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A FINE KILLING

Altaïr ignored him, and in one fluid movement he grasped the priest’s shoulder with his right hand; with his left, he jammed the point of the blade into the back of the man’s neck, slicing between the skull and the first vertebra of the backbone. Severing his spine.

The priest had no time to scream; death was almost instantaneous. Almost. His body jerked and tautened, but Altaïr held him firm, feeling his victim’s life ebb away as he held one finger on the man’s carotid artery until, slowly, the body relaxed and Altaïr allowed him to crumple silently to the ground, where he lay surrounded by a spreading pool of blood blotted by the sand.

It had been quick, soundless. But as Altaïr retracted the blade, he saw the accusation in Malik’s eyes. And it was all that Altaïr could do to suppress a sneer at Malik’s weakness. Malik’s brother, Kadar, on the other hand, was even now looking down at the priest’s body with a mixture of wonderment and awe.

“An excellent kill,” he said breathlessly. “Fortune favors your blade.”

“Not fortune,” boasted Altaïr, “skill. Watch awhile longer and you might learn something.”
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PROLOGUE

The majestic ship creaked and groaned; its sails rippled, fat with wind. Days from land, it split the ocean toward the great city in the West, carrying precious cargo. A man. A man the crew knew only as the Master.

He was among them now, alone on the forecastle deck, where he had lowered the cowl of his robes to let himself be lashed by sea spray, sipping at it with his face in the wind. Once a day he did this. He appeared from his cabin to pace the deck, chose a spot to gaze out at sea, then returned below. Sometimes he stood on the forecastle, sometimes on the quarterdeck. Always he stared out at the white-crested sea.

Every day the crew watched him. They worked, calling to one another on deck and rigging, each with a job  to do, all the while stealing glances at the solitary, pensive figure. And they wondered, What kind of man was he? What kind of man was in their midst?

Furtively they studied him now as he stepped away from the deck railings and returned his hood to his head. He stood there a moment with his head bowed, arms hanging loosely at his sides, and the crew watched him. Perhaps a few of them even paled as he strode along the deck past them and back to his cabin. And when the cabin door shut behind him, each man found that he had been holding his breath.

Inside, the Assassin returned to his desk and sat, first pouring a beaker of wine before reaching for a book and pulling it toward him. Then opening it. Beginning to read.




PART I




ONE

JUNE 19, 1257

 

Maffeo and I remain at Masyaf and will stay here for the time being. At least until one or two—how shall I put this?—uncertainties are resolved. In the meantime we remain at the behest of the Master, Altaïr Ibn-La’Ahad. Frustrating as it is to surrender dominion of our own paths in this way, especially to the leader of the Order, who in his old age wields ambiguity with the same ruthless precision he once wielded sword and blade, I at least benefit from being privy to his stories. Maffeo, however, has no such advantage and has grown restless. Understandably so. He tires of Masyaf. He dislikes traversing the steep slopes between the Assassin’s fortress and the village below, and the mountainous terrain holds little appeal for him. He is a Polo, he says. And thus after six  months here, the wanderlust is like the call of voluptuous woman to him, persuasive and tempting and not to be ignored. He longs to fill the sails with wind and set off for new lands, show Masyaf his back.

His impatience is a vexation I could live without, quite frankly. Altaïr is on the cusp of an announcement; I can feel it.

So today I declared, “Maffeo, I’m going to tell you a story.”

The manners of the man. Are we really kin? I begin to doubt it. For instead of greeting this news with the enthusiasm it so clearly warranted, I could have sworn I heard him sigh (or perhaps I should give him the benefit of the doubt; perhaps he was simply out of breath in the hot sun) before demanding of me, “Before you do, Niccolò, would you mind telling me, what is it about?” and in rather exasperated tones. I ask you.

Nevertheless: “That is a very good question, brother,” I said, and gave the matter some thought as we made our way up the dreaded slope. Above us the citadel loomed darkly on the promontory as if it were hewn from the very limestone itself. I’d decided I wanted the perfect setting to tell my tale, and there was nowhere more apposite than the Masyaf fortress: An imposing castle of many turrets and surrounded by shimmering rivers, it presided over the bustling village below, the settlement a high point within the Orontes Valley. An oasis of peace. A paradise.

“I would say that it’s about knowledge,” I decided at last. “Assasseen, as you know, represents guardian in  Arabic—the Assassins are the guardians of the secrets—the secrets they guard are of knowledge, so yes”—no doubt I sounded very pleased with myself—“it’s about knowledge.”

