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  November 1192




  Off the Coast of Sicily




  They were dangerously close to the coast of North Africa, so the ship’s master had warned his crew to keep a sharp eye out for pirates. When the sailor perched up in the

  rigging shouted, men instinctively dropped hands to sword hilts, for they were battle-seasoned soldiers, returning home from Outremer after a three-year truce had been made with the Sultan of

  Egypt, Salah al-Din, known to the crusaders as Saladin. They crowded to the gunwales, but they saw no sails upon the horizon, only the slate-grey sea and a sky mottled with winter clouds.




  Finding no sign of pirates, the knights glanced towards the man standing in the prow of the ship. He would always attract more than his share of attention, for he was taller than most men, his

  hair and beard a striking shade of red-gold. But he was in need of a barber’s shears, and the costly wool mantle draped about his shoulders was frayed around the edges, stained with sweat and

  sea salt. While these weeks at sea had taken their toll, his hollowed cheekbones and pallor testified to his near-fatal bout with quartan fever. He might be almost invincible in hand-to-hand

  combat, but he’d not been able to stave off the deadly maladies and miasmas that stalked the Holy Land. Twice he’d come close to dying from sickness in Outremer, the fate of their

  crusade rising and falling with his every laboured breath, for all knew they had no chance of prevailing without him – even the French lords, whose loathing for Saladin paled in comparison to

  the intensity of the hatred they felt for the Lionheart, Richard of England.




  The animosity between the kings of England and France had burned hotter than any Saracen flame. Unable to match Richard’s battlefield brilliance or utter fearlessness, Philippe Capet had

  broken the oath he’d sworn to God and abandoned the crusade after the fall of Acre, returning to France with his honour in tatters and his heart filled with bile. He soon began to conspire

  with Richard’s younger brother John, hoping to take advantage of the English king’s absence to lay claim to his domains in Normandy. When he learned of their treachery, Richard was

  desperate to get home, to save his kingdom while he still could. But he’d remained in Outremer, bound by a holy vow that fettered him more tightly than any chains could have done, and after

  he’d managed to retake the crusader city of Jaffa from a much larger Saracen army, Saladin was ready to discuss peace terms.




  Richard won some significant concessions. When he arrived in Outremer, the Kingdom of Jerusalem had consisted of the city of Tyre and a siege camp at Acre. When he departed sixteen months later,

  the kingdom stretched along the coast from Tyre to Jaffa, Saladin had lost the powerful stronghold of Ascalon, and Christian pilgrims could once again worship in the Holy City. But they had not

  reclaimed Jerusalem from the Saracens. The most sacred city in Christendom still flew the saffron banners of Saladin, and even before he’d left Outremer, Richard’s enemies were

  declaring the crusade a failure.




  What they did not know was that he, too, believed he had failed. He’d been one of the few to refuse to visit Jerusalem and pray at the Holy Sepulchre, confiding to his queen that

  he’d not earned that right. He’d promised the new ruler of Jerusalem, his nephew Henri of Champagne, that he would come back as soon as he’d dealt with the unscrupulous French

  king and his faithless brother. And on that October night as his ship headed out into the open sea and Acre receded into the distance, he’d whispered a fervent prayer that God would keep

  Outremer safe until he could return.




  The ship’s master was conducting a shouted dialogue with the lookout in the rigging, translating for the English king’s benefit. Turning towards his knights, Richard tersely informed

  them that a storm was nigh. A muted sound of dismay swept through their ranks, for most men were convinced it took more courage to set foot on the wet, pitching deck of the Holy Rood than

  it did to ride onto a hundred battlefields. So far they’d been lucky, not having encountered any of the fierce gales that made winter travel so hazardous. But they all had vivid memories of

  the violent storms that had battered the royal fleet on their way to Outremer, and many of them now hastily made the sign of the cross.




  It was said that sailors could predict bad weather in their very bones, and this one’s forecast was not long in proving true. The wind began to rise, catching the ship’s sails and

  rippling the dark surface of the sea with frothy whitecaps. Black clouds gathered along the horizon, and the day’s light was soon blotted out. The crewmen scrambled to obey their

  master’s commands, the helmsman hunched over the tiller like a priest at his altar as he struggled to keep the bow headed into the waves. The Bishop of Salisbury and some of the others sought

  the dubious shelter of their canvas tent. Richard remained on deck, for he always chose to face his foes head-on, and so his Welsh cousin Morgan ap Ranulf and the Flemish lord Baldwin de Bethune

  stayed loyally by his side, holding tight to the gunwale as the ship dropped down into troughs and battled its way up again. The ship’s master had told them that their local pilot said there

  was a safe harbour up the coast at Sciacca, and as they raced the storm, more and more men sought out the clerics on board, asking to be shriven of their sins while there was still time.




  By now the wind was howling like a wolf pack on the prowl. They’d reefed the sails, but the Holy Rood continued to heel dangerously. When they tried to lower them, one of the

  downhaul lines started to come loose. With courage that left even Richard dumbfounded, two sailors scrambled up into the rigging and somehow managed to reattach it. With both masts bare, their ship

  was still propelled by the force of the wind on the hull and rigging, but it no longer skimmed the waves like a bird about to take flight.




  Rain had begun to fall, needle-sharp against their skin; within moments, all on deck were drenched. They’d not be able to reach Sciacca, the master told Richard, shouting to be heard above

  the roaring of the wind, and were heading for a cove a few leagues below the town. The men on the Holy Rood had often faced down Death. Most had thought themselves doomed at Jaffa, caught

  outside the city walls by an army seven times the size of theirs. Richard had saved them, though, gaining a victory that should have been impossible. As joyful as they’d been by that

  miraculous reprieve, they felt even more grateful when their ship at last dropped anchor in a small inlet that offered shelter from the worst of the storm, for they feared death by drowning more

  than being slain by an enemy’s blade.




  They awakened at dawn to a Sicilian sunrise that tinted the sky a pale gold, the occasional cloud spangled in copper and bronze. With the prospect of a fair day for sailing, spirits rose and

  they made ready to break their fast with bread, cheese and figs. But it was then that a warning yell came from the rigging, and they soon saw the lateen sails of two large galleys heading towards

  the cove. The ship’s master, a grizzled Pisan who’d lived most of his life on the deck of a ship, started to curse under his breath. Had they encountered pirate galleys in open water,

  they’d have had a good chance of outrunning them, but their sails had not yet been hoisted, making them a tempting target for sea rovers, who were now manoeuvring to block the entrance to the

  bay.




  Richard had joined the older man at the gunwale, his gaze fixed upon the wind-whipped flags flying from the galley mastheads. And then he smiled. ‘Not pirates,’ he announced to his

  watching men. ‘They are King Tancred’s galleys.’ Turning to the master, he gave the order to run up the banner of the English Royal House. The galleys were close enough now for

  them to see the reaction of the men aboard, the easing of tension as they realized the Holy Rood was not a threat. The largest of the ships was soon within hailing distance, and after

  getting confirmation that the King of England was indeed a passenger, they invited Richard to board their galley to confer with their lord, the Count of Conversano. He gladly accepted, hungry for

  news of his kingdom and his enemies, and, taking the Bishop of Salisbury and two Templar knights, he jumped into their longboat and was rowed across to the galley.




  Aboard the Holy Rood, there was relieved laughter; no man who’d taken part in Richard’s attack upon a huge Saracen ship off the coast of Tyre was eager to experience another

  sea battle. Morgan ap Ranulf helped himself to a chunk of bread smeared with honey and watched as his cousin the king boarded the galley and was given a respectful welcome. He was soon joined by a

  crusader comrade and friend, Warin Fitz Gerald, and obligingly broke off a piece of the loaf for the Norman knight as they joked who was more wretched, a knight on the deck of a ship or a sailor on

  horseback. Warin had a ribald sense of humour and he was soon speculating who would be unhappier, a virgin in a bawdy house or a whore in a nunnery. Morgan elbowed him in the ribs, reminding Warin

  of their mock pact not to speak of women whilst they were stranded on shipboard, having an itch but no way to scratch it.




  Such talk turned Morgan’s thoughts to the woman he loved, the Lady Mariam, who’d sailed from Acre on Michaelmas with the king’s sister, Joanna, widowed Queen of Sicily, and the

  king’s wife, Berengaria of Navarre. Surely they’d safely reached Sicily by now, intending to continue their journey overland, for Joanna was very susceptible to mal de mer; when

  she’d sailed for Sicily at the age of ten to wed William de Hauteville, she’d become so seasick that they’d been forced to land at Naples and travel the rest of the way on

  horseback. That homesick little child-bride was now a stunningly beautiful woman of twenty-seven, and Morgan, who was very fond of his cousin, wondered what fate would await her upon her return to

  Richard’s realm. She’d be a rare marital prize, and he hoped the English king would choose a man who was worthy of her.




  Royal marriages were matters of state, of course, and compatibility was not a concern when diplomatic alliances were at stake. But if they were lucky, a highborn husband and wife could find

  contentment together. Morgan thought Richard seemed content enough with his queen, who’d travelled from her small Spanish kingdom with Richard’s formidable mother, the celebrated

  – some would say notorious – Eleanor of Aquitaine, joining Richard in Sicily and wedding him in Cyprus on their way to the Holy Land. Morgan suspected, though, that Berengaria would

  never lay claim to the king’s heart in the way that Mariam had laid claim to his. Richard revered his mother, who was as astute as any ruler in Christendom, but Morgan did not think women

  mattered all that much to the Lionheart, who seemed more at home in an army camp than in any of his palaces.




  Both men turned as Warin’s squire, Arne, approached, carefully balancing two cups of wine. He lingered afterwards, until Morgan, who liked the boy, gave him an encouraging look. ‘May

  I ask you a question, my lords?’ Taking their consent for granted, for he was optimistic by nature, he squatted down beside them. ‘I am puzzled,’ he confessed. ‘This Tancred

  is the King of Sicily. He took the throne after Queen Joanna’s husband died? And then he seized her dower lands and imprisoned her in Palermo? So why is King Richard friendly with this

  man?’




  Warin rolled his eyes, for Arne’s habit of making many of his sentences sound like questions both amused and annoyed him. Morgan was more indulgent, for the boy had spoken no French at all

  upon his arrival in the Holy Land. He’d come to the siege of Acre with Duke Leopold von Babenberg, squire to a knight of the Austrian ministerialis, Hadmar von Kuenring. The duke was

  a devout crusader, having taken the cross twice. But he was a very proud man and after a quarrel with Richard that left his pride in shreds, he’d abandoned the crusade and returned to Austria

  in high dudgeon. Arne’s knight could not accompany the other Austrians, though, for he’d been stricken with Arnaldia, the malady that had almost killed Richard.




  The camp doctors had held out no hope for him, and Arne was encouraged to sail with his countrymen and his irate duke. But he would not desert his lord, tending the man faithfully until his

  death. The crusaders were touched by the boy’s loyalty and the Flemish baron Jacques de Avesnes had accepted Arne into his household. After Jacques’s death during the battle of Arsuf,

  Warin had taken the boy on as his squire. He’d turned out to be conscientious and cheerful, and once they were safely back in Richard’s domains, Warin and Morgan meant to ask Richard

  for funds to pay for Arne’s return to Austria, if that was his desire. Richard was very openhanded, as befitted a great lord, and since he liked the boy, too, they thought he’d

  consent.




  Now it was Morgan who took it upon himself to explain the intricacies of Sicilian politics to Arne. ‘What you say is true, lad. King Tancred did indeed hold Queen Joanna in confinement and

  took her dower lands, for they controlled the roads from the alpine passes, the route the Holy Roman Emperor would have taken when he led his army into Italy.’ He started to tell Arne that

  the Emperor Heinrich had claimed the Sicilian throne after the death of Joanna’s husband, for their only son had died and the heir was therefore the king’s aunt, Constance de

  Hauteville, Heinrich’s wife. He remembered in time that Arne likely knew that, for the Austrian duke was one of Heinrich’s vassals.




  Taking another swallow of wine, he offered the cup to Arne, who accepted it happily. ‘Tancred bore Lady Joanna no ill will, and made sure that she was treated well in captivity, holding

  her at one of her own palaces. He’d feared to release her because of her close bond with the Empress Constance, but he was given no choice when King Richard swept into Sicily like one of

  their hot scirocco winds, demanding that his sister be freed at once and her dower restored to her. Tancred wisely sent her to Richard in Messina and offered gold for her dower

  rights.’




  Arne was listening with interest, his head cocked to the side. ‘Thank you, Sir Morgan. But how did Tancred and our king become so friendly?’




  Morgan noted the boy’s use of ‘our king’ and wondered if Arne would even want to return to his Austrian homeland. Those who’d fought alongside the Lionheart in the Holy

  Land had been bedazzled by his bravura exploits, for in their world, nothing was more admired than prowess on the battlefield, and so it made sense that this Austrian youth would have been

  bedazzled, too. ‘Tancred and King Richard found they had much in common, lad. They are both soldiers, both men who are accustomed to speaking their minds, and both hold the French king in

  great contempt.’




  Arne grinned. ‘Who does not?’ he asked cheekily, and all within earshot laughed, for Philippe Capet had done irreparable harm to his reputation by deserting the crusade; even his own

  French lords had refused to accompany him back to France, putting their crusaders’ vows above their fealty to their king. In light of what transpired, Morgan thought it would have been better

  had they followed Philippe, for the men he left in command, the Duke of Burgundy and the Bishop of Beauvais, would prove to be as much of a danger to Richard as Saladin’s Saracens. Burgundy

  had paid the ultimate price for his treachery, dying at Acre just before the peace terms were agreed upon, but Beauvais had sailed for home in September, spreading lies about Richard in his wake,

  accusing the English king of every sin but the murder of the sainted martyr Thomas Becket in his own Canterbury Cathedral. And if Richard had not been just thirteen when his father had uttered

  those heedless words that would result in the archbishop’s death, Morgan did not doubt that Beauvais would have blamed him for that, too.




  Guillain de l’Etang wandered over, suggesting a dice game while they awaited the king’s return, and they cleared a spot on the deck as he dug in his scrip for the dice. Not all of

  the knights had liked Guillain at first, for he was so taciturn that strangers sometimes thought he was mute. His size was intimidating, too, for he was even taller than Richard, with shoulders so

  broad that men joked he had to enter doors sideways and powerfully muscled arms that a blacksmith might have envied. He’d kept to himself, seeming aloof and even arrogant. But then he’d

  attracted Richard’s attention by lifting a Cypriot soldier over his head and throwing him into a horse trough during the fighting in the streets of Amathus. When they saw that he had the

  king’s favour, the others began to show him greater friendliness, and discovered that he was not haughty, merely shy, with a placid, easygoing nature and a very dry sense of humour. He still

  was not much of a talker, and he was observing Warin’s antics with quiet amusement as the Norman knight loudly bemoaned his bad luck and offended Richard’s chaplain by asking him to

  bless the dice.




  They were beginning another game when a sailor signalled that the king was coming back. Getting to his feet, Morgan was brushing off his mantle when he glanced towards the men in the approaching

  longboat and felt a sudden unease, for both Richard and the bishop were as impassive as statues carved from stone, their faces utterly blank. If the king was employing his court mask, that meant

  the news he’d got was not good.




  Richard had been given a wine cup, but he set it down, untasted, as his men crowded into the tent. ‘We dare not land at Marseille,’ he said abruptly, for he knew no

  other way than to say it straight out.




  His words stirred a startled ripple, one of alarm and confusion, for Marseille was under the control of an ally. They exchanged baffled glances and Warin Fitz Gerald exclaimed, ‘Why not,

  my liege? I thought you and the King of Aragon were friends!’




  ‘So did I,’ Richard said, with a tight smile that held no humour. ‘Whilst we were in the Holy Land, some of you may have heard a Saracen proverb: “The enemy of my enemy

  is my friend”. Well, that cuts both ways, for “The enemy of my friend is my enemy, too”, and it seems that Alfonso has become friends with the Count of Toulouse.’




  The mere mention of the count’s name was enough, for they all knew that Raimon de St Gilles was an inveterate foe of the English Royal House. The dukes of Aquitaine had long advanced their

  own claim to Toulouse, and Richard was more than England’s king; he was also Duke of Aquitaine and Normandy, Count of Poitou and Anjou. They still did not understand why King Alfonso would

  have chosen to deal with the Devil, but they waited for Richard to answer that unspoken question.




  ‘St Gilles is a cankered, malevolent weasel,’ Richard growled, with a vitriol he usually reserved for the French king and the Bishop of Beauvais. ‘When that treacherous

  whoreson balked at taking the cross, I knew he meant to take advantage of my absence to ravage my lands in Aquitaine, and that is indeed what he did. He got those malcontents the Count of

  Périgord and the Viscount of Brosse to rebel after my seneschal took ill. Fortunately my queen’s father came to my aid, sending his son Sancho to put down the rebellion. Sancho had

  such success that St Gilles realized he had to take Navarre off the chessboard, and so he approached the King of Aragon, whose rivalry with the Navarrese king proved stronger than his friendship

  with me. Alfonso accepted St Gilles’s offer to ally with him against Navarre, which means that the entire southern coast of France is barred to me, as are Barcelona and the other ports in

  Aragon.’




