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Prologue
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February 1163


City of Jerusalem, Outremer


Agnes de Courtenay knew that most people would say she’d been blessed, for she was both beautiful and highborn, the daughter of the Count of Edessa, cousin to the rulers of Antioch and Jerusalem. None would have believed her had she confessed her secret fear – that she was accursed. But how else explain why her family had suffered so many sorrows?


Their litany of woes had begun with the loss of Edessa. Agnes was ten when the city fell to the Saracens. She’d known that the young Christian realms of Antioch, Tripoli, Edessa, and Outremer were viewed as infidel intruders by their Muslim neighbours in the Levant, saplings surrounded by enemy oaks. But she’d not realized how vulnerable they were, not until Edessa was captured and its citizens slaughtered.


Her father had clung to power for a few more years and when Agnes was thirteen, he’d wed her to Reinald, the Lord of Marash. Her new husband had treated her kindly and Agnes had been happy as his wife, envisioning a tranquil future as the Lady of Marash.


It was not to be. She’d been wed less than a year when the Prince of Antioch was defeated by a large Saracen army. Among the dead was the prince himself and Reinald, Lord of Marash. The stunned young widow returned home to her family, where worse was to come. Agnes knew her father was a flawed man, caring more for his own pleasures than the welfare of his subjects. But she still loved him and grieved when he was captured by the Saracen amir, Nūr al-Dīn. Refusing to ransom him, Nūr al-Dīn had him blinded, condemning him to die in an Aleppo dungeon. It was then that Agnes understood – God had cursed the de Courtenays.


Her mother, Beatrice, had done her best, securing a pension from the emperor of the Greeks, Manuel Comnenus, for herself and her children, Agnes and Joscelin. They’d moved to Antioch, having enough to live upon but not enough to provide a proper marriage portion for Agnes, and she soon discovered that beauty alone would not tempt a highborn husband.


The years that followed had not been happy ones for the de Courtenays. Then, in early 1157, Hugh d’Ibelin came to Antioch and was smitten with Agnes. Hugh was just eighteen, more than three years her junior, but he was the heir to his mother’s wealthy fief of Ramlah in the Kingdom of Jerusalem and his father was dead, so there were none to protest his willingness to wed Agnes without a marriage portion. He was a handsome lad, too, and Agnes gladly agreed to marry him, grateful that the Almighty had restored her family to His favour.


That summer, Agnes, Joscelin, and their mother had travelled to Outremer, where Hugh awaited them. But upon their arrival at Jaffa, Agnes learned of yet another battlefield defeat, this one on June 19, when a force led by King Baldwin was ambushed by Nūr al-Dīn. While Baldwin had escaped, among the men taken prisoner was Hugh d’Ibelin.


Agnes had despaired, for how could Hugh raise his ransom? His brothers, Baudouin and Balian, were too young to help, and his mother was dying. Only King Baldwin could rescue Hugh, and so she sought out the Count of Jaffa, the king’s brother, Amalric. She’d heard that Amalric was unlike Baldwin, who was renowned for his generosity. Amalric was said to lust after money even more than he lusted after women. She did not see why he’d object to spending his brother’s money, though, and was hopeful he’d agree to approach Baldwin on her behalf.


Her meeting with Amalric did not go as planned. He was obviously impressed by her beauty and she was willing to flirt with him if that would win his cooperation. But within moments, she found herself fending off a mauling that went well beyond flirtation. She managed to free herself and flee. She’d heard the gossip that he was no respecter of marital vows. She’d not expected to be treated like a whore, though, for she was Amalric’s cousin. She’d not realized that with Hugh and her father both held prisoner in Aleppo, Amalric might well see her as fair game, vulnerable as only a woman without male protectors could be.


This sudden understanding of her peril – a guest in his castle, his city – had impelled her to confide in her mother and brother. Joscelin had been angry at this affront to his sister’s honour but was wary of antagonizing so powerful a man as the king’s brother. Their mother had more steel in her spine, and she went to confront Amalric, warning him that Agnes was no peasant wench to be swived at his pleasure, reminding him that she was his kinswoman, the betrothed of one of the king’s most loyal vassals. Agnes could only hope that would be enough to shame Amalric to his senses.


But when her mother finally returned, it was with stunning news. Six years later, Agnes could remember that scene as vividly as if it were yesterday.
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‘Well, it seems we misread the count’s intentions. Amalric swears he would not have raped you. He wants to marry you.’


Agnes gasped, shocked into silence. But when Joscelin let out a whoop of joy, she glared at him. She opened her mouth to say that she did not want to marry Amalric, catching herself in time. Marriages were not based upon personal whims, after all. ‘Count Amalric seems to have forgotten that I am plight trothed to Hugh d’Ibelin and in the eyes of Holy Church, that is a binding commitment. Moreover, we are fourth cousins and thus forbidden to marry.’


Joscelin insisted plight troths could be broken, dispensations issued for cousins to wed. Agnes ignored him. ‘Mother? Do you want me to wed this man?’


‘It is a far better match than the one with Hugh d’Ibelin. You would be the Countess of Jaffa and Ascalon, your rank second only to Baldwin’s queen once he weds. Our family’s fortunes would be mended, restoring us to the prominence we enjoyed ere your father lost Edessa—’


‘And Amalric is the king’s heir,’ Joscelin interrupted. ‘If Baldwin dies ere he marries and sires a son, Amalric will be king. You could be the queen one day, Sister!’


While Agnes was fond of her younger brother, she’d never taken him all that seriously. ‘Jos, leave us alone for a time,’ she snapped and, as unhappy as he was to be banished from this crucial family conclave, he obeyed; she’d always been the stronger of the two. Once he’d gone, Agnes crossed to Beatrice’s side. ‘I will be honest with you, Mother. I do not deny this is an opportunity none of us could have expected. But I would rather wed Hugh d’Ibelin. As Lady of Ramlah, I would be respected, and I am sure Hugh would do his best for you and Joscelin. Whilst he may not have the power that Amalric wields, he has a more generous nature.’


Beatrice seemed to sigh. ‘There is something you need to know, Agnes. I had a long and forthright conversation with Amalric. When he said he wanted to marry you, he seemed as surprised as I was to hear those words coming from his mouth. I think it was only then that he realized he wanted more from you than a quick tumble in bed. It appears you’ve bewitched him as you did Hugh. With one difference. Amalric is a young man accustomed to getting what he wants. Now that he has decided he wants you, he means to have you. He is indifferent to the plight troth, to your lack of a marriage portion, or that you are cousins. And he would be just as indifferent to your refusal should you tell him nay.’


‘You are saying that he’d force me to wed him?’ Agnes tried to sound indignant, but what was the point? The Church said a marriage was not valid without consent. Yet in the world beyond the Holy See, it was not so unusual for an heiress to be abducted and wed against her will. If it could almost happen to Queen Eleanor of England, who would care if it happened to the penniless daughter of a man rotting away in an Aleppo dungeon?


‘We do what we must, Agnes. Even if this marriage is not entirely to your liking, there is much to commend it. You’ll have a privileged life with the king’s brother, and you’ll have power. That is not a draught you’ve ever tasted, but I think it is one you will learn to savour.’


‘And Hugh?’


‘You can get Amalric to pay his ransom.’


Others might have found that answer cold, uncaring. Agnes did not. Her mother was simply recognizing the reality confronting them, as women had been compelled to do down through the ages.
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There had been opposition to the marriage. The Patriarch of Jerusalem had objected, raising the issues of consanguinity and Agnes’s plight troth to Hugh d’Ibelin. But Amalric paid him no heed. If it was not a happy marriage, it had been a successful one. Even after the novelty wore off, Amalric continued to desire her, while Agnes fulfilled a wife’s primary duty, giving him a daughter and then a son. She did not find the pleasure in his bed that she’d have found in Hugh’s, for she was not attracted to him. Her mother had been right, though. The taste of power was intoxicating.
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‘My lady? Do you think your lord husband will be back soon?’


Agnes blinked as her past receded and her present came into focus again. ‘I expect so, Mabilla.’ She knew her ladies assumed she was daydreaming of her golden future, and why not? She was finally to be rewarded for all the sacrifices she’d made, for all she’d lost. King Baldwin had suddenly sickened and his doctors could not save him. He’d died five days ago, leaving behind a grieving young widow but no children. The heir to the throne was his brother, Amalric. It was true that the crown was elective, not strictly hereditary, yet Agnes saw that as a formality. Amalric was meeting now with the High Court, composed of the barons of the realm. By week’s end, he would be crowned and she would be Queen of Jerusalem.


Sitting on a coffer, Agnes relaxed as Mabilla unpinned her hair. It reached to her waist in a swirl of pale gold. Amalric often said it was a pity that women could not venture out in public with their hair uncovered; he was proud of having such a desirable wife and enjoyed the envy he saw in the eyes of other men. Agnes decided she would wear it loose at her coronation, as only queens and virgin brides could do, and for a moment, she envisioned her long, flowing hair graced with a jewelled crown – the ultimate accessory, she thought with a smile.


Amalric returned as the city’s church bells were chiming for Vespers. He strode into the chamber, glanced at the women, and said, ‘Out.’ As they fled, Agnes’s eyebrows rose. Even for Amalric, who was taciturn on his best days, that was unusually rude.


Agnes got to her feet, studying him with a puzzled frown. For a man who’d just been given a crown, he did not look very happy. ‘How did the High Court session go? Is it settled?’


‘Yes, it is settled.’ He moved restlessly around the chamber, like a man in unfamiliar surroundings, and he’d yet to meet her gaze. ‘It did not go as I expected.’


Agnes had rarely seen him so tense. ‘Surely they chose you as the next king?’


‘They agreed to recognize my claim to the crown.’ He paused and then raised his head, looking her in the face for the first time since entering the chamber. ‘But they would only do so if I end our marriage, for they will not accept you as queen.’


Agnes stared at him in disbelief. ‘You . . . you are not serious?’


Amalric had been seething since his confrontation with the High Court, and it was a relief now to have a target for that rage. ‘You think I would jest about this? The patriarch insisted our marriage is invalid because we are related within the forbidden fourth degree. He even raised your plight troth with d’Ibelin again. And the barons backed him up. I could tell the whoresons were enjoying it, too, getting to play kingmaker!’


Agnes was desperately trying to make sense of this. ‘The Church often gives dispensations for consanguinity. Why could the papal legate not issue one for us?’


‘You think I did not point that out? The legate refused to consider it. He agreed with the patriarch that we’d been living in sin and I could not be crowned until I put you aside.’


Agnes’s body was reacting as if she’d taken a physical blow, her breath quickening, her knees going weak. But her brain was still numbed, still struggling to comprehend. ‘Why?’


Amalric shook his head impatiently. ‘They all acted as if their motives were as pure as newly fallen snow, that they cared only to make right this grievous wrong. But I know better. Our bishops were punishing me for defying the patriarch by marrying you. And the barons wanted to assert their authority over me, to show me that I owed my kingship to them.’ He gave Agnes a look that was oddly accusatory, as if their predicament were somehow her fault. ‘Baudouin d’Ibelin was amongst the most vocal; clearly he still bears a grudge against me for claiming his brother’s bride. Christ Jesus, that was nigh on six years ago!’


‘And . . . and you agreed, Amalric?’ She sounded so stunned that he flushed, his hands clenching into fists. She’d later realize that much of his anger was defensive, that he was ashamed of yielding to the High Court’s demands. Now she was aware only of her own anger, her own pain, and her searing sense of betrayal. ‘How could you? By denying the legality of our marriage, you made your own children bastards!’


‘No,’ he said sharply, ‘I would never let that happen. I insisted upon a papal dispensation, recognizing their legitimacy even if the marriage itself is invalid.’


‘I see. You found the backbone to defend your son and daughter, but not your wife!’


‘I had no choice. They told me that if I did not agree to their terms, they would offer the crown to my cousin Raymond, the Count of Tripoli.’


‘You owed me better than this, Amalric!’


He gave a shrug and then the brutal truth. ‘You are not worth a crown, Agnes.’


She flinched and then said, very low, ‘God will punish you for this.’


He shrugged again. ‘You can continue to call yourself the Countess of Jaffa.’


‘How generous,’ she jeered. ‘Are you going to give me Jaffa as my dower?’


‘Of course not.’


‘That is not unreasonable,’ she said, gritting her teeth to keep from shrieking. ‘Your brother’s widow was given Acre as her dower.’


‘She is a Greek princess.’


His matter-of-fact tone was the ultimate insult. She felt so much hatred that she feared she might choke on it. ‘Will it not shame you, my lord king, to have your former wife begging for her bread by the side of the road?’


He was stung by her sarcasm. ‘The children will remain with me, of course.’


‘No!’


‘Surely you’d have expected that. Sons are never left in their mothers’ care for long.’


‘They are until age seven. Baldwin is not yet two!’ When he did not bother to argue, she realized there was no hope. ‘And Sybilla? You cannot take them both away from me!’


‘Do not play the bereft mother, Agnes. I am willing for you to see the children.’


If you cooperate, if you do as you’re told. The threat was an unspoken one, for it did not need to be put into words. Agnes had begun to tremble. She sank down on the edge of the bed, her face blanched. She looked so devastated that Amalric found himself wanting to tell her that he was sorry, that this was not his fault. He said nothing, for if she knew he felt guilty, she’d use that knowledge to coax him into letting her have Sybilla. It was not a risk he was willing to take; he feared she’d pour poison into the little girl’s ear, turning her against him.


‘I have also asked the papal legate for a dispensation absolving you of any moral blame for entering into an invalid marriage,’ he said at last, and Agnes raised her head to stare at him.


‘How magnanimous of you, Amalric! And what a short memory you have. Have you truly forgotten that you coerced my consent?’


‘That is nonsense! You were as eager as I for the match, for you saw that I could offer you much more than d’Ibelin.’ No longer feeling pity for her plight, he started for the door.


Seeing that he was about to walk out of their bedchamber, out of her life, Agnes panicked. ‘For the love of God, how can you abandon me like this? What am I supposed to do?’


He halted, his hand on the door latch. ‘Hugh d’Ibelin did not marry after paying his ransom and regaining his freedom. Mayhap he’ll take you back.’


Agnes would later be thankful she’d had no weapon close at hand, for she did not doubt she’d have used it. She wanted to claw him till he bled, to kick and bite and scratch, to curse him and the patriarch and the papal legate and the High Court and God, to make them all pay for doing this to her. But Amalric had not waited for her response and the door was already closing.


Lurching to her feet, she reached for the table to steady herself. It was set for a private celebration of Amalric’s kingship. There were two goblets of the red glass for which Acre was famed, a flagon of his favourite wine, a plate laden with wafers, and a silver bowl of almonds and dried fruit. She cleared the table with a wild sweep of her arm. Her gaze fell then on his new tunic, hanging on a wall pole.


Snatching up the fruit knife, she slashed at it until the garment hung in tatters. A book of his was the next to feel her wrath, flung into the smouldering hearth.


She was panting by now. She still held the knife and she stumbled towards the bed she’d shared with Amalric. After shredding the coverlet, she turned to the pillows, stabbing so fiercely that she was inhaling a cloud of escaping feathers as she plunged the blade into the mattress.


‘My lady!’


Agnes paused, knife upraised, to see two of her ladies in the doorway. They had yet to move, staring at her in horror. If they were so distraught over the wreckage of her bedchamber, how would they react to the wreckage of her life? At that, she began to laugh, laughter so shrill and brittle that, even to her own ears, it sounded like the laughter of a madwoman.
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April 1172


Jerusalem, Outremer


It was a great destiny to be a queen, but it was not an easy one. Maria Comnena had been only thirteen when she was wed to the King of Jerusalem, a man almost twenty years older than she, a man who spoke not a word of her Greek while she spoke not a word of his native French. Even religion had not been a bond between them, for he followed the Latin Church of Rome and she had been raised in the Greek Orthodox faith. And she soon discovered that her husband’s past was inextricably entwined with her present, for Amalric had two young children and a former wife, a woman very beautiful and very bitter.


Her new kingdom was not a welcoming one. Known as Outremer, French for ‘the land beyond the sea’, it was a country cursed with pestilent fevers and the constant shadow of war. Nor were her husband’s subjects enthusiastic about the marriage; she’d soon discovered that the Franks scorned Greeks as untrustworthy and effeminate and were suspicious of this new alliance with the Greek empire. It was, in every respect, an alien world to her, and she’d been desperately homesick, missing her family and the familiar splendour of Constantinople, which made Jerusalem and Acre and Tyre seem like paltry villages. Looking back now, Maria was embarrassed to remember how often she’d cried herself to sleep in those first weeks of her marriage.


But she was a Greek princess, great-niece to the Emperor Manuel Comnenus, and she was determined not to bring shame upon the Greek Royal House. She set about learning French. She spent hours memorizing the names of the bishops and barons of Outremer. She hid her shock at the sight of clean-shaven lords; beards were a cherished symbol of masculinity in her old life. She adopted the Frankish fashions, wearing her hair in two long braids and not always veiling her face when she ventured out in public, as highborn ladies of the Greek empire did.


