would not recognize such vestments in Rome.”

      


      Hugues fingered his own beard and smiled faintly, glancing at Payens and André before returning his attention to the patriarch.


      “In truth, my lord, we come to you on a matter that likewise would find little recognition in Rome. At least you draw upon

         a millennium of evolving tradition.”

      


      At the prelate's look of question, Hugues launched into a somewhat tentative description of what the three of them proposed,

         Payen and André adding their comments—though no one essayed any mention of dreams and angels. When all of them seemed to have

         run out of words, Warmund looked among them in wonder and growing approval, gnarled fingers twining in his luxurious beard.

      


      “Knights who are also monks,” he said slowly. “You are right, it has never been done before.” He paused a beat. “You truly

         wish to do this thing—to give yourselves to God, as servants of prayer, and also to fight His foes?”

      


      When the three of them only nodded silently, Warmund started to speak several times, then said, “An unusual idea—most unusual—but this is an unusual place….”

      


      As he reached for his wine, forgotten until then, he realized that none of his guests had touched theirs, and gestured for

         them to take up their cups.

      


      “Please, drink, my sons,” he urged. “Your throats must be dry, after so much speaking.”


      As they nervously did so, he gazed into his own cup, clearly considering what they had said, then returned his attention to

         them.

      


      “Yes, it is an intriguing proposition,” he murmured. “And in a sense, there is precedent. For at confirmation, does not the bishop strike us on the cheek and swear us all as Christ's legions, to aid Him

         in the battle against evil? Why could you not be monks as well as warriors? Certainly, there is need for a policing force such as you describe, to protect travellers on

         the pilgrim roads to the holy places.”

      


      “Will you allow us to try this vocation, my lord?” André said boldly.


      Warmund drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, then nodded.


      “Yes, I believe I shall….”


      They went next—all nine of them, this time—to the king, who received them in his audience hall within the palace he had built

         next to the citadel of Jerusalem, the “Tower of David,” overlooking the Jaffa Gate. Only a year upon his throne, Baldwin II

         was yet a young man, full of fire and high ambitions. Still outraged over the Jordan massacre, he listened to Hugues' proposition

         with interest.

      


      “You propose to patrol the roads?” he said when Hugues had finished. “And to live as monks?” He tried unsuccessfully to control

         a faint smile. “That hardly sounds either fitting or even possible for knights, good sirs.”

      


      Gondemere flushed bright red and lifted his chin. “It is true, Sire, that little of a knight's life recommends it to that

         of a cleric. And some of us have little to be proud of in our past lives. That is what brought many of us on crusade: to fight

         against the enemies of Christ and thus make some recompense for our past, to save our immortal souls. With God's help, we

         can do this thing—and help save the bodies of other sinners so that they may save their souls as well.”

      


      Baldwin slowly nodded. “God knows, something must be done. But, warrior monks—have you spoken to the patriarch about this?”

      


      “We have, Sire,” Hugues spoke up. “He is prepared to receive our vows, that we shall live as holy monks and also dedicate

         our swords to Christ's service. We—will need assistance, however: quartering for ourselves and our horses, provisioning for ourselves and our beasts and a handful

         of servants.”

      


      “In other words, what I have been supplying while you have been in my service,” Baldwin interjected with a wry smile. “But

         I find no fault with your previous service, or its terms,” he added, holding up a hand to allay any objection. “And if you

         desire to extend that service to God's service as well…” He glanced at the chamberlain attending him. “Make inquiries regarding

         a suitable lodging for these good knights,” he commanded. “We shall try this bold experiment, and see if it produces good

         fruit.”

      


      “Thank you, Sire,” Hugues said.


      Inclining his head in answer to their bows, Baldwin watched the nine turn and retreat up the hall.


      “A very bold experiment,” he said musingly to his chamberlain, when the men were out of earshot. “I know not whether it can succeed,

         but knights under the discipline of a religious rule could be a very useful—and controllable—tool. We shall see.”