“Then I’m afraid I have an appointment.”

“Oh?”

“Certainly I would welcome a diversion from my studies, Niccolò; however, an extension of them I don’t desire.”

I grinned. “Surely you want to hear the tales I’ve been told by the Master?”

“That all depends. Your pitch makes them sound less than invigorating. You know how you say my tastes run to the bloodthirsty when it comes to your stories?”

“Yes.”

Maffeo gave a half smile. “Well, you’re right, they do.”

“Then you shall have that, too. These are, after all, the tales of the great Altaïr Ibn-La’Ahad. This is his life story, brother. Believe me, there is no shortage of event; much of it, you’ll be happy to note, featuring bloodshed.”

By now we had made our way up the barbican to the outer castle of the fortress. We passed beneath the arch and through the guard station, climbing again as we headed toward the inner castle. There ahead of us was the tower in which Altaïr had his quarters. For weeks I had been visiting him, spending countless hours rapt by him as he sat with his hands clasped and his elbows on the rests of his tall chair, telling his stories, his old eyes barely visible beneath the brim of his cowl. And increasingly I had come to realize that I was being told these  stories for a purpose. That for some reason yet unfathomable to me, I had been chosen to hear them.

When not telling his stories, Altaïr sat and brooded among his books and memories, sometimes gazing for long hours from the window of his tower. He would be there now, I thought, and I hooked a thumb under the band of my mortar and shifted it back, shading my eyes to look up at the tower—and seeing nothing but sun-bleached stone.

“We’ve an audience with him?” Maffeo interrupted my thoughts.

“No, not today,” I replied, pointing at a tower to our right instead. “We’re going up there . . .”

Maffeo frowned. The defensive tower was one of the highest in the citadel, and was reached by a series of vertiginous ladders, most of which looked in need of repair. But I was insistent, and I tucked my tunic into my belt, then led Maffeo up to first one level, then to the next, and finally to the top. From there we looked across the countryside. Miles and miles of craggy terrain. Rivers like veins. Clusters of settlements. We looked over Masyaf: the slopes from the fortress to the buildings and markets of the sprawling village below, the wooden stockade of the outer curtain and stabling.

“How high are we?” asked Maffeo, looking a little green, no doubt conscious of being buffeted by the wind and the fact that the ground now looked a long, long way away.

“Over two hundred and fifty feet,” I told him. “High enough to put the Assassins out of range of enemy  archers—but able to rain arrows and more down upon them. Here . . .”

I showed him the openings surrounding us on all sides. “From the machicolations here they could launch rocks or oil over their foe, using these . . .” Wooden platforms jutted out into space, and we moved over to one now, holding on to upright supports on either side and leaning out into the air to look down. Directly below us the tower fell away to cliff edge. Below that the shimmering river.

The blood draining from his face, Maffeo stepped back onto the safety of the tower floor. I laughed, doing the same (and secretly glad to, feeling a little giddy and sick myself, truth be told).

“And why is it you’ve brought us up here?” asked Maffeo.

“This is where my story begins,” I said. “In more ways than one. For it was from here that the lookout first saw the invading force.”

“The invading force?”

“Yes. Salah Al’din’s army. He came to lay siege to Masyaf, to defeat the Assassins. Eighty years ago, a bright day in August. A day very much like today . . .”




TWO

First, the lookout saw the birds.

An army on the move attracts scavengers. Of the winged variety, mainly, which swoop upon whatever scraps are left behind: food, waste, carcasses both horse and human. Next he saw the dust. And then a vast, dark stain that appeared on the horizon slowly beetling forward, engulfing everything in sight. An army inhabits, disrupts, and destroys the landscape; it is a giant, hungry beast that consumes everything in its path, and in most cases—as Salah Al’din was well aware—the mere sight of it was enough to move the enemy to surrender.

Not this time, though. Not when his enemies were the Assassins.

For the campaign, the Saracen leader had raised a  modest force. Ten thousand infantry, cavalry, and followers. With them he planned to crush the Assassins, who had already made two attempts on his life and would surely not fail a third time. Intending to take the fight to their door, he’d brought his army into the An-Nusayriyah Mountains and to the Assassins’ nine citadels there.

Messages had reached Masyaf that Salah Al’din’s men had been plundering the countryside, but that none of the forts had fallen. That Salah Al’din was on his way to Masyaf, intent on conquering it and claiming the head of the Assassin leader, Al Mualim.