And she did her best to please her new husband. Her mother had warned her that Amalric would not be the easiest of men to live with. He was courageous, strong-willed, and intelligent, and men believed him to be a good king. He inspired respect, not affection, for there was a coldness about him that kept others at arm’s length. He was reserved and often aloof, a man of few words who was sensitive about his slight stammer. But Maria had not expected to find love in marriage, or even companionship, asking only that her husband show her the honour due her rank. She’d learned at an early age that theirs was a world in which men set the rules and women had to play by them – even queens.


In her infrequent letters back home, she’d assured her parents that Amalric treated her well, and that was not a lie. While he was unfaithful, he did not flaunt his concubines at court. He’d not consummated their marriage until she was fourteen, and at first, she’d been worried that he found her unattractive, for Greek brides of twelve were deemed old enough to share their husbands’ beds. But it seemed that was not the custom among the Franks, who believed pregnancies to be dangerous for half-grown girls. When Amalric did claim his marital rights, Maria did not enjoy it and she sensed he did not enjoy it much, either, merely doing his duty to get her with child. He’d not reproached her, though, for failing to get pregnant straightaway and she’d been grateful for that. In public, he was unfailingly courteous, in private, preoccupied and distant. They never quarrelled, rarely spoke at all. The truth was that even after more than four years of marriage, they were still two strangers who sometimes shared a bed.
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Easter was the most sacred of holy days for both the Latin and the Greek Orthodox Churches. It was also a social occasion and Amalric’s lords and their ladies had already begun to arrive in Jerusalem, not wanting to miss the lavish festivities of the king’s Easter court. For Maria, these royal revelries were a mixed blessing. She enjoyed the feasting and entertainment, but not the inevitable appearances of Amalric’s onetime wife.


She’d not expected that Agnes de Courtenay would continue to play a role in their lives. Fairly or not, scandal attached itself to a repudiated wife and she’d assumed that Agnes must have withdrawn to a nunnery as such women usually did. Instead, Agnes had promptly remarried, taking as her new husband Hugh d’Ibelin, who’d once been her betrothed, and as Hugh’s wife, she had to be made welcome at court, however little Amalric or Maria liked it. When Hugh died unexpectedly on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela three years ago, Maria had naïvely hoped that Agnes would retreat into the sequestered shadow world of widowhood.


To the contrary, she’d soon found another highborn husband, the Lord of Sidon, and continued to haunt the royal court with her prickly presence, reminding one and all without saying a word of her chequered history with Maria’s husband.


As always, there was a stir as Agnes entered the great hall, heads turning in her direction. She paused dramatically in the doorway – to make sure that she was the centre of attention, Maria thought sourly. Amalric avoided Agnes whenever he could and he’d put in a perfunctory appearance earlier, then disappeared. In his absence, Maria knew she’d be the other woman’s quarry, and she was not surprised when Agnes began to move in her direction, as nonchalantly as a lioness stalking a herd of grazing deer. At first, she’d wondered why Agnes hated her so much, finally realizing it was because she had what Agnes so desperately wanted – not the gold band on her finger, but the jewelled crown that had been placed upon Maria’s head on the day of her coronation.


She watched Agnes approach. Maria was not yet eighteen and Agnes must be nigh on twenty years older, her youth long gone, but Maria knew she would never be the beauty that Agnes once was. Agnes could make her feel awkward and inadequate merely by arching a delicately plucked brow. No matter how often Maria had reminded herself that she was the Queen of Jerusalem, she’d been acutely uncomfortable in the older woman’s presence, tensing whenever that cool sapphire-blue gaze took her measure, knowing she’d been judged and found wanting.


But she was no longer intimidated by this worldly, elegant enemy. Turning to one of her attendants, she said, ‘Let me hold her,’ and as soon as the baby was lifted from her cradle and placed in her arms, she felt it again – a surge of such happiness that it was as if God Himself were smiling over her shoulder, sharing her joy. When the midwife had declared that she’d birthed a girl, she’d felt a stab of guilt, fearing that she’d failed Amalric by not giving him a son. Yet once she held her daughter for the first time, all else was forgotten. She’d not known she was capable of a love so intense, so overwhelming; she spent hours watching the baby sleep, listening to her breathing, marvelling at the softness of her skin, the silky feel of her hair. That past week, Isabella had smiled for the first time and Maria did not doubt that this was a memory she’d cherish till the end of her days. Why had no one told her that motherhood was so life-changing?


But it was only after Isabella’s birth that she fully comprehended how much Agnes de Courtenay had taken from her. When Amalric told her that his two children with Agnes would come before any child of hers in the line of succession, it had seemed a remote concern to a thirteen-year-old girl with more immediate worries of her own. Now, though, as she looked down lovingly into the small, petal face upturned to hers, she felt a resentful rage that her beautiful daughter would never be a queen, cheated of her rightful destiny because Amalric had been foolish enough to wed that hateful, unworthy woman.


Agnes’s curtsy was so grudgingly given that those watching smothered smiles and edged closer; interactions between the two women were morbidly entertaining to many. Their exchange of greetings was edged in ice, followed by silence as Maria waited for the customary congratulations due a new mother. When she saw it was not coming, she made an effort at courtesy, acutely aware of their audience. ‘Your lord husband is not with you?’


‘Oh, he is around somewhere,’ Agnes said with a graceful wave of her hand. ‘I see your husband is missing, too. Mayhap we should send out lymer hounds to track them down.’


Isabella began to squirm then, and Maria lowered her head to brush a kiss against that smooth little cheek. To some, it might have been a touching tableau of young motherhood; to Agnes, it was an intolerable reminder of all she’d lost – her crown and her children.


‘I’d heard that you gave birth to a daughter. I hope you and Amalric were not too disappointed?’


Maria’s head came up sharply. ‘I am young. God willing, we will be blessed with many sons in the years to come.’


Agnes’s smile faded. ‘May I see her?’ she asked, poisonously polite, and before Maria could respond, she leaned over to study the child.


‘Oh, my,’ she murmured, sounding surprised. ‘She does not look at all like Amalric, does she? Dark as a Saracen, she is.’ Her smile came back then, for as soon as she saw Maria’s face, she knew she’d drawn blood. ‘But a sweet child, I am sure,’ she added dismissively, and turned away, sure that she’d got the last word.
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Hours later, Maria was still seething. The words, innocuous in themselves, had been infused with such venom that they’d left her speechless, and thank God Almighty for that; if not, she might have caused a scene that the court would be talking about for years to come. It was not even the malicious insinuation about Isabella’s paternity that had so enraged her, for that was too outrageous to be taken seriously. It was that Agnes saw Isabella – saw her daughter – as a legitimate target in this ugly vendetta of hers. She would come to regret it, to regret it dearly. Maria swore a silent, holy vow to make it so, but even that did not assuage her fury. She needed to give voice to her wrath, needed a sympathetic audience.


Amalric would not want to be dragged into what he’d see as a female feud; he preferred to deal with Agnes by ignoring her. And friendship was a luxury denied to those in power. Maria had been taught that the highborn dared not let down their guard. Servants could be bribed or threatened, handmaidens suborned, and spies were everywhere. But she was luckier than most queens, for she did have a friend, one whom she trusted implicitly.


It was language that had brought them together initially, for Master William was a linguist, fluent in four languages, one of which was Greek. Maria had been thankful to be able to converse with someone in her native tongue, and she’d been grateful, too, that William approved of her marriage, believing an alliance with the Greek empire to be in the best interests of his kingdom. He’d engaged a tutor to teach her French and began to instruct her in the intricacies of Outremer politics. Having grown up at the highly political royal court in Constantinople, Maria was fascinated by statecraft and power. When she’d tried to discuss such matters with Amalric, she’d been politely rebuffed, but William found her to be an apt pupil; as their friendship deepened, Maria no longer felt so utterly alone.


Such a relationship would have been frowned upon in Constantinople, where women led more segregated lives, with few opportunities to mingle with men not of their family. But William was a man of God, now the Archdeacon of Tyre, and that helped to dampen any hint of scandal. So, too, did Amalric’s approval. He admired William greatly, commissioning him to write histories of their kingdom and their Saracen foes. Two years ago, he’d even entrusted his son, Baldwin, into William’s keeping, making him responsible for the young prince’s education. He had no problems with his queen spending time with William, providing that they were chaperoned.


While William and Baldwin were often in the coastal city of Tyre, they were back for the king’s Easter court, with quarters here in the palace. So, when her inner turmoil did not abate, Maria knew what she must do. Summoning two of her ladies and her chief eunuch, Michael, she announced that she was going to visit Master William.
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William’s lodgings showed how high he stood in the king’s favour. Space was at a premium at court, even in the new royal palace, yet William had been given two rooms. The antechamber was comfortably furnished with a table, desk, and chairs, for it was here that he did his writing and met with guests. Double doors opened onto a small balcony, and a closed door led to his bedchamber, which she knew would be austere and simple. Unlike many churchmen, William had no taste for luxury; whatever money he had, he spent on books. He was holding one in his hand now as he opened the door, his face breaking into a smile at the sight of Maria.


Even in her agitation, she’d not entirely forgotten her manners. ‘Forgive me for bursting in like this, Master William, but I had such a need to talk with you. Agnes de Courtenay is surely the greatest bitch in all of Christendom! You’ll not believe what that woman dared to say about my daughter. She—’


She got no further, for it was only then that she saw the shadow cast by the man standing on the balcony. She clapped her hand to her mouth, dismayed that she’d uttered such intemperate words for a stranger to hear. But worse was to come. As he moved into the chamber, she gave a horrified gasp, for she knew him. Balian d’Ibelin, the youngest of the Ibelin brothers, Agnes de Courtenay’s former brother-in-law.


For a moment, they stared at each other. She shuddered at the thought of him repeating what he’d overheard. How Agnes would laugh to learn how hurtful her words had been. Dare she ask him to keep silent? But why would he? ‘I . . . I fear I have been indiscreet . . .’


‘My lady queen,’ he said with flawless courtesy and reached for her hand, his lips barely grazing her clenched fingers. And then he smiled. ‘It is not indiscreet to speak the truth. I know Agnes well enough to assure you that if there are any in Outremer who do not think she is a bitch, they have not yet met her.’


Maria’s eyes widened and then she surprised them both by laughing. Balian had never heard her laugh before; whenever he’d seen her in public at Amalric’s side, she’d been serious, even sombre, with a gravity that seemed sad to him in one so young. He liked this Maria better, he decided, and with a gallant bow he ushered her towards a chair, as if he and not William were her host, asking if he could fetch her wine.


‘No, I’ll not stay. I do not want to interrupt your visit with Master William.’ When Balian claimed he’d just been about to leave, Maria shook her head, insisting he remain. William did not argue, for he sensed that she was still embarrassed. Maria was not comfortable with the unexpected, and what could be more unexpected than sympathy from Agnes’s brother-in-law?


Michael and her women did not speak French, so they looked puzzled when their mistress told them that she was leaving. She smiled at William and then at Balian. While she felt as if he had given her a gift, she was not about to unburden her heart to him. ‘Master William, I shall speak with you later. Lord Balian, I bid you a good morrow,’ she added politely, retreating into the formality that served as her shield. And before the men could react, she had gone, leaving behind only the faintest hint of perfume and the memory of a moment in which she’d shown them a glimpse of the girl hidden away behind the turrets and towers of queenship.


William sat down again. ‘That was very chivalrous of you, lad, easing her discomfort the way you did. I know you have that unaccountable liking for Agnes, so—’


‘What makes you say that, William?’


‘Well, I’ve heard you defend her in the past, so I assumed . . .?’


Balian was shaking his head. ‘The little queen is right. Agnes is a bitch. I understand, though, why she became such a bitch, so I suppose I judge her less harshly than others.’ He grinned then, saying with mock regret, ‘Truly, it is a curse – seeing both sides of every issue. It has got me into trouble more times than I can count.’


‘I daresay it has,’ William agreed, with a grin of his own. ‘Even those who are ignorant of Scriptures seem to know that verse from Matthew: “He that is not with me is against me.” I confess I am glad to hear that you are not fond of your former sister by marriage,’ he said, for he was very protective of his young charge and considered Agnes de Courtenay to be a detrimental influence upon her son. But he seized this opportunity to indulge his curiosity. ‘Was your brother happy with Agnes?’


He was not surprised when Balian paused to consider the question, for as young as he was – in his twenty-second year – he was deliberate in all that he did, utterly unlike his elder brothers, Hugh of blessed memory and the impulsive, hot-tempered Baudouin. ‘I think he was, William, at least at first. Hugh was besotted with her. It well-nigh broke his heart when Amalric married her whilst he was languishing in that Saracen gaol. So, when she came to him after her divorce and offered herself, he was eager to take her as his wife. But it is no easy thing to live with a woman so filled with rage. I suspect it wore him down . . .’


Not wanting to talk about his brother, whose untimely death still had the power to bring tears to his eyes, Balian nudged the conversation in another direction. ‘What’s this I hear about young Baldwin’s latest adventure? Is it true that he tried to ride the king’s roan destrier?’


‘Sadly, it is. The lad is a fine rider, but he’s too young to ride a fiery beast like Caesar. Yet that is exactly what he would have done had he not been caught by one of the grooms.’


‘It is a wonder the lad was not trampled as soon as he ventured into that stall,’ Balian said, for Caesar’s ill temper was known to all who’d ridden to war with King Amalric.


‘Baldwin is too clever by half. He confessed he’d been sneaking into the stable with treats for the stallion. At least I got him to promise he’d not do it again, and he keeps his word. But I am sure he’ll think of another scheme just as daft.’


Balian knew William had not expected to become so fond of the boy. But watching them together now was almost like watching a father and son, for William gave Baldwin the affection and attention he did not get from Amalric, who was not one for displaying his emotions even with his only son and heir. For that matter, Balian realized, there was something paternal, too, in William’s friendship with the young queen. Looking over at the older man, he startled and pleased William by saying, ‘The day that Amalric chose you to tutor his son was a lucky day for Baldwin . . . and for the kingdom. With your guidance, he is sure to grow into a good king one day.’ Balian was not often so serious and he could not resist teasing, ‘Assuming, of course, that you can keep the lad from breaking that spirited neck of his.’


William laughed and began to tell Balian about some of Baldwin’s other escapades, never imagining that he would later look back upon that moment with such bittersweet regret, recognizing it for what it was – the last afternoon of utter innocence for him, for his young charge, and for the kingdom Baldwin was destined one day to rule.
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Later that evening, William entered Baldwin’s bedchamber to make sure he was settled in. That was not one of his duties, but Baldwin had a friend staying the night and William wanted to be sure that they got to bed at a reasonable hour; Baldwin was too good at charming servants into bending the rules for him.


As he expected, they were doing anything but sleeping. Feathers floating on the air gave evidence of a recent pillow fight. Baldwin’s wolfhound was helping himself to the remains of their bedtime snack. The boys’ bath had apparently turned into a splashing contest, for towels had been spread around the tub to soak up the overflow. The boys themselves were sprawled on the bed as they took turns carving a thick tallow candle. William got only a glimpse of their handiwork, for they hid it under the sheets as soon as they realized they were no longer alone. It looked to him as if they’d been trying to whittle a woman’s torso from the soft wax, and his initial disapproval gave way at once to resignation. Baldwin would be eleven in June, so it was only to be expected that he’d have begun to show curiosity about the female body.


‘We were going to bed,’ Hubert insisted, for he was very much in awe of their tutor.


Baldwin was made of sterner stuff. ‘Eventually,’ he said with a grin that William found hard to resist. He did, though, saying calmly that eventually was now. Baldwin raised no protests, seeing no point in fighting a war he was sure to lose. Under William’s watchful eye, the boys stripped off their shirts and braies and slid under the sheets of Baldwin’s huge bed. William reached out to stop the wolfhound from joining them but forgot the dog when he noticed Baldwin’s bruises.


‘What happened to your arm? Did you fall?’ The boys exchanged glances and Baldwin nodded, but when William moved closer, he saw that the bruises were spaced at intervals, as if deliberately done. Giving Baldwin what they privately called ‘the look’, he waited for the truth.


‘We were playing dare,’ Baldwin admitted, and Hubert nervously explained that dare was a challenge game in which boys pinched one another, the winner being the one who held out the longest without showing signs of pain.


‘We were playing it yesterday with Arnulf, Gerald, and Adam,’ Hubert continued, naming three of the boys who attended classes with them. ‘Baldwin won. He always wins, and that vexes them no end. They think he somehow cheats!’


Both boys laughed, but William was looking at a deep scratch on Baldwin’s wrist. When Hubert got up to use the privy chamber, he called the scratch to Baldwin’s attention. ‘The other boys did this, too?’ Frowning when Baldwin nodded. ‘That was foolish, lad. Pinching is one thing, but a scratch like this could easily become infected. I thought you knew better than that.’


Baldwin could have made light of a lecture, but not the disappointment in William’s voice. ‘I will not play the game any more,’ he promised. ‘I did not know Arnulf had scratched me like that, for I did not feel it.’ Glancing around to make sure Hubert was still in the privy chamber, he lowered his voice. ‘I do not feel pain in my hand or arm. That is how I always win. Do not tell Hubert, though.’