  ‘Where can we land, then?’ Richard’s admiral, Robert de Turnham, was not a man easily shaken, but he could not keep the dismay from his voice. He was more familiar with maps

  than most, and was quicker, therefore, to realize that their options had just narrowed dramatically and dangerously.




  ‘A very good question, Rob,’ Richard said, with another of those mirthless smiles. ‘The Count of Conversano says that I cannot land at any Italian port, for that hellspawn on

  the German throne has the Genoese fleet patrolling the coast in search of our ship. Moreover, Heinrich has made a new pact with my erstwhile allies at Pisa in preparation for his invasion of

  Sicily, so it is out, too. And needless to say, we cannot sail directly to England or Normandy or any ports in Aquitaine.’




  There were nods of agreement, for even those with a weak grasp of geography understood that much. To attempt to pass through the Pillars of Hercules out into the Atlantic Ocean would be utter

  madness. The currents in the straits flowed towards the east, with a speed no ship could hope to match, and beyond lay winter storms of unbelievable savagery, with waves towering as high as sixty

  feet.




  A stunned silence settled over the tent as they began to comprehend the full extent of their peril. The three de Préaux brothers conferred in whispers, and then Jean cleared his throat.

  ‘Sire . . . it might be best to pass the winter in Sicily, at King Tancred’s court. You’d be welcome there and that would give us time to find another route home.’




  Several of the men winced, for there was a glaring flaw in Jean de Préaux’s plan and their king’s temper could be as combustible as sun-dried straw. Richard surprised them by

  saying without anger, ‘If I did that, Jean, there would be no kingdom waiting for me when I did reach home. My brother and the French king would thank God fasting if I gave them such an

  opportunity, claiming I was dead and John the legitimate heir to the English throne.’




  Morgan understood why Richard had reacted with such unusual patience. If it was true that the Lionheart never forgot a wrong done him, it was also true that he never forgot a kindness, and

  Guilhem de Préaux had saved his life in the Holy Land. Richard had delayed his departure beyond the point when it was safe to sail as he sought to ransom Guilhem from Saladin, and Morgan was

  sure the de Préaux family would be basking in royal favour until the English king drew his last breath. He glanced at the Préaux brothers and then back towards his cousin. ‘What

  mean you to do, my liege?’ he asked, sure that Richard already had a plan in mind, for he’d never known another man so quick-witted or coolheaded in a crisis, one of the reasons for his

  spectacular successes on the battlefield.




  When Richard looked over at the Bishop of Salisbury, Morgan saw that they’d discussed this, either during their visit to the Count of Conversano’s galley or immediately upon their

  return to the Holy Rood. ‘We have few choices open to us,’ Richard said bluntly, ‘since we cannot land in France or Spain or Italy. After studying the count’s map,

  it was obvious that we must turn back. We will have to sail up the Adriatic coast, land at a port where I am not likely to be recognized, and then try to reach my nephew and brother-in-law’s

  lands in Saxony.’




  There were a few gasps and then an eerie quiet as the men tried to come to terms with their new reality. It was not easy, for they’d been just a three-day sail from Marseille, and now

  suddenly they found themselves facing a sea voyage that could last for weeks, at a season when even experienced sailors like the Genoese and Pisans did not venture far from port, and then a long

  and dangerous overland winter journey through territories hostile to their king.




  One of the Templars, Sir Ralph St Leger, asked if they had a map and Richard’s clerk produced one, unrolling a parchment sheet that offered only the bare outlines of the lands bordering

  the Greek, Ionian and Adriatic seas. ‘I agree that Saxony would offer us a safe haven,’ the Templar knight said slowly. ‘Your brother by marriage and his son are in rebellion

  against the Emperor Heinrich again. But how do we get there?’




  Richard drew his dagger and leaned over the map, using the blade as a pointer. ‘By way of Hungary, whose king is my kinsman by marriage, and then Bohemia, for its duke would never do

  Heinrich a good turn.’ He paused, smoke-grey eyes moving intently from face to face. He saw what he expected to find; they looked troubled but resolute. He’d known they would be loyal,

  theirs a brotherhood forged on the battlefields of Arsuf and Ibn Ibrak and Jaffa; they’d fought with him and bled with him and would die with him if need be. His throat tightening, he

  summoned up a smile, saying, ‘But if any of you have a better idea, for God’s sake, speak up now.’ None did, for what was there to say?




  As they rose to go, Richard told the Bishop of Salisbury and his Welsh cousin to remain. Once they were alone, he studied Hubert Walter in silence for a moment, knowing the prelate would not

  like what he was about to say. ‘I want you to return to Tancred’s court with the Count of Conversano, Hubert. He’ll provide you with an escort to Rome.’




  Caught by surprise, the other man shook his head vehemently. ‘I want to accompany you, my lord king!’




  ‘I know you do. But I have greater need of you elsewhere. I want you to confer with the Pope, do what you can to stiffen the man’s backbone. Now that he’s finally offered papal

  recognition to Tancred, I do not want him to renege for fear of Heinrich. And then I want you to get to England as quickly as you can. My lady mother will be doing her best to rein my fool brother

  in, but that’s no easy task, not with Johnny bound and determined to entangle himself in Philippe’s web. You ought to be safe enough, travelling under the Pope’s auspices, and the

  protection Holy Church offers a man who’s taken the cross should serve as your shield.’ White teeth flashed in what was not a smile. ‘It ought to protect me, too, but I’d as

  soon not put it to the test.’




  Hubert looked unhappy, but he did not argue, knowing it would be futile. Richard was already turning towards his cousin. ‘I’d say you got more than you bargained for when Joanna

  beseeched you to keep me out of trouble on our journey home.’




  Morgan had not realized Richard knew of Joanna’s entreaty that he sail on the Holy Rood. Ostensibly her concern was for her brother’s health, as he was still recovering from

  the quartan fever, but Morgan knew she was also worried that Richard would not be travelling with their cousin, André de Chauvigny, who seemed to be the only man able to curb Richard’s

  more reckless impulses.




  ‘I fear, sire, that would be a task beyond my capabilities.’ Richard assumed he was joking, but he was speaking nothing less than the truth, for the king’s family and friends

  did not understand how a man so careful with the lives of his soldiers could be so careless with his own.




  ‘The count did have some good news midst all the bad,’ Richard said, with a sudden smile. ‘My sister and my wife landed safely at Brindisi, and were given a lavish welcome by

  Tancred and his queen, doubtless trying to make amends to Joanna, as well he should. It happens that the Count of Conversano, Hugh Lapin, was Joanna’s gaoler in Palermo. He’d treated

  her well, though, and he said, in great relief, that she was very gracious when he arrived at Brindisi to escort her and Berengaria to Tancred’s court . . .’




  Richard paused, for Morgan was beaming, and it occurred to him that this might be the last real smile any of them would see for some time to come. After dismissing both men, he sank down on his

  bed, grateful for this rare moment alone. He’d put up a brave front for his men, but he was shaken, too, by this sudden downturn in their fortunes. How many more weeks would they be at sea

  now? His memories of their stormy voyage to the Holy Land were still so vivid that he’d declared sailors ought not to be allowed to testify in court, for they were clearly quite mad. The

  Holy Rood crew had laughed uproariously, taking his jest as a great compliment. But Richard’s knights saw too much truth in it for humour, for none of them understood how any man

  could choose to spend more time on shipboard than absolutely necessary.




  Richard lay back on the bed, thinking grimly of the winter trek that they’d face, assuming they landed safely at some Adriatic port. He was not as confident as he’d sounded when

  he’d insisted that the Hungarian king would be friendly. It was true that Bela’s queen was the widow of Richard’s elder brother. But Marguerite was also the sister of the Lady

  Alys, the French princess who’d been betrothed to Richard in childhood and repudiated so he could wed Berengaria of Navarre, and he supposed she might feel that Alys had been treated rather

  shabbily. Would her feelings matter to her husband? He had no way of knowing. At least Bela was known to be very hostile to the Duke of Austria and no friend to the Holy Roman Emperor. His bleak

  musings were interrupted by the entrance of Fulk de Poitiers, his clerk of the chamber, and he sat up hastily.




  Fulk frowned at the sight of the map, which had fallen to the deck. Retrieving it, he gave Richard a probing look, but said nothing, carefully putting the map away in a coffer and then beginning

  to straighten its contents. Richard watched with a smile, for he knew the other man well; Fulk had been in his service before he’d become England’s king. ‘You may as well say it,

  for I know you’re busy contemplating all the ways we can come to grief,’ he gibed. ‘What are you envisioning? The Holy Rood going down in a gale? Taken by pirates? You

  see me buried by an avalanche in a German mountain pass? Or rotting in one of Heinrich’s dungeons?’




  The clerk was unperturbed by the sarcasm. ‘Those are all possibilities,’ he said, ‘although you left a few out. We could encounter bandits on those mountain roads. You could

  end up in a Viennese dungeon, too, if we stray across the Austrian border, for their duke is said to bear you a bitter grudge.’




  Richard had heard that, too, and was puzzled by it, for his quarrel with Duke Leopold had been a minor matter, not worthy of a vendetta. ‘Tell me, Fulk, do you ever allow yourself to

  believe that the worst is not a certainty? Just for a change of pace?’




  ‘We balance each other out, my liege, for you can never conceive of defeat.’




  Richard didn’t deny it. ‘Well, you know what the Romans said. “Fortune favours the bold.” And the lucky. You will admit that I am lucky, Fulk?’




  The older man glanced up from the coffer. ‘Aye, you’ve been lucky, my liege,’ he agreed, before adding, ‘so far.’




  Richard shook his head, torn between amusement and exasperation. But they both knew he valued the dour Poitevin for the very trait that could be so irksome – his candour. He always got

  from Fulk de Poitiers what kings were rarely given – unsparing honesty.




  By 11 November, the Holy Rood was approaching the island of Corfu. The sight of its mountains and lush greenery was both welcome and disheartening. The men were

  thankful to have crossed the open waters stretching between Sicily and Greece, but they could not help remembering that they’d landed at Corfu just a few weeks ago, never dreaming

  they’d see it again so soon. On their earlier visit, they’d dropped anchor at Kerkyra, where a small town had grown up around the castle; this time they meant to avoid the Corfu Channel

  and sail up the west coast. Corfu, notorious as a pirate’s den, was also honeycombed with spies and they did not want word to spread that the English king’s ship had been seen in the

  Ionian Sea.




  They would have to stop hugging the shoreline before they reached the castle of Angelokastro and the ship’s master decided to halt in a small cove and replenish their supply of fresh

  water. The anchors were thrown overboard and as their longboat rowed towards the beach, the passengers took advantage of this brief respite from the waves and wind to amuse themselves. Martinmas in

  their homelands was usually chilly and wet, offering a foretaste of the coming winter, and so they were all enjoying the warm sun and mild air, many of them stripping off their mantles as they

  watched Guillain de l’Etang take on another challenger. A trestle table had been set up on deck and the Norman was locking arms with Hugh de Neville, an English knight. The wagering had

  stopped, though, for Guillain had already defeated two of the Templars and a burly sailor and now no one was willing to bet against him. Hugh put up a valiant fight, but his hand was soon forced

  inexorably down onto the table. It ended quickly, as the other matches had done, and Hugh mustered up the unconvincing smile of a man trying to be a good sport.




  Glancing around for another contender, Warin Fitz Gerald grinned as his eyes lit upon the man leaning against the gunwale. ‘What of you, sire? Why not teach Guillain a lesson in humility?

  We do not want him to get too puffed up with pride, do we?’




  Richard was tempted. But he’d learned that few men were willing to defeat a king, be it at chess, arm wrestling, or jousting, and the only thing he hated more than losing was being allowed

  to win. Deciding that Guillain was too honest and too honourable not to give his best effort, Richard was reaching for his mantle’s clasp when their lookout yelled, ‘Sail ho!’




  The game forgotten, the men squinted and shaded their eyes against the sun’s glare until they spotted the galleys heading their way. The ship’s master spat out an oath, for no

  merchant would choose a galley to carry his wares; they were seagoing weapons of war. There were three of them – sleek ebony hulls riding low in the water, triangular sails the colour of

  blood, bronze spurs meant for ramming glimpsed each time they rode the crest of a wave. No flags flew from their mastheads and they were close enough now for those on the Holy Rood to see

  that the men on deck were holding crossbows, swords, axes and grappling hooks. But Richard had already given the command, ‘To arms,’ for one glance had been enough for him to discern

  their predatory intent.




  His young squires, Jehan and Saer, were awaiting Richard in their tent, and hurried to help him don his gambeson, the padded tunic worn under his hauberk. Other knights were crowding into the

  tent to retrieve their armour, carefully packed away in coffers to protect it from the corrosive sea air. Once he’d buckled his scabbard and fastened his helmet strap, Richard snatched up his

  crossbow and hastened back on deck.




  The anchors had been hauled up and the sailors were unfurling the sails; on the beach, the stranded crewmen were dragging the longboat onto the shore, apparently hoping to hide from the pirates

  if the Holy Rood was taken or sunk. Richard’s arbalesters were awaiting his orders, their crossbows spanned and bolts aligned. Some of the knights had not taken the time to put on

  the mail chausses that protected their legs, although all were wearing their hauberks and helmets. They were combat veterans, but unlike his sailors, they had no experience in sea warfare. Glancing

  around at their tense faces, he pitched his voice so all could hear. ‘Defending a ship is no different from defending a castle, lads . . . aside from the risk of drowning, of course.’

  As he’d hoped, that dispersed some of the tension; soldiers usually responded well to gallows humour.




  Morgan pushed his way towards the king. He was still fumbling with his ventail, seeking to draw it across his throat. He usually felt more secure once he was clad in mail; now, though, he could

  not help thinking that if he slipped on the wet deck, it would drag him down like an anchor. Richard was studying the pirate ships as intently as he studied battlefields, and Morgan hoped he was

  formulating a strategy for another unlikely victory; the odds were not in their favour.




  He reached his cousin just as Richard beckoned to the ship’s master, saying that he needed a man who spoke Greek. The Pisan nodded, for that was the native tongue of half a dozen members

  of the seventy-five-man crew. Before he could summon any of them, Hugh de Neville offered another candidate. ‘What of Petros, sire? You remember – the sailor from Messina. He acted as

  translator when your ladies were shipwrecked on Cyprus and proved to be very useful. He might even know some of those cut-throats, for I heard him boasting that he has a cousin on a pirate ship out

  of Kassiopi.’




  ‘Get him.’




  The words were no sooner out of Richard’s mouth than a youth materialized as if by magic before him. Petros’s black eyes were shining, for he was never happier than when he was the

  centre of attention. ‘You ask for me, lord king? I speak Greek from the cradle, but my French . . . it is very good. When we were in Cyprus—’




  ‘I need information about these pirates. Do they know about Saladin? The war in the Holy Land?’




  ‘Of course they do, lord! They care about the recovery of Jerusalem, too. Why, some have even taken the cross. A man can be a pirate and a good Christian.’




  ‘Have they heard of me?’




  Petros grinned. ‘I daresay they’ve heard of you in Cathay, lord. After what you did at Jaffa—’




  Richard usually enjoyed hearing his battlefield prowess lauded, but now he cut off the sailor’s effusive praise with a gesture. ‘I hope you are right, Petros. I want you to tell them

  that this is the Holy Rood out of Acre, commanded by the English king.’




  Petros blinked in surprise. He obeyed at once, though, calling out to the closest of the pirate galleys. A reply soon came echoing across the waves. ‘They ask why they should believe that,

  lord.’




  Richard had expected as much. Turning to the ship’s master, he told the man to raise his banner and, within moments, the royal lion of England was fluttering proudly from the masthead. The

  knights were murmuring amongst themselves, uneasy about the king’s decision to reveal his identity. ‘Now tell them this, Petros. Say the English king is called Lionheart because he does

  not know how to surrender. He will never yield to them. To take this ship, they will have to fight to the death.’




  For the first time, Petros hesitated. ‘They are proud men, lord. I do not think they can be—’




  ‘Tell them,’ Richard said, and Petros did. His message appeared to stir up a lively debate amongst the pirates. Richard waited a few moments, and then nodded again to Petros.

  ‘Now tell them this – that it need not come to that. There is a way by which we both benefit and with no blood being shed. Tell their chieftain that I would speak with him.’




  As Richard had anticipated, that was a challenge no pirate could refuse, and Petros was soon negotiating a meeting, while the knights clustered around their king, the bolder ones expressing

  their misgivings, fearing that he would agree to meet the pirate chieftain on his own galley, for they well knew Richard was quite capable of such a reckless act. He shrugged off their protests,

  and it was eventually agreed that he and the pirate would meet at midpoint between the two vessels. Their longboat was summoned from the beach, and much to the dismay of Richard’s men, he and

  Petros were soon being rowed out towards the approaching pirate longboat.