Salah Al’din was regarded as a temperate and fairminded leader, but he was as angered by the Assassins as he was unnerved by them. According to reports, his uncle, Shihab Al’din, was advising him to offer a peace agreement. Have the Assassins with them, not against them, was Shihab’s reasoning. But the vengeful sultan would not be moved, and so it was that his army crawled toward Masyaf on a bright August day in 1176, and a lookout in the citadel’s defensive tower saw the flocks of birds and the great clouds of dust and the black stain on the horizon, and he raised a horn to his lips and sounded the alarm.

Stockpiling supplies, the townspeople moved into the safety of the citadel, thronging the courtyards, faces etched with fear, but many of them setting up stalls to continue trading. The Assassins, meanwhile, began fortifying the castle, preparing to meet the army, watching the stain spread across the beautiful green landscape, a great beast feeding on the land, colonizing the horizon.

They heard the horns and drums and cymbals. And  soon they could make out the figures as they materialized from the heat haze: thousands of them. They saw the infantry: spearmen, javelin men, and archers, Armenians, Nubians, and Arabs. They saw cavalry: Arabs, Turks, and Mameluks carrying saber, mace, lance, and longsword, some wearing chain mail, some leather armor. They saw the litters of the noblewomen, the holy men, and the disorderly followers at the rear: the families, children, and slaves. They watched as the invading warriors reached the outer curtain and set it ablaze, the stables, too, the horns still blaring, cymbals crashing. Inside the citadel the women of the village began weeping. They expected their homes to be next under the torch. But the buildings were left untouched, and instead the army came to a halt in the village, paying little regard to the castle—or so it seemed.

They sent no envoy, no message; they simply made camp. Most of their tents were black, but in the middle of the encampment was a cluster of larger pavilions, the quarters of the great Sultan Salah Al’din and his closest generals. Embroidered flags fluttered and the tips of the tent poles were gilded pomegranates, the pavilion covers of colorful silk.

In the citadel the Assassins mulled over their tactics. Would Salah Al’din assault the fortress or try to starve them out? As night fell they had their answer. Below them the army began work assembling its siege engines. Fires burned long into the night. The sounds of sawing and hammering rose to the ears of those manning the citadel ramparts, and to the Master’s tower, where Al Mualim called an assembly of his Master Assassins.

“Salah Al’din has been delivered to us,” said Faheem Al-Sayf, a Master Assassin. “This is an opportunity not to be missed.”

Al Mualim thought. He looked from the tower window, thinking of the colorful pavilion in which Salah Al’din now sat plotting his downfall—and that of the Assassins. He thought of the great sultan’s army and how it had laid waste to the countryside. How the sultan was more than capable of raising an even larger force should his campaign fail.

Salah Al’din had matchless might, he reasoned. But the Assassins, they had guile.

“With Salah Al’din dead, the Saracen armies will crumble,” said Faheem. But Al Mualim was shaking his head.

“I think not. Shihab will take his place.”

“He is half the leader Salah Al’din is.”

“Then he would be less effective in repelling the Christians,” countered Al Mualim sharply. He tired sometimes of Faheem’s hawklike ways. “Do we wish to find ourselves at their mercy? Do we wish to find ourselves unwilling allies against the sultan? We are the Assassins, Faheem. Our intent is our own. We belong to no one.”

A silence fell over the sweet-scented room.

“Salah Al’din is as wary of us as we are of him,” said Al Mualim after reflection. “We should see to it that he is made even more wary.”

The next morning the Saracens pushed a ram and siege tower up the main slope. As Turkish horse-archers made passes, showering the citadel with arrows, they  attacked the outer walls with their siege engines, under constant fire from Assassin archers and with rocks and oil pouring from the defensive towers. Villagers joined the battle, pelting the enemy with rocks from the ramparts, dousing the fires, while at the main gates, brave Assassins made sorties through the wicket doors, fighting back infantry trying to burn them down. The day ended with many dead on both sides, the Saracens retreating down the hill, lighting their fires for the night, repairing their siege machines, assembling more.

That night there was a great commotion in the encampment, and in the morning the brightly colored pavilion belonging to the great Salah Al’din was taken down, and he left, taking a small bodyguard force with him.

Shortly after that, his uncle, Shihab Al’din, ascended the slope to address the Master Assassin.




THREE

“His Majesty Salah Al’din has received your message, and thanks you most graciously for it,” called an envoy. “He has business elsewhere and has left with instructions for His Excellency Shihab Al’din to enter into talks.”