‘You feel no pain? How long has that been true, Baldwin?’ The boy shrugged, saying it was not long. William said nothing more, but he could not take his eyes from those mottled bruises, a memory long forgotten beginning to fight its way to the surface, one that sent a chill rippling up his spine.
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William was seated on a bench in the courtyard, staring up at the window of Baldwin’s palace bedchamber. Despite the lateness of the hour, he’d gone at once to Amalric, who ordered a medical examination on the morrow for his son. He’d reacted to William’s news with his usual sangfroid, but William knew he was concerned. William was waiting now for the results, squinting as the sun rose higher in the sky while doing his best to allay his own anxiety, reminding himself that he’d been trained in the liberal arts, theology, and the law, not medicine.


He leaped to his feet when the doctor finally emerged, hastening to intercept him. Unlike many of his countrymen, he did not approve of consulting Saracen doctors, but he did have some confidence in Abū Sulayman Dāwūd, who was well educated and a Syrian Christian. He knew better than to ask, for the physician would deliver his report first to the king. He intended to be there for that, and after an exchange of greetings, he fell in step beside the other man. The doctor was uncommonly tall, his height accentuated by his bright yellow turban, and William, who was of moderate stature, had to hurry to match his longer strides. He was out of breath by the time they reached Amalric’s private quarters and his heart was racing, although he did not know if that was due to the physical exertion or his lingering unease.


Amalric was dictating to a scribe; even his critics acknowledged he was not one to shirk his royal responsibilities. He dismissed the scribe and the others in the chamber as soon as William and the doctor were announced. ‘Well? Did you find out what ails my son?’


‘No, my lord king. It was impossible to make a diagnosis of the young prince. I can tell you only what might be afflicting him. To be certain, we must wait to see if he develops other symptoms.’


Amalric scowled. ‘Forget certainty, then. Tell me what you think is causing his numbness.’


‘It is probably the result of an injury. Lord Baldwin insists he suffered no falls, yet even a minor mishap can cause nerve damage.’ Knowing that Amalric’s medical knowledge was confined to the treatment of battle wounds, the doctor offered a brief explanation, one a layman could understand. ‘Nerves are hollow ducts that originate in the brain and control movement and sensation. So, if they are injured, the result can be a lack of feeling such as your son is experiencing.’


‘Can this nerve injury be treated?’


‘Yes, my king. Poultices often help. So does rubbing the afflicted limb with warm olive oil. And there are herbs, of course: wormwood, foxglove, and red nettle to name just a few—’


‘But you cannot promise these remedies will work?’


‘No, my liege,’ the other man said calmly. ‘We are all in the Almighty’s hands. Your son is young, though, and otherwise healthy. He ought to respond well to these treatments.’ Seeing that Amalric still looked unsatisfied, he said, ‘And we can rule out a far more serious malady than an injury, God be praised. When I was first told of the young lord’s symptoms, I feared it might be a deadly ailment called diabetes, but that is diagnosed by frequent and excessive urination and your son assures me that he has no great need to pass water.’


Amalric glared at the physician, thinking that leeches always told men more than they wanted to know. Why even mention this diabetes disease if Baldwin did not have it? ‘Start treating him straightaway,’ he ordered, and the doctor inclined his head. But despite being dismissed, he did not move.


‘There is something you need to know, my liege. I am not saying it will happen, but because your son is the heir to the kingdom, you must be prepared for all eventualities. If the lad does not respond to treatment, it is possible that his condition could worsen . . . that in time he could lose the use of that hand and arm.’


‘Christ Jesus!’ Amalric stared at the doctor in horror. ‘A king must lead men into battle. How could Baldwin fight with a crippled arm?’


William was so relieved that the doctor had not spoken of what he most feared that he took the risk of paralysis in his stride. ‘Baldwin is young enough to learn to wield a sword with his left hand. It might even give him an advantage, for men expect their foes to be right-handed.’


Amalric continued to pace and curse, and William was not sure his words had registered with the other man. But Amalric had a practical nature, utterly lacking in sentimentality, and he never wasted time or energy in denying a truth merely because he did not want to accept it. If there was a chance, however slight, that his son might be crippled, better to face it now. ‘How could Baldwin control a destrier if he were unable to grip the reins?’


William had the answer to that, too. Abū Sulayman Dāwūd was quicker, though. ‘My brother has served as your son’s horse master since he was old enough to get his feet into the stirrups. He tells me the boy is a natural-born rider, that he is utterly fearless on horseback. He could be taught to control a horse by the pressure of his knees. It is not so difficult to learn, either for men or stallions. Look at the Saracen archers if you need proof of that.’


Amalric considered that for a long moment and then nodded. The Franks had never learned to shoot from horseback as their enemies did, but if the Saracens could guide their mounts without the need of reins, then Baldwin could, too, by God. And it might never come to that. ‘Send your brother to me,’ he instructed the doctor. ‘And nothing that was said here is to leave this chamber. Is that understood?’


The doctor obviously resented this warning, as needless as it was insulting. Bowing stiffly, he backed towards the door. There he paused, his hand on the latch.


‘There is another malady that can cause a loss of feeling or paralysis. I am not saying I fear the young lord has been afflicted with it, for there is no evidence of that. Yet I would be remiss in my duties as a physician if I did not mention it to you, my liege. I do not believe you need—’


‘By the rood, man, spit it out! What is this ailment?’


The doctor met Amalric’s gaze steadily. ‘Leprosy.’


William sank down abruptly on a nearby coffer chest. The blood had drained from Amalric’s face; he opened his mouth, but no words emerged. And then he lunged across the chamber, grabbing the doctor and shoving him against the door. ‘If I ever hear you say that my son could be a leper, I’ll cut your tongue out myself!’


The other man looked more offended than alarmed. ‘My first responsibility is to my patient. I would never break a sickbed confidence, would never speak of Lord Baldwin’s ailment to anyone but you. If you do not trust me to honour my vow, it might be better for you to seek another doctor for the young prince.’


Amalric was the first to look away. Stepping back, he released his hold on the doctor’s arm. ‘I trust you,’ he said, his voice thick and scratchy, and Abū Sulayman Dāwūd yielded, knowing this was as close as the king could come to an apology.


As soon as the doctor departed, Amalric strode over to a side table and poured himself wine with a shaking hand. Emptying it in several swallows, he splashed more wine into the cup and brought it to his mouth. But he did not drink, instead flung the cup to the floor. A swipe of his arm sent the flagon after it, soaking the carpet. He stared down for a moment at the pooling wine, as red as newly spilled blood, and then crossed the chamber, slumping into a chair beside William.


‘You were not surprised,’ he said after a long silence; there was no accusation in his voice, though, nothing but exhaustion. ‘Why would you ever have suspected that?’


‘I would not say I suspected, my liege; that is too strong a word. It is rather that I was remembering. When I was a boy in Jerusalem, a neighbour’s son was diagnosed with that vile malady.’ He did not elaborate, not wanting to tell Amalric that the boy’s first symptom had been a lack of feeling in one of his hands, not wanting to say anything that would connect their blessed young prince with that doomed child.


Amalric leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. ‘Christ on the cross,’ he muttered, and another oppressive silence fell. ‘I do not believe it,’ he said abruptly. ‘Not any of it. I do not believe Baldwin will not heal or that he’ll be crippled. As for the other . . .’ His mouth twisted, as if he’d tasted something unspeakably foul. ‘There is no way that my son could be stricken with that accursed disease. God would never let that happen – never.’


William studied the other man and then slowly nodded. ‘I do not believe God would let that happen, either, my lord king.’
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The rest of the day passed in a blur for William. He delighted Baldwin and the other boys by cancelling their classes, and sought to occupy himself with his writing. Despite spending hours on his task, he was unhappy with what he’d written and ended up scraping the parchment clean, erasing all his afternoon’s efforts. It was the eve of Maundy Thursday and the service that night was the hauntingly beautiful and tragic ceremony of Tenebrae, one of his favourites. But even as the candles were symbolically quenched, one by one, until the church of the Holy Sepulchre was plunged into darkness, he remained distracted and restless, unable to meditate upon the Saviour’s suffering. He retired early to his own chambers. When he realized he’d been sitting for an hour with a book open in his lap, not a page turned, he put it aside and, picking up an oil lamp, made his way into the stairwell towards Baldwin’s chambers.


The boy was already in bed. His attendants greeted William by putting fingers to their lips. He indicated he’d not wake the young prince, detouring around the wolfhound stretched out on the carpet by Baldwin’s bed. He stood for several moments, gazing down at the sleeping child. A lock of sunlit hair had fallen across his forehead and William resisted the urge to smooth it back into place. It was then that the boy’s lashes flickered and he looked up drowsily.


‘Are you here to scold me for what I did today?’


‘No . . . what did you do?’


‘It was just in fun . . .’ Baldwin yawned. ‘You do not know? Well, I’d be foolish to tell you, then,’ he murmured with a sleepy smile. ‘You might not find out . . .’


‘I always do,’ William reminded him. ‘It does not involve Queen Maria, does it? You promised me that you’d play no more tricks upon her after that last bit of mischief.’


‘She has no sense of humour at all.’


‘Baldwin, you let a bat loose in her bedchamber!’


The corner of the boy’s mouth twitched in amusement. ‘My mother would have laughed.’


William doubted that, but he usually tried to hold his peace where Agnes de Courtenay was concerned, not feeling it proper to share his disapproval of the woman with her young son. In truth, the boy did not really know his mother, for once Amalric realized how bitter she was about their divorce, he saw to it that her visits with Baldwin were infrequent and always supervised.


‘You did keep your word about the queen?’ William persisted, relieved when the boy nodded. He was sorry, although not truly surprised, that there was so little affection between Maria and Baldwin. Baldwin had been six at the time of her marriage to his father and he’d not been pleased, seeing her as an intruder into their lives. And what thirteen-year-old girl was equipped to be a stepmother to a youngster who was resentful, strong-willed, and somewhat spoiled? It did not help, either, he thought with a sigh, that Baldwin was such a tease and Maria so protective of her dignity. Just a few days ago, William had been worried about their failure to forge any sort of bond, realizing that their rivalry was likely to get worse now that Maria had a child of her own. Tonight, it no longer seemed to matter.


‘Go back to sleep, Baldwin,’ he said softly. ‘I did not mean to awaken you.’


‘Master William?’


‘Yes, lad?’


‘My arm . . . it will get better?’


‘Yes, I am sure it will. Have you been worried about it, Baldwin?’


‘No . . . not until I saw that you and my father were worried.’


‘Well, now that you’ve seen the doctor, none of us need worry.’ William looked into the boy’s candid blue eyes and summoned up a smile. ‘May God and His holy angels keep you safe, lad.’ It was a blessing he’d often bestowed upon Baldwin and the words came to his lips of their own bidding. But as he spoke them tonight, there was a catch in his throat.
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December 1173


Jerusalem, Outremer


William had been keeping a protective eye upon the young queen, for this was Maria’s first public appearance since the death of her second daughter two months ago. He did not need the evidence of her pallor, the shadows smudged under her eyes, and the fingers clenching and unclenching in her lap to show him what an emotional toll it was taking on her. Most of the kingdom’s lords and their ladies had not seen her in those two months and so their greetings were then followed by condolences, which meant that Maria was being forced to acknowledge her child’s death in virtually every conversation. That would have been painful for any mourning mother, but William knew Maria’s grieving was darkened by guilt.


Born more than a month before her due date, the baby had been named after Amalric’s late mother, yet from her first day on God’s earth, Melisende had seemed too frail and tiny to bear the weight of a queen’s name, and only Maria had clung to hope. Melisende lingered barely a fortnight and Maria had soon confided tearfully to William what she could not say to Amalric, that she blamed herself. Surely there must have been something she could have done to prevent the premature birth that had doomed her daughter? William’s superb education did not include the female subjects of pregnancy and the birthing chamber, but he pointed out gently that all that happened was God’s will, so there had to be a reason why the Almighty had called Melisende home after such a heartbreakingly brief stay. He doubted, though, that his words had given Maria much comfort.


As soon as there was a pause in the stream of people approaching the dais, William suggested that Maria take a brief respite from her queenly duties. A walk in the gardens would do her good, he insisted, and she glanced wistfully towards the window but then shook her head, pointing out that someone had to be there to greet their guests in Amalric’s absence.


‘Where is the king?’ he asked, irked with Amalric for not giving his vulnerable wife more support. He thought he’d phrased the question neutrally but Maria knew him well enough to catch the implied criticism and she shook her head again.


‘It is not his fault,’ she said softly. ‘That wretched woman ambushed us as we left the chapel, demanding that she have some moments alone with him. Naturally he refused, yet she persisted, saying it concerned their son. She made such a scene that granting her a private audience was the lesser of evils, and Amalric grudgingly agreed to talk with her.’


Maria stopped speaking then, for Humphrey de Toron was approaching. He scorned the clean-shaven fashion of younger lords, his beard grizzled and thicker than the receding hair on his head. He was well into his sixth decade, yet still sturdy and robust. Constable of the kingdom for the past ten years, he had earned a well-deserved reputation for battlefield valour and was respected for his cool head in a crisis. He looked pleased when Maria rose and took several steps towards him, a deft recognition of his status as one of the most important barons of the realm. Feeling like a proud tutor with a clever pupil, William smiled approvingly as she made the constable welcome and then greeted his daughter-in-law, Stephanie de Milly.


Like Maria, the de Toron family was in mourning, for Humphrey’s son and namesake had died after a brief illness earlier that year. Stephanie was a great heiress, though, so William doubted she’d remain a widow for long. He saw now that she was accompanied by her seven-year-old son, yet another Humphrey. He was a startlingly handsome child, with perfectly sculpted features, long-lashed dark eyes, and hair the colour of burnished chestnut, but there was something about his beauty – for there was no other word for it – that seemed delicate to William, almost effeminate. Certain, though, that the lad could have no better role model than his grandfather, William smiled at young Humphrey, who smiled shyly back. Leaving Maria in conversation with the constable and his daughter-in-law, William began to search the hall for Baldwin, disappointed when the lad was nowhere to be found. His frown disappeared, though, as his gaze lit upon the girl in a window alcove, flirting openly with one of Amalric’s household knights. Sybilla was so obviously excited to be at the Christmas court that William felt a twinge of pity. She’d been four when Amalric had sent her off to the nunnery at Bethany to be raised by the elderly abbess, his aunt, and the ten years since then must have been lonely ones for her, judging by how happy she always was to attend her father’s Easter and Christmas courts. He’d tried in vain to persuade Amalric to have her educated in the royal household. He had fond memories of sharing his Jerusalem childhood with his brother and it seemed sad that Baldwin should grow up not knowing his own sister.


When he said ‘Lady Sybilla’, she rose from the seat, winked at the knight, and moved to meet him. Like Baldwin, she had inherited the fair colouring of their parents. She would never have the stunning beauty that had been her mother’s, but she had the appeal of youth and when she smiled, her resemblance to Agnes was suddenly so pronounced that William wondered if that was why Amalric had kept her secluded at the Bethany convent.


‘How good to see you again, Master William!’ she exclaimed, showing she had some of Baldwin’s charm. He did not know if she also had her brother’s sharp intelligence, but she appeared to have the same strong will, for she kept begging Amalric to bring her back to court, not at all discouraged by his inevitable refusals. When William explained the favour he sought, she seemed delighted. ‘You want me to greet guests on my father’s behalf? Of course I will!’


She danced towards the dais with a light step, so eager to be the centre of attention that William felt another flicker of sympathy; how suffocating she must find life behind those nunnery walls. By the time William caught up with her, she and her stepmother had already exchanged places. There was not the same tension between them as there was between Maria and Baldwin, yet they were still strangers with little to say to each other; he doubted that Maria had seen Sybilla more than a dozen times in the entire six years of her marriage. He knew Sybilla found it odd to have a stepmother only five years her senior, for he’d heard her say so. He suspected that Maria felt the same way, but she’d learned to be circumspect while growing up at the Greek royal court.


As he moved away with Maria, William glanced over his shoulder at Sybilla, happily holding court on the dais, and it occurred to him that a sequestered convent childhood was not the best education for a girl who stood so close to the throne. The thought was so troubling that he stopped abruptly, causing Maria to look at him in surprise. It was the first time that he’d viewed Sybilla as a possible queen and he felt a pang of remorse, for it seemed disloyal to Baldwin even to consider it, a secret admission that if the boy’s health deteriorated, he might not be capable of ruling.
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It was an unusually mild day for December and the royal gardens were dappled in sunlight. There were no flowers in bloom at that time of year and the fruit trees were bare, but palms and olive trees knew no seasons and their fronds and silvery-green leaves rustled in the breeze as Maria and William strolled along the walkway, followed by her women and the ever-present Michael. William was pleased to see that the colour was returning to her cheeks and she paused when they heard a sweet twittering coming from a blackthorn bush, smiling as she caught a glimpse of the small bird perched on a twig. It soon took flight, black and yellow wings glinting in the sun. William identified it for Maria as a goldfinch, also called the thistle finch, explaining it was a symbol of the Resurrection, the thistle being associated with the Saviour’s crown of thorns.


William had a penchant for sometimes oversharing, but Maria did not mind; his digressions were usually interesting and it was a relief to talk about an innocuous subject like the goldfinch. He was telling her about a legend that the thistle finch had plucked a thorn from the Lord Christ’s bleeding brow, when a sudden shout turned their heads towards the far end of the garden.


‘So that is where Baldwin disappeared to,’ William said, pointing towards the raucous game of quoits being played by his young charge and several of his friends. They’d attracted an audience, for everything the king’s son did was of interest to the men and women he would one day rule. The spectators were prudently keeping their distance, though, as the boys were flinging the horseshoes about with wild abandon. Had he been alone, William would have gone over to watch, too. But Maria looked tired and so he led her towards a nearby bench.