      


      Within a month, the nine of them were kneeling before the patriarch in his more formal hall of audience, swearing him the

         traditional monastic vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience and offering up their swords in Christ's service. Ranged to

         either side of the patriarch, several dozen Canons of the Lord looked on, spectral as ghosts in their white robes.

      


      “Because you have sworn poverty for our Lord's sake,” Warmund declared, “I give you no habit or other outward sign of your

         service, but only the duty to wear my patriarchal cross in place of the crusader cross you have worn hitherto.” He handed

         each of them a strip of crimson cloth, the width of two fingers and as long as a man's hand, demonstrating on Hugues the manner

         in which it was to be positioned over the lower arm of the crusader crosses they already wore on their shoulders, thus forming

         the patriarchal cross with its double crossbars.

      


      “By these, you shall be known as my knights as well as Christ's,” he went on, when he had given out all nine strips. “I charge

         you to do honor to both of us.”

      


      Bowing deeply, his forehead touching the floor, Hugues murmured, “Not to us, but to God's Name give the glory, my lord. We

         shall serve Him as best we can, under His mercy and His blessing.”

      


      “And thus do I give you His blessing,” Warmund said in reply, standing to raise his hands above the kneeling nine, “and I

         ask that He grant you His infinite mercy and guidance. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, Amen.”

      


      Later that afternoon, Warmund accompanied the nine to King Baldwin and presented them and their cause, explaining what had

         been done and commending their services to the king as keepers of his peace and defenders of pilgrim travellers. Baldwin,

         in turn, welcomed this augmentation of his peace-keeping forces and granted them space for lodgings adjacent to his own palace,

         near to the site said to have housed King Solomon's stables. He gave them, in addition, the modest income of several pieces

         of property near the city.

      


      “You have chosen to live as Christ's poor knights,” he said, “but you cannot serve Him if you starve. In time, if your cause

         be just and your purpose be God's purpose as well, the means will come, to see your order grow.”

      


      Having heard the words both of patriarch and king, the Canons of the Lord gave the new-formed order a square beside the Dome

         of the Rock, to be used as a place to recite their monastic offices.

      


      “It will not be easy for knights to live like monks,” their prior said to the nine. “You will require a rule of life, and

         chaplains to minister to you. For now, you may use our rule and our priests. And may God prosper your holy work.”

      


      That night, after they had recited the office of evening prayer for the first time as a fledgling monastic community, and

         most of the others had bedded down for the night in what was to become their new home, Hugues and Godfrey lingered over the

         remains of the fire on which they had cooked a very meager evening meal. Thus far, other than the prayers, it had been little

         different from making camp in the field.

      


      “Has the desert sun addled our minds?” Hugues said in a low voice to Godfrey. “We could have gone on indefinitely, the way

         we were. We didn't have to become monks to fight Saracens and protect pilgrims.”

      


      Godfrey simply shrugged, staring into the fire as he poked at it with a stick of kindling.


      “No, we didn't. But somehow, it feels right.”


      Hugues slowly nodded. “It does. God help us, but it does.”


      The next day, after morning prayers and another sparse meal, they rode over to inspect the site given them by the king for

         their new lodgings.

      


      “Surely we cannot live here,” Rossal murmured, as they picked their way on foot through the rubble outside one of the buildings.

      


      “This will be a trial of our vow of poverty,” André de Montbard said cheerfully, as he ducked his head to peer through the

         doorway of an obviously derelict building. “Surely you didn't think that God would give us only easy challenges?”

      


      “True enough,” Payen agreed. “And think what we may find, within these walls.” He slapped one gauntleted hand against the

         side of another open doorway. “‘Tis said that King Solomon's stables lie beneath the Temple Mount. What better quarters could

         we ask, as Christ's knights?”

      


      Gondemere snorted, though he looked more intrigued than seriously concerned.


      “I can see the potential,” he said. “There will be a great deal of rubble to clear, but we can manage that. It will be easier

         than mining under a wall to broach a castle's defenses.”

      


      “Then, let us begin,” Hugues said. “We have much to do, in the Lord's name.”