The envoy stood by Shihab’s stallion, cupping a hand to his mouth to call up to the Master and his generals, who were assembled in the defensive tower.

A small force had climbed the hill. Two hundred men or so and a litter set down by Nubians. No more than a bodyguard for Shihab, who remained on horseback. On his face was a serene expression, as though he were not unduly concerned about the outcome of the talks. He wore wide white trousers, a vest, and a red twisted sash.  Inset into his large, blinding-white turban was a glittering jewel. That jewel would have an illustrious name, thought Al Mualim, gazing down upon him from the top of the tower. It would be called “The Star of Something” or “The Rose of Something.” The Saracens were so fond of naming their baubles.

“Do begin,” called Al Mualim, thinking “business elsewhere” with a smile, his mind going back just a few hours to when an Assassin had come to his chambers, raising him from slumber and calling him to the throne room.

“Umar, welcome,” Al Mualim had said, wrapping his robes around himself. Feeling the early-morning chill in his bones.

“Master,” Umar had replied with his voice low and his head bent.

“You’ve come to tell me of your mission?” Al Mualim said to him. He lit an oil lamp on a chain, then found his chair, settling in. Shadows flitted across the floor.

Umar nodded. There was blood on his sleeve, Al Mualim noticed.

“Was our agent’s information correct?”

“Yes, Master. I made my way into their encampment and, just as we were told, the gaudy pavilion was a decoy. Salah Al’din’s tent was nearby, a much less conspicuous accommodation.”

Al Mualim smiled. “Excellent, excellent. And how were you able to identify it?”

“It was protected just as our spy said it would be, with chalk and cinders scattered on the perimeter so my steps would be heard.”

“But they were not?”

“No, Master, and I was able to enter the sultan’s tent and leave the feather as instructed.”

“And the letter?”

“Pinned by dagger to his pallet.”

“And then?”

“I crept from his tent . . .”

“And?”

There was a pause.

“The sultan awoke and rose the alarm. I was only just able to escape with my life.”

Al Mualim indicated Umar’s bloodstained sleeve. “And that?”

“I was forced to cut a throat in order to make good my escape, Master.”

“A guard?” asked Al Mualim hopefully.

Umar shook his head sadly. “He wore the turban and vest of a nobleman.”

Al Mualim closed tired and sorrowful eyes. “There was no other option?”

“I acted rashly, Master.”

“But otherwise your mission was a success?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Then we shall see what transpires,” he said.

And what transpired was the exit of Salah Al’din and the visit from Shihab. And standing tall in his tower, Al Mualim had allowed himself to believe that the Assassins had prevailed. That his plan had worked. Their message had warned the sultan that he should abandon his campaign against the Assassins, for the next dagger would  not be pinned to his pallet, but to his genitals. Simply by being able to leave it, they had shown the monarch how vulnerable he really was, how his great force counted for nothing when a lone Assassin could outwit his decoys and guards, and steal so easily into his tent as he slept.

And perhaps Salah Al’din was fonder of his genitals than he was of pursuing a long and costly war of attrition against an enemy whose interests only rarely came into conflict with his own. For he had gone.

“His Majesty Salah Al’din accepts your offer of peace,” said the envoy.

On the tower, Al Mualim shared an amused glance with Umar, who stood by his side. Farther along was Faheem. His mouth was set.

“We have his assurance that our sect can operate without further hostilities and no further interference in our activities?” asked Al Mualim.

“As long as interests allow, you have that assurance.”

“Then I accept His Majesty’s offer,” called Al Mualim, pleased. “You may remove your men from Masyaf. Perhaps you would be good enough to repair our stockade before you leave?”

At that, Shihab looked sharply up at the tower; even from the great height, Al Mualim saw anger flash in his eyes. Shihab leaned from his stallion to speak to the envoy, who listened, nodding his head, then cupped his hand to his mouth to address those in the tower once more.

“During the delivery of the message, one of Salah Al’din’s trusted generals was killed. His Majesty requires reparations. The head of the culprit.”

The smile slid from Al Mualim’s face. At his side, Umar tensed.

There was silence. Just the snorting of the horses. Birdsong. All waited to hear Al Mualim’s response.

“You may tell the sultan that I reject those terms.”

Shihab shrugged. Leaned to speak to the envoy, who spoke again.