They did not speak for a time, for they’d long ago reached that stage in their friendship where they were comfortable with silence. Maria’s ladies settled onto another bench, while Michael stayed on his feet, leaning against the gnarled trunk of an olive tree. Maria’s gaze had shifted back to her stepson’s game. ‘Amalric says Baldwin’s injury is healing,’ she said, switching from French to Greek once she’d assured herself that her attendants were not within earshot. ‘But I notice that he is using his left hand to throw the horseshoes at the hob.’


William had noticed it, too. Glancing at the queen from the corner of his eye, he wished he could confide in her. Impossible, of course, for the question of Baldwin’s health was shrouded in secrecy. When word had slowly trickled out of the palace that the young prince was learning to wield a sword with his left hand, Amalric had tersely explained it as the result of a shoulder injury. That had not stopped people from gossiping or rumours from spreading. Fortunately, whenever Baldwin appeared in public, he showed no signs of sickness and seemed to be a normal, lively lad of twelve, and William thought that reduced speculation to occasional tavern talk.


He wondered if Amalric truly believed that his son was on the mend. It had been twenty months since he’d first noticed those damnable bruises, and he saw no indication that Baldwin’s arm was healing. William feared that the boy was losing the ability to use his afflicted hand, just as Abū Sulayman Dāwūd had warned. But Baldwin was subjected to frequent physical examinations by the doctor and no other symptoms had manifested themselves. William took great comfort from that, even though an insidious inner voice occasionally whispered that such comfort was ephemeral.


Maria was sorry she’d brought the subject up, for it was obvious he did not want to discuss Baldwin’s injury. His reluctance made her uneasy. Amalric acted as if his son’s impairment was a minor matter, temporary at best. She hoped that was so. She would never have admitted it to anyone, but she did not like Baldwin. She’d assured herself that it was his fault, not hers, for he’d rejected her early overtures and soon she’d stopped trying. There were moments, however, when she acknowledged that it had been up to her to win him over and she’d taken the easy way out. She was relieved that Baldwin lived with William and not with Amalric, even though she was vaguely ashamed that she felt that way. It took her by surprise, therefore, that the possibility that Baldwin might have a serious health problem troubled her so much.


She studied William’s profile, finding it on the tip of her tongue to ask him if he’d tell her if there was reason to worry about Baldwin’s injury. She bit the words back, realizing how unfair that would be. Another silence fell between them, this one not as comfortable.


The quiet of the gardens was suddenly shattered by the intrusion of boisterous male voices. The Lord of Ramlah, Baudouin d’Ibelin, was striding along the pathway, bantering with a newcomer to Outremer, Amaury de Lusignan. Baudouin’s wife, Richilde, trailed behind them, while his younger brother, Balian, ambled along in the rear.


Maria did not know what to make of the older d’Ibelin brother. Baudouin could be rather overwhelming; her private name for him was Sirokos, the Greek term for a powerful, gusting wind that originated in the African desert and swept all before it. He was loud, exuberant, and utterly lacking in subtlety, qualities that were not admired at the Greek court. But his swagger was well earned, for he was renowned for his battlefield prowess, and she came to see that, while he might be brash and alarmingly blunt, he was not malicious, nor was he mean-spirited.


Catching sight of the queen and the archdeacon, Baudouin veered in their direction. ‘William, you sly dog! Leave it to you to lay claim to the prettiest woman at the court!’


Maria knew by now that his heavy-handed flirting was harmless; she still wondered how his wife felt about it. William did not appreciate Baudouin’s humour, either, for there was no way to respond to it without sounding like a fool. Yet as much as he disapproved of Baudouin’s behaviour at times, he found it impossible to dislike the other man, and he rose to greet the new arrivals with a smile.


Maria and William had already met Amaury de Lusignan, a member of a noble French family that was notorious for their feuding with the English king, Henry FitzEmpress, who was also their liege lord because of his marriage to Eleanor, Duchess of Aquitaine. Amaury had a reputation as a good soldier and so they hoped he would extend his stay in Outremer. Too many who took the cross were eager to return home once they’d visited the holy sites in Jerusalem. The kingdom was always seriously short of manpower, dangerously outnumbered by their Saracen enemies.


Richilde greeted them listlessly. Maria did not take it personally, for she had never seen the older woman animated. She’d been wed to Baudouin for nigh on twenty years, had given him two daughters but no sons, and rumour had it that their marriage was not a happy one. Maria, who’d now failed twice to produce a son for Amalric, felt some sympathy for Richilde, for Baudouin was outspoken in his disappointment at not having a male heir.


She smiled at Balian as he kissed her hand, for she’d not forgotten his kindness on the day that she’d burst into William’s chambers and blurted out her hatred of Agnes de Courtenay. The d’Ibelins had earlier expressed their condolences and Amaury de Lusignan was likely ignorant of her loss, so she hoped she’d be spared having to discuss her daughter’s death yet again.


Her hopes were justified, for Baudouin was interested only in talking about the troubles that had befallen the English king. Word had recently reached Outremer that Henry’s sons had risen up in rebellion against him. That was not so shocking; royal fathers and unruly sons had been known since the days of King David and Absalom. What people found so incredible was that Eleanor was said to have joined in their rebellion, for no one could think of a case in which a queen had turned upon her husband. The rebellion was of great interest to all at Amalric’s court; the English king was his nephew and he’d recently promised to take the cross, pledging desperately needed funds for the defence of the Holy Land.


After they exhausted the subject of the royal rebellion, they began discussing the other topic that was never far from their minds: the danger posed by their Saracen neighbours. The man who ruled Syria and Egypt, Nūr al-Dīn, was said to be ailing, and the men began to speculate about his successor should his illness prove fatal. As usual, Baudouin was dominating the conversation and William, noticing that Balian had drawn away from the others, moved to join him, saying, ‘They are wasting their time worrying about Nūr al-Dīn’s son. He’s just a lad and he’ll not hold power for long if his father dies whilst he’s still a minor.’


Balian knew the man that William most feared was one who served Nūr al-Dīn, the current vizier of Egypt, Salāh al-Dīn, known to the Franks as Saladin. ‘You think Saladin will be the force to be reckoned with once Nūr al-Dīn dies?’


‘I am sure of it.’ William was about to elaborate upon why he thought Saladin to be such a threat when he saw that Balian was no longer listening, gazing over his shoulder with the expression of one watching an approaching storm.


‘Trouble,’ he said softly and succinctly, and William turned to see Agnes de Courtenay entering the gardens. Looking back at his brother, Balian confided, ‘Baudouin and Agnes are like flint and tinder whenever they get together. He truly loathes the woman, blaming her for abandoning Hugh to wed Amalric. She swore to Hugh that she’d been given no say in the matter, and Hugh must have believed her, for he married her. But Baudouin still insists she’d seen the Count of Jaffa as a greater prize than the Lord of Ramlah. And she detests Baudouin in equal measure, for he spoke out forcefully against allowing her to become queen.’


Agnes was alone, unusual in itself, and she was close enough now for them to see the hot colour burning in her cheeks and the taut set of her mouth; clearly her private talk with Amalric had not gone well. William did not care if she and Baudouin raged at each other like ravening wolves, but he was not going to let her take out her frustration upon Maria and he tensed as she glanced their way, then swerved towards them.


She did not even look at Maria or Baudouin, though, heading directly for William. ‘I want to speak with you – privately,’ she said abruptly, ignoring Balian’s wry ‘Good to see you, too, Agnes.’


‘I cannot do that, madame,’ William said just as tersely, thinking he’d sooner wear a hair shirt for the rest of his born days than spend any time alone with Agnes de Courtenay.


‘Yes,’ she said, hissing the word through clenched teeth. ‘You can and you will, for if anyone knows what is wrong with my son, it is you!’


‘If you have questions about the young prince’s health, my lady countess, you should ask them of the king.’


‘I did!’ Her voice rose, and others in the garden began to glance in her direction. ‘He lied to me, insisting Baldwin is fine. Fine? He cannot even use his right hand!’


William’s discomfort was giving way to anger. Mayhap she truly was concerned for the lad. Yet that did not give her the right to make a scene like this, to put her needs before Baldwin’s. When word of this got around, people would say that the boy’s own mother thought he was ailing, unfit to be king.


‘I have nothing to say to you,’ he said coldly.


She stared at him and then slapped him across the face.


William’s head jerked back and he tasted blood in his mouth, having bitten his lip. There were gasps from those watching, for by now they’d begun to draw a crowd. Before he could react, Maria was at his side, dark eyes blazing.


‘How dare you strike Master William! He is devoted to your son, would give his life for Baldwin if need be.’


‘He is Amalric’s puppet, willing to sell his soul for a king’s favour whilst my son suffers!’


‘Baldwin injured his shoulder. You know that because my lord husband told you so. He told you, too, that Baldwin is getting better—’


‘And are you going to assure me of that, too? As if you care about Baldwin’s welfare!’


‘Of course I do!’


‘You are such a hypocrite. You’d thank God fasting if my children died, for whilst they live, your brat will never become queen!’


Maria went ashen. Fighting back tears, she swung away from Agnes, began to walk blindly up the path as her attendants scrambled to catch up with her. William gave Agnes a look of utter outrage, then hastened after Maria. Balian was shaking his head in disbelief, but it was Baudouin who drew all eyes, rising to his feet and slowly beginning to clap.


‘Well done, sister-in-law. Most people know better than to mention rope in the house of a man who’d been hanged. But no one except you would think to speak of dead children to a woman who’d just buried her own child.’


Agnes drew a sharp breath. She was given no chance to retort, though, for it was then that Balian’s hand clamped down on her wrist. She tried to pull free, but his grip was too tight and she found herself being forced off the path, away from the others. He did not halt until he was sure they were out of hearing of their audience.


‘No – do not say a word,’ he warned. ‘For once you are going to listen. If you choose to make a fool of yourself, so be it. But your son is in the far end of the gardens. Do you truly want him to see you like this?’


‘Baldwin . . . he’s here?’


‘Down by the fish pond, playing quoits with his friends.’


She glanced in that direction, then back at Balian. ‘You cannot imagine what it’s like, knowing that something is wrong with my son, whilst Amalric keeps shutting me out, lying to me.’


‘You have to stop lashing out like this, Agnes, if not for your own sake, for Baldwin’s. Even if the worst happens and he does lose the use of his hand, he can still do what a king must, still command men and lead them into battle. But if you keep carrying on like this, he’ll start to doubt that, to doubt himself.’


‘You do not understand, Balian,’ she said very low, and he was taken aback by what he saw in her eyes – real fear.


She straightened her shoulders then, raising her chin, and turned away. She’d only taken a few steps before she stopped. ‘I’d forgotten that the Greek’s daughter had died.’ Not waiting for his response, she began to walk towards the far end of the gardens.


Balian watched her go, thinking that at least she was still capable of shame. But he could not keep from wondering why a shoulder injury had her so frightened.
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When Balian returned to the great hall later that afternoon, he was relieved to see that all seemed tranquil after the morning’s turmoil. Amalric was seated upon the dais, with Maria at his side, welcoming new arrivals to the Christmas court. Trestle tables would soon be set up for the evening meal; for now, a harpist played for the guests and the men and their wives were showing off their finery, greeting friends, gossiping, and laughing. There was a swirl of brilliant colours and the rustle of silk, satin, sarcenet, and damask, for despite the kingdom’s precarious position, its people enjoyed greater comforts and luxuries than their Christian brethren in France and England. Balian was a Poulain, the term for those born in Outremer, originally one of disdain but proudly adopted by the Poulains as their own. Unlike Master William, who’d spent twenty years studying in Paris and Bologna, Balian had never left Outremer, nor had he any wish to do so. The Holy Land was not a pilgrimage destination for the Poulains. It was home.


As he moved closer to the dais, he noticed that Amalric would occasionally glance across the hall. Following his gaze, Balian soon saw what was attracting his attention. His daughter Sybilla was sitting in a window seat with her mother, the girl chattering away vivaciously, laughing frequently, while Agnes listened with a smile. Watching them, it occurred to Balian that if Amalric had wanted to limit his former wife’s influence upon their children, he’d gone about it the wrong way.


By trying to keep Agnes at a distance, he’d only succeeded in making her a figure of glamour and mystery to Baldwin and Sybilla. The appeal of forbidden fruit, he thought, and then started when he heard his name said, close at hand. He spun round to find himself facing Agnes’s fourth and current husband, Renaud de Grenier, Lord of Sidon.


Balian greeted the other man warmly, but not as Renaud, for although that was his baptismal name, his friends and family all knew him as Denys. As an infant, he’d been near death with a high fever until his desperate mother had prayed to St Denys, whose feast day it was. When he recovered, she’d begun calling him Denys and the name stuck.


Denys’s surprise marriage to Agnes had stirred up gossip and speculation, as well as some cruel jokes about the beauty and the beast, for Denys was as ill-favoured as she was comely. Balian was not amused by these jests, finding the older man to be very likable and extremely intelligent, with a strong streak of irony and a droll sense of humour. He did think Denys and Agnes were an odd pairing but kept that to himself.


‘I owe you a debt of gratitude for your intercession in the gardens this morning,’ Denys said with a faint smile.


‘If only horses could travel as fast as gossip,’ Balian said, with a smile of his own, ‘I’d be able to ride to Acre and back in the course of a day. What did you hear?’


‘That Agnes slapped the Archdeacon of Tyre and mortally offended the queen. God forbid there was more?’


‘No, that covers it. You owe me no thanks, though, Denys. When I see a fire, my instinct is to pour water on the flames.’


Denys was following Amalric’s example, keeping his gaze upon Agnes and Sybilla. ‘I am not defending her behaviour,’ he said quietly, ‘but she is very worried about Baldwin.’


‘Why?’


Denys glanced around to make sure no others were within hearing. ‘Because Amalric is very worried. He has sent for Saracen physicians from Cairo to examine the lad, keeps Abū Sulayman Dāwūd close at hand, and he does not sleep well at nights, often rising to pace and brood.’


‘How does Agnes know that?’


Denys did not reply, regarding him with a cynical smile, and Balian wondered how he could have been so naïve. Hugh’s death had made Agnes a wealthy woman, entitled to one half of the revenues of the lordship of Ramlah, yet another reason why Baudouin resented her so much. She could afford to pay and pay well for information. ‘She has spies in Amalric’s own household, then?’


Denys nodded. ‘She’d probably have planted spies in the queen’s household, too, but Maria surrounds herself with attendants who speak only Greek.’


‘Why are you telling me this?’


‘Because I want you to understand why she is so distraught, so lacking in control. She has few friends at court, Balian. But whatever others say of her, Agnes loves her son dearly.’


There was a sudden stir in the crowd, and both men turned to watch as Baldwin entered the hall and made his way towards the dais. The boy was so handsome, so spirited, so vibrant, that Balian found it impossible to believe that he could be seriously ill. ‘I think Amalric could well be grieving for the lad’s injury, coming to terms with the realization that it is not going to heal, that he’ll be crippled.’


‘I thought of that, too, but Agnes insists that a mother’s intuition tells her otherwise.’ Denys sighed, and Balian thought that life with Agnes must be challenging at times. He realized that the other man wanted to enlist him in a conspiracy to protect Agnes from herself, and he hoped that Denys would not ask him outright. Feeling pity for Agnes did not make him like her any better.


Denys did not push it further, apparently satisfied that he’d planted a seed. ‘Even if Agnes’s fears prove to be valid, at least we need not fear for the future of the kingdom. Amalric is thirty-seven and his queen just nineteen, so there is no reason to doubt that she’ll give him sons. God willing, Amalric will reign for years to come. We shall desperately need a strong king like Amalric once Nūr al-Dīn dies.’


‘You mean Saladin?’


Denys nodded grimly. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Saladin.’
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July 1174


Jerusalem, Outremer


‘Is the king dying?’


Maria had her answer in the silence and averted eyes of the doctors. She wanted to argue with them, to deny that her husband was doomed; she could not. The truth was writ in Amalric’s face, in the occasional groans that escaped his blistered lips. His eyes were sunken, his skin dry and shrivelled. Although he was burning with fever, he could not perspire, and when he was able to urinate at all, it was a dark, cloudy yellow. Despite being sparing in what he ate and drank, he’d always been corpulent, but he’d lost so much weight in the past week that his double chin was utterly gone. When she’d put her fingers to his wrist, she could barely find a pulse. She felt as if she were gazing down at a stranger, and that only contributed to the unreality of the scene.


How could this be happening? The Christians of Outremer had been so hopeful when they’d got word of the May death of Nūr al-Dīn in Damascus, leaving as his heir an eleven-year-old boy. Amalric had moved at once to take advantage of his Saracen enemy’s demise, leading a force to recapture the city of Bāniās. After meeting stiff resistance, he’d agreed to lift the siege in return for a large sum of money offered by Nūr al-Dīn’s widow. But by the time Amalric reached Tiberias, he was ailing, suffering from the malady called dysentery or the bloody flux.