      It was a far different labor than any of them had anticipated, but they entered into it with a glad will. They had retained

         the dozen or so serjeants and servants necessary to maintain nine fighting men and care for their mounts, but even with this

         assistance, they spent several weeks making their new quarters habitable: first clearing away rubble, then laying out areas

         for sleeping and cooking, a place for storage and maintenance of their armor, an area for stabling the horses and keeping

         their harness, an area for the serjeants and servants. While the men performed most of the heavy manual labor, the knights

         pitched in as needed. It was decidedly un-knightly behavior—but so was being a monk. And the sooner their poverty became tempered

         by sufficiency, however basic, the sooner they might take up their true vocation.

      


      Except that their vow of obedience was next to be tested—and not their obedience to any earthly authority. Having inspected

         the work of the past few days in what was about to become their armory, Hugues was contemplating their shift back to a military

         functioning when his ears began to ring and the air grew suddenly heavy and still around him. He could vaguely hear the distant

         voices and tool-sounds of others working in adjacent areas, out of sight, but everything seemed muffled and distant, as if

         his ears were full of water.

      


      With a grimace, he gave his head a shake to clear it, but the ringing persisted. And then, brighter than the torchlight, a

         golden radiance began to wash over the rough-hewn wall, as if sunlight spilled across a threshold—except that the rays of

         the sun had never penetrated this deep into the earth.

      


      Blinking, Hugues rubbed at his eyes and shook his head again, for the ringing in his ears was growing more intense, and he

         felt himself becoming light-headed. It was not until he put out a hand to steady himself against the wall that he saw the

         man standing a few strides away, simply gazing back at him.

      


      Or—not a man, though he had the appearance of one. For no man had ever worn such shining raiment, or stood thus with his feet

         a hand-span above the level of the floor. As Hugues' jaw dropped and one hand lifted in automatic gesture to shade his eyes

         from the brightness, the being inclined its head, as if acknowledging his regard. The words the other spoke came not from

         any earthly lips, but resounded in the depths of Hugues' soul, clear as a resounding bell and beautiful as the morning.

      


      It is well begun, the other seemed to say, but the Lord's work lies not yet upon the pilgrim roads outside.


      Stunned, not comprehending, Hugues merely gaped at the apparition. Was it not to protect God's pilgrims that they had pledged

         Him the service of their swords, as knights?

      


      Not alone by the sword shall ye serve Him, came the being's next words, as if reading his very thoughts. Neither is it yet ordained that ye should venture forth from this place. Labor faithfully in God's vineyard, and He shall

            prosper the work of your hands, whether or not ye wield a sword.


      Without any warning, Hugues found his knees buckling beneath him, and he was sitting in a heap on the dusty floor.


      “I—don't understand,” he murmured.


      All shall become clear, in God's time, said the voice within his soul. Beyond this wall—far beyond this wall—ye shall find what is needful….


      The other's hand lifted to slap the stone wall beside him with a solid, meaty sound that made Hugues start backward in surprise,

         for he had not supposed that this heavenly apparition—for such it surely must be—had physical presence to render such a sound.

         Yet even as he gaped in dismay, the light was fading, along with that shining presence, and he could hear properly again.

         His heart was pounding, his hands shaking, but he had no doubt of what he had seen and heard.

      


      Slowly he got to his feet and put out a gingerly hand to touch the wall, confirming its solidity, then brought a torch to

         look at the stone more closely. To his surprise, he discovered that the wall was formed of blocks of cut stone, not merely

         cut away from the surrounding rock like the chamber itself.

      


      A constructed wall, then. And what lay behind it?


      Dig here, a voice within him seemed to say.

      


      He dug: first, using his dagger to scrape out the fine crack around one of the stones and prise it loose; then, as more blocks

         gave way and he could see that another course of stones lay behind the first, he used his bare hands to widen the opening

         in the first course. After an hour or so, André came in, saw him digging, and wordlessly joined in. By time for evening prayers,

         they had cleared most of the first layer and broached the second—to find that a third lay beyond that.
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