“His Excellency wishes to inform you that unless you agree to those terms, a force will remain here at Masyaf. Our patience is greater than your store of supplies. Would you have the peace agreement count for nothing? Would you allow your villagers and your men to starve? All for the head of one Assassin? His Excellency dearly hopes not.”

“I will go,” hissed Umar to Al Mualim. “The mistake was mine. It is only right I should pay for it.”

Al Mualim ignored him. “I will not give up the life of one of my men,” he called to the envoy.

“Then His Excellency regrets your decision and asks that you bear witness to a matter now in need of resolution. We have discovered the existence of a spy in our camp, and he must be executed.”

Al Mualim caught his breath as the Saracens dragged the Assassin agent from the litter. After him came an executioner’s block, which two Nubians placed on the ground in front of Shihab’s stallion.

The spy’s name was Ahmad. He had been beaten. His head, battered, bruised, and bloodstained, lolled on his chest as he was manhandled to the block, dragged on his knees, and draped over it, throat up. The executioner  stepped to the block. A Turk carried a glinting scimitar, which he grounded, placing both hands on the jeweled hilt. The two Nubians held Ahmad’s arms; he groaned a little, the sound rising to the stunned Master Assassins high in the defensive tower.

“Let your man take his place, and his life will be spared and the peace treaty honored,” called the envoy. “If not, he dies and the siege begins and your people starve.”

Suddenly Shihab raised his head to shout, “Do you want that on your conscience, Umar Ibn-La’Ahad?”

As one, the Assassins caught their breath. Ahmad had talked. Under torture, of course. But he had talked.

Al Mualim’s shoulders slumped. Umar was beside himself.

“Let me go,” he urged Al Mualim. “Master, please.”

Below them, the executioner planted his feet wide. Using two hands, he raised the sword above his head. Ahmad pulled feebly at the hands that pinned him. His throat was taut, offered for the blade. The promontory was silent but for his whimpering.

“Your last chance, Assassin,” called Shihab.

The blade shone.

“Master,” pleaded Umar, “let me go.”

Al Mualim nodded.

“Stop,” shouted Umar. He moved to a platform of the tower, calling down to Shihab. “I am Umar Ibn-La’Ahad. It is my life you should take.”

There was a ripple of excitement among the ranks of Saracens. Shihab smiled, nodded. He indicated to the  executioner, who stood down, grounding his sword once more. “Very well,” he said to Umar. “Come take your place on the block.”

Umar turned to Al Mualim, who raised his head to look at him with red-rimmed eyes.

“Master,” said Umar, “I ask you one final favor. That you see to the care of Altaïr. Accept him as your novice.”

Al Mualim nodded. “Of course, Umar,” he said. “Of course.”

There was a hush across the citadel as Umar climbed down the ladders of the tower then took the slope through the barbican, under the arch, and to the main gate. At the wicket gate, a sentry came forward to open it, and he bent to go through when there came a shout from behind him.

“Father.”

The sound of running feet.

He paused.

“Father.”

Umar heard the distress in his son’s voice and squeezed his eyes shut against tears as the sentry closed the gate behind him.

They pulled Ahmad from the block and Umar tried to give him a reassuring look, but Ahmad could not meet his gaze as he was hauled away and dumped outside the wicket gate, which opened—he was dragged in—then closed again behind him. Arms took hold of Umar. He was pulled to the block, spread as Ahmad had been. He offered his throat and watched as the executioner towered above him. Beyond the executioner, the sky.

“Father,” he heard from the citadel, as the gleaming blade came slicing down.

 

 

Two days later, under cover of darkness, Ahmad left the fortress. When his disappearance was discovered the following morning, there were those who wondered how he could possibly bear to leave his son alone—his mother having died of the fever two years previously—while still others said the shame was too much to bear, and that was why he had been forced to leave.

The truth of it was a different matter altogether.




FOUR

JUNE 20, 1257

 

This morning, I awoke with Maffeo shaking my shoulder. Not especially gently, either, I should add. However, his insistence was at least prompted by an interest in my story. For that at least I should be grateful.

“So?” he said.

“So what?” If I sounded sleepy, well, that’s because I was.

“So what happened to Ahmad?”

“That I was to discover at a later date, brother.”

“So tell me.”

As I pulled myself to a sitting position in my bed, I gave the matter some thought. “I think it best that I tell you the stories just as they were told to me,” I said at last. “Altaïr, aging though he is, is quite the teller of tales.  I believe I shall adhere to his narrative. And what I related to you yesterday formed the bulk of our very first meeting together—an episode that took place when he was just eleven years old.”