He had stubbornly rejected a litter, continuing on to Jerusalem by horseback, where doctors were immediately summoned. They’d managed to get his bowels under control; then he was stricken by a high fever. When he’d not responded to treatment, he demanded that he be given a purgative. While Abū Sulayman Dāwūd refused, saying he was too weak, the Frankish doctors agreed to administer it. The Syrian physician’s concern proved to be justified, and as Amalric’s strength ebbed away, so, too, did any hope that he’d survive.


Resuming her vigil at her husband’s bedside, Maria leaned over to place her hand upon his forehead and winced, for his fever continued to rage. How could this be God’s will? Amalric’s death would leave his kingdom at the mercy of their Saracen foes. How could an untried boy fend off Saladin? And what would befall her little girl? No longer the cherished daughter of a powerful king, with only her mother to speak up for her rights as that vile de Courtenay woman whispered her poison in Baldwin’s inexperienced ear. Shutting her eyes tightly, Maria shivered despite the summer heat infiltrating the chamber.


As she reached over to take Amalric’s hand, his lashes flickered. Her fingers felt cool and smooth against his feverish skin. Whenever he’d awakened, she’d been there, forsaking sleep to stay at his side. Even if it was duty and not devotion, he was glad of her presence. Dying was lonely. He’d seen his chaplain, had confessed and been shriven of his sins. A pity a man could not be as easily absolved of his regrets. His fear had always been for his son, not for his kingdom. He’d not doubted that Maria would give him other sons, so even if his greatest dread had indeed been realized, the succession would have been safe. Like most of God’s fools, he’d assumed his earthly time was infinite. He’d never imagined he’d be dying at thirty-eight, leaving a twenty-year-old widow, two defenceless daughters, and a young son who could be accursed with the very worst of scourges.


‘Maria . . .’ It was not easy to talk, for his mouth was as dry as the Negev Desert. ‘Fetch my children,’ he whispered. He must have dozed off after that, for when he opened his eyes again, Maria was sitting by the bed, holding Isabella in her lap, with Sybilla and Baldwin standing awkwardly behind her.


Amalric found himself suddenly remembering the bitter prophecy Agnes had flung at him during one of their quarrels about Baldwin’s health. ‘When you die,’ she’d spat, ‘no one will weep for you.’ As his gaze moved from his queen to his children, he did indeed see no tears. Maria’s eyes were dry, filled with fear. Isabella was, at two, too young to understand. It pleased him that she showed signs of growing into a beauty, with wide-set dark eyes and her mother’s black hair. She was a sweet-natured child, eager to please, but also an observant one. She was both curious and cautious, qualities he could appreciate, for they were his character traits, too. Very unlike his older daughter; at Isabella’s age, Sybilla had already been a handful.


Sybilla was subdued now, her lashes veiling her eyes, her hands clasped nervously behind her back. He did not blame her for not grieving for him; hellfire, she barely knew him. His gaze moved past her to his son. The lad looked overwhelmed, as well he might. He was clever enough to understand that a kingship at thirteen was more of a burden than a blessing.


Amalric’s throat tightened. How could God be so cruel? He’d shocked poor William once by asking if he truly believed that souls were raised from the dead. Imagine how horrified the archdeacon would be if he confided what he was thinking now – that mayhap God was a Muslim. How else explain their kingdom’s plight? He wished he had words of wisdom for his son, words that would comfort and guide him in years to come. But he knew there were none, not if what he so dreaded came to pass. ‘I am proud of you, lad,’ he said hoarsely, and the boy swallowed, blinking rapidly. See, Agnes, there is one to weep for me, after all.


He found himself drifting away again, but he could not let the tide take him, not yet. ‘Maria . . . I must speak with you in private. William, too. And the patriarch.’


She rose, handed Isabella to her nurse, and signalled for Baldwin and Sybilla to withdraw, which they quickly did, ill at ease and frightened that their father might die while they watched. Amalric glanced towards the bedside table, and William reached for the wine cup, holding it to his parched lips. No matter how much he drank, he could not ease this great thirst. ‘Maria . . . fetch Agnes, too.’


Her head whipped around. ‘Amalric, are you . . . sure?’


He nodded and after she’d departed to send word to the patriarch and his former wife, he met William’s eyes, saying softly, ‘I suppose I owe Agnes this much.’ He saw that William understood, although he did not look any happier about it than Maria. But the High Court had to know. He could not go to his grave without speaking up, for there was too much at stake. He must betray his son or betray his kingdom. Had any man ever faced a choice like that?


‘I lied to you, William,’ he confessed once they were alone.


‘My liege?’


‘When . . . when I told you that I did not believe God would curse Baldwin with leprosy.’


William’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I know, sire. I lied, too.’
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Baudouin and Balian d’Ibelin were sitting on the steps of the great hall, gazing towards the north tower, where the king’s bedchamber was located. The city had come to a standstill, large, sombre crowds gathering out on the Street of the Armenians. Those able to gain access to the palace were congregating in the great hall or the courtyard – some of the soldier-monks of the Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller, clerics, members of the royal household, and lords of the realm. Across the courtyard, Denys de Grenier was striding back and forth; he had acknowledged Baudouin and Balian with a brief wave but had not come over to talk, keeping his eyes on the north tower entrance. He was trailed by his cousin, Guyon de Grenier, who’d recently inherited the lordship of Caesarea, paying Guyon no more mind than he had the d’Ibelins. He was the object of considerable curiosity, for his presence there confirmed the wild rumour that the dying king had sent for Agnes.


Until he’d seen Denys, Baudouin had been sceptical of that rumour, saying that no man in his right senses would want to spend his last hours of life with a hellcat like Agnes. ‘By putting himself through this earthly ordeal, do you think Amalric will get some time taken off his stay in Purgatory?’


Balian shrugged, too preoccupied to heed his brother’s jesting.


Baudouin was still nursing a cup of wine he’d brought from the great hall. ‘Who’d have guessed that a coldhearted bastard like Amalric would be mourned like this? I suppose the Devil we know is always preferable to the one we do not.’


He’d often been one for belabouring the obvious and Balian waited now for him to quote from Scriptures. ‘Woe unto thee, O land, when thy king is a child.’ Baudouin surprised him, though. ‘It is not that I fear Baldwin will be a bad king. He’s a good lad, dealt with that shoulder injury better than many grown men would have done. No whining or self-pity; he just set about learning how to wield a sword with his left hand. And he’s one of the best riders I’ve ever seen. But he’ll not reach his majority for another two years, two years in which Agnes will do all in her power to entangle him in her web.’


Baudouin frowned, genuinely alarmed at the prospect of Agnes exercising her baneful influence upon young Baldwin. ‘Thank God her brother has been languishing in a Saracen dungeon these ten years past,’ he said, draining his wine cup and setting it down upon the steps with a thud.


Balian was taken aback. ‘That is rather harsh,’ he said, for they all dreaded the fate that had befallen Agnes’s brother. In yet another downturn of Fortune’s wheel for the de Courtenays, the year after Amalric had divorced Agnes, the Franks had suffered a major defeat at the hands of Nūr al-Dīn. Among the highborn prisoners taken at the battle of Hārim had been Raymond, the Count of Tripoli; Bohemond, the Prince of Antioch; and Joscelin de Courtenay. The Greek emperor had been able to ransom Bohemond of Antioch, but Nūr al-Dīn refused to ransom the others, and they’d been held captive in Aleppo for almost a decade. Treatment of prisoners could vary widely, from the brutality accorded Agnes and Joscelin’s father to reasonably comfortable confinement, yet even for the lucky ones not thrown into an underground dungeon, imprisonment had to scar a man’s soul.


‘I am not saying I do not feel some pity for Joscelin,’ Baudouin protested. ‘But tell me the truth, Little Brother. Do you want to see Baldwin turned into a de Courtenay puppet, with Agnes and Joscelin both getting to pull his strings? No, better for the kingdom’s sake that Joscelin stays in his Aleppo gaol.’


Balian did not want to see Joscelin as one of Baldwin’s advisers either, but he sympathized with any man shut away from the sun, denied wine and women and all worldly joys. He wondered how a man kept his wits intact as the years dragged by and was thankful that their brother Hugh had been ransomed after less than a year of captivity. He sat up straight then, for Baudouin had just elbowed him sharply in the ribs.


‘Look, they’re coming out!’


The first to emerge from the tower stairwell was the Patriarch of Jerusalem. An elderly man, he looked as if he’d added a decade or two to his years during the time he’d spent in Amalric’s bedchamber. Leaning heavily upon his cane, he tottered across the courtyard towards his waiting attendants and departed in such haste that the bystanders began to murmur uneasily among themselves. Maria was the next to appear, and she, too, seemed dazed. Balian was on his feet by now and offered a polite greeting as she passed, but he doubted that she’d even heard him. Holy Mother Mary, what did Amalric tell them?


He was staring after Maria when Baudouin poked him in the ribs again. ‘I do not believe it,’ he gasped, and Balian turned around to see what had so astounded his brother. Agnes de Courtenay was standing in the tower entranceway, leaning against the door frame as if she had need of physical support. Her head was bowed, her shoulders shaking, and there was a moment of shocked silence as the spectators realized she was weeping. Her husband shoved his way towards her and as soon as Denys put his arm around her, she collapsed against his chest and began to sob. ‘I’d sooner have expected to see a crocodile shed tears than that woman,’ Baudouin admitted, and then, ‘Ah, there’s Master William. You’re a friend of his, Balian. Go and see if you can get him to tell us what went on up there.’


Balian knew better. To stop Baudouin from hectoring him, though, he crossed the courtyard towards the archdeacon, just now stepping from the shadows of the stairwell into the light. William looked exhausted, showing every one of his forty-four years at that moment, his shoulders slumped, perspiration beading his forehead and upper lip. He glanced up dully as Balian approached, with Baudouin right on his heels. They were both very tall men and towered over him at the best of times, but now he seemed to have shrunk, as if his very bones had somehow contracted. Balian’s greeting died in his throat, and even Baudouin could not bring himself to cross-examine a man so careworn.


William wanted only to retreat to his own chambers. But he paused long enough to say in a low, strained voice, ‘I cannot tell you anything, not yet. You’ll know soon enough.’


Balian patted the older man’s shoulder, all he could think to do. Baudouin had less self-restraint. ‘When?’ he demanded. ‘When will we know?’


William paused again. ‘After the king dies. When the High Court meets.’
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Amalric died on July 11, 1174, after reigning for eleven years and five months. He was given a royal funeral and buried beside his brother in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The next day, the High Court convened to elect his successor.
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The Haute Cour, or High Court, was composed of the vassals of the king and its duties were varied. It had the power to levy taxes, to vote on military missions, to try civil and criminal cases, yet its most cherished prerogative was the right to select a king. Although six hundred or so men were eligible to vote, in practice the court was run by a much smaller group, one that consisted of the greatest lords of the realm. They normally met in the great hall of the massive stronghold known as David’s Tower, but on the morning after Amalric’s funeral, they were gathering in the upper-storey solar of the citadel keep, which provided better security from eavesdroppers.


By sunrise, people had begun to congregate out on David Street and the castle bailey was already crowded with spectators. They nodded and pointed as the king’s young widow was escorted towards the tower keep by the Archdeacon of Tyre. Maria looked pale and tense, oblivious that she was being watched by unfriendly eyes as well as curious ones. Agnes was outraged that Maria would be permitted to attend the High Court session, and as soon as she caught sight of the constable, she hastened across the bailey to intercept Humphrey de Toron.


He anticipated her, saying before she could speak, ‘Nothing has changed, my lady countess. As I told you yesterday, you cannot participate in the succession debate.’


‘I just saw that Greek woman enter.’


‘Queen Maria is the king’s widow and the mother of his daughter.’


‘But she is not Baldwin’s mother, I am!’


‘I am sure your lord husband will tell you what happened during the session,’ he said brusquely, and turned away before she could argue further.


Agnes could only fume in silence as others followed Humphrey into the tower keep. Just two bishops had permanent seats on the High Court; however, all of the kingdom’s prelates and abbots would take part in the election of a new king, and she watched as a parade of churchmen passed by. The lords of Caesarea and Bethsan and Arsuf came next, and then the grand masters of the Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller. She bristled when she saw Walter de Brisebarre and his brother Guidon. Walter had once held the important fief of Beirut. But when his wife inherited the even larger and richer fief of Outrejourdain, Amalric had objected to a vassal having such power and compelled Walter to relinquish Beirut for the much less significant lordship of Blanchegarde. Although Walter subsequently lost any claim to Outrejourdain when his wife died, Amalric had not restored Beirut, which remained part of the royal demesne. Agnes was resentful that despite his paltry holdings, Walter was still a member of the High Court while she was shut out and ignored.


Nor was her temper improved when she noticed Balian d’Ibelin strolling across the bailey; did the man ever hurry? The d’Ibelins had become one of the most influential families of Outremer after Barisan d’Ibelin had gained the king’s favour and was rewarded with marriage to the heiress of Ramlah. When their mother had died, her sons Hugh and then Baudouin had inherited the important lordships of Ramlah and Mirabel, but Balian’s holdings were much more modest. Once Baudouin succeeded Hugh as Lord of Ramlah, he’d generously bestowed the family fief of Ibelin upon his youngest brother. Ibelin was a small lordship, though. Yet like Walter de Brisebarre, Balian would have a say in whether her son became Outremer’s next king, these lesser lords given the vote that Agnes was denied.


Agnes reminded herself that unlike his lout of a brother, Balian was not deaf to the voice of reason; he even seemed to have a sense of fair play. Calling out his name, she hurried to overtake him and, grasping his arm, steered him towards a corner of the bailey where they could speak more privately. ‘I want you to promise me,’ she said, ‘that you will speak up for Baldwin. He is the rightful king. Do not let them forget that, Balian.’


Balian was mildly surprised by her urgency. ‘Baldwin has your husband to speak up for him and the others are more likely to be swayed by the Lord of Sidon than by me.’


She was unable to explain that her son would need all the champions he could get. If only Joscelin were here. But she’d been left to fight her battles alone yet again. This time she was fighting for her son, and never had the stakes been higher. She’d wept all night. By morning, though, she was dry-eyed and resolute. She was not going to let Baldwin be cheated of his kingship by suspicions and conjecture. Even if the harrowing spectre of leprosy proved to be real and not just Amalric’s deathbed delusion, that was a war to be fought later, if at all. What mattered now was getting him the crown that was his birthright.


‘I have to go, Agnes. I am not important enough for them to wait for me,’ Balian said with a smile, gently prising her fingers from his sleeve when she did not move. ‘I can assure you that I know of no reason not to elect Baldwin as our next king.’


You will hear one soon enough, she thought, tasting the bitterness in her mouth like wormwood and gall.
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The solar was a spacious chamber, but with more than forty men to accommodate, it was crowded and already unpleasantly warm. Chairs had been provided for Queen Maria and Emeric de Nesle, the patriarch. The others were sitting on wooden benches. Balian was heading for the back of the room when his brother called out, ‘I saved you a seat,’ and beckoned him towards the front row. Even though he felt out of place in the midst of the most powerful lords of the realm, Balian hastened over and slid onto the bench beside Baudouin.


Normally it would have been for the patriarch to do the invocation. Emeric seemed lost in his own thoughts and Baudouin was not the only one to think he might actually be dozing, although he was the only one to say so, in a sotto voce aside to Balian. Emeric had never had a forceful personality, and he’d become more ineffectual as he dealt with the twin crosses of age and illness, but even for him, such passive behaviour was unusual. Balian found himself wondering again just what Amalric had confided to the patriarch and the women in his last hours. The invocation was finally offered by Lethard, the Archbishop of Nazareth, who had a permanent seat on the court. The seneschal had fidgeted impatiently as Lethard prayed for the repose of Amalric’s soul and the weal of the kingdom, and as soon as the archbishop paused for breath, Miles de Plancy was on his feet, thanking Lethard even though it was obvious he was not done.


Miles was one of the most influential men on the court. A member of Amalric’s inner circle, he’d held the powerful post of seneschal for the past five years, and in March, he’d been lavishly rewarded for his unwavering loyalty to the king when Amalric arranged his marriage to Stephanie de Milly, Humphrey de Toron’s widowed daughter-in-law, heiress to the great fief of Outrejourdain. Miles was not well liked by the other barons, in part because he was not one of them, not a Poulain, and there were always tensions between the native-born barons and newcomers to Outremer. Some of them also resented his good fortune and rapid ascent. But Miles made it very easy for others to dislike him. He was hot-tempered and autocratic, often clashing with the kingdom’s other officers, with both grand masters, and with several of the bishops, none of whom looked pleased to see him take command of the court now, even though it was his right as seneschal in the absence of the king.


Miles wasted no time with formalities. ‘It is barely past the third hour and already it is hotter than Hades in here. Fortunately, there is no need for prolonged debate. We know what we must do – choose young Baldwin as our king. The only other candidate is his sister and who in his right mind would want a lass raised as a nun—’


He was interrupted at that, first by Maria, who reminded him that King Amalric had another child, her daughter, Isabella, and then by Archbishop Frederick of Tyre, who pointed out that Sybilla had been sent to the nunnery to be educated, not to take holy vows.