  Morgan and Baldwin de Bethune stood at the gunwale, never taking their eyes from the tall figure in the prow of the longboat. They’d both been loyal to the old king, Richard’s

  father, had stayed with Henry until he’d drawn his last anguished breath at Chinon Castle, and while they were pragmatic enough to recognize Richard as their lawful king, they’d been

  wary at first of this man they knew only by repute. But that was before they fought beside him in Messina, Cyprus and the Holy Land. Now they watched anxiously as he conferred with the pirate

  within range of the latter’s crossbowmen; that the pirate was taking the same risk was no comfort to them. The conversation was an animated one and Petros was kept busy translating from

  French to Greek and back to French again. It was not long, though, before a reassuring sound drifted back on the wind – laughter. Morgan and Baldwin exchanged glances, marvelling that once

  again Richard had managed to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.




  Climbing the ladder, Richard swung himself over the gunwale and grinned at the men crowding the deck. ‘It is all settled. I have hired two of their galleys and crew for

  two hundred marks.’




  There was an immediate outcry, exclamations of shock and alarm and bewilderment. Raising his hand to still them, Richard explained that he was known to be sailing on the Holy Rood and

  his enemies would be on the lookout for it. Switching to the galleys was one way to throw them off his trail. That made sense to his men, but they did not find it as easy to trust in the word of a

  pirate chieftain as Richard apparently did. None voiced objections, though, for kings were not to be questioned.




  Richard headed for the tent, with Baldwin and Morgan right on his heels. The others watched, hoping that a highborn lord and a kinsman might dare to do what they could not: express their

  misgivings about this new alliance with sea rovers. Jehan and Saer had already begun to remove the king’s hauberk. He was in good spirits and answered readily enough when Baldwin asked how he

  could be sure these pirates could be trusted.




  ‘Petros was right. They do care about the fate of the Holy Land, and for the past few months, soldiers have been passing through Corfu on their way home, all of them carrying tales of the

  French king’s perfidy and the battles we fought against Saladin. At the risk of sounding immodest,’ Richard said with another grin, ‘I come off well in those stories and Captain

  Georgios and his men are eager to hear my own account of them. They still want the two hundred marks, mind you, but they also want to help us escape our enemies. Georgios was actually indignant to

  hear of my plight, pointing out that men who’d taken the cross are under the protection of the Church. Ironic, is it not, that a pirate should have more honour than kings or

  emperors?’




  Baldwin’s qualms were assuaged, for he believed Richard to be a good judge of character, a survival skill for those who wore crowns or commanded armies. Morgan was still shaken, for

  he’d just spent an hour fearing for the king’s safety and wondering how he was going to tell Joanna that he’d merely watched as her brother went off alone to meet pirates.

  ‘But you did not know this Georgios was a man of honour when you got into that longboat,’ he blurted out. ‘Are you never afraid for your own life?’




  Richard’s eyebrows shot upward in surprise. ‘Surely you’ve not forgotten that Good Friday storm that scattered our fleet after we left Sicily? Need I refresh your memory,

  Morgan? The wind keening like the souls of the damned, the waves higher than church spires, all of us sure we’d breathed our last. Or the tempest we encountered in the Gulf of Satalea, where

  our ships were blown backward by the force of the wind. You show me a man who claims he was not afraid during those storms, and I’ll show you a liar.’




  That wasn’t what Morgan needed to know; he’d taken it for granted that Richard feared storms at sea, not being insane. He’d gone too far to retreat, though. ‘But what of

  the battlefield? I’ve seen you take chances that . . .’ He paused, then said simply, ‘Do you never fear for your own safety?’




  Richard was quiet for a moment, considering whether that was a question he wanted to answer. He suspected it was one many a man had long wanted to ask, although the only person who’d ever

  dared had been his wife. It was easier just to brush the query aside. But he liked his Welsh cousin and knew that Morgan’s concern was genuine. ‘Well,’ he said at last,

  ‘when a man’s blood is running hot and his heart is racing, it can be difficult to tell excitement from fear.’




  There was a silence and then Baldwin said, very dryly, ‘Passing strange, for I have no trouble at all telling them apart.’




  Richard laughed, handed his gambeson to one of his squires, and then made one final effort to explain what seemed to him quite obvious. ‘It is simple, really. In a storm, we are utterly

  helpless, at the mercy of the wind and waves. But on the battlefield, my fate is in my own hands. What happens is up to me.’




  Morgan agreed that a lack of control would be frightening to any man, especially a king. But he was convinced that Richard was surely the only one on God’s earth who felt in control of

  events on the battlefield. Seeing that there would be no satisfactory answer to a question he ought not to have asked in the first place, he changed the subject and asked when the switch from the

  Holy Rood to the pirate galleys would occur.




  ‘On the morrow. I need to provide our men with enough money to make their way home. The Holy Rood will take them to Brindisi, where they can choose to travel overland, pass the

  winter in Sicily, or even take passage on a ship sailing for one of the ports that are barred to me. They are not the quarry in this hunt, after all.’




  Seeing that Baldwin and Morgan were confused, Richard explained that he was only taking twenty men with him, heading off any objections with some blunt speaking. ‘We do not have enough men

  to keep us safe, just enough to attract unwanted attention. The only chance I have to reach Saxony is to travel as fast and as inconspicuously as possible.’




  Their first reaction was to protest, horrified by the very thought that their king would be venturing into enemy territory with only twenty men. Their second was a reluctant realization that

  Richard was right. Their third was to insist that they both be amongst the twenty men. Richard feigned displeasure that they were overstepping themselves, but he was touched that they were so

  willing to follow him into the frigid, far reaches of Hell, the German empire of Heinrich von Hohenstaufen.




  The master and crew of the Holy Rood were obviously relieved that they’d be spared a harrowing voyage along the Adriatic coast. But Richard’s knights and

  crossbowmen and men-at-arms responded as Baldwin and Morgan had done, all clamouring to accompany him. ‘You are daft, the lot of you,’ he said huskily, ‘for no man with his wits

  about him would choose snowdrifts and bad German ale over Palermo’s palm trees and bawdy houses.’ But he did not let sentiment influence his selection of the twenty men, hardening his

  heart against the tearful pleas of his own squires and choosing those who he thought would be most formidable in a fight, calmest in a crisis. He made exceptions only for his chaplain, Anselm; his

  clerk of the chamber, Fulk de Poitiers; and – much to the boy’s delight – Arne, whose ability to speak German was sure to be an asset. The others chosen were Morgan, Baldwin, Hugh

  de Neville, Warin Fitz Gerald, his admiral Robert de Turnham, Robert de Harcourt, Guillain de l’Etang, Walkelin de Ferrers, four Templars and his five best arbalesters. They would be facing

  dangers, hardships, deprivation and possible death, but they reacted as if they’d been given a great honour, any fear they may have felt firmly tethered by pride.




  Of all those who’d not been chosen, none were as devastated as Guilhem de Préaux. While the other men lined the gunwales to watch as Richard sailed away on a pirate galley, Guilhem

  retreated to the tent to rage and pace, tearful one moment, cursing the next. ‘How could he have left me behind?’ he cried as his brothers, Pierre and Jean, followed him. ‘How

  could he ever have doubted my loyalty?’




  ‘He did not, you fool,’ Pierre said, and left it to Jean to console Guilhem, for Richard had entrusted them with the care of his squires and they were now in need of solace, too. As

  Pierre withdrew, dropping the tent flap to give them a small measure of privacy, Jean rummaged around until he found a wineskin and tossed it to his brother.




  ‘Pierre is right. The king would never doubt your loyalty or your courage. You ought to know better than that.’




  ‘Then why would he not take me with him?’




  ‘Why do you think, Guilhem? Your loyalty cost you nigh on a year of your life, and whilst you rarely talk of it, we know you had no easy time in confinement. It is true that we owe a debt

  of fealty to Richard, our liege lord. But he would not have you pay that debt twice over.’




  Guilhem studied his brother’s face, then took several deep swallows from the wineskin. ‘I would have paid it gladly.’




  Jean reached over, clasping him on the shoulder. ‘I know, lad,’ he said quietly, ‘I know. And so does the king.’




  ‘Did he say that?’ Guilhem challenged, his head coming up sharply at the unexpected confirmation.




  ‘He did. When he charged us with looking after his squires, he said, “Guilhem has already been a guest of the Saracens.” He made a grim jest, then, about Heinrich being a less

  gentle gaoler than Saladin.’




  It had been intolerable for Guilhem, thinking that the king had judged him to be unworthy. But now that he knew better, he found it brought him little comfort, for the king’s need had

  never been greater and he would be hundreds of miles away, unable to help. When he slumped down on a coffer chest, Jean squeezed his shoulder again and then left so he might have some time

  alone.




  Guilhem did not linger long in the tent. Draining the wineskin, he followed his brother back on deck, where he shoved his way towards the gunwale. There he stood, neither moving nor speaking,

  watching until the pirate galleys had disappeared from view.
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  November 1192




  Aboard the Pirate Galley Sea-Wolf


  Adriatic Sea




  Richard was accustomed to living on familiar terms with Death, but never had it been so close, so insistent. His body was as bruised as if he’d been absorbing blows from

  Saracen maces and he could still taste blood in his mouth after he’d been slammed to the deck as the galley heeled suddenly. Their tent was no protection against the stinging rain, for the

  canvas was being shredded by the wind. They huddled together for warmth and for protection, clinging tightly to one another to avoid being swept overboard. One of the pirates had lost his footing

  and would have gone over the gunwale if not for Guillain de l’Etang’s strength; he’d grabbed the man’s ankle and held on until other crew members could haul him back onto

  the deck. All of the men had become violently seasick once the storm struck, even the sailors, and the tent reeked of vomit, sweat and fear.




  As the Sea-Wolf rode the crest of another wave, the men tensed. Georgios, the pirate chieftain, had told them that they had a chance as long as Spyro, the helmsman, could keep the

  galley from being hit broadside. But it was terrifying to slide down into a trough, blinded by the flying spray, drenched by the cold water breaking over the galley. Each time it happened, there

  was a frozen moment in which they were sure they’d continue their downward plunge. When the ship continued to fight the sea, rising up again, they exhaled ragged breaths and thought of their

  God, their women, their homelands.




  Richard found himself remembering a delirious night at Jaffa after he’d been stricken with quartan fever; he’d begun hallucinating, convinced his dead brother Geoffrey was there,

  laughing in the shadows beyond his bed. Closing his eyes now, he could hear echoes of Geoffrey’s lazily mocking voice. Face it, Richard, you’ll never make old bones. Other

  men lust after women. You lust after Death, always have. You’ve been chasing after her like a lovesick lad, and sooner or later she’ll take pity and let you catch her.




  ‘No,’ he said suddenly, ‘that’s not so!’ He did not lust after Death, did not want to follow her into the black depths of this frigid, hungry sea. Those nearest to

  him turned at the sound of his voice, their eyes questioning, hopeful, for they hung on his every pronouncement, as if he alone could save them. Men had been depending upon him like that since his

  twenty-first year, when he’d taken the impregnable Taillebourg Castle, proudly proving to the world and his father that he understood war the way a bishop understood Scriptures. On the

  battlefield, he had answers, knew what to do. But on the pitching deck of the Sea-Wolf, he was as helpless as young Arne.




  ‘Lord king!’ Petros lurched into the tent, followed by the pirate chief, who squatted down as the sailor from Messina translated for him. Georgios hadn’t yet lost all of his

  bravado, but it was fraying around the edges and his dark eyes were sombre even if his manner was blasé. ‘He wants me to tell you,’ Petros said, ‘that his helmsman still

  cannot head for shore. As long as the night and storm obscure the coast, he does not know where we are.’ As unwelcome as his words were, none thought to challenge him, for they’d seen

  the sheer cliffs to starboard earlier in the day; unless they were sure there was a harbour or cove hidden by the darkness, the galley would be dashed to pieces against those rocks if it ventured

  too close to land. Georgios spoke again, Petros cocking his head to listen. ‘He’s never seen a storm as fierce as this one, lord. He says that every sailor knows women and dead bodies

  are bad luck on shipboard. But he never knew kings could be bad luck, too.’




  ‘That’s passing strange,’ Richard said, ‘for I was just thinking the same thing about pirates.’ When his reply was conveyed to Georgios, the pirate smiled, but it

  was a pale imitation of his usual cocky grin. Before he could respond, they heard a shout out on the deck. The other men stiffened, for although none of them understood Greek, they’d learned

  what that alarm meant – another monster wave was looming.




  The ship shuddered, like an animal in its death throes. Its prow was pointing skyward, so steep was the wave, and the men desperately braced themselves, knowing the worst was to come. The galley

  was engulfed, white water breaking over both sides, flooding the deck. And then it was going down, plunging into the trough, and there was nothing in their world but seething, surging water.

  Richard heard terrified cries of ‘Jesu!’ and ‘Holy Mother!’ Beside him, Arne was whimpering in German. The bow was completely submerged and Richard was sure that the

  Sea-Wolf was doomed, heading for the bottom of the Adriatic Sea.




  ‘Lord God, I entreat Thee to save us, Thy servants!’ Richard’s voice rose above the roar of the storm, for he was used to shouting commands on the battlefield. ‘Let us

  reach a safe harbour and I pledge one hundred thousand ducats to build for Thee a church wherever we come ashore! Do not let men who’ve taken the cross die at sea and be denied Christian

  burial!’




  Waves continued to crash onto the deck, soaking the men and stealing their breaths. But then the galley’s prow was coming up again, battling back to the surface, and they realized that

  they would not drown just yet. They slumped against one another, chests heaving as they sought to draw sweet air into their lungs. Petros tugged at Georgios’s arm, pointing at Richard and

  murmuring in Greek. The pirate’s eyes widened and then he began to laugh. ‘He says,’ Petros reported, ‘that you have saved us, lord, for how could the Almighty resist such a

  vast sum, veritably a king’s ransom.’




  Richard knew better than to claim a victory while the battle still hung in the balance. He didn’t bother to point that out to Georgios, though, for his stomach was roiling again. He had

  nothing left to vomit up, but he could taste bile in his mouth and fumbled for the wineskin at his belt, taking a swig and then flipping the wineskin to Arne, who looked as if he was greatly in

  need of it.




  His clerk was staring after Georgios, his mouth set in a hard line. ‘That man,’ he said coldly, ‘is a blasphemer.’




  His disapproval gave Richard some grim amusement. ‘He’s a pirate, Fulk. They are not noted for their piety.’




  Fulk did not see the humour. ‘They are damned, the lot of them,’ he insisted and no one had the inclination or the energy to argue with him. The rain had eased up, but the sea

  continued to rage, tossing the galley violently. Through the rips in the tent, they could see the sky was beginning to lighten, shading from ink black to a dark leaden grey. And then Petros was

  back, his olive skin no longer blanched, his cheekbones flushed with colour.




  ‘Spyro has recognized a landmark – Mount Srd!’ he cried. ‘He says we’re not far from the harbour at Ragusa!’




  Coming out on deck, Richard was relieved to see the second pirate galley in the distance, for they’d been separated when the storm broke and he’d feared that his

  ten men aboard the Sea-Serpent had been lost. As the night retreated, the coast was coming into focus. Ahead lay a heavily wooded island that Petros said was called La Croma, and beyond it

  was the city of Ragusa. The sea was still churning and waves were pounding against the white cliffs of La Croma, sending spume high into the air. Richard’s knights had joined him at the

  gunwale, gazing yearningly towards the harbour that would be their salvation. But then one of Georgios’s crewmen pulled him aside, obviously agitated, and when the other pirates clustered

  around their chieftain, Richard felt a sudden disquiet.




  ‘Petros! What is wrong?’




  The young sailor hastened towards them, surefooted even though the deck was awash and bucking like an unbroken horse. ‘We’re taking on water in the bilge, lord. The helmsman says we

  cannot reach Ragusa, so he’s going to try to land on La Croma.’




  Richard drew a sharp breath, for the island looked like a fortress, its limestone crags ready to repel any intruders, and the closer they got, the more foreboding it seemed. The pirates were not

  panicking, though, straining at the oars as the helmsman manned the tiller, and as they rounded the tip of the isle, Richard saw a beach below the cliffs. It was strewn with rocks, some of them the

  size of boulders, but it offered their best chance for survival.




  The surf was so wild that it looked like a boiling cauldron and the galley rocked from side to side as the crewmen rowed toward that rocky beach. But the helmsman kept it on course, and as soon

  as they reached the shallows, the sailors leapt out and began to drag the galley up onto the island. Richard and his knights splashed into the water to help. It was rough going and by the time

  they’d safely beached the galley, they were all exhausted. As they sprawled on the stony ground, the second galley drew closer, its men shouting and pointing towards Ragusa to indicate they

  were heading for the harbour a half-mile away. Once they were sure the Sea-Serpent was going to make it, the men stranded on La Croma reluctantly struggled to their feet, for they were

  soaked to the skin and had to find shelter as soon as possible.




  ‘We need to get a fire started,’ Richard said, looking towards the tangled groves of pine and laurel that bordered the beach. ‘Does anyone live on this island, Petros?’