“Traumatic for any child,” reflected Maffeo. “What of his mother?”

“Died in childbirth.”

“Altaïr, an orphan at eleven?”

“Indeed.”

“What happened to him?”

“Well, you know what happened. He sits up in his tower, and . . .”

“No, I mean what happened to him next?”

“That also would have to wait, brother. For the next time I saw Altaïr, he had moved the focus of his narrative forward by fifteen years, to a day that found him creeping through the dark, dripping catacombs beneath Jerusalem . . .”

 

 

The year was 1191, more than three years since Salah Al’din and his Saracens had captured Jerusalem. In response, the Christians had gnashed their teeth, stamped their feet, and taxed their people in order to fund the Third Crusade—and once more, men in chain mail had marched upon the Holy Land and laid siege to its cities.

England’s King Richard, the one they called the Lionheart—as cruel as he was courageous—had recently recaptured Acre, but his greatest desire was to retake Jerusalem, holy site. And nowhere in Jerusalem was  more sacred than the Temple Mount and the ruins of the Temple of Solomon—toward which Altaïr, Malik, and Kadar crept.

They moved fast but stealthily, clinging to the sides of the tunnels, their soft boots barely disturbing the sand. Altaïr ahead, Malik, and Kadar a few paces behind, all with senses tuned to their surroundings, pulses quickening as they came closer to the Mount. The catacombs were thousands of years old and looked every day of it; Altaïr could see sand and dust trickling from unsteady wooden supports, while underfoot the ground was soft, the sand wet with water dripped steadily from overhead—some kind of nearby water course—and the air was thick with the smell of sulfur from bitumen-soaked lanterns lining the tunnel walls.

Altaïr was the first to hear the priest. Of course he was. He was the leader, the Master Assassin; his skills were greater, his senses sharpest. He stopped. He touched his ear then held up his hand and all three became still, like wraiths in the passage. When he glanced behind to see them awaiting his next command, Kadar’s eyes gleamed with anticipation; Malik’s were watchful and flinty.

All three held their breath. Around them the water dripped, and Altaïr listened intently to the priest’s mumblings.

The false Christian piety of a Teimplar.

Now Altaïr placed his hands behind his back and flicked his wrist to engage his blade, feeling the familiar pull on the mechanism ring he wore on his little finger. He kept his blade in good order so that the noise it made  when released was almost inaudible, and he timed it to the droplets of water just to be sure.

Drip . . . drip . . . snick.

He brought his arms forward and the blade at his left hand glittered in the flickering torchlight, thirsty for blood.

Next, Altaïr flattened himself to the tunnel wall and moved forward stealthily, rounding a slight bend until he could see the priest kneeling in the tunnel. He wore the robes of a Templar, which could only mean that there would be more ahead, probably within the ruins of the temple itself. In search of their treasure, no doubt.

His heart quickened. It was just as he’d thought. The city being under Salah Al’din’s control wasn’t going to stop the men of the red cross. They, too, had business at the Mount. What business? Altaïr intended to find out, but first . . .

First there was the priest to take care of.

Crouched low, he moved behind the kneeling man, who prayed on, unaware of death’s proximity. Shifting his weight to his front foot and bending at the knee slightly, Altaïr raised the blade, his hand bent back, ready to strike.

“Wait,” hissed Malik from behind him. “There must be another way . . . this one need not die.”

Altaïr ignored him, and in one fluid movement he grasped the priest’s shoulder with his right hand; with his left, he jammed the point of the blade into the back of the man’s neck, slicing between the skull and the first vertebra of the backbone. Severing his spine.

The priest had no time to scream; death was almost instantaneous. Almost. His body jerked and tautened, but Altaïr held him firm, feeling his victim’s life ebb away as he held one finger on the man’s carotid artery until, slowly, the body relaxed and Altaïr allowed him to crumple silently to the ground, where he lay surrounded by a spreading pool of blood blotted by the sand.

It had been quick, soundless. But as Altaïr retracted the blade, he saw the accusation in Malik’s eyes. And it was all that Altaïr could do to suppress a sneer at Malik’s weakness. Malik’s brother, Kadar, on the other hand, was even now looking down at the priest’s body with a mixture of wonderment and awe.

“An excellent kill,” he said breathlessly. “Fortune favors your blade.”

“Not fortune,” boasted Altaïr, “skill. Watch awhile longer and you might learn something.”