‘I did not forget your daughter, madame,’ Miles assured Maria, with a condescending smile that set her teeth on edge. ‘Yet surely a child of her tender years could only be given serious consideration if there were no other heirs. As for Sybilla, my lord archbishop, whilst she may not have taken vows, the road from the cloisters to a queenship would be a very rocky one. Thankfully, we need not concern ourselves with female claims to the throne, for King Amalric sired a son, one who has the makings of a fine king. Yes, he injured his shoulder, but that has not slowed him down. I’ve watched him practise at swordplay and I can assure you that once he’s of an age to lead men into battle, he’ll acquit himself well. And as young as he is, he is already a superb horseman; I’d wager the lad could ride a lion if we put a saddle on it!’


Miles chuckled at his own joke. ‘I propose that we vote now to confirm Baldwin as our next king. We’ll also need to appoint a regent until he reaches his majority in two years. It was King Amalric’s dying wish that I serve as regent until his son comes of age, and I swore to him that I would serve Baldwin as faithfully as I served him.’


That did not go down well with most of the men, few of whom were willing to turn the reins of government over to Miles. Humphrey de Toron spoke for many of them when he said sceptically, ‘Any witnesses to this deathbed declaration by the king?’


Miles scowled, for he’d long viewed Humphrey as a dangerous rival. Despite the authority Miles wielded as seneschal, controlling the crown’s finances and castles, he had no say about military matters, that power vesting solely in the constable. ‘Are you doubting my word?’


‘If he is not, I am,’ Odo de St Amand interjected and there were muted expressions of alarm, for even those who detested Miles did not want to see the court session disintegrate into a brawl between the seneschal and the grand master of the Templars.


Before the enraged Miles could lash back, William got hastily to his feet. ‘It is premature to consider a regency,’ he said loudly enough to drown out any murmurings from the audience. ‘Ere we vote to select our next ruler, it was the king’s command that the patriarch address the court. Patriarch Emeric has delegated me to speak in his stead.’


As William waited to be sure he had their attention, Balian stiffened, for he’d caught that, the use of ‘ruler’ rather than ‘king’, and he knew William never chose words carelessly.


‘It is well known that Baldwin suffered a shoulder injury that limited his use of his right hand. He has learned to compensate for that, and, as the seneschal said, he continues to excel at his lessons in swordplay and horsemanship. What you do not know is that the story of the shoulder injury is false. Two years ago, I discovered that Baldwin no longer could feel sensations in his right hand and arm. But his doctors have been unable to determine the cause of his impairment.’


There were muffled exclamations at that. William swallowed with difficulty, for his mouth was going dry. ‘Many of you are familiar with Baldwin’s doctor, Abū Sulayman Dāwūd, if only by reputation as a skilled physician. When I am done speaking, he will be available to answer your questions about the young prince’s health. It is his belief that Baldwin’s condition is the result of a nerve injury. This was his initial diagnosis and he says he has seen no evidence since then that would change his mind. In other words, for more than two years Baldwin has shown no other symptoms than this numbness.’


William paused to draw a deep, bracing breath, feeling as if he were about to fling a torch into a field of sun-dried hay. ‘Because so much is at stake, King Amalric decided that you need to know there is another malady that can cause a loss of feeling – even though we do not believe Baldwin is afflicted with it. That ailment is leprosy.’


He’d expected his revelation to result in pandemonium, imagining the chamber erupting into chaos, benches overturned as men leaped to their feet, all shouting at once in their urgency to be heard. Instead, there was only stunned silence.
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The two days that followed were among the worst of William’s life. Once the shock had worn off, the members of the court had begun to debate with a vengeance. William and Abū Sulayman Dāwūd and even Maria were subjected to intense interrogation about the state of Baldwin’s health. It soon became apparent that there was no consensus. Miles continued to argue on Baldwin’s behalf and he probably had the most support. But the names of other candidates soon found their way into the deliberations – Baldwin’s two closest male kin, Bohemond, the Prince of Antioch, and Raymond, the Count of Tripoli. Sybilla began to attract attention, too. Only Isabella did not find backers, ruled out of contention because of her extreme youth.


By the second day, the debate had grown argumentative. To William’s dismay, factions began to develop and old animosities to surface. At one point, Miles and Odo de St Amand had to be separated by others. Walter de Brisebarre emerged as an impassioned partisan of Raymond, the Count of Tripoli, but William suspected his motivation was really to thwart Miles, whose marriage to Stephanie de Milly had made him the Lord of Outrejourdain, the vast fief that had once been Walter’s. And William suspected, too, that self-interest was behind much of the enthusiastic support for Sybilla. She would need a husband to rule with her if she were chosen, which put visions of crowns into the heads of some. He reluctantly included Baudouin in this category, for he’d ended his marriage to Richilde earlier that year and was on the lookout for another wife; one who brought the kingdom as her marriage portion would be irresistible.


As the arguments dragged on, they’d even resorted to polling all those present, but that exercise merely emphasized how bogged down they’d become. By the third day, William had begun to despair that they could ever reach a decision, so foreboding a shadow did leprosy cast over the proceedings.


He was no longer bothering to listen to the debates, for by now they were offering more heat than light or clarity. Instead, he crossed the chamber and slumped down in a window seat next to Balian. ‘Saladin must be blessing his good fortune by now,’ he muttered, ‘whilst laughing at us for our inability to identify the true enemy in our midst.’


Balian had begun to bring food in to get through the marathon sessions, and he offered William a choice of figs or dates. ‘Does Baldwin think it odd that they are taking so long to confirm his kingship?’


‘I told him that lengthy deliberations were normal in such cases.’ William’s mouth tightened. ‘As if there were anything even remotely normal about this!’


He was reaching for Balian’s wineskin when a sudden demand for silence brought the ongoing din to a halt. Humphrey de Toron had stalked to the front of the solar. He was accustomed to shouting commands on the battlefield and was not a man to be easily defied, so the chamber slowly quieted.


‘Enough of this,’ he said angrily. ‘I am ashamed that we’ve allowed such solemn deliberations to degenerate into petty and selfish squabbling. We have become a dog chasing its tail and I say it stops now.’


He glared at his audience. ‘No more wasting time. There are four possible candidates for the crown.’ Glancing over at Maria, he said bluntly, ‘That does not include your daughter, my lady, for we’d have to be desperate indeed to anoint a two-year-old girl as our queen.’ He waited to see if she would protest. When she did not, he acknowledged her pragmatism with an approving nod, thankful that the Greeks were such a practical people.


‘We can also dismiss Baldwin’s cousin Bohemond, the Prince of Antioch, for he cannot rule both Antioch and Outremer and he is not about to abdicate in order to become our king. That leaves Baldwin, his sister Sybilla, and his other cousin Raymond, the Count of Tripoli.


‘Sybilla has her supporters, many of you quite vocal. But the fact is that she is a fifteen-year-old girl with no experience whatsoever in the world beyond the convent walls at Bethany. She is an innocent and we cannot afford an innocent at this time in our history.’


Humphrey paused again, as if daring anyone to object. ‘Unlike Bohemond and Sybilla, Count Raymond of Tripoli is a serious candidate. He is a grown man of thirty-four, one with experience in ruling, and he has proven his worth on the battlefield. But he has only recently been freed after being held prisoner in Aleppo for more than nine years. Men can be changed by such an ordeal. As most of you know, he was ransomed for the vast sum of eighty thousand bezants, and he had to provide hostages as pledges that he’d pay the balance due of sixty thousand bezants. I am not impugning his integrity, for I believe him to be a man of honour. Nonetheless, we must consider if we’d want our king to be so deeply in debt to our Saracen foes.’


Humphrey again raked the chamber with challenging eyes, heartened that they were listening so attentively. ‘Count Raymond’s greatest handicap is that he is a stranger to so many. Whilst I knew him ere he was captured by Nūr al-Dīn, many of the men here cannot say as much. I am guessing that few of you would be comfortable crowning a man about whom you know so little, and I think that uncertainty is enough to eliminate him.’


He waited for that to sink in and then asked if anyone had wine, saying wryly that preaching was thirsty work. Balian rose and sent his wineskin flying through the air. Humphrey caught it deftly with one hand, then drank deeply before resuming.


‘That brings us back to where we began – to King Amalric’s son, Baldwin. There are only two reasons to baulk at voting for the lad – that he is a lad, not yet of age. And then there is the spectre of leprosy.’


He drank again, as if the very mention of leprosy left a bad taste in his mouth. ‘Whilst we would rather Baldwin be older, he could be guided by wiser counsel until he reaches his majority. So, his age does not present insurmountable difficulties.


‘What of leprosy, then? It is obvious to all that we cannot anoint a leper as our king. But will Baldwin become a leper? No one can answer that question. You’ve heard his doctor testify that he has no other symptoms of that accursed ailment. When each man was asked to express his opinions yesterday, I was struck by something that Balian d’Ibelin said. He asked if we could deny Baldwin his birthright merely on the basis of suspicion or fear.’


As a younger son, Balian was not accustomed to being the centre of attention and he flushed when all eyes turned in his direction, both pleased and startled by the constable’s praise.


‘If Baldwin were not a king’s son, if he were the heir to a lordship like Jaffa or Sidon, he could not be denied his inheritance unless and until he was formally diagnosed as a leper.’ Before Humphrey could continue, he was finally interrupted, the Templar grand master rising to his feet and pointing out that once a lord was declared a leper, he had to become a leper knight, entering the Order of St Lazarus.


‘That is true,’ Humphrey agreed. ‘But he would not forfeit his fief, continuing to hold it for the rest of his life. Leprosy does not make a mockery of the laws of inheritance.’


This time it was the turn of Jobert, the grand master of the Hospitallers, to speak out. Less confrontational than the fiery Odo de St Amand, he framed his question politely, but nevertheless went to the heart of the matter. ‘It is true that once a lord joins the knights of St Lazarus, he is not stripped of his fief. Yet he does have to arrange for it to be ruled by another. What would happen if we elect Baldwin as our king and he then develops leprosy?’


Humphrey had given that a great deal of thought, too. ‘A fair question,’ he admitted. ‘Let us assume the very worst, then, that Baldwin does carry the seeds of his own destruction, although that is by no means certain. He will not come of age for two more years. We would have that time to find a husband for his sister, Sybilla, one capable of ruling in Baldwin’s stead if he becomes too incapacitated to fulfil his duties as king.’


Walter de Brisebarre started to protest again, angrily aware that if Baldwin were crowned, it would be difficult to deny Miles the regency. But Baudouin cut him off. ‘Any man who weds Sybilla will do so now knowing that she could become queen if Baldwin’s health fails. Not only would we have no trouble finding suitors for her, we’d have men begging for the privilege!’


And you’d be one of them, Humphrey thought. He genuinely liked Baudouin but did not see him as an ideal husband for Sybilla. He believed none of the Poulains were, for the kingdom would be better served by an alliance with a foreign prince. There was no need to discuss this yet, so he merely smiled, welcoming Baudouin as his ally in his quest to get Baldwin crowned.


That turned out to be easier than he’d hoped, for his speech carried the day, and when a vote was called for, Amalric’s son was elected as Outremer’s next king. The boy’s backers did not have long to celebrate their victory, though, for a question posed by Joscius, the young Bishop of Acre, brought home to them how complicated life was about to get for them all. Joscius had made a sensible suggestion – that each man should swear upon holy relics that he would say nothing of what had transpired during the court session. His advice was quickly seconded by Humphrey, for while he knew word would eventually get out about the leprosy threat to the young king, he was in favour of doing whatever they could to keep it secret as long as possible. But it was then that Joscius brought them up short with his next query.


‘What of Baldwin? Should he be told?’


The men had been so caught up in choosing a king that few of them had acknowledged there was more at stake than a crown – that a thirteen-year-old boy could be facing a horror beyond imagining. They instinctively shrank from that awareness, and it was William who answered, saying in a horrified voice, ‘Good God, no! You cannot tell him!’


To William’s great relief, Joscius indicated he was in full agreement with that, and other men were nodding, too. William sat down on the closest bench, suddenly so exhausted that he was not sure his legs would support his weight. At least it was over now. And then Miles came forward to demand that he be appointed as regent for the underage king.


At once the solar was in turmoil again, with Miles’s friends being outshouted by his more numerous enemies. Some of the men looked imploringly towards the constable, hoping he would be able to resolve this dilemma, too. But Humphrey kept silent, for as little as he wanted to see Miles in a position of such power, he could muster up no arguments against it, not after the patriarch had bestirred himself to reveal Amalric had told him, too, that he wanted Miles as regent.


This time it was Denys de Grenier who came to the rescue. Arguing that the regency ought to go to Baldwin’s nearest male relative, he alarmed Miles and his supporters, who assumed he was referring to Count Raymond of Tripoli. But then he explained that he meant the English king, for Henry was Amalric’s nephew, his father and Amalric being half brothers, therefore making him and Baldwin first cousins. Denys argued further that Henry had taken the cross and would therefore be coming to the Holy Land to fulfil his vow, yet in any event, he was owed the courtesy of the right of first refusal. And until he responded, Miles could be the acting regent. It was a clever compromise, offering Miles just enough to blunt his opposition to it and reassuring his adversaries that his position would not be an official one, sanctioned by the High Court. And with that, the longest and most tumultuous session in the history of Outremer’s High Court finally came to an end.
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Coronations were usually performed on Sundays in the Holy Land, but Baldwin was crowned the next day, a Monday, in a solemn ceremony in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, becoming the sixth Latin king of Jerusalem at age thirteen. Most of his new subjects thought it was an auspicious beginning of his reign, for it was the seventy-fifth anniversary of the fall of the Holy City to the men of the First Crusade.
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September 1174


City of Acre, Outremer


Amalric and the King of Sicily had been planning a summer attack upon Saladin’s power base in Egypt; their ambitious plans were sabotaged by Amalric’s sudden death. Worse was to follow, for the Franks were warned that Saladin intended to move on Damascus, still under the control of Nūr al-Dīn’s young heir. This news sent shivers of alarm across Outremer. In the past, they’d occasionally made temporary alliances with the Egyptian caliphs or the amirs of Damascus. But if Saladin could gain control of both Egypt and Syria, the Poulains would have no leverage, facing a united enemy for the first time since the birth of their kingdom. And so, once Baldwin was crowned, his barons and vassals hastened to muster men in response to the royal summons, with the urgent intent to block Saladin from marching on Damascus.


Balian had hastened south to his fief at Ibelin and summoned his ten knights. Before they could depart for the agreed-upon rendezvous at the great stronghold of Kerak, which guarded the Cairo–Damascus road, a terse message arrived from the constable: the campaign had been called off. Balian was troubled by this unexpected turn of events; why had this decision been made? After learning that Baldwin had left Jerusalem and was currently holding court at Acre, he set out along the coastal road and on a hot morning in September three days later, he and his men finally saw the soaring walls of Acre rising against the sky.
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‘Is that Acre, my lord?’


Rolf sounded so breathless that Balian glanced back at the boy with a smile. Rolf had never ventured far from his village before Balian had taken him on as a squire a month ago, and he’d been very excited on their journey north, never having seen cities as large as Jaffa and Caesarea and Haifa, each with a population of more than four thousand. He’d never even been to a public bathhouse until Balian and his knights had gone to one in Caesarea and he’d been astonished by the sweating chamber heated with earthenware pipes from an outside furnace and by the hot and cold pools. He claimed to be fourteen, but his innocence made him seem younger to Balian, who could only marvel that they were now ruled by a king even younger than Rolf.


Balian’s knights had been amused by Rolf’s naïveté and spun stories for him about the lions in the north and the fearsome beasts called crocodiles, said to lurk in a river near Caesarea. As they approached Acre, they filled his ears with tales of the scandalous seaport, notorious for its brawling, its bawdy houses, and its endless opportunities for sinning. Rolf’s eyes got even wider as he listened, and he was both eager and uneasy as Acre came into view, never imagining he’d get to see a city as wicked as Sodom or Gomorrah.


‘It has a double harbour!’ he cried, dazzled by what looked to be a floating forest of masts, flying the flags of lands he’d never see. Balian explained that Acre was the kingdom’s chief port for both pilgrims and merchants. When the boy asked how many people dwelled within its massive stone walls, Balian paused to consider.


‘Archdeacon William once told me that Acre, Tyre, and Jerusalem each have a population of over thirty thousand.’


Rolf gasped. He took his lord’s most casual words as gospel, yet he wondered now if Balian was jesting with him, for he could not envision a city almost ten times the size of Jaffa or Caesarea. But by then, they were caught up in the throng of travellers seeking to pass through the Patriarch’s Gate, the stone tower that was the southeast entrance into Acre.


Rolf gasped again as they rode in, for never had he seen such a wave of humanity, flowing into every crevice, every space as far as his eye could see – sailors, peddlers, Templar and Hospitaller knights, priests, pilgrims, beggars, drovers whipping their mules as they tried to force a path for their swaying carts, respectably clad matrons, other women who looked like walking sin, street urchins, merchants. Some were astride horses, most afoot, dodging stray dogs and the gutter running down the centre of the street, elbowing their way towards the shops, taverns, and churches, all thriving on the sheer chaos of life in the kingdom’s chief seaport.


Rolf found the noise level physically painful. Balian had told him Acre had nigh on forty churches, and the boy thought that all of them must be tolling their bells. A man shouted above the din that his master had opened a new keg of wine at his tavern on St Anne Street. Sailors already half-drunk squabbled with one another, whistling at the sight of pretty girls. Rolf suddenly remembered the story their village priest had told them of the Tower of Babel in Scriptures, for Acre seemed like that to him. So many languages were assailing his ears – French, Greek, the Syriac and Arabic spoken by the native Christians, German, English, Armenian, Italian dialects, and tongues utterly foreign to him.