  The words were no sooner out of his mouth than he had his answer. A light flared in the dark of the woods, moving so erratically that it could only be a lantern or torch. Richard and his knights

  dropped their hands to sword hilts, watching that swaying flame. Hooded figures were visible through the trees now, cloaked in black. At first glance, they seemed spectral and ghostly, even

  sinister. But then they emerged onto the beach and the shipwrecked men exchanged sheepish smiles, for these otherworldly wraiths were Benedictine monks.




  Richard moved to meet them. He had no idea what language was spoken in Ragusa. Hoping that at least one of the monks had some knowledge of Latin, he said, ‘We are pilgrims returning from

  the Holy Land. Can you give us shelter?’




  He was surprised to be answered in Latin as good as his own, as several monks assured him that he and his men would be welcome guests of their abbot. He thanked them courteously and then began

  to laugh. The monks had rescued other shipwreck survivors and since men often reacted emotionally after coming so close to dying, they saw nothing strange in Richard’s mirthful outburst. They

  had no way of knowing the real reason for his amusement – that this small, secluded community of monks would be the beneficiaries of his extravagant vow to God. With one hundred thousand

  ducats to spend, their isolated little island would have a church to rival the spectacular cathedrals of Rome, Palermo and Constantinople.




  Richard awoke with a start, torn from a dream that had not been a pleasant one. Arne was sitting cross-legged on the floor by his straw-filled mattress. Sitting up, he glanced

  around, but the abbey guest hall was empty. Where were his men? ‘What time is it, Arne?’




  ‘You’re awake, sire!’ Arne’s smile was bright enough to pierce the shadowed gloom of the hall. ‘I heard the bells ringing for None not long ago, so it is just past

  the ninth hour of the day.’




  Richard frowned. Three o’clock? He’d meant to rest for a brief while. How could he have slept for more than six hours? ‘Why did you not awaken me?’




  Arne was flustered by the sharp tone. ‘You . . . you did not say . . .’ he stammered, ‘and . . . and you needed sleep?’




  That was precisely the problem – that he had needed the sleep. To Richard, it was troubling proof that he’d not fully regained his strength, that his body was still weakened more

  than two months after his bout with quartan fever. Cutting off Arne’s apology, he said, ‘Never mind, lad. Do I have anything dry to wear?’




  The boy nodded eagerly, saying they’d retrieved their coffers from the Sea-Wolf, and hurried to fetch braies, chausses, a shirt and a tunic. All of their clothes were damp and

  wrinkled, smelling faintly of mildew after so long at sea, but they were still an improvement over the sodden garments Richard had peeled off before falling into bed. He rarely had the patience to

  allow his squires to assist him in dressing, for he could do it more quickly himself, and he waved Arne away as he pulled the braies on and then drew the shirt over his head. He was belting the

  tunic while Arne hovered nearby, eager to help, when the door slammed open and Baldwin and Morgan hurried into the hall.




  ‘My liege, the Count of Ragusa and their archbishop are in the abbot’s great hall, asking to see you!’




  Richard didn’t like the sound of that, thinking this was a rather exalted welcoming committee for ordinary pilgrims. Joanna had told him that her husband had often personally taken a hand

  when shipwreck survivors turned up in Sicily, and he wanted to believe this was a similar act of Christian charity. But good soldiers developed sharp survival instincts, and his were beginning to

  tingle. ‘They asked for me?’ he said, trying to recall the name he’d given the abbot.




  Morgan had an expressive face, not meant for secrets, and his concern was obvious. Baldwin was more phlegmatic, rarely revealing his inner thoughts. Now, though, he looked as troubled as the

  Welshman. ‘They asked for the king of the English,’ he said grimly.




  Richard caught his breath and then swore, cursing the pirates in language that added substantially to Arne’s growing list of French obscenities. When he turned to demand his sword, he saw

  the boy was already holding out the scabbard.




  ‘What will you do, sire?’ Arne was not surprised when Richard did not reply, for what could they do? They were trapped on the island. They could not flee and he did not see how the

  king could resist, either, with just ten men at his back. No, nine and a half, he amended unhappily, knowing how little help he could offer in a fight. Scurrying after Richard as he left the guest

  hall, Arne caught up with them in time to hear Morgan ask if Ragusa was an ally of the Holy Roman Empire. He could not repress a shiver, for he knew their fate might well turn upon the answer to

  that question.




  Richard hesitated, trying to recall all he knew of Ragusa, which was not that much. ‘It is a city-state like Venice or Genoa. I was told that it recognizes the suzerainty of

  Constantinople, but the Greeks do not meddle in its governance. I do not think it has ties to the Hohenstaufens, at least not formal ones. For all I know, though, their count could be

  Heinrich’s cousin,’ he said bitterly, remembering his surprise upon learning that the Duke of Austria claimed kinship to Isaac Comnenus and bore him a grudge for deposing the Cypriot

  despot.




  By now they’d reached the abbot’s great hall. For one of the few times in his life, Richard did not have a plan of action. He could deny he was the English king or try to shame them

  into honouring the Church’s protection for men who’d taken the cross, but neither of those options seemed likely to carry the day. He’d rarely felt so uneasy and he sought

  reassurance by dropping his hand to the hilt of his sword. As his fingers closed around the haft, the familiar feel of it was comforting, and he found himself remembering something he’d once

  read, that pagan Norsemen believed they could not enter Valhalla unless they died with sword in hand. And then he straightened his shoulders, raised his head, and shoved the door open, crossing the

  threshold with a deliberate swagger.




  The hall was crowded. All of the monks were there, murmuring amongst themselves. The abbot was standing with two men who could only be the count and the archbishop. They made an odd couple, the

  former tall and so thin he appeared gaunt, the latter short and rotund, both of them elegantly garbed, though, with jewels flashing on their fingers. There was a hush as Richard entered and then an

  excited buzz swept the hall. Abbot Stephanus hastened towards Richard, moving with surprising agility for one no longer young.




  ‘My lord king,’ he said in impeccable Latin, and bowed. ‘I had no idea so illustrious a guest was being sheltered under our roof. May I introduce Count Raphael de Goce and

  Archbishop Bernard.’




  Both men made respectful obeisances. The count opened his mouth to speak, but the archbishop was quicker. ‘We are honoured to welcome the renowned and redoubtable king of the English to

  our city. Your war against the infidel Saracens has made you a hero wherever people embrace the True Faith. I never thought I’d have the opportunity to hear of these battles from the victor

  of Jaffa himself!’




  When he paused for breath, Count Raphael seized his chance. Casting a glance towards the archbishop that revealed the rivalry between the two men, he said reprovingly, ‘Jaffa was indeed a

  great victory. But surely we’d be remiss, my lord archbishop, if we did not speak of the king’s greatest achievement in the Holy Land. Because of his efforts, Christian pilgrims can

  once again pray in the sacred city of Jerusalem.’ Beaming, he turned and beckoned to a woman nearby. ‘May I present to you my lady wife, the Countess Marussa. We want to invite you to

  be our honoured guest during your stay in Ragusa.’




  ‘My lady,’ Richard said, and she blushed and giggled when he kissed her hand, for he could play the gallant when he chose; he had grown up at his mother’s court in Aquitaine,

  after all. Any doubts he may have harboured had disappeared as soon as he saw the countess; the count would hardly have brought his wife along if this were a trap of some sort. Once again his luck

  had prevailed, shipwrecking them in probably the only place along the Adriatic coast where the Lionheart legend counted for more than the enmity of the German emperor and the French king.




  Richard’s men liked Ragusa so much that they joked it was a pity he’d not agree to stay and become its king. The weather was much milder than November back in their

  homelands and it was a pleasure to walk on ground that did not shift under their feet. The city itself was very prosperous and its streets were cleaner than any they’d seen. There were public

  baths, allowing them to soak off the accumulated dirt of the past seven weeks. They were able to get their clothes washed and mended, buying what they needed in the town’s thriving markets,

  for the Ragusans carried on an active trade with their Adriatic neighbours. Best of all, the people were very friendly, treating them like heroes.




  Even communication was not as troublesome as they’d anticipated. While the official language of Ragusa was Latin, the citizens also spoke dialects of Italian and Slavic, and what they

  called ‘Old Ragusan’. Richard, his chaplain, Anselm, Fulk and Baldwin de Bethune could converse easily in Latin. The others either had a smattering of it or none at all, but Ragusa had

  been briefly under the control of Sicily and some of its citizens had learned the French spoken at the Sicilian court. Petros was in his glory, for he could understand the Italian heard in the city

  streets and so his services were in great demand. Petros passed most of his days in an agreeable alcoholic haze, for the knights enjoyed frequenting the local taverns, where men were eager to buy

  them drinks in order to hear their stories of the crusade. Life in Ragusa was so much more pleasant than life on shipboard that the men hoped it would take a while for the pirates to repair the

  Sea-Wolf and for Richard to arrange a loan to honour his pledge.




  There was a snake in this Adriatic Eden, though. Richard had warned his men to stay away from the local women. They understood the logic behind his order, but some of the female Ragusans were

  very pretty and very flirtatious. They were delighted, therefore, when Petros discovered that the taverns down by the harbour offered more than wine. Richard and Baldwin were dining with Archbishop

  Bernard, and the Templars declined because of their vows of chastity, but Warin and Hugh de Neville recruited so many of the others that they joked they ought to ask for a group rate.




  While Morgan had been hesitant at first, he’d managed to convince his conscience that the Lady Mariam would understand under the circumstances. Warin included young Arne, too, embarrassing

  the boy by declaring loudly that it was time the lad learned where his sword ought to be sheathed. Georgios kept his men under a tight rein in ports like Ragusa, for the pirates wanted to be able

  to come back on future voyages. But several of the crew had slipped away and joined the knights, so it was a boisterous and cheerful bunch who trooped into a wharf-side tavern called the

  Half-Moon.




  They were surprised to find that prostitution in Ragusa was run by women. The bawd, a handsome redhead in her forties with a practised smile and hard eyes, told her hirelings to turn away other

  customers, for she calculated that men so long at sea would be so eager for female flesh that they’d pay well for the privilege. Some haggling ensued, but when she summoned the youngest and

  the prettiest of her whores, the men decided that her price was reasonable. It was then, though, that Morgan learned something that quenched his lust as thoroughly as if he’d been drenched

  with cold water. He’d been admiring a girl with blue eyes and wheat-coloured hair – seeking one utterly unlike the sloe-eyed, golden-skinned Mariam, who was half Saracen – when

  the bawd casually mentioned that Ludmila was new, having been bought from slave traders just that past summer.




  Morgan had been taken aback by the slave markets in Sicily, Cyprus and the Holy Land, for slavery was no longer known in the domains of the Angevin kings. But those slaves had all been Saracens,

  infidels. This girl would have looked at home in any European city. The bawd, puzzled by his questions, told him that Ludmila came from Dalmatia, as did most of Ragusa’s slaves, and conceded

  that she was Christian, although she added dismissively that Dalmatians followed the Greek Orthodox Church, not the Church of Rome, and so their faith was suspect. Not to Morgan, though, who was

  shocked that the Ragusans would be willing to enslave their fellow Christians, and he politely declined Ludmila’s services, feeling he’d be somehow complicit in her enslavement if he

  did not.




  The bawd was surprised and then scornful, although she tried to hide it. His companions’ astonishment quickly turned to amusement, and Morgan knew he’d be enduring their mockery for

  weeks to come. But his easygoing demeanour masked a strong will, and he remained adamant. He’d wait in the tavern whilst they went abovestairs, he declared, deflecting their ridicule with a

  sardonic gibe, saying he was sure he’d not have to wait long. They laughed, offered a few more playful insults and began to pick their bedmates from the assembled women. It was then that Arne

  amazed them all by announcing that he did not feel right about swiving a slave, either, and he would wait with Morgan.




  Even Morgan was startled, although he welcomed an ally and defended Arne’s decision until the others lost interest and let their whores take them abovestairs.




  Back in the tavern common room, Morgan ordered wine and found a corner table for them. They drank in silence for a time, but he sensed Arne had something on his mind and after several cups of

  surprisingly good wine, the boy had quaffed enough liquid courage to make a confession.




  ‘If I confide in you, Sir Morgan, will you promise not to tell the others?’




  ‘If that is your wish, Arne. Does this secret of yours have something to do with your refusal to go abovestairs with one of the whores?’ Arne was regarding him as if he had second

  sight, but he’d suspected there was more to the boy’s reluctance than an aversion to slavery; he was still young enough to remember how powerful hungers of the flesh could be for a lad

  of Arne’s age.




  Arne nodded, then ducked his head to stare intently into his wine cup. ‘I have been lying, Sir Morgan, lying to the king, to you all,’ he confessed, flushing so deeply that even the

  tips of his ears turned red. ‘You think I am sixteen, but I am not. I was born at Michaelmas in God’s Year 1178.’




  ‘You are only fourteen, lad?’




  Arne nodded again. ‘When I entered my lord’s service in Austria, my uncle told him I was fourteen. It was not so – I was twelve – but I was big for my age and I’d

  be one less mouth for my uncle’s family to feed . . .’




  Arne’s diffidence made more sense to Morgan now; a green lad of fourteen was more likely to be skittish his first time, and to be fearful he was committing a mortal sin. Arne confirmed

  that by mumbling a rambling story he claimed to have heard about a youth who’d been taken by his brothers to a brothel and then shamed himself by being unable to perform. ‘Not only was

  he the laughing stock of the village when the whore told his brothers that he’d spilled his seed ere he could even get into bed, but their priest heard and warned him that thinking of a sin

  was as bad as doing it and so he’d still go to Hell! How fair is that, Sir Morgan?’




  Morgan quickly brought his wine cup up to hide a smile. This was definitely not how he’d expected his evening to go – tutoring this fledgling in the ways of carnal lust. Ordering

  more wine, he did his best, assuring Arne that there was no hurry, no need to rush into sin. His own body would tell him when he was ready, and whilst it was natural for a man to be somewhat

  nervous his first time, a naked woman did wonders to dispel any anxieties or qualms. And although the Church did indeed preach that fornication was a mortal sin, many men – King Richard

  amongst them – felt that it was a venial sin at worst, for certes not as serious as adultery or breaking a holy vow of chastity. Arne cheered up to hear that Richard thought fornication to be

  a minor matter, for he was convinced that the English king’s most casual comment was to be taken as Gospel. He was further reassured when Morgan reminded him that the point of confession was

  to wipe a slate clean.




  ‘Most soldiers I know admit they are sinners, find a confessor to lay light penances, and make sure that they are shriven ere they go into battle – or set foot on a ship like the

  Sea-Wolf. You could do worse than to follow in their footsteps, Arne.’ Adding with a grin, ‘And if Warin and the others tease you about abstaining tonight, just tell them

  you’d heard a rumour that the Ragusan whores were poxed. That will shut them up!’




  Arne laughed and was soon chattering happily as they finished a second flagon. Morgan drank his wine, listened and marvelled at the vagaries of fate – that a Welsh knight and an Austrian

  stripling should be sharing wine and confidences in this shabby wharf-side tavern, far from home and all they held dear. The ways of the Almighty truly were beyond the understanding of mortal men.

  So many crusaders had left their homes and families for God and glory, only to find lonely graves in foreign lands. He fervently hoped it was the Almighty’s Will that they’d be luckier

  than the thousands who’d been stricken by pestilence or struck down by Saracen swords. He was convinced that Richard had God’s favour. How else explain why he was still alive, as

  reckless as he was with his own safety? He would get them home if any man could. But as Morgan signalled for another round of drinks, Wales had never seemed as far away as it did on this early

  December eve in Ragusa.




  The rivalry between Ragusa’s count and archbishop had become even more intense now that they had a genuine prize to compete for – the favour of a king. Richard had

  taken a liking to Archbishop Bernard, who was enthralled by his stories of the campaign against Saladin. The portly prelate had a keen sense of humour, too, laughing heartily when Richard joked

  that he was remarkably bloodthirsty for a man of God. Count Raphael’s company was less enjoyable, for he tended to be pompous and long-winded. It was politic to keep his goodwill, though, so

  Richard did his best to divide his time between the two men, although he complained to his friends, only half in jest, that he’d begun to feel like a bone caught between two hungry dogs. The

  tension would ignite at a lavish feast given in Richard’s honour on his last day in Ragusa. But when it happened, Archbishop Bernard and Count Raphael would be unlikely allies, united against

  the abbot of the Benedictine monastery on La Croma.




  Richard was seated on the dais with the count, archbishop, members of the city’s great council and their wives. He’d insisted that Abbot Stephanus be seated at the high table, too,

  while his own men were scattered at the lower tables, all enjoying the rich fare, so different from the rations they could expect once they were back at sea. They were savouring the latest dish

  – roast swan – when raised voices attracted their attention. The count was on his feet, red-faced, pointing an accusing finger at the black-robed abbot. The latter pushed his chair back

  and rose, too, apparently giving as good as he got. Morgan and Warin did not have enough Latin to follow the argument, but they watched with interest as the abbey’s prior and monks moved from

  their lesser seats to join the abbot, like soldiers rallying around their commander, for theirs was the stoic demeanour of men knowing they faced overwhelming odds but determined to resist,

  nonetheless.