As he said it, he watched Malik carefully, seeing the Assassin’s eyes flare angrily—jealous, no doubt, at the respect his own brother afforded Altaïr.

Sure enough, Malik turned on Kadar. “Indeed. He’ll teach you how to disregard everything the Master’s taught us.”

Altaïr sneered once more. “And how would you have done it?”

“I would not have drawn attention to us. I would not have taken the life of an innocent.”

Altaïr sighed. “It matters not how we complete our task, only that it’s done.”

“But that is not the way—” started Malik.

Altaïr fixed him with a stare. “My way is better.”

For a moment or so, the two men glared at one another. Even in the dank, cold, and dripping tunnel Altaïr could see in Malik’s eyes the insolence there, the resentment. He would need to be careful of that, he knew. It seemed that young Malik was an enemy in waiting.

But if he had designs on usurping Altaïr, Malik evidently decided that now was not the right moment to make a stand. “I will scout ahead,” he said, “and try not to dishonor us further.”

Any punishment for that particular insubordination would have to wait, decided Altaïr as Malik departed, heading up the tunnel and in the direction of the temple.

Kadar watched him go, then turned to Altaïr. “What is our mission?” he asked. “My brother would say nothing to me, only that I should be honored to have been invited.”

Altaïr regarded the young and enthusiastic pup. “The Master believes the Templars have found something beneath the Temple Mount . . .”

“Treasure?” gushed Kadar.

“I do not know. All that matters is the Master considers it important, else he would not have asked me to retrieve it.”

Kadar nodded and, at a wave of the hand from his superior, darted off to join his brother, leaving Altaïr alone in the tunnel for a moment. Pondering, he looked down at the body of the priest, a halo of blood on the sand around his head. Malik may have been right. There were other ways of silencing the priest; he didn’t have to die. But Altaïr had killed him anyway because . . .

Because he could.

Because he was Altaïr Ibn-La’Ahad, born of an Assassin father. The most skilled of all those in the Order. A Master Assassin.

He set off, coming to a series of pits, mist floating in their depths, and leapt easily to the first cross beam, lithely landing and crouching catlike, breathing steadily and enjoying the sense of his own power and athleticism.

He jumped to the next and to the next, then came to where Malik and Kadar stood waiting for him. Rather than acknowledge the pair he ran past, the sound of his feet like a whisper on the ground, barely disturbing the sand. Ahead of him was a tall ladder; he took it at a run, scampering up quietly, only slowing when he reached the very top, where he stopped, listening to and sniffing at the air.

Next, very slowly, he raised his head to see an elevated chamber, and there as he’d expected stood a guard with his back to him, wearing the outfit of a Templar: padded Gambeson jacket, leggings, chain mail, sword at his hip. Altaïr, silent and still, studied him for a moment, taking note of his posture, the dip of his shoulders. Good. He was tired and distracted. Silencing him would be easy.

Slowly Altaïr pulled himself to the ground, where he crouched for a moment, steadying his breathing and watching the Templar carefully before moving up behind him, straightening and raising his hands: his left a claw; his right ready to reach and silence the guard.

Then he struck, snapping his wrist to engage the blade, which sprang forward in the same instant as Altaïr  rammed it into the guard’s spine, reaching with his right hand to smother the man’s scream.

For a second they stood in a macabre embrace, Altaïr feeling the tickle of the man’s final muffled shout beneath his hand. Then the guard was crumpling and Altaïr lowered him gently to the ground, stooping to brush his eyelids closed. He had been punished severely for his failure as a lookout, he thought grimly as he straightened from the corpse and moved off, joining Malik and Kadar as they crept beneath the arch that had been so poorly guarded.

Once through, they found themselves on an upper level of a vast chamber, and for a moment Altaïr stood taking it in, feeling suddenly overwhelmed. For these were the ruins of the fabled Solomon’s Temple, said to have been built in 960 B.C. by King Solomon. And if Altaïr was correct, they now stood overlooking the temple’s greater house, its Holy Place. Early writings spoke of the Holy Place as having its walls lined with cedar, carved figures of cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers embossed with gold, but the temple was now a shadow of its former self. Gone was the ornate wood, the cherubim, and the gold finishing—to where Altaïr could only guess, though he had little doubt the Templars had had a hand in it. Yet even stripped of its gilding it was still a place of reverence, and Altaïr found himself filled with wonder to see it.

Behind him, his two companions were even more awestruck.