But then he gagged, his face contorting. ‘What is that stink?’


Balian and his knights laughed. ‘That is the perfumed air of Acre, lad. It takes getting used to, but you will. In truth, I think the townsfolk take a perverse pride in it, for I’ve heard them boasting that their city stench is ripe enough to sicken a pig.’


To take the lad’s mind off the onslaught of so many foul odours, Balian began to describe the sights likely to interest his squire, pointing out the banner of the Templars flying above their commandery in the southwest corner of the city. The Hospitallers’ quarters and hospital were to the north, he said, as was the royal palace. The Genoese, Venetian, and now the Pisan merchants all had their own quarters, too.


‘Down the Street of Chains is the customhouse,’ he continued, ‘where foreign and Saracen merchants go to have their goods inspected and a toll levied upon them.’ He smiled then, thinking of the shock of European newcomers to Outremer when they discovered that trade between the Franks and the Saracens continued even during war. Rolf was a Poulain, so he’d understand that their kingdom’s survival often depended as much upon compromise and conciliation as it did upon the steel of their swords.


Balian was telling Rolf about the fortified sea tower known as the Tower of the Flies that protected the harbour’s approach, when he heard his name called out, loudly enough to rise above the clamour of street traffic.


Turning towards the sound, Balian grinned at the sight of Jakelin de Mailly and guided his palfrey across the crowded street. Swinging from the saddle, Balian handed the reins to Rolf, instructing his knights to continue on to his brother’s town house. Seeing Rolf’s dismay at being left on his own, he said, ‘You need not fret, lad. They know where it is, on Provençal Street, not far from St Mary’s church. I’ll not be needing any of you for the rest of the day, so you can amuse yourselves as you like. Just try not to get arrested by the city’s viscount.’


They laughed, delighted by the prospect of a free afternoon, and rode on, Rolf stealing an occasional glance back over his shoulder. Balian watched them go, then smiled at Jakelin. ‘I often bless Baudouin for buying a town house here, sparing us a stay in one of Acre’s flea-ridden inns. It is not as if you could take us in, after all.’


‘True,’ Jakelin acknowledged, with a smile of his own. ‘Our grand master sets high standards when approving Temple guests. Luckily for you, Lord Baudouin is less particular.’


Balian still found the sight of Jakelin in the white mantle and red cross of the Templars startling, though it had been two years since his friend had declared his wish to join the order. Balian had tried to talk him out of it, fearing this was another of Jakelin’s spur-of-the-moment whims, one he’d soon come to regret. Despite Balian’s admiration for the Templars, the best fighters in the kingdom, he did not understand what had motivated Jakelin. A Templar’s life was not an easy one. They courted danger the way other men courted women, and had to swear oaths of obedience, poverty, and chastity – all of which would have presented an enormous challenge to Balian. Nor had Jakelin been able to explain satisfactorily to Balian why he’d made such a drastic decision. But he had to admit that Jakelin seemed content with his choice and he supposed that was what mattered, even if he did miss visiting the Acre bordels with Jakelin.


He and Jakelin de Mailly were such opposites that Baudouin had jokingly dubbed them Salt and Pepper. Balian was tall and lean, clean-shaven, with olive skin deeply tanned by the sun, and dark hair and eyes. Jakelin had blue eyes, hair so blond it looked white in the sun, a neatly trimmed Templar beard, a fair complexion that burned easily during the hot Outremer summers, and he was only of average height, but as powerfully built as a blacksmith. He was also as impulsive as Balian was deliberate and as idealistic as Balian was pragmatic. Yet their friendship had taken root at their first meeting four years ago when the young Frenchman had arrived in the Holy Land, eager to fulfil his crusader’s vow and perhaps to make his fortune, being a younger son with limited prospects back in Lorraine. ‘Let’s get a drink so we can catch up,’ Balian said, looking around for the closest tavern. That did not take long, for Acre had taverns beyond counting. Glad to be out of the burning sun, they ducked under the sagging sign, peeling paint turning its half-moon into something unrecognizable, and found a table.


Balian knew that Templars were permitted to drink wine, but he thought it was not made easy for them; Jakelin had explained that it could not be drunk between dinner and Vespers, nor could it be drunk in a tavern or house that was less than a league from a Templar commandery. So, when a morose serving maid with tired eyes finally shuffled over to them, he ordered wine for himself and water for Jakelin, apologizing as she turned away. ‘We’d never find fruit juice or almond milk in a hellhole like this.’


Jakelin merely smiled and shrugged, as if what he drank was a matter of indifference, and Balian supposed that was true; a man who craved the luxuries of life was not likely to have joined the Order of the Temple. Settling back on the bench, he wasted no time. ‘Do you know why the campaign was called off, Jake?’


‘Of course. Our grand master confides in me daily, never making a move without my counsel.’ Jakelin leaned across the table then, lowering his voice. ‘I can hazard a guess, though. Master Odo is peacock proud and Miles de Plancy commanded him to join the army at Kerak. He did it in public, too, the fool.’


Balian was both surprised and puzzled, for the Templars and Hospitallers were not subject to the king’s authority, being independent orders answerable only to the Pope. ‘Miles ought to have known better than that. It is not as if he is a newcomer to the Holy Land.’


‘Men say that holding the regency has gone to his head. I hear he has been denying others access to the young king.’


‘At times I think there must be something in the Outremer water that scrambles men’s wits. How else explain why they think we have the luxury of ignoring the Saracens whilst we feud with our own? I assume the king is at the palace?’


‘Yes, but you’ll not find him there. They are holding races this afternoon. If you hurry, you’ll be in time to put down a few wagers ere they start. Although you’d do better to abstain, given your rotten luck in picking winners.’


‘That was only when I heeded your advice,’ Balian countered, using the past tense since gambling was forbidden to Templars. Before Jakelin could retort, another serving maid approached their table and set two chipped cups before them. This one was sultry, not sullen, with flashing black eyes and golden skin that proclaimed some Saracen blood, although she wore a small wooden cross at her throat. When she asked if there was anything else they wanted, she made that innocuous sentence sound like an invitation to engage in mortal sin, and it was an offer Balian found very tempting. He resisted her appeal, though, shaking his head with a smile.


‘If you change your mind, my lord, you need only ask for Salma,’ she said with a provocative pout, and sauntered away.


Balian watched those swaying hips and sighed. No man with a few coins in his scrip would have trouble finding a bedmate in Acre, where bawdy houses sprang up like weeds, resourceful young women used taverns for hunting grounds, and whores who could do no better for themselves lurked in doorways after dark. But Salma’s exotic good looks and spirited self-confidence had stirred the desire that never fully slept in a man of Balian’s age, and he felt a real regret when she moved off to flirt with other customers.


‘Jesu, Balian, call her back! You’re all but drooling.’


Balian blinked in surprise, for he’d been trying to spare Jakelin’s feelings. ‘I did not think it was good manners to accept her offer whilst you looked on,’ he protested. ‘I would not boast of having enjoyed a five-course meal to a man who was starving.’


Jakelin burst out laughing. ‘I am touched by your concern for my well-being. But do you truly think I am so weak that I’d violate my vows because you futtered a whore?’


Rather than matching Jakelin’s bantering tone, Balian seized this opportunity to admit he was both awed and baffled by his friend’s resolve. ‘I do not know how you do it, Jake,’ he confessed. ‘You’ve given up so much and you make it sound so . . . so easy.’


‘Easy?’ Jakelin gave a hoot of disbelief. ‘Whoever said it was easy? It is a constant struggle, with my body always at war with my will. But that is as it ought to be. If it were too easy to honour these vows, then anyone could become a Templar. Even the likes of you,’ he added with a grin, rising to his feet and slapping Balian on the back. ‘I have to go, for we are patrolling this afternoon. I assume you’ll be in Acre for a while? Stop by the commandery when you can find some free time.’ With a wave, he headed for the door, pausing to thank Balian for ‘that costly swallow of pure spring water’. Balian laughed, for even when they did drink wine together, he always paid, as Jakelin claimed the rules of their order forbade him to carry money. Sceptical at first, he’d been surprised to learn that this was indeed a serious sin, one that could cause a Templar’s expulsion. Taking another sip of the wretched wine, he thought that he’d never understand how Jakelin could embrace such an austere life when there were other ways to serve God.


The voluptuous serving maid was glancing in his direction again and he beckoned her over. As he expected, the tavern keeper allowed her to rent a small room abovestairs, and they soon agreed upon a price acceptable to them both. He’d be back by Vespers, he assured her, for the sweet sins she offered would have to wait. First, he must seek out the young king and try to learn why they were letting Damascus fall into Saladin’s clutches like a ripe plum.
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Races and tournaments were held out on the plain east of Acre, not far from the mouth of the Belus River. Balian was not surprised to find a large crowd had gathered, for racing was a popular sport with the Poulains. Dismounting, he tethered his horse to a railing provided for that purpose and tossed a coin to a youngster to watch over the palfrey. Looking around for the stands set up for those of noble rank, he headed in that direction.


Agnes de Courtenay had been given the seat of honour under a canvas awning protecting them from the sun, and Balian had to admit that she looked quite elegant in a gown of scarlet silk. Beside her, Sybilla appeared suddenly grown-up in green brocade. Miles de Plancy was seated on Agnes’s other side, carrying on an animated conversation with her, while his new wife, Stephanie de Milly, scolded her young son, Humphrey, for some minor misdeed. Balian thought the lad was the best-behaved child he’d ever met, but his mother set standards so high that not even an archangel could have met them.


A wide space separated Agnes’s party from those gathered around the constable. Humphrey de Toron was looking bored; a man of action, he found any inactivity to be tedious. His wife was attracting the most stares, for she was highborn, beautiful, and had been involved in a great scandal. Philippa was the sister of the current Prince of Antioch, Bohemond, and she’d shocked their society by embarking upon a blatant affair with a Greek nobleman, Andronicus Comnenus, a kinsman of the Greek emperor. He was a man of undeniable charm, but one who seemed better suited for the lawless life of a pirate, as he soon proved. He and Philippa had lived openly together in Antioch until Andronicus paid a visit to Outremer. While there, he caused an even greater scandal by seducing a queen, Theodora, widow of Amalric’s late brother, Baldwin, and eloping with her to Nūr al-Dīn’s court in Damascus. Humiliated, her reputation in tatters, Philippa had agreed to marry the much older widower Humphrey de Toron, knowing he’d face down the scandal with the same fierce defiance he displayed upon the battlefield. Seated with the de Torons was a woman who looked vaguely familiar to Balian; after a moment, he recognized the Lady Eschiva, the very rich and recently widowed Princess of Galilee. She had none of the alluring blonde beauty that God had bestowed upon Agnes and Philippa. She did have a serene demeanour and wry humour that both Agnes and Philippa lacked, and Balian found her quite likable. Eschiva had four young sons and word had it that she was a devoted mother, very involved in her offspring’s lives, so it was no surprise to see them beside her, jostling, squirming, and joking under her tolerant eye.


On the other side of Humphrey de Toron was the Templar grand master, glowering from time to time in Miles de Plancy’s direction. As he glanced between these two groups, Balian realized that he was looking at a court breaking up into factions, so antagonistic that they could not even keep up public appearances and mingle on social occasions. His brother was back at Ramlah, but had Baudouin been here, Balian knew he’d be seated with the constable and the grand master. Had Denys de Grenier not returned to Sidon after Baldwin’s coronation, Balian assumed his loyalty to his wife would have kept him at Agnes’s side even though he was good friends with Humphrey and distrusted Miles. The more Balian regarded these warring camps, the more unsettled he became. How could a thirteen-year-old boy be expected to mend rifts as deep and dangerous as these?


And where was Baldwin? Balian had been stunned by the secret that William had revealed to the High Court. It was not just that a sickly king would put Outremer at great risk. He was horrified to think Baldwin might be afflicted with leprosy. He’d done his best to convince himself that the Almighty would not curse Baldwin or their kingdom like that. But when he noticed Baldwin’s absence, he felt a sudden pang, his first thought that the boy must be ailing. He realized almost at once that if Baldwin were ill, Agnes would not have left his side. Unlike his brother and William and many others, Balian did not doubt that Agnes loved her son.


Deciding not to approach the stands now that choosing a seat had become a public declaration of loyalty to the regent or the constable, he went looking for William and soon spotted the archdeacon on the edge of the crowd. William was pleased to see him and quickly assuaged the last of his lingering concern about Baldwin. ‘The lad is around somewhere,’ William said nonchalantly. ‘You know him and horses. He wanted to see the racers up close.’


Balian had noted another conspicuous absentee. ‘Where is Queen Maria?’


William’s face shadowed. ‘Gone.’


‘Gone? Where?’


‘She has taken her daughter and retreated to her dower fief at Nablus. Thankfully, Amalric provided generously for her in the event of his death, for that overweening, spiteful woman made it abundantly clear that Maria is not welcome at court now that Baldwin is king.’


Balian was sorry to hear that, though not surprised. ‘Agnes wasted no time, did she?’ Glancing back towards the stands, he said, ‘She looks downright regal – the queen without a crown. How much influence do you think she truly wields over Baldwin?’


‘Unfortunately, the lad is quite taken with her. It is not his fault, though. Such young shoulders were not meant to bear such heavy burdens. All eyes are looking to him, and people he’s known for years seem like strangers of a sudden. Already he is learning a king’s hardest lesson – that everyone wants something from him. I doubt that his sister has ever had a thought she left unexpressed. Baldwin is not like her, keeps much to himself. But I know he must be lonely, missing his father’s guidance, even feeling overwhelmed at times.’


Balian had never known his own father, who’d died in the year of his birth; his mother had quickly remarried, giving birth to two daughters, and dying when he was just eight. But he’d always had security, for he’d always had his older brothers to stand between him and the unknown. How much more vulnerable Baldwin was, called upon to be a king ere he was even old enough to shave. ‘And at such times, Agnes is there for him.’


William nodded glumly. ‘She is cunning, too, more so than I realized. Had she sought to smother him or coddle him, he’d have rebelled straightaway. Instead, she listens and laughs and does what women have always done well – makes him feel as if he is truly special. He is, of course, and he knows it. It must still be comforting to him that she thinks so, too.’


They’d drawn away from the crowd so they could speak without fear of being overheard. But they still had a clear view of the stands and the split on such public display for all to see, including Salāh al-Dīn’s spies. ‘I came to Acre to find out why we are not trying to stop Saladin from laying claim to Damascus,’ Balian said quietly. ‘I fear the answer can be found over there. Has it truly come to this, William? Our leaders would rather settle old grudges than defend the realm?’


William nodded again. ‘I fear so, Balian. Whilst Miles has always been obstinate and prideful, Amalric was quick to tell him if he overstepped. Now there is no one to rein Miles in. He and Odo de St Amand are not even on speaking terms any more. Miles has also alienated the grand master of the Hospitallers and Jobert is no firebrand like Odo. The latter must bear his share of the blame for the breach with Miles. Not Jobert, though. He is amenable to reason, yet Miles so offended him that he flatly refused to take part in the campaign.’


‘And Humphrey?’


‘He was not about to lead an army against Saladin without the support of the Templars and Hospitallers, especially since he was not sure how many lords he could rely upon. He told me that he’d heard there were some who were loath to see Miles triumph, fearing that would firmly entrench his hold upon the regency.’ William saw Balian frown and felt a dart of sympathy for his young friend, for Baudouin was rumoured to be one of those reluctant barons. He would never confide that to Balian, of course, and so he began to talk instead about a bitter altercation between Miles and Walter de Brisebarre, the disgruntled lord of Blanchegarde.


‘Walter has never got over losing Beirut to Amalric and then losing Outrejourdain when his wife died and it passed to her sister, Stephanie. I think most men feel he got an unfair deal, so he had some support when he asked Miles to return Beirut to him or, failing that, to arrange a marriage for him with the next available heiress. Miles refused both requests. Whilst I am not often in agreement with the man, Miles was right about Beirut. It is part of the royal domain now and it is his responsibility as regent to protect Baldwin’s interests. He erred, though, in not throwing Walter a bone. Had he promised an heiress, at least that would have salvaged Walter’s pride. Instead, he mocked Walter, and with others looking on. Coming from the man who now holds Outrejourdain, that was too much for Walter to accept. He made a fool of himself, raging and cursing and screaming out threats. One more drop of poison into an already toxic brew.’


Balian could only shake his head in disgust. ‘This is madness, William. Amalric would have dragged himself from his deathbed to keep Saladin from taking over Damascus. How can so many be so blind? What of Baldwin? Is he aware that his is a house divided?’


‘I’ve not talked to him about it, but he is a bright lad. I am sure he knows that Miles is hated. He also knows that his father wanted Miles as regent. He has a mind of his own, though, always has,’ William said with his first real smile of the day, one of almost paternal pride.


‘Miles may forge ahead like a stampeding bull, yet he was shrewd enough to ingratiate himself with Baldwin’s mother, and for now Agnes is on his side. I saw proof of that less than a fortnight ago when I overheard Miles and Agnes trying to convince Baldwin that he ought to replace Humphrey de Toron as constable. Whilst the lad heard them out, he was obviously not swayed by their arguments, and so Agnes made a personal appeal, saying that she did not trust Humphrey. Baldwin effectively silenced her then by saying calmly, “Well, I do, Mother.” She had the sense to back off after that, but I do not doubt she and Miles are still plotting to get Humphrey dismissed, and God help the realm if that ever happens.’