  By now the quarrel had reached the stage where all were clamouring loudly and no one was listening. Richard was leaning back in his chair, arms folded, looking bored, which Morgan and Warin knew

  meant that he was fast losing patience. They grinned and nudged each other when he finally stood and shouted for silence. Once the hall quieted and he was sure he held centre stage, he began to

  speak, at one point rebuking the count as he tried to interrupt. By the time he was done, men had begun to exchange glances, reluctantly nodding their heads. The archbishop now acted as peacemaker,

  moving forward and holding out his hand to the abbot. This earned him a resentful look from Count Raphael, but after his wife leaned over and whispered in his ear, he joined the other two men, and

  the hall erupted in relieved applause.




  Richard’s knights could only speculate amongst themselves as to the reason for the uproar, but their curiosity was not satisfied until the conclusion of the meal. As the trestle tables

  were taken down and musicians entered the hall, Richard sauntered over and explained what they’d witnessed but not understood.




  ‘The highborn citizens of Ragusa were not happy that Abbot Stephanus and his monks were to receive such a windfall. They argued that so large a sum of money was best spent on rebuilding

  their cathedral, not “wasted” on a church that none but monks would see. The abbot balked, insisting it was clearly God’s Will that the church be built on La Croma, since that is

  where we came ashore.’




  ‘You seem to have resolved the dispute, sire,’ Morgan pointed out, ‘for they are no longer hurling insults at one another. How did you do it?’




  ‘I told them that I was willing for the money to be spent on renovating the cathedral, but only on two conditions. First, the Pope must consent to the change, for it was a holy vow, after

  all. Second, some of the funds must be used to rebuild the abbey church. And as a sweetener for the abbey, I suggested that the abbots of La Croma be allowed to say Mass in St Mary’s

  Cathedral every year at Candlemas to honour this generous concession.’




  Richard’s mouth curved in a faint smile. ‘The best way to tell if a compromise is fair is if both sides are dissatisfied with it. In this case, there was some disappointment, but

  they could see the justice in my proposal, for they’d all benefit by it, too. It helped, of course, that the Ragusans are reasonable men. In other words, not French.’




  They laughed, even though they knew there was no humour in that joke; Richard would never forgive his French allies for doing all they could to sabotage the crusade. Warin seized this opening to

  advance a supposition of his own.




  ‘I’ve been thinking, my lord,’ he began, jabbing Hugh de Neville in the ribs when he pretended to reel back in shock. ‘I know we’ve been worrying about the lies

  that the Bishop of Beauvais has been spreading about you on his way back to France – that you were conspiring with the Saracens and never wanted to retake Jerusalem, nonsense like that. But

  the Cypriot pirates and the citizens of Ragusa did not believe it, for they’d heard the truth from soldiers returning home. Is it not possible that the truth will prevail over the slanders

  even in Germany and France?’




  Richard was surprised by the other man’s naïveté. ‘Philippe already knows the truth about what happened in Outremer, but that will not stop him from trying to brand me as

  a traitor to the Christian faith. As for Heinrich, he is as indifferent to truth as he is to honour. But if it is true that a man is judged by the enemies he’s made, I must be doing something

  right.’




  They laughed again and their last evening in Ragusa ended on a grace note, all grateful for this brief respite from the harsh reality that awaited them on the morrow, when they left the

  city’s sheltered harbour for the open sea.




  After taking the Sea-Wolf for a trial run, Georgios had concluded it was still not seaworthy, and so he took command of the Sea-Serpent, leaving some of his

  crew behind to recaulk the Sea-Wolf’s hull. Most of Ragusa’s citizens turned out to bid Richard farewell, cheering as the pirate galley unfurled its sails and raised its

  anchors. Richard waved from the stern, laughing and promising to come back to hear Mass in their splendid new cathedral. But he felt a chill when a cloud suddenly blotted out the sun, casting

  shadows onto the deck of the Sea-Serpent, for he sensed that it would be a long time before he saw such friendly faces again.




  They were heading for the Hungarian port city of Zadar, about 175 miles up the coast, and Georgios said complacently that it ought to be an easy voyage, for a galley could cover a hundred miles

  a day if the winds were right. The more superstitious amongst Richard’s men thought that he’d jinxed them by such arrogance, for once they left Ragusa behind, the wind became fitful and

  they were soon becalmed. They were forced to drop anchor and await favourable winds. Instead, they awoke the next morning to find themselves shrouded in thick, smothering fog. It was unsettling and

  eerie, for all sounds were oddly muffled and they felt like blind men, trapped in a wet white cloud. The fog did not disperse until the third day, and they felt a surge of relief as the

  Sea-Serpent got under way. Once they reached Zadar, they would not have to set foot on an accursed ship again, at least not until they had to cross the Narrow Sea that lay between England

  and France.




  Richard had not decided if he ought to identify himself openly in Zadar and seek a safe conduct from King Bela. Their passage through Hungary would be much easier with Bela’s official

  blessing. If only he could be sure that Bela’s queen would not seek to poison her husband’s mind against him. Marguerite was not likely to think well of him. His brother Hal’s

  widow, she was also Philippe’s half-sister and a full sister to the Lady Alys. He hadn’t thought of Alys in a great while. They’d been betrothed in childhood and she’d grown

  up at his father’s court. She was pretty enough, but as tame as a caged songbird, lacking spirit or fire, or any of the qualities that might have caught his interest. Conventional women had

  always bored him. He supposed his wife could be considered conventional, too, for the Spanish raised their women to be deferential and biddable. For certes, Berenguela had a strong sense of duty

  and she was almost too pious at times. But she would be loyal to him till her last mortal breath and there was steel in her spine. She had shown her courage time and time again during their voyage

  to the Holy Land and in the months that followed, and there was nothing he admired more than courage. He’d not have traded Berenguela for Alys even if that meant he’d have been welcomed

  at the Hungarian court like Bela’s long-lost brother.




  Georgios guessed they were less than a hundred miles from Zadar now, raising their spirits. But the dawn sky the next morning was redder than blood and by midday clouds were gathering along the

  western horizon. The Sea-Serpent was soon wallowing in heavy swells and, sure that another storm was brewing, the pirate chieftain cut a roll of parchment into strips, had Richard’s

  chaplain ink in the names of saints and shook them into his cap. The crew and passengers each chose one and promised to have a mass said for that saint when they safely reached shore. Georgios had

  exempted Richard from the drawing, saying with a glimmer of mischief that the king had already paid his dues, since one hundred thousand ducats could buy a lifetime of Masses. He then ceremoniously

  cast the saints’ names into the sea and they all breathed easier, at least for a while.




  The storm that hit hours later was not as savage as the one that had stranded them on La Croma, but it proved to be longer-lasting. For three days, the Sea-Serpent was battered by the

  waves and wind, pelted with sleet. The men slept little, ate less, gulped syrup of ginger to calm their heaving stomachs and prayed – not just to the saints they’d drawn, but to every

  saint they could remember. The wind was cold and fierce and Spyro, the helmsman, told them it was a bora, which swept down from the inland mountains and wreaked havoc during the winter months.

  Shivering in their wet clothes, Richard’s knights crouched miserably in the tent and longed for Zadar the way they’d been told infidels yearned for Mecca.




  They’d been driven far out to sea by the bora, had not seen land for two days. When Richard demanded to know how much further to Zadar, Georgios reluctantly admitted that the port was

  lost, far behind them. Unnerved by the English king’s volcanic outburst, which put him in mind of Sicily’s Mountain of Fire, he assured Richard that there was another Hungarian port at

  Pula and they could put in there once the winds decreased and Spyro could use his navigational aid, a magnetized needle stuck in a sliver of cork that, when floated in a bucket of water, always

  pointed north. Sailors relied upon the stars and landmarks to chart their course, he reminded Richard, neither of which were now available to Spyro. As soon as the weather cleared, they would land

  at Pula or they could sail back to Zadar if that was the king’s wish. He sounded very matter-of-fact and confident, but he had no answer when Richard asked what would happen if the storm did

  not slacken soon.




  On the third day, they finally glimpsed land, only it was on the larboard side of the galley. As they realized they were gazing at the Italian coast, the men were shocked that they’d been

  swept so far off course. That distant shoreline soon disappeared and once more they could see nothing but sea and sky. Georgios promised again that they would head for a Hungarian port after they

  escaped the bora’s accursed clutches. He made the wind sound like a malevolent entity, capable of malice, and few of Richard’s men would argue with him at that point.




  When the storm was finally over, the men on the Sea-Serpent, passengers and crew alike, were too exhausted to rejoice; the most they could muster was numbed relief. Spyro consulted the

  sailing needle and adjusted the ship’s course. But they did not have long to savour their reprieve, for a few hours later, calamity struck. The first indication Richard had that something had

  gone very wrong was a sudden shout, followed by a burst of profanity; even though he spoke no Greek, there was no mistaking the tone. Hastening out on deck, he found the pirates clustered around

  the tiller, all talking at once in an obvious panic.




  ‘Petros! What has happened?’




  The young sailor usually thrived on danger and chaos. Now, though, he just looked scared. ‘God help us, lord, for we’ve lost the rudder! It is not responding to the

  tiller!’




  Petros went on to say that it must have been damaged by the constant pounding of the waves, or else it had become entangled in seaweed or a fishing net. Richard was no longer listening, for an

  alarming image was flashing before his eyes – a crippled Saracen ship, floundering helplessly after some of his sailors had dived into the water and tied ropes around its rudder, disabling it

  so their galleys could attack. Without its rudder, a ship was unable to steer, at the mercy of the waves and wind.




  For another day, the Sea-Serpent was carried along by the current, the men aboard praying, for there was not much else they could do. But the next morning Spyro woke

  them by yelling for Georgios, and Petros told them that there was land ahead, explaining that the changing colour of the sea meant a river estuary. They clung to the gunwale, staring intently at

  the horizon, cheering when they heard the distant echoes of the surf. At last the shoreline came into view, greenish grey under an overcast, dull sky. The pirates were manning the oars again. As

  soon as they reached the shallows, they plunged into the water to beach the galley. The ground was marshy and they sank into it almost to the tops of their boots, but even a quagmire seemed like

  Eden to them after their ordeal on the Sea-Serpent.




  The pirates were positioning the anchors to keep the galley from being caught in the next high tide and cursing amongst themselves as they confirmed that the rudder had indeed broken off. The

  wind had a bite and the men began to shiver. A silence fell as they looked around at the most barren, bleak landscape any had ever seen. No trees. No vegetation, just salty marsh grass. No sounds

  but the surging of the surf, not even the cries of seabirds. No signs of life.




  Richard spoke for them all when he said at last, ‘Where in God’s holy name are we?’
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  They’d had to trudge several miles inland to find solid ground and fuel. By then, it was dark and once they got several fires going, the men rolled into their blankets

  and slept, too exhausted for hunger. The next morning, they were heartened by fleeting glimpses of the sun, the first time in days that the sky had not been smothered in storm clouds. After

  consulting with the Sea-Serpent’s helmsman and studying their best map, Richard sent several men in search of civilization, and then they settled down to wait.




  Richard was seated cross-legged on the ground, staring intently at the map as if it would provide the answers he needed if only he studied it long enough. He glanced up briefly as Warin and

  Morgan joined him, then resumed his scrutiny of the map. Warin leaned closer to see. ‘Are you sure Spyro is right about where we are, my lord?’




  Richard’s shoulders twitched in a shrug. ‘He claims his sailing needle always points to the north, and so he concluded we’ve come ashore somewhere between Venice and

  Aquileia.’




  They both peered over his shoulder at the map. They already knew the route they would be taking – east towards Hungary. Assuming they could find horses to buy. Assuming they did not run

  into any enemy patrols, for they were in hostile territory now. Unlike Ragusa, the writ of the Holy Roman Emperor ran here. To keep from dwelling on these troubling thoughts, Morgan asked,

  ‘Do you know what the pirates intend, sire?’




  ‘Petros says they will replace the rudder and patch up the Sea-Serpent as best they can, then hug the coast to Venice, where they’ll get her recaulked and repair the sails.

  They are not willing to brave the winter storms by taking her out into the open sea, so they’ll likely pass the next few months whoring and drinking in some safe harbour port.’ Richard

  gave them a quick smile that never reached his eyes. ‘So if any of you want to turn pirate, I’ll understand.’




  ‘The whoring and drinking sound tempting, I admit,’ Morgan agreed, striving to match his cousin’s bantering tone. ‘But I’d sooner take holy vows ere I set foot on

  shipboard again.’




  Warin could never resist a game of one-upmanship and started to say he’d drink goat’s piss ere he’d sail again, but he’d lost his audience. Richard was getting to his

  feet as Petros and Georgios approached.




  Petros kept his eyes averted and his head down, putting Richard on the alert. ‘Lord . . . Georgios thinks you ought to pay more than the two hundred marks. He says he did not expect that

  both of his ships would be damaged on this voyage.’




  ‘Well, I did not expect to be set ashore in a Godforsaken bog,’ Richard countered coolly. ‘Does this look like Zadar to him?’




  When Petros translated the English king’s reply, the pirate chieftain scowled. He started to argue, but Richard’s expression was unyielding and, instead, he turned on his heel and

  stalked off. With an apologetic glance over his shoulder, Petros followed.




  Once they were out of earshot, Richard confided, ‘I do not really blame him for this,’ waving his arm to take in their desolate surroundings. ‘How many pirates can part the

  seas like Moses, after all? He did the best he could, and I decided at Ragusa that he’d earned extra recompense.’




  Warin and Morgan shared a puzzled look. ‘Then why did you refuse him, sire?’




  ‘Because he demanded it of me, Morgan. Had I agreed, he’d have seen it as a sign of weakness. Now when he does get it, he’ll appreciate it all the more.’




  Morgan nodded, amused that Richard sounded somewhat impatient, as if he were belabouring the obvious. He’d learned that those who had this special gift – the mastery of other men

  – seldom realized how rare a gift it was. He’d seen it in Richard’s father and brother Geoffrey. For certes, not in his brothers Hal or John. A king who lacked it was a king

  doomed to failure, like England’s King Stephen, who’d been courageous on the battlefield and charming in the great hall, but whose reign had been known as ‘the anarchy’, a

  time ‘when Christ and his Saints slept’.




  A sudden shout from one of their sentries turned their attention towards the road that wound through the woods toward the west. When these riders were identified as their own, they felt a surge

  of hope, for they’d not expected their men to return so soon – or mounted.




  Richard had chosen Anselm and Arne for their skills in Latin and German, sending along Guillain de l’Etang and two of the Templars as protection. They were mobbed as soon as they

  dismounted, pelted with questions about what they’d found and jokes about their horses, none of which was a worthy mount for a knight, much less a king. Richard finally silenced them and

  signalled for Anselm to speak.




  The chaplain was a young man, well liked by the others, for he was cheerful, good-hearted and more forgiving of the foibles of mortal men than many priests, too much in awe of Richard to lay

  heavy penances for royal sins. He looked understandably pleased with the success of their mission, but Richard knew him well enough to detect the unease behind his smile, and he was bracing himself

  for the bad even as Anselm delivered the good.




  ‘There is a village called Latisana not far from here, sire. At first we were at a loss, for their priest did not know enough Latin to converse with me, and all the townspeople we met

  spoke some sort of Italian dialect. But we eventually found a blacksmith who understood German, and he directed Arne to a man with horses to sell. We bought all he had, even that one,’ he

  said, gesturing towards a wall-eyed, sway-backed gelding. ‘I thought we could use him for a packhorse. The horse trader told us that we could buy more horses in the town of Görz, east of

  Latisana.’




  Arne could keep silent no longer, for he’d greatly enjoyed his first stint as translator. ‘The people were friendly, my lord, once they learned we were pilgrims on our way home from

  the Holy Land. They have a hodgepodge of languages here, like in Ragusa – Italian and Slavic dialects. But many of them speak German, too, and I’ll be able to interpret for you in

  Görz, for their lord’s name is a German one – Engelbert.’




  Richard’s eyes flicked from the boy to Anselm. ‘Tell me about this Lord Engelbert,’ he said, already sure he would not like what he was about to hear.




  ‘He is the Count of Görz, sire, sharing power with his brother, Meinhard. His lord father died last year, so he’s not been ruling all that long. But from what we could glean in

  Latisana, he seems well regarded by the people. He is a vassal of the Holy Roman Emperor, of course. . . .’




  ‘And?’ Richard prompted, his voice sharp, and Anselm confirmed his suspicions by giving him an unhappy look.




  ‘He is also the nephew of Conrad of Montferrat, sire,’ he said reluctantly, and in the dismayed silence that followed, his words seemed to echo ominously on the chill December air.

  Conrad, an Italian-German lord and adventurer, had been slain by members of the feared Saracen cult known as the Assassins, just days after he’d been chosen as the next King of Jerusalem, and

  the Bishop of Beauvais and the Duke of Burgundy had sought to put the blame upon Richard, accusing him of procuring Conrad’s murder. Richard had been contemptuous of the charge, insisting

  that no one who knew him would heed such a slander. But would Conrad’s kinsman believe it?