“There, that must be the Ark,” said Malik, pointing across the chamber.

“The Ark of the Covenant,” gasped Kadar, seeing it, too.

Altaïr had recovered himself, and he glanced over to see the two men standing like a pair of foolish merchants dazzled at the sight of shiny baubles. Ark of the Covenant?

“Don’t be silly,” he chided. “There’s no such thing. It’s just a story.”

Looking over, though, he was less sure. Certainly the box had all the properties of the fabled Ark. It was just as the prophets had always described: plated entirely with gold, with a golden cover adorned with cherubim, and rings for inserting the poles that would be used to carry it. And there was something about it, Altaïr realized. It had an aura . . .

He tore his eyes away; there were more important matters needing his attention, namely the men who had just entered on the lower level, their boots crunching on what had once been fir-wood boarded flooring, but was now bare stone. Templars, their leader already barking orders.

“I want us through this gate before sunrise,” he told them, referring no doubt to the Ark. “The sooner we possess it, the sooner we can turn our attention to those jackals at Masyaf.”

He spoke with a French accent, and as he came into the light, they saw his distinctive cape—that of the Templar Grand Master.

“Robert de Sable,” said Altaïr. “His life is mine.”

Malik rounded on him angrily. “No. We were asked to retrieve the treasure and deal with Robert only if necessary.”

Altaïr, tired of Malik’s constant defiance, turned on him. “He stands between us and it,” he hissed angrily. “I’d say it’s necessary.”

“Discretion, Altaïr,” urged Malik.

“You mean cowardice. That man is our greatest enemy—and here we have a chance to be rid of him.”

Still Malik argued. “You have already broken two tenets of our Creed. Now you would break the third. Do not compromise the Brotherhood.”

And finally Altaïr snapped. “I am your superior—in both title and ability. You should know better than to question me.”

And with that he turned, climbing quickly down the first ladder to a lower balcony, then down to the ground, where he strode confidently across the temple floor and toward the group of knights.

They saw him coming and turned to face him, hands on the hilts of their swords, jaws set, and Altaïr knew that they would be watching the Assassin as he glided across the floor toward them, his face hidden by his cowl, his robes and red sash flowing about him, the sword at his hip and the hilts of his short swords showing over his right shoulder. He knew the fear they would be feeling.

He in turn watched them, mentally assessing each man: which of them was a right-handed swordsman,  which of them fought with his left; who was built for speed and who would be strongest, paying particular attention to their leader.

Robert de Sable was the largest of them, the most powerful. His head was shaved; years of experience were etched into his face, every one of which had contributed to his legend: that of a knight as famed for his skill with a sword as he was for his cruelty and ruthlessness. And this Altaïr knew above all: Of the men present, de Sable was by far the most dangerous; he would need to be neutralized first.

He heard Malik and Kadar drop from the ladders and glanced behind to see them following his lead, Kadar swallowing, nervous, and Malik’s eyes flashing his disapproval. The Templars tensed further at the sight of two more Assassins, the numbers more even now. There were four of them surrounding de Sable, each man alert, the air thick with fear and suspense.

“Hold, Templars,” called Altaïr, when he was close enough to the five knights. He addressed de Sable, who stood with a thin smile upon his lips, his hands hanging at his sides. Not like his companions, ready for combat, but relaxed, as though the presence of the three Assassins was of little significance to him.

Altaïr would make him pay for his arrogance.

“You are not the only ones with business here,” he added.

The two men sized each other up. Altaïr moved his right hand as though ready to grasp the hilt of his sword  at his belt, wanting to keep de Sable’s attention there when in fact death would snick smoothly from the left. Yes, he decided. Feint with the right; strike with the left. Dispatch Robert de Sable with the blade and his men would flee, leaving the Assassins to retrieve the treasure. All would talk of Altaïr’s great victory over the Templar Grand Master. Malik, that coward, would be silenced, his brother wonderstruck afresh, and on their return to Masyaf the members of the Order would venerate Altaïr; Al Mualim would honor him personally and Altaïr’s path to the position of Master would be assured.

Altaïr looked into the eyes of his opponent. Imperceptibly he flexed his left hand, testing the tension of the blade mechanism. He was ready.

“And what is it you want?” asked de Sable with that same unconcerned smile.

“Blood,” said Altaïr simply, and he struck.

With inhuman speed he leapt at de Sable, flicking the blade at the same moment, feinting with his right hand and striking, as fast and as