A sudden blare of trumpets signalled that the first race was about to begin. The riders and horses had entered the track and there was a loud roar of approval when the spectators recognized the youth on a chestnut stallion. ‘Baldwin is riding?’ Balian swung towards William, but the older man was just as surprised. Looking towards the stands, Balian saw that Agnes had not expected this, either, for she half rose, then sank back in her seat. As the riders paraded past the crowd on their way to the start, Baldwin acknowledged the cheers with a jaunty wave, doffing his cap playfully when he caught sight of William and Balian. By then, though, Balian had eyes only for the young king’s mount, for he knew horses. This one was smaller and lighter than the usual Frankish stallion, with a finely chiselled head, deep chest, graceful arching neck, and a tail carried high. ‘That is an Arabian! Where did Baldwin get him?’


William had the typical cleric’s lack of interest in horses. ‘He was a gift from Agnes, I think. I take it an Arabian is something out of the ordinary?’


‘You could say that,’ Balian said dryly, thinking he’d have pledged the surety of his soul to have one of those magnificent stallions. ‘No wonder Baldwin has fallen under his mother’s spell! Clever lady. You can rest assured that he’ll be well mounted in the race, for Arabians are cat-quick, agile, and highly intelligent, whilst not as hard to handle as our destriers.’


‘I pray you’re right,’ William said, trying to fend off frightening visions of Baldwin being thrown and slammed into the dirt in a welter of flying legs and down-plunging hooves. And then he caught his breath, for the flag was dropped and the horses and riders were off in a cloud of dust.


Now that Baldwin was doing this mad thing, William wanted the boy to win and he felt a throb of disappointment to see that the chestnut was blocked as they thundered past the stands. But Baldwin bided his time and began to weave his way between horses as they hit midstretch, finding holes where William was sure there were none. He was fourth with a quarter mile to go and then, in the blink of an eye, it was over. Like a golden streak of light, the Arabian overtook the leaders and then he was in front, pulling away from the others with every stride. By the time he crossed the finish line in solitary splendour, the crowd was cheering wildly, even those who’d wagered against him, and Baldwin was laughing. William suddenly found himself on the verge of tears, almost as if he knew he’d just been given a precious gift, a memory of the young king at a perfect moment in his life, one that held no shadows or dread, only bright promise.
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Balian declined William’s invitation to dine with him that evening, explaining he’d already made plans, and if the archdeacon suspected those plans would require Balian to seek out a priest, confess, and do penance, he politely gave no indication of it. The next day, Balian arrived at the palace to discover that Baldwin was still flying high after his triumph at the races. He’d always liked Balian, who was young enough to joke with, and they passed an enjoyable quarter hour discussing Baldwin’s new stallion, which he’d named Asad, Arabic for ‘lion’, both because of his tawny coat and his lion-like courage. He’d just invited Balian to accompany him to the stables so he could see Asad’s majesty for himself when Agnes reminded him that he’d agreed to hear petitions that morning. Baldwin was not happy about it, but he did not attempt to evade his royal responsibilities and promised Balian they’d visit the stables later. Balian was amused by what he did next, showing he did indeed have a mind of his own, as William claimed. Instead of staying in the stifling hall, he declared, he’d hold court up on the rooftop garden.


He was soon sitting on a marble bench, shielded from the sun by a striped canvas canopy, with Agnes on one side and Miles on the other, as men were ushered forward to kneel and state their grievances. Watching with William from another bench, Balian was impressed by the boy’s conduct. He listened attentively and if the complaint involved a point of law, he said it would be taken under deliberation and told the petitioner to return in a few days for his decision. If he occasionally glanced wistfully towards the turquoise sea and the ships sailing for the horizon, Balian thought no one could blame him.


William shared with Balian now the non-military news, revealing that the Archbishop of Tyre was very ill; he’d accompanied Maria to Nablus, only to be stricken with a stomach ailment. And word had reached Outremer of the latest chapter in the English king’s ongoing struggles with his own queen and sons. The lads were still in rebellion, having fled to the French court, but Eleanor had not been so fortunate; she’d been captured by a royal patrol and taken off to confinement in one of Henry’s castles. William disapproved strongly of the English queen, and he began quoting from Scriptures to bolster his argument that a wife who was not obedient to her husband violated the condition of nature and the divine will of the Almighty.


‘William . . . forgive the interruption, but Humphrey de Toron has just arrived.’ Balian was intrigued by the expression on the constable’s face. ‘Smug’ was not a word he’d normally apply to Humphrey, yet he thought the other man definitely had the look of a cat that had got the cream. He was intrigued, too, by the stranger at Humphrey’s side. He appeared to be in his thirties, of medium height and slender build, with a swarthy complexion and straight, dark brown hair. His posture was very erect, his head held high, and his deportment that of one accustomed to privilege and power. ‘That man with Humphrey . . . do you know him, William?’


William shook his head, no less curious than Balian, and they rose to follow as Humphrey and his companion strode towards the king and seneschal. Miles had risen abruptly, the expression on his face indicating he did know the identity of this newcomer. The stranger made a deep obeisance to Baldwin, kissed Agnes’s hand, and acknowledged Miles with courtesy that was utterly correct and yet somehow seemed like an afterthought. Balian and William got within hearing range just in time to hear Miles say, with a smile that was almost a sneer, ‘You are a long way from home, my lord count. I would think you’d be loath to leave Tripoli after such a prolonged stay in the prisons of Aleppo.’


Balian and William exchanged quick glances. So, this was Raymond de St Gilles, Count of Tripoli, the young king’s cousin, the man Humphrey had described as a ‘serious candidate’ for the crown of Jerusalem. They smiled at each other, the same thought in both their minds: that things were about to get interesting.


Miles was very good at provoking other men to bad behaviour. His barb went astray now, for Raymond ignored it, as if the implied insult – like the man himself – was not worthy of notice. Addressing himself to Baldwin, he said, ‘My king, I would offer my condolences for the death of your father, may God assoil him. I held him in great esteem and I believe that he thought equally well of me. He ruled Tripoli for me during those years that I was held prisoner by Nūr al-Dīn and it was my wish that Tripoli pass to him if I died during my captivity.’


‘You are most welcome at my court, Cousin Raymond,’ Baldwin said politely but cautiously, for he did not give his trust easily to men he did not know. Agnes was regarding the count warily, and it was clear that her trust would have to be earned, too. Many in their audience were looking suddenly hopeful, however, seeing Raymond de St Gilles as a formidable rival to the detested Miles.


‘I am here,’ the count continued, ‘because I am your closest male kin, and so I am the one who ought to serve as regent until you reach your majority. I base my claim upon the laws of your kingdom, our shared blood, and the bond that existed between your lord father and me.’


‘You have not heard, then?’ Miles queried with heavy sarcasm. ‘That position has been filled. I was named regent by the High Court, in accordance with the dying wishes of King Amalric.’


‘I heard. But the High Court chose you as acting regent, no more than that. I was not present to argue my own claim. Now I am.’


‘You are not the king’s only male kin,’ Miles snapped. ‘The Prince of Antioch is his cousin, too!’


‘But you are not,’ Raymond responded coolly. ‘I will right gladly debate the merits of my claim against those of my cousin in Antioch, if that be the wish of the king and High Court. You will be free, of course, my lord seneschal, to argue your own claim – such as it is.’


Many of those listening were grinning widely, for they knew this was a new experience for the imperious Miles – discovering how deadly a weapon icy indifference could be. Miles was looking baneful. Baldwin seemed uncertain and, seeing that, Agnes leaned over to whisper in his ear.


Giving his mother a grateful smile, Baldwin raised his hand in time to keep Miles from launching a verbal assault upon the count. ‘None would deny you deserve to be considered for the regency, Cousin Raymond. But this is a decision for the High Court, and, alas, we do not have enough lords in Acre for a quorum. We will have to summon them to a session in Jerusalem.’


If Raymond was vexed by the delaying tactic, it did not show in his face. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I welcome the opportunity to be heard before the High Court.’ He made another respectful obeisance to the young king before adding, ‘I trust that will be soon.’


William was delighted by the Count of Tripoli’s challenge to Miles. Once he and Balian had a chance to talk in private, he sounded more optimistic than he had since Amalric’s death, telling Balian that all he’d heard of the count was to his credit. He’d fought bravely on the battlefield before his capture; he was well educated and was said to have learned Arabic during his captivity; he was of high birth and a Poulain, not an outsider like Miles. Balian agreed that Raymond de St Gilles was an impressive figure and his credentials were impeccable. He wished, though, that the count was not as reserved or aloof; not once had he smiled. Balian hoped he was wrong, but he wondered if Raymond would be able to win over the members of the High Court, for despite the strength of his claim, he was a stranger to most of Outremer.
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October 1174


Nablus, Outremer


Balian had intended to leave Acre by week’s end, wanting to inform Baudouin about the arrival at court of the Count of Tripoli, news his brother would welcome. Miles had other ideas and ordered him and his knights to escort a supply caravan to the Hospitallers’ frontier stronghold at Belvoir. Balian knew Baudouin would be highly indignant when he heard, for it was questionable whether this duty fell within the scope of those owed by vassals to the Crown. But Balian had learned at an early age to pick his battles and he decided it did not make sense to turn a vindictive man like Miles into a personal enemy by refusing.


The roads were always dangerous, for pilgrims and merchants were tempting targets for bandits, both Franks and Saracens. The journey to Belvoir had proved uneventful, though, and Balian was glad to accept the castellan’s offer of hospitality. He and his men were made so welcome that by the time he departed, he was no longer vexed with Miles for disrupting his plans.


It was now October and they kept an eye on the cloud-mottled sky, although heavy rains did not usually begin until November. They were travelling the watershed road, a major route to Jerusalem, but when Balian saw a milestone indicating they were approaching Nablus, he decided to stop there and see how Queen Maria was faring in her new home.


The seigneury of Nablus was one of the larger lordships, covering almost six hundred square miles and ninety villages, a centre for sugarcane production and the manufacture of soap, so Balian thought Maria ought to have enough income to live comfortably. The town was an ancient one, and although it had no bishop, the canons of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre had property there, as did the Hospitallers. Nablus was not a backwater like Balian’s Ibelin, but he thought it must still be quite a change for a woman who’d grown up amid the cosmopolitan grandeur of Constantinople and passed her married life in Jerusalem and Acre.


A half mile from Nablus was Jacob’s Well, where the Lord Christ had met the Samaritan woman, and Balian and his men stopped to say a prayer and leave a donation at the church. All around them was proof of the prosperity of Maria’s dower fief: orchards, vineyards, and olive groves. But what struck Balian most forcefully was the absence of town walls. Villages like Ibelin had no walls, either, its inhabitants depending upon the small castle for protection. In light of its size, Nablus’s lack of fortifications was notable. On past visits, Balian had never given it much thought. Now he frowned, not happy that Maria and her daughter should be living in a town so vulnerable to Saracen attack.


When travelling, Franks of Balian’s rank rarely stayed at inns, preferring to accept the hospitality of local lords. So his men were surprised when he instructed them to take lodgings at one of the inns, but he did not want Maria to think him presumptuous, arriving unannounced and then expecting her to feed and house his men for the night. Saying he’d join them after paying his respects to the queen, he agreed to let Rolf accompany him, and they rode down the dusty main street towards the palace.


Leaving his squire to watch their horses, Balian was escorted into the great hall. He could see that Maria had attempted to make the palace seem more like a home; woven hangings that had once hung in her Jerusalem chambers now adorned the whitewashed walls of the hall, and bright embroidered rugs provided splashes of colour. A cupboard held her silver plate, and the elaborately carved coffers were obviously part of her past life, too. He admired her for her determination to put up a brave front, but he felt anger stirring that Agnes was set upon making things as difficult as possible for a young widow in a country not her own.


He rarely acted on impulse; nor was he one for second-guessing his choices. His decision to seek Maria out was undeniably an impulsive one, though, and now he began to regret it, suddenly not sure what reception to expect from her. While she’d always been gracious to him at the royal court, his sudden appearance at Nablus might not be as welcome. He’d begun to pace as he awaited her entrance, gradually becoming aware that he was being watched. Turning, he found himself under scrutiny by a small child.


He knew at once that this was Maria’s daughter, for she had her mother’s dark colouring and the gown she wore was of the finest cotton, her hair braided with ribbons of silk. She tilted her head so far back that she seemed in danger of losing her balance, saying, ‘You’re tall.’


Balian squatted down so they were closer to eye level. ‘Are you sure? It may be that you are just short.’


She gave that some serious thought before deciding, ‘No . . . you are tall.’ When Balian grinned, she grinned back at him, and that was how Maria found them. He rose quickly to his feet, but what he’d meant to say was forgotten, for there was no mistaking the expression on her face, one of pleasure.


‘Lord Balian, how glad I am to see you,’ she exclaimed, and it was only then that he realized how much this woman’s good opinion had come to mean to him.


[image: image missing]


The day’s warmth had not yet begun to ebb away, and Maria invited Balian to join her in the courtyard, ordering wine and wafers and fruit for her guest. Once they’d been seated and served, she answered his polite query about the health of the Archbishop of Tyre with a sad shake of her head, saying his doctors had no hope for his recovery. Isabella held out her arms and Maria lifted the child onto her lap, unconcerned that the little girl’s shoes were getting dirt on her dress. Balian liked her for that, watching with a smile as she peeled an orange for her daughter.


Once Isabella was sucking contentedly upon an orange segment, Maria glanced over at Balian, her dark eyes speculative. ‘We’ve not had many visitors since moving to Nablus. I suppose there are few who want to risk offending the new queen bee. I remember, though, that you’ve never been in thrall to the Lady Agnes, have you?’


He was surprised by her candour, until he realized that no longer being the king’s wife had given her the liberty to speak her mind, probably for the first time in her life. ‘I am sorry that Agnes has been so spiteful,’ he said with such sincerity that she smiled. ‘I never understood why she bears you such a grudge. Once, when I was young and foolish – about seventeen or so – she was raving and ranting to Hugh about the “Greek foreigner” that Amalric had married, making it sound as if he’d taken a female demon into his bed. I finally spoke up, pointing out that you had naught to do with the end of her marriage, being all of nine years old and residing in far-off Constantinople when the High Court decided she could not be queen.’


Shaking his head at the memory, he said ruefully, ‘She did not speak to me again for fully two months after that.’


Maria sipped her wine to hide another smile. As tempting as it was to trade stories with Balian about Agnes’s bad behaviour, she knew she could not match his light tone, for by now she’d learned to hate Amalric’s former wife with a loathing that had seeped into every corner of her soul, all the more intense because she feared Agnes, too, knowing that she saw Isabella as a threat to her own children.


‘So . . .’ she said, ‘what brings you to Nablus, Lord Balian? I assume you are on your way to somewhere else. Visitors to Nablus always are.’


‘True enough, my lady. I am returning to Ibelin from Belvoir.’


‘The Hospitaller castle? Why were you there?’ she asked curiously, for Belvoir was one of the most strategic strongholds in the kingdom, yet one of the most isolated, too.


‘It was not my idea,’ he admitted, explaining how Miles had conscripted him for caravan duty. ‘I have not been able to decide if this was a belated effort by Miles to curry favour with the Hospitallers, showing them that he was concerned for the safety of their supplies, or if he was simply amusing himself by moving my men and me hither and yon as if we were pieces on his chessboard. Whatever his reasons, I—’ He stopped in midsentence then, for Maria was looking at him oddly.


‘You do not know? You’ve not heard about Miles?’


‘No . . . what happened? Is it too much to hope that he’s been removed from the regency?’


‘In a manner of speaking, yes. He was murdered last week in Acre.’


Balian set his cup down so abruptly that wine splashed onto the sleeve of his tunic. ‘God’s wrath! How did it happen? Was his killer caught?’


‘He was attacked by two men as he returned to his house on Cyprus Street. It happened so quickly that he had no chance to defend himself. They stabbed him repeatedly, left him dying in a pool of his own blood. It occurred as dusk was falling and the few witnesses that could be found said only that the killers wore Saracen clothing, including the kaffiyeh headdress with the cloth pulled up to hide their faces.’


‘Were they Assassins?’ Balian asked, for that renegade Shia sect had struck down men of power before; murder was their political weapon of choice. Their victims were usually their fellow Muslims, who considered them heretics, but the Count of Tripoli’s father had been slain by Assassins when Raymond was only twelve.


‘No one thinks the Assassins did it, for they want people to know of their killings and always claim credit for them. It is believed that these killers used the Saracen garb as a disguise, for one witness said he heard them speaking in French.’


Balian leaned back in his seat, trying to take in the magnitude of her news. ‘Usually when a man is slain, it is asked who’d want to kill him. With Miles, the better question is who would not. He had more enemies than Rome has priests. There have been no arrests, then?’


He’d wondered how she’d heard so quickly, and had his answer when she said, ‘William wrote that suspicion has fallen upon the de Brisebarre brothers, Walter and Guidon. But there is no evidence to connect them to the crime, and they cannot be charged without proof.’
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