  Petros was very pleased with his bonus. He’d claimed he meant to return to Messina in the spring, but Richard suspected that he was tempted to try his hand at piracy and,

  after thanking the youth for his services, he said, only half in jest, ‘Go back to Sicily, lad. You’ll be less likely to get yourself hanged there.’




  He moved then towards Georgios. He’d already paid the pirate chieftain the agreed-upon two hundred marks, but now he flipped a leather pouch into the air. ‘It is probably less than

  you want and more than you deserve,’ he said dryly, ‘but it ought to cover the cost of repairing the Sea-Wolf and Sea-Serpent. Share some with Spyro, for he earned

  every denier with that landing on La Croma.’




  Pride kept Georgios from opening the pouch then and there, but he was reassured by the heft of it, and grinned. ‘No regrets. I’ll never have to buy another drink again, not with the

  stories I’ll have to tell about my voyage with the king called Lionheart.’




  He and Petros were soon joined by Spyro and they stood watching as Richard and his men headed east, towards Görz. Arne looked back once and waved, and then the road curved into the trees

  and they disappeared from view. Spyro started to turn away, muttering under his breath, ‘God help them.’




  Petros heard and frowned. ‘He’ll make it,’ he insisted. ‘Fortune smiles on him.’




  Georgios was counting the coins in the pouch, but he glanced up at that. ‘He’ll need more than luck,’ he said, and this time Petros did not argue.




  The castle at Görz dominated the valley, situated on a hill overlooking the town, the pale winter sky behind it stabbed by snow-crowned alpine peaks. Ringed by thick stone

  walls and deep ditches, it looked as if it could withstand a siege until Judgement Day, not a reassuring sight to the men standing in the street below. Morgan was the first to speak.

  ‘Let’s just hope we do not get to take a tour of its dungeons,’ he said, and started up the path, followed by Anselm and Arne.




  They gained admittance without difficulty, but Count Engelbert was holding court in the great hall, hearing petitions and complaints and resolving local disputes, so it was not until late

  afternoon that they were ushered into his presence. He was seated at a trestle table with a scribe perched on a stool nearby, his writing utensils spread out on a small lap desk. The count was

  younger than they’d expected, under thirty. If not for the high-quality wool tunic, the fur-trimmed mantle, and the garnet ring on his finger, he’d have attracted no attention, for he

  was thin of face and stoop-shouldered, his hair a nondescript shade of brown. But his gaze was direct, even piercing, dark eyes revealing both intelligence and the suspicion of strangers that was

  so common in their world, for most people never strayed far from the places where they were born.




  ‘So . . . you are pilgrims on your way home from the Holy Land.’ Either his command of Latin was limited or he preferred to converse in his own tongue, for he addressed himself to

  the one German-speaking member of their party. ‘Who are you?’




  Suddenly nervous, Arne hesitated, but after getting encouraging smiles from Anselm and Morgan, he took a step closer to the table. ‘We are led by the Flemish lord Baldwin de Bethune, and

  our master, Hugh, who is a merchant in fine silks back in his homeland.’ The words of his rehearsed story were coming more easily now. ‘We are travelling, too, with some Templar

  knights. They ask, my lord count, that you issue a safe conduct allowing them to pass through your domains, in the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, for whom they fought.’




  The count’s face could have been carved from the same stones as his castle for all the emotion he showed; they had no idea what he was thinking. ‘Did you get to see Jerusalem?’

  he asked after an uncomfortably long pause. When Arne said they had, he nodded, almost imperceptibly. ‘So you visited the Holy Sepulchre?’ Getting another confirmation from Arne, he

  reached for the silver wine cup at his elbow and took a sip. ‘And did you stop in Ragusa?’




  Arne gaped at him. ‘No, lord! We put in for supplies in a town called Pula.’ He added hastily that they’d been heading for Trieste, but had been blown off course by the

  contrary bora winds.




  This was met with another silence, and he glanced imploringly towards his companions. Although they’d been unable to follow the conversation, Anselm and Morgan sensed that it was not going

  well. Deciding it was time to reveal to the count just how much his cooperation would be worth, the chaplain reached for his scrip and passed its contents to Arne. The boy squeezed it tightly for

  luck and then set it on the table with a flourish, thrilled to be able to hold something so valuable, however briefly.




  As it reflected the torchlight, the ring seemed to catch fire, its massive ruby glowing in a setting of beaten gold. ‘This is a gift from my master, the merchant Hugh,’ Arne declared

  proudly, ‘to show our appreciation for your goodwill and hospitality, my lord count.’




  The count’s eyes had widened at first sight of the ring. He did not pick it up, though, and instead turned and abruptly dismissed his scribe. Leaning back then in his chair, he regarded

  them pensively. ‘Your master’s name is not Hugh,’ he said at last. ‘You serve the English king.’




  Arne gasped, too stunned to respond. But Morgan had a good ear for languages and he’d picked up a little German from the boy during their months together. Recognizing the words

  ‘englische’ and ‘könig’, he found it all too easy to interpret the horrified expression on Arne’s face, and he began to laugh loudly. His

  companions were quick to comprehend and Arne and Anselm hastily forced laughter, too. ‘Tell the count,’ Morgan directed the boy, ‘that our master will be greatly flattered that he

  could have been mistaken for a king. But we can assure Count Engelbert that he is a mercer and pilgrim, no more than that.’




  When Engelbert reached for the ring, they held their breaths. He inspected it without haste, running his thumb over the flaming jewel, the intricate gold leaf design done so lovingly by a Pisan

  goldsmith. And then he slid it back across the table towards them.




  ‘I cannot accept this. Tell the king of the English that I respect his vow and his struggle to free the Holy Land from the infidel Saracens. But tell him this, too – that he is in

  grave peril and must leave Görz at once, for I cannot guarantee his safety should word get out of his presence here. The Emperor Heinrich will richly reward any man who delivers your king into

  his hands.’




  After finding an inn, Richard and his men had eaten their first hot meal in over a week. He’d then sent Arne and Baldwin to buy horses, and they’d delighted

  Görz’s horse traders by buying the best animals the town had to offer. Arne was then dispatched with Anselm and Morgan to seek safe conducts from the count, and while he awaited their

  return, Richard went to the stable to inspect Baldwin’s purchases. They were not as bad as he’d feared, although he soon concluded that Baldwin had been overcharged. When the other man

  glumly admitted as much, Richard found a smile, assuring Baldwin that paying too much for horses in Görz was not likely to cost him any sleep.




  ‘Sleep.’ The word had taken on the sweetness of honey, for none of them had had a full night’s rest since leaving Ragusa. They were alone in the stable, the grooms having gone

  off for their evening meal, and so they could at last talk freely, having remained mute for most of the day, not wanting to draw attention to themselves by speaking French. Stooping to examine a

  roan gelding’s foreleg, Richard straightened up with an effort, feeling as if he’d aged twenty years overnight.




  ‘I never paid beds much mind unless one had a woman in it,’ he admitted to Baldwin, ‘but right now the pallets back in that filthy, flea-ridden inn are looking better to me

  than the royal palace at Acre.’




  Baldwin nodded, and pointed towards the shadows where one of the Templars had dozed off while still standing. ‘We’d best have the innkeeper awaken us in the morn, or else we might

  well sleep past Christmas. How long dare we stay?’




  ‘That will depend upon how successful Morgan and Anselm are. If they cannot get in to see the count or if he balks at giving safe conducts, we’ll have to leave at first light. But if

  that ring buys his goodwill, I think we can risk a day or two here. God knows we all need a chance to rest—’




  Richard checked himself, having heard footsteps in the front of the stable. Baldwin tensed, too, and reached over to awaken the Templar, who was instantly alert, his a soldier’s reflexes.

  The king’s admiral, Robert de Turnham, and Guillain de l’Etang were hurrying towards their stall, their faces taut and troubled, and behind them, Richard caught a glimpse of Anselm and

  Morgan, trailed by Arne, whose puppylike energy seemed suddenly sapped. It was obvious that Robert and Guillain already knew what had transpired at the castle, but they both stepped aside once they

  reached Richard, deferring to his chaplain and cousin, and he realized that he was about to receive yet more bad news.




  ‘Are we alone?’ Anselm asked in Latin, catching himself from adding ‘my liege,’ for it was not easy to stop using the acknowledgements of rank. ‘Can we talk

  here?’




  When Richard nodded, Anselm and Morgan exchanged glances and then the Welshman said bluntly, ‘Count Engelbert . . . He knows who you are. When we presented him with the ring, he said . .

  .’ Morgan paused for breath and to recall the count’s words precisely. ‘He said, “Your master’s name is not Hugh. You serve the English king.”’




  ‘Christ Jesus,’ Richard said, very softly. ‘How could he . . .’ He stopped then, for that did not matter. ‘How did you get away?’




  ‘Did you lead them back here?’ Baldwin’s tone was accusing, and both Morgan and Anselm bridled.




  ‘No!’ they said in unison, speaking at once and drowning each other out as they tried to explain. Richard held up a hand for silence, pointing then at Morgan to continue. ‘He

  did not arrest us. He would not even accept the ring. He said that he respected your vow and what you’d done against Saladin.’




  Richard considered this, for once doubting his fabled luck. Could he really have found an honourable man midst Heinrich’s lackeys and lickspittles? ‘And he said nothing about

  Conrad?’




  Morgan shook his head and Anselm confirmed it. ‘Nary a word, sire.’




  ‘He did mention Ragusa, lord,’ Arne interjected, ‘asking if we’d stopped there. I said no, of course.’




  ‘But he warned us that we must leave Görz straightaway,’ Morgan said bleakly. ‘He said you were in great danger, that Heinrich has cast a wide net and men will be on the

  lookout for you everywhere since you could be anywhere.’




  Richard was silent for a moment, weighing his rapidly dwindling options. He could not remember ever being so tired or so disheartened. Turning towards the Templar, he told him to fetch the men

  who’d gone to a tavern across the street from the stable, and sent Arne back to the inn to gather up their belongings. And then he gave the command his aching body and weary brain dreaded,

  the command they all dreaded, saying grimly, ‘Saddle up.’




  Methildis of Andechs, former Countess of Pisino and current Countess of Görz, was not happy with her husband. He’d been tossing and turning for hours, making it

  impossible for her to sleep. It was like sharing a bed with a river eel, and when he rolled over again, this time jabbing her in the ribs with an elbow, she’d had enough.




  Sitting up in bed, she shook his shoulder. ‘You may as well tell me what is troubling you, Engelbert. Neither of us will be getting any sleep this night unless you do.’




  He sat up, too, running his hand through his tousled hair. ‘As you wish, my dear,’ he agreed, so readily that she felt a suspicion spark, wondering if he’d deliberately

  awakened her so they could talk; usually she had to coax him into unburdening himself. He surprised her greatly by what he did next, calling out sharply to his sleeping squire, ordering the

  befuddled boy to fetch a flagon of wine from the buttery. He was usually an indulgent master, sometimes too indulgent in his wife’s opinion, and the squire was obviously shocked to be torn

  from sleep and sent off on an errand in the middle of the night. Shivering, he dressed with haste, clutching his mantle tightly as he stumbled towards the door. As soon as they were alone,

  Engelbert jerked the linen hangings back, allowing the blackness of their cocooned bed to be diluted by the white-gold flames in the hearth.




  By now, Methildis was feeling stirrings of alarm. ‘Engelbert, what is it?’ she asked, all her earlier vexation gone from her voice. ‘What is wrong?’ She wasn’t sure

  what she was expecting. They’d been married for two years, time enough for her to learn he was a worrier by nature, given to conscience pangs and prone to second-guessing himself. But his

  next words took her breath away.




  ‘The English king is in Görz.’




  ‘What . . . here? Are you sure?’




  There was enough light now to see him nod his head. ‘He sent three of his men to me today, asking for safe conducts. They gave a false name, of course, claimed he was a merchant,

  travelling with other pilgrims on their way home from the Holy Land. I knew, though, that they lied.’




  Methildis was wide-awake now, and enthralled, already envisioning the imperial favour they’d be enjoying for capturing the emperor’s hated foe. ‘How did you know, Engelbert?

  What made you even suspect them?’




  ‘Two days ago a man came to me, someone who’d brought me useful bits of information in the past. He said he’d met a sailor in a dockside tavern in Aquileia, whose ship had

  arrived from Ragusa that past week. The sailor claimed that the English king was in Ragusa, being acclaimed by the count and townspeople as the saviour of the Holy Land, and planning to build a

  great cathedral in their city. That seemed an unlikely story to me and I dismissed it as drunken tavern ramblings. But then these men came seeking safe conducts, and they were so obviously ill at

  ease that I remembered the Ragusa tale. When I mentioned Ragusa to the stripling who spoke German, he went whiter than a corpse-candle. I still had only suspicions, of course . . . until they gave

  me a ring as a token of their master’s goodwill – the most magnificent ruby I’ve ever seen.’




  ‘Really?’ Methildis breathed, for she dearly loved jewellery. As eager as she was to see it, though, that could wait. ‘I do not understand, Engelbert. Why did that confirm your

  suspicions?’




  He smiled thinly. ‘Because no merchant, however wealthy, would ever have given up something of such value. That was a grand gesture only a king would make, a king accustomed to spending

  lavishly and bestowing largesse without counting the cost.’




  That made sense to Methildis. ‘What happened then? Did they try to deny it?’ She doubted the English king was already in custody, for surely he’d have told her, told them all,

  if that were so. It was hard not to berate him for keeping this secret from her, but she swallowed her reproaches and asked instead if he’d forced them to reveal Richard’s whereabouts.

  Even if they were still balking, they’d not be able to hold out for long. Her brother had once told her that there were ways of making the bravest man talk, and with so much at stake,

  Engelbert could not afford to be squeamish.




  Her husband did not reply, though, instead giving her an odd look, one she could not interpret, and she had a sudden sense of unease. ‘Engelbert? What are you not telling me? Richard did

  not escape, did he?’




  ‘No,’ he said, and she heaved a sigh of relief, until he added, ‘I let him go.’




  ‘You did what?’




  She sounded so incredulous, so horrified, that colour rose in his face. ‘I let him go,’ he repeated, this time sounding both defensive and defiant. ‘It was the right thing to

  do, Methildis. He’d taken the cross, was under the Church’s protection. Nor had he done anything to deserve being detained. No state of war exists between England and the

  empire.’




  Methildis was so dumbfounded that she could only blurt out the first objection to come to mind. ‘How can you say he does not deserve to be detained? What about your uncle’s

  murder?’




  His mouth twisted down scornfully. ‘You did not truly believe that, did you? If there is any man in Christendom who’d do his own killing, for certes it is Richard of England. Conrad

  counted a day misspent if he did not make at least one new enemy, so he finally reaped what he’d sown.’




  Methildis opened her mouth, shut it again. She’d erred by mentioning Conrad. She should have known better, for he’d abandoned his first wife, Engelbert’s aunt, when the

  opportunity presented itself to wed the sister of the Emperor of the Greeks in Constantinople. ‘Do you not realize what you’ve done, Engelbert? You’ve defied the Emperor

  Heinrich!’




  ‘I had no other choice! The Holy Church’s position on this could not be clearer. Men who take the cross to fight the infidels are not to be harmed. Suppose I attempted to seize him,

  he resisted – as, of course, he would – and he was slain? I could be excommunicated by the Pope, could face eternal damnation!’




  ‘By the current Pope? That timid old man? He’d never dare to challenge Heinrich!’




  ‘He might not have the courage to excommunicate Heinrich, I grant you that. But me? I’d make the perfect sacrificial goat. And I am not about to jeopardize my immortal soul just to

  keep Heinrich happy!’




  ‘I cannot believe you truly think it is more dangerous to offend the Pope than Heinrich! You could not be that blind, that foolish!’




  ‘I am done talking about this,’ he warned. ‘I followed the dictates of my conscience and no man can do better than that. I’ll say no more on it – and hear no more

  on it from you. Is that clear?’




  Methildis had a much more combustible temper than her husband; it kindled quickly and burned itself out just as quickly. Engelbert’s rare flare-ups of fury were quite different, difficult

  to ignite and difficult to extinguish. She saw now that she’d poked and prodded a cold hearth until the ashes and embers caught fire, for she recognized that obdurate expression on his face.

  She’d learned that she could only wait for his anger to cool on its own. But time was the one luxury she did not have; every hour that passed would take the English king further from

  Görz. She was a proud woman, the daughter of a count and the sister of a duke, and she’d never been one to play the role of a docile, biddable wife. With so much at stake, though, she

  had no choice.




  Reaching out, she put her hand on his arm. ‘I ask your pardon, my lord husband. I was indeed in the wrong to speak to you so shrilly. Will you forgive me?’




  He half-turned towards her, and she could see surprise on his face, but suspicion, too. ‘You are not usually so quick to make amends,’ he said, sounding sceptical. He did not pull

  away from her touch, though, and she took encouragement from that. He was not as confident as he’d have her believe; if he was not harbouring doubts, why had he been unable to sleep?




  ‘I know,’ she conceded. ‘I can be a shrew, I admit it. But this is different, Engelbert. We must face this danger together, united against it. I truly do understand why you

  acted as you did,’ she lied. ‘You are a far more honourable man than Heinrich. If you are unwilling to discuss this further, I will abide by your wishes – just as I will support

  whatever decision you make, as your wife and your countess. I entreat you, though, to answer two questions, just two. After that, I promise to hold my peace.’




  He drew back into the deeper shadows cast by the bed hangings and she could no longer see his face. ‘Very well,’ he said, after an endless silence that had her digging her nails into

  her palm. ‘Ask your questions.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she said, thinking that he’d owe her a huge debt for making her humble herself like this – mayhap that splendid ruby ring he’d been given; she loved

  rubies. ‘My first question is this: do you think the English king will be able to escape capture, to make his way to safety in Hungary or Saxony?’




  ‘No,’ he said, after another interminably long pause. ‘No, I do not.’




  ‘Nor do I,’ she agreed quickly. ‘And when he is taken prisoner, what do you think will happen then?’




  ‘How would I know that?’




  You know, she thought, you are just loath to admit it. She carefully kept any anger or resentment from her voice, though. ‘Once he is in the emperor’s power, it

  will all come out. How you could have seized him in Görz and did not. When Heinrich learns that you let him go, do you think he will forgive you for that?’ That was three questions, but

  she was sure he was no longer counting, for that third question went to the heart of the matter, was likely the one that had been robbing him of sleep.




  He was quiet for so long that she feared he would try to avoid answering. But he finally said, very low, ‘No, I know he will not.’




  Methildis shut her eyes in a silent prayer of thankfulness that he’d regained his senses. ‘You followed your conscience and gave the English king a chance to escape. But now you must

  protect yourself, Engelbert. You did your duty as a Christian. Now you must do it as the emperor’s liegeman. On the morrow you must send word to your brother, Meinhard, that Richard of

  England was reportedly seen in Görz. If he is captured elsewhere, it is not your doing and not your fault. He is in God’s hands, as are we all.’




  She held her breath then, waiting for him to argue, to protest. When he did not, she felt such relief that she sank back, exhausted, against the pillows, feeling as if she’d staved off

  disaster by a hair’s breadth. Reaching for his hand, she gave it a squeeze. ‘You will send a messenger to Meinhard?’




  ‘I will.’ It was little more than a whisper, but it was enough for her. It was quiet after that, and as his breathing steadied and slowed, she could tell that he was drifting towards

  sleep. She’d given him this peace of mind, she thought, a way to reconcile his conflicting loyalties. She was growing drowsy, too. But then she remembered.




  ‘Engelbert. The ruby ring . . . Where is it?’




  ‘Wha . . .’ he mumbled, yawning. ‘I gave it back to them . . .’ He slid easily into sleep then, never hearing his wife’s quick intake of breath, as sharp as any

  blade.
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  December 1192




  Udine, Friuli




  After fleeing Görz, Richard and his men took shelter that night in a charcoal burner’s hut. The man and his family were terrified by the sudden appearance of these

  armed foreigners, and not comforted by Arne’s attempts at reassurance. None of them drew an easy breath until the men rode on in the morning, and then they could only marvel at their good

  fortune, for the knights had left a generous sum for their reluctant hospitality, more coins than they’d ever seen. Laughing and hugging one another, they vowed to pray for these mysterious

  strangers, beseeching Saint Christopher, who was said to protect travellers, to keep them safe as they faced the perils of the mountain roads.




  The alehouse was small and shabby, its trampled floor rushes reeking of spilt ale and mouse droppings, its dingy walls yellowed by smoke and streaked with dirt. It was very

  crowded, for the day had been a cold one, the leaden skies threatening snow, and Richard and his men had trouble finding seats. The food was not any better than the surroundings, but they ate it

  without complaint, for hunger was a good sauce and this was their first meal since they’d left Görz.




  During their brief stay with the charcoal burner, they’d concluded the danger was so great that Hungary was now beyond their reach, and they’d have to head north towards Moravia,

  ruled by the brother of Duke Ottokar of Bohemia, where they hoped to receive a friendly welcome. On their arrival in the town of Udine, they avoided the castle, not willing to risk another

  safe-conduct fiasco. After arranging to stable their horses, they took rooms in a nearby inn, and then went in search of a tavern or alehouse that served meals. As they scooped up the beans and

  salted herring with stale bread, they tried not to remember the four-course dinner thrown for them by Archbishop Bernard and Count Raphael; it was less than a fortnight since they’d sailed

  from Ragusa, but already it seemed a distant part of their past.




  All around them swirled familiar sounds: laughter and good-natured squabbling and shouts for more ale to the harried serving maids, who were kept as busy fending off groping hands as they were

  pouring ale. They could have been back in any alehouse or tavern in their own homelands if the language had not been German, occasionally interspersed with Italian dialects. They ate in silence

  themselves, not wanting to attract attention by speaking French, small, gloomy islands in a cheerful, boisterous sea of ale-soaked camaraderie. Arne had just gone to find the privy when Guillain de

  l’Etang rose and took the seat he vacated, settling onto the bench next to Richard.




  ‘I think we are being followed,’ he said, very softly. ‘In the corner by the ale keg, the man in the green woollen mantle and felt hat.’




  Richard shifted slightly so he could see Guillain’s suspect. He looked to be in his forties, of average height, his brown hair and beard closely clipped, with a thin white scar creasing

  his forehead above thick brows and heavy-lidded dark eyes. He was well dressed, obviously a person of means, and he wore the sword at his hip like a man who’d feel naked without one.

  He’d been nursing an ale while regarding the other customers with studied disinterest, but when Richard glanced his way, he drew further back into the shadows.




  ‘I saw him first at the stables,’ Guillain confided, pitching his voice for Richard’s ear alone. ‘He was entering as we were leaving. I saw him next when we were looking

  for an inn, loitering in the marketplace. And then he turns up here. Udine is not Paris, but it is no small village, either, and it seems odd that every time we look around, there he is.’




  Richard agreed with him. After a low-voiced exchange with Guillain, he waited until Arne returned and then rose without haste, dropping coins on the table for the serving maid. Following his

  lead, his companions drained the last of their ales and pushed away from the bench, trying to cloak their urgency in nonchalance. Once they were out in the street, Guillain slapped a few backs as

  if jovially parting from friends and disappeared into an alley that overlooked the alehouse. The others broke up into smaller groups and took different routes back to their inn.




  A brisk wind had sprung up as the daylight ebbed, and the inn’s sign was creaking and swaying with each gust. Der Schwarz Löwe. The Black Lion. The beast was crudely drawn

  and looked grey in patches where the paint had flaked away, but it was not a sight to give them comfort, for the black lion was the emblem of the House of Hohenstaufen. The inn itself was as

  dilapidated as its sign, and the innkeeper had been astonished and delighted when they’d taken two rooms, for privacy was a luxury few could afford and most travellers not only shared rooms

  with strangers, they shared beds, too. His curiosity and his avarice aroused in equal measure, he made a pest of himself upon their return, offering wine, more candles, extra blankets, even female

  company if they wished, swearing he could provide them with women who were young, pretty and free of the pox. Having been so ill-served by his merchant disguise in Görz, Richard had decided to

  pass as a Templar, a more plausible identity for a man whose very walk had a soldier’s swagger, and Arne finally got rid of the insistent innkeeper by telling him they were all Templar

  knights and sergeants, sworn to vows of chastity.




  The rooms were small, and with all twenty of them crammed into one chamber, there was barely space to stand, much less sit down. They waited in a tense silence, broken only by the occasional

  hoarse coughing of one of the crossbowmen, and it seemed like years to them before Guillain rapped twice on the door and then slid inside. The news he brought was good, though. He’d kept

  vigil in the alley until the bells had chimed for Vespers, but the man in the green mantle had not stirred from the alehouse. ‘I suppose I was seeing shadows where there were none,’ he

  conceded, with an abashed smile.




  Now that they were able to relax, the men could admit how tired they all were, and the Templars and crossbowmen soon departed for their own room. Richard’s companions set about spreading

  out their blankets, taking off their boots, mail and weapons, but planning to sleep in their clothes. Richard sat on the edge of one of the two beds, and began to study his map again, as he did

  whenever the opportunity arose, tilting the candle to avoid dripping wax onto the parchment. Anselm was thumbing through his psalter, Morgan was trying to patch a hole in his boot with leather cut

  from his belt, and Warin was grumbling as he used his knife to remove the stitches from the hem of his mantle; the money not stuffed into their saddlebags had been sewn into their clothes, but

  Warin had spaced the coins too close together and discovered to his dismay that he jingled when he walked. He was still bent over the mantle, awkwardly wielding a needle as the others began to

  snuff out their candles, lusting after sleep as they usually lusted after women. It was then that a soft knock sounded on the door.




  Richard paused in the act of removing his boots and gestured to Arne. Most of the men assumed it was the meddlesome innkeeper making one last attempt to earn a few more coins, but they still sat

  up on their pallets, for they were learning to be as wary as stray cats. Yawning, Arne shuffled towards the door. ‘Wer ist das?’




  ‘A friend.’ Those whispered words sent a chill through the listening men, for they’d been spoken in French.




  Richard reached for his sword, always close at hand, and nodded at Guillain, who drew his dagger from its sheath and took up position against the wall. Arne then slowly slid the latch back,

  looking as if he expected to find a demon on the other side. The hinges shrieked as he pulled the door open to reveal the man from the alehouse. As soon as he stepped into the room, he found

  himself caught in a choke hold, Guillain’s arm pressing against his throat, his dagger poised to slide up under the man’s ribs.




  ‘I am a friend!’ the man gasped. ‘I swear it by the Blessed Mother!’




  Richard signalled for one of the candles to be brought up to light the man’s face. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded, his voice as threatening as the sword he now levelled at the

  intruder’s chest.




  His response was a gurgle, for Guillain had inadvertently tightened his hold. When he eased the pressure, the man gulped air before telling them that his name was Roger d’Argentan.




  Argentan was a town in Normandy, which explained his fluent French. ‘Let him go,’ Richard directed. Guillain did, but kept his dagger ready as he stepped back. ‘So why are you

  here, Roger d’Argentan?’ Richard asked coldly. ‘It is an odd hour to be calling on strangers.’




  Roger did not object when Morgan reached out and relieved him of his sword. Instead, he knelt before Richard. ‘It is urgent that I speak with you, my lord king.’




  There were a few indrawn breaths. Richard gave away nothing, staring down at the kneeling man. ‘Are you daft?’ he jeered. ‘When did you ever see a king staying in a sty like

  this? And for Christ’s sake, get up. You’re making a fool of yourself.’




  Roger stayed on his knees. ‘I am the sworn man of Count Meinhard. He was told that the English king might be coming his way and he dispatched me to find you, my liege, knowing I’d

  seen you when I’d returned to Normandy to visit my family. It was nineteen years ago, and you were just a lad of sixteen. But you’ve not changed much, sire. I knew you at

  once.’




  Richard shook his head impatiently. ‘You’re either daft,’ he said again, ‘or drunk. Do you truly think the English king would dare to venture into the lands of the Holy

  Roman Emperor with a handful of men? He is said to be reckless, not mad.’




  Taking the cue, his knights chuckled. But Roger’s eyes were filling with tears. ‘What do I have to say to convince you? Why would I dare to come here like this if I did not want to

  help you? Once I recognized you, I had only to return to the castle and tell Count Meinhard. You’d have awakened to find the inn surrounded by his soldiers. Instead, I sought you out, risking

  all to warn you. As God is my witness, if you do not heed me, you are surely doomed!’




  There was so much raw emotion in his voice that Richard hesitated; could any man be such a good actor? ‘You say you’re Count Meinhard’s sworn man. Why would you “risk

  all” for the English king?’




  ‘Count Meinhard is indeed my lord,’ Roger said softly, ‘and he has been good to me. But I am Norman born and bred and you are my duke. I could not live with myself if I

  betrayed you.’




  Richard studied the other man’s face intently. ‘I believe you,’ he said at last, and Roger drew his first unconstricted breath since entering the chamber. He got stiffly to his

  feet as Richard asked why Meinhard thought the English king might be in Udine.




  ‘He got a warning this morn from his brother, Count Engelbert of Görz.’ Catching the startled looks the other men exchanged, Roger smiled. ‘Engelbert let you go. I knew it

  as soon as I heard, for he’d have been loath to harm a man who’d taken the cross. But that wife of his must have goaded him into protecting his arse afterwards.’




  ‘I take it your lord does not share Engelbert’s scruples,’ Richard said dryly.




  ‘Count Meinhard is a good son of the Church. But he is also a vassal of the Holy Roman Emperor.’ Roger paused to cough, for his throat was still tender, and he hoped the inevitable

  bruises would not be too conspicuous. His huge assailant no longer regarded him as a threat, though, for he’d sheathed his dagger, and now asked how he’d found their inn, saying he was

  sure Roger had not followed them. ‘I already knew where you were staying. There are not that many inns in Udine and I’d been to all of them.’




  ‘So what now?’




  ‘I will go back to Count Meinhard and tell him the report was false. I will say I found some pilgrims returning from the Holy Land, but Richard of England was not amongst them. That will

  gain you a little time. I made no mention of you, my liege, when I questioned the innkeepers and stable grooms, asking only about strangers. But word is already getting out. I overheard snatches of

  conversation in the alehouse and your name figured in some of them. The count will likely send others out to search, too, if only to be sure I was not mistaken. I think your greatest danger at the

  moment is that talkative innkeeper below stairs. He was bedazzled by your free spending and if he hears the rumours, he’ll be off to the castle in the blink of an eye.’




  Several of the knights had begun to bristle at the implied criticism, and Richard raised a hand to silence them. ‘We needed the privacy, for it was the only way we could talk amongst

  ourselves.’




  Roger nodded, for the grim truth was that no matter what they did, they put themselves at risk. ‘I looked your horses over, and they . . . Well, how can I put it?’ With another faint

  smile, he said, ‘Let’s just say I’ve seen better. I want you to take mine, my lord king. I fetched him from the castle ere I came here and he’s below in the inn courtyard,

  tied to their hitching post, a roan stallion with a black mane and tail. But you must go now. Get as far from Udine as you can, as fast as you can.’




  The men were already pulling on their boots, buckling their scabbards. Richard sent Warin to give the bad news to their sleeping companions in the other chamber, and then turned back towards the

  Norman knight. ‘Will the count blame you for our escape?’




  ‘He’ll be sorely disappointed, but I’ve served him loyally for twenty years and risen high enough in his favour to be given his niece as my wife. As long as he believes mine

  was an honest mistake, I’ll be safe enough.’




  Richard hoped he was right. Reaching out, he put his hand on the Norman knight’s shoulder. ‘You are a brave man, Roger d’Argentan. I will not forget you.’




  Roger’s sore throat tightened and he swallowed with an effort. ‘Go with God, my liege.’




  They had to hurry, for the town gates would close once curfew rang. They decided to split into two groups in hopes of attracting less attention. Leading the first one, Richard

  and his companions forced themselves to hold their mounts to a walk when their every instinct was to urge their horses into a brisk gallop. The streets were quiet and few people were out, driven

  indoors by the cold and the approach of dark. Lights gleamed through the chinks in shutters and the men cast yearning glances towards them as they rode by, for those modest houses held treasures

  they valued more than gold on this bleak December night – blazing hearths and beds.




  When they saw the north gate ahead, they felt an easing of tension, for Udine would soon be disappearing into the distance. It was then that the door of a tavern burst open and men spilled out

  into the street. They were loud and rowdy, brandishing wine flasks and lanterns and even a few crude torches. Richard and his knights drew rein, sensing trouble, and sent Arne on ahead to find out

  what was going on; he was soon back, blue eyes wide with dismay.




  ‘They are hunting the English king,’ he said anxiously, ‘having heard the rumours that he may be here in Udine. They think Count Meinhard will richly reward the man who finds

  him, and they plan to search all the inns for strangers.’




  No one spoke, but the same thought was in all their minds: if not for Roger, they’d have been trapped in the Black Lion, for this drunken mob would soon have drawn men from the castle.

  They glanced around, but they did not know the town and they could easily lose their way in the dark maze of narrow alleys and lanes. It seemed safer to stay on the main street and bluff their way

  out. They rode on, hands tightening on the reins, moving their mantles for easy access to their scabbards. The crowd was blocking the street. Some started to move aside, though, accustomed to

  giving way to horsemen. Echoing Arne’s mumbled greeting, the knights muttered a guttural ‘Guten Abend,’ all the while hoping fervently that these wine-soused brains would

  not wonder why men would be departing the city after night had fallen.




  It was to be a forlorn hope. Some of the men were already staring at them, puzzlement quickly flaring into suspicion. Made bold by their numbers, several strode into the street to bar the way,

  hurling questions at them like weapons, and the belligerent tone made translation unnecessary. But submitting to an interrogation was not an option. They did not draw their swords, merely spurred

  their horses forward, and men scattered in all directions, screaming and yelling and cursing as they sought to avoid being trampled. Richard and his knights did not slow down, nor did they glance

  back at the chaos they left in their wake. Men were scrambling to their feet, groping for their fallen torches and lanterns as shutters up and down the street were flung open and heads popped out

  to see what was amiss. The guards had emerged from the gatehouse, and they, too, had to dive aside as the riders swept past them and galloped through the gate out into the night.




  They had little time to savour their escape, though. They’d not gone far before they heard a new uproar behind them. Alarmed, for they’d not expected pursuit to be organized so fast,

  they reined in to look back at the town, and it was only then that they realized what was happening. The rest of their group had ridden right into the maelstrom and found themselves surrounded by

  an angry crowd.




  Richard swore and started to swing Roger’s stallion around. His men stared at him, horrified, but Morgan was the one to act. ‘No!’ he cried, spurring his own horse into

  Richard’s path. The roan swerved and it took Richard a few moments to get him under control.




  ‘Have you lost your mind?’ he snarled. Morgan had never borne the brunt of his cousin’s royal rage before, and his mouth went dry. Before he could respond, Baldwin moved his

  own mount to block Richard’s way.




  ‘Morgan remembered Ibn Ibrak,’ he said, meeting Richard’s eyes unflinchingly.




  There was no need to say more, for they all knew what had happened at Ibn Ibrak. Squires foraging for firewood and their Templar guards had been ambushed by Saracens. Richard had been just two

  miles away, and when he’d learned of the attack, he’d sent the Earl of Leicester to the rescue while he hurried to arm himself. Upon his arrival at the battle, he’d found that it

  had been a trap and the crusaders were surrounded by a much larger force. His men had pleaded with him to retreat, arguing that he could not save the doomed knights. He’d retorted angrily

  that he’d sent those men out there, promising to follow with aid, and if they died without him, he did not deserve to be called a king. He’d then spurred his stallion into the fray,

  rallied his men, and managed a safe withdrawal from the field. His bravura actions at Ibn Ibrak had contributed to the growing legend of the Lionheart, but the memory only instilled fear in his

  knights outside the walls of Udine.




  Richard’s jaw muscles clenched. ‘I saved the men at Ibn Ibrak.’




  ‘Yes, you did,’ Baldwin agreed. ‘But that is not possible now. If you go back there, you will be killed or captured. Think, sire! The Templars could have slipped away when they

  saw what was happening. They could even have gone back to the inn, for they’d be safe enough with you gone. Instead, they acted to draw the mob’s attention onto themselves and you know

  why – to give you the time you need to escape. You must honour their choice, my lord. You owe them that.’




  Richard wanted to argue. But when Baldwin urged them on, he gave in and turned Roger’s roan stallion away from Udine and followed the Fleming. Once they were sure that they were not being

  pursued, they slackened their pace, sparing their weary horses as best they could. The day’s clouds had begun to disperse and their way was dimly lit by the emergence of the moon and a

  scattering of distant stars. They felt the cold more after so many months in the Holy Land and their hands and faces were soon reddened and windburned. The jagged silhouettes of the alpine peaks

  that rose up on either side of the road only contributed to their claustrophobic sense of being hemmed in, surrounded by dangers, enemies, and hidden perils.




  Richard had not spoken for hours and, knowing that they had no comfort to offer, his companions left him alone with thoughts as dark as the December night. Of all he had endured since being

  shipwrecked on the Istrian coast – the hunger, the cold, the lack of sleep, the indignity of being hunted as if he were a fox with hounds baying on his trail – nothing had shaken him as

  deeply as the capture of the Templars and cross-bowmen, forcing him to admit just how powerless he was, how vulnerable. Fulk had accused him of being unable to conceive of defeat, and the Poitevin

  clerk was right; he did always expect to prevail over other men, confident of his own abilities and dismissive of his foes. But now he found himself assailed by rare doubts. How many more men would

  they lose? How could they hope to evade capture if the entire countryside was on the lookout for suspicious strangers? And if he was taken, what then? For the first time, he seriously considered

  the fate that would await him if he fell into Heinrich’s hands, utterly at the mercy of a man who had none. England’s king, God’s anointed, cast into a German dungeon whilst his

  lands in Normandy were ravaged by that craven whoreson on the French throne and Johnny claimed his crown. If his misgivings were unfamiliar, so, too, was the emotion that now rode with him on this

  icy mountain road – fear.




  They covered twenty-five miles before daring to halt at the Benedictine monastery of St Gall in Moggio. There they were accepted by the monks as pilgrims and were able at last

  to get a desperately needed night’s sleep in the abbey guest hall. They’d hoped to make better time on the Via Julia Augusta, the Roman road that was the main route from Aquileia to the

  Alps, for it was over twenty feet wide and paved with stones. They soon discovered that great stretches of it were in disrepair, though, and the weather turned nasty; they found themselves riding

  through snow squalls that sometimes obscured the road altogether. They were in the duchy of Carinthia now, a wild, rugged land where strangers were always regarded with mistrust, bandits roamed the

  heavily wooded forests and they’d not be likely to encounter another lord with principles or a transplanted Norman with divided loyalties.




  They debated making a stop in the town of Villach, but caution prevailed and they rode on, seeking shelter at another monastery, a Benedictine abbey on the north shore of a vast lake called the

  Ossiach. The next day, they pushed themselves and their horses to cover more than thirty miles, an impressive feat on winter roads, and as daylight was fading, they were approaching the walled town

  of Friesach.




  The monks at St Gall had told Anselm that Friesach was one of the most prosperous towns in Carinthia, for it was the site of a rich silver mine, which had attracted men eager to seek their

  fortune. That would make it easier to blend in, they agreed, but they’d already realized it was nonetheless a risk they had to take, for darkness was falling and they were urgently in need of

  food and rest.




  They stabled their horses, but delayed looking for an inn until they were sure it was safe to stay overnight in Friesach. Finding a tavern across from the parish church of St Bartholomew, they

  ordered a meal while Arne ventured out onto the city streets to eavesdrop, observe, and judge the public mood. They felt oddly uneasy with him gone, so dependent had they become upon him in the

  past week; his ability to speak German was, they all agreed, truly a Godsend.




  The tavern was crowded, the conversation loud and cheerful. From what they’d seen so far of Friesach, it was indeed as the St Gall monks had described – thriving, bustling and

  populous. A good place to go unnoticed, certainly safer than Görz, Udine, or Villach. They pitched into a mediocre Advent fish meal with relish, grateful to be out of the cold and out of the

  saddle, and encouraged to hear other tongues beside German.




  Richard had taken a seat in the shadows, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. He knew men thought him arrogant and he supposed he was, but he was also capable of laughing at himself, and

  as he began to relax and thaw out, he could see the perverse humour in it – that for the first time in his life, he was hoping not to attract attention. With a little imagination, he

  could hear the amused voice of his cousin André de Chauvigny echoing in his ear, You trying to seem modest and unassuming? You’d have a better chance of flying to the moon and

  back. He and André had fought side by side for nigh on twenty years, and he’d have given a great deal to have his cousin here in Friesach. He smiled to himself then, for

  he’d never admit that to André, of course. Barbed banter was the coin of their realm and heartfelt admissions of affection were rejected out of hand as counterfeit.




  Warin had noticed several heavily rouged and powdered women and he leaned over to call them to the other men’s attention. His hopes were dashed, though, as they laughed at him and Fulk

  asked acidly if he meant to get roaring drunk and start a brawl after he’d gone whoring. He started to defend himself, only to be chided for speaking too loudly, and lapsed into a sulky

  silence, much to his friends’ amusement. Anselm was growing concerned by their merriment, fretting that the wine was going to their heads after so many hours without food, and he was leaning

  over to whisper his concern to Richard when he saw the king set down his wine cup with a thud. Following the direction of Richard’s gaze, he went rigid, too, for Arne was back, hastening

  across the crowded common room towards them, and he was ashen, so pale he looked bloodless.




  They quickly made room for him on the bench, all their levity vanishing with their first look at Arne’s face. ‘A lord named Friedrich von Pettau is at the castle,’ he said, so

  softly they had to strain to hear his voice. ‘He came all the way from Salzberg, bringing many knights and vowing to capture the English king. The people I spoke with said that rumours have

  been spreading like the pox. They thought it was a joke, saying the king must have wings for men are claiming to have seen him in dozens of places. But they said Lord Friedrich believes the stories

  and his men are everywhere, watching the stables, the taverns, alehouses and, above all, the inns. They said a mouse could not gnaw through the net that has been cast over the town.’




  By the time he was done, Arne’s halting words had trailed off into a choked silence. No one spoke after that. Nor did they meet one another’s eyes. During their night at St Gall

  abbey, they’d come up with an emergency plan, one to fall back upon if all hope seemed gone. But none of them had ever expected to have to make use of it, and now that the moment was upon

  them, they were stunned.




  For once, Richard was not the first into the breach. When he said nothing, Baldwin realized that it was up to him. ‘We know what must be done,’ he said quietly, his gaze moving from

  one face to another and then back to Richard. ‘You must go now, leave the town straightaway. We will do what we can to attract as much attention as possible and keep this Lord Friedrich so

  busy that he will have nary a thought to spare for anyone but us.’




  For Richard, this was the nadir of their ordeal. He felt as if he were sacrificing his friends, violating a commander’s paramount duty to see to the safety of his men. And though he would

  never have admitted it, even to himself, it was a daunting prospect to continue on into the heartland of his enemy’s empire with only young Arne and one lone knight. Getting slowly to his

  feet, he glanced over at Warin and forced a smile. ‘It looks as if you’ll be able to swive a whore or two tonight, after all.’




  Warin looked stricken, mumbling something inaudible. None of them knew what to say. Richard let his hand rest on Baldwin’s shoulder for a moment. ‘Do not stint yourselves,’ he

  said, striving without much success for a light tone. ‘All know the English king is a hopeless spendthrift, after all.’ He turned away then, and headed for the door, with Arne and

  Guillain de l’Etang following close behind. None of them glanced back.




  The silence was smothering. Anselm lowered his head to hide tears. Robert de Turnham was slowly clenching and unclenching a fist, muttering under his breath. Warin had already emptied his own

  cup and now reached over to drain Richard’s. The usually phlegmatic Fulk was daubing at his eyes with the corner of his sleeve, grateful that none noticed, for each man was caught up in his

  own misery. Morgan was gripping his eating knife so tightly that the handle was digging into his palm. Standing up suddenly, he said, ‘I am sorry, I cannot do this. I know we agreed that only

  Guillain was to go with him. But the Lady Joanna will skin me alive if I stay behind in Friesach.’ Shoving his knife into its sheath, he fastened his mantle with unsteady fingers and then

  hurried after Richard.




  Baldwin straightened his shoulders. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose we’d best get on with it.’ He clapped his hands and whistled to catch a serving maid’s eye,

  making the universal gesture for more drinks, and then turned back to his companions, beginning to speak French in a clear, carrying voice. The others followed his example, laughing too loudly,

  leering at the serving maids, and it was not long before some of the tavern customers were casting curious and speculative glances their way.
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  They could not be sure where they were, for they did not know how far they’d travelled after fleeing Friesach, and they did not know the date, either, for the days had

  blurred, one into the other, since their shipwreck on the Istrian coast. Drawing rein on the crest of a hill, they gazed down at the vista unfolding below them – deep woods on either side of

  the road, and in the distance, shimmering like a Holy Land mirage, the silvery sheen of a great river, curving around a partially walled town, its church spires wreathed in the smoke plumes that

  were spiralling up into the grey, wintry sky.




  For a time, there was silence as they absorbed what they were seeing. Arne was the one to speak first, pointing towards the gleaming ribbon of water. ‘Is that the Danube?’




  He sounded hesitant, afraid to let himself hope, for if it was the Danube, that meant the town on the river’s bank was Vienna, and they were just fifty miles from the border of Moravia and

  safety. It also meant they’d ridden nigh on a hundred and fifty miles in the past three days and nights, a feat they’d have sworn beforehand to be impossible in the dead of winter on

  these mountain roads.




  ‘It must be the Danube,’ Morgan said, with all the conviction he could muster. ‘Look how wide it is.’ Arne let out a jubilant shout, but the men were too exhausted to

  match his youthful exuberance, and they merely exchanged brief smiles. They decided to send Arne on ahead to confirm that this was indeed Vienna, and as soon as he and Morgan rode on, Richard and

  Guillain de l’Etang turned off into the woods.




  They did not go far from the lightning-seared tree stump that was to serve as a landmark for Arne and Morgan, and once they felt sure they were not visible from the road, they dismounted and

  hitched their horses to a low-hanging branch. They settled back against the grey trunk of an ancient beech and prepared to wait. They didn’t talk, each man alone with his thoughts, and soon

  Richard and then Guillain dozed off. They were jolted to wakefulness some time later by the sound of approaching riders and scrambled to their feet, shocked that they could have fallen asleep like

  that. They were gripping the hilts of their swords, making ready to unsheathe them, when they saw Arne and Morgan coming through the trees.




  Both were grinning, but Morgan deferred to Arne, letting the boy be the one to break the good news.




  ‘That is Vienna and we went into the town and found a street pedlar and brought back food for you!’ Sliding off his horse, he triumphantly brandished a hemp sack. ‘We bought

  hot cheese tarts and roasted chestnuts, though they are not hot any more. Sir Morgan and I ate ours in the town, but then we were challenged by men from the castle and . . .’




  Arne finally ran out of breath, and Morgan took over the narrative. ‘Well, we do not know they were from the castle, but they were on the lookout for strangers, so we will have to seek

  shelter elsewhere. Vienna is much smaller than I’d expected and we’d have no chance of escaping notice.’




  That was disappointing to Richard and Guillain, for they’d hoped Vienna would be a good-sized city, large enough to provide cover. ‘What did you do when they confronted

  you?’




  Morgan’s grin came back and Arne laughed outright. ‘Sir Morgan was so clever, sire! He answered them in Welsh and they just gaped at him, not understanding a word he said!’




  ‘I was tempted to try out my fledgling Arabic on them,’ Morgan said with a chuckle, ‘but decided Welsh was safer since some of them might have seen service in the Holy

  Land.’ His smile disappearing then, he said, ‘They were looking for strangers who spoke French. They had no idea what I was speaking, but since it was not French, they let us

  go.’




  It was alarming to find out that Vienna was under such close surveillance; they’d hoped the Austrians had not yet heard the rumours that the English king had been spotted in Carinthia.

  Richard’s shoulders slumped as he thought of the long ride ahead of them. ‘So why do you both look so cheerful?’ he asked, more sharply than he intended. ‘Your news does not

  sound very encouraging to me.’




  ‘Oh, but we found us a place to stay, sire! Since we have to avoid Vienna, we stopped in a village on the outskirts of the town, called . . .’ Arne frowned, trying to recall the

  name, and Morgan supplied it.




  ‘Ertpurch. It is not much to look at, but it has an alewife and she was agreeable to renting us a room. She’s a widow with two sons, and she leapt at the chance to earn a few coins.

  She says we can stay in her bedchamber and she will sleep out by the hearth with her lads.’




  ‘And the blacksmith said we could put our horses in his stable,’ Arne chimed in again, ‘whilst the alewife said she would cook for us if we provided the food!’




  The boy sounded as pleased as if they’d been invited to stay at a royal palace. But after what they’d endured for the past three days, the alewife’s house in Ertpurch sounded

  good to Richard, too. ‘We’re lucky that we sent you and Morgan on ahead to scout for us, Arne,’ he said, and the youngster grinned from ear to ear, blushing at the praise.




  ‘Very lucky,’ Morgan said, but there was something in his tone that caused Richard to tense, suddenly sure there was more to their account of their visit to Vienna than he’d so

  far heard.




  ‘Even if the townspeople were not so suspicious, we’d not have dared to enter Vienna.’ Morgan’s dark eyes met Richard’s grey ones steadily. ‘I knew that as

  soon as I saw the red-and-white banner flying over the castle.’




  ‘Leopold’s,’ Richard said, sounding unsurprised, and Morgan nodded.




  ‘It is pure bad luck that the duke is here and not at one of his other residences.’ He left the rest unsaid – that not only did Duke Leopold bear Richard a lethal grudge, he

  was one of the few men who would recognize Richard at once, making it impossible to dispute his identity should it come to that.




  Ertpurch was as unprepossessing as Morgan had described, a cluster of single-storey cottages with thatched roofs, a church, a smithy, a baker’s oven, a handful of shops,

  a cemetery and fields that were covered now in snow. Beyond was the camp of men come to trade and sell horses; Arne explained that foreigners were not permitted to sell goods in Vienna and so did

  their business outside the town’s walls. Now that he was back in his homeland, he was chattering nonstop, proud that he could tell them so much about Vienna and the duke. He’d never

  been to Vienna until today, he confided, and had always imagined it was a goodly city, but it seemed downright meagre after he’d seen Acre and Jerusalem. He was eager to share with them all

  the gossip he’d heard about Leopold, evoking amusement when he revealed that the duke was known as ‘The Virtuous’, but by then, they were approaching the alewife’s cottage

  and he had to save the rest of his stories for later, for they dared speak French only behind closed doors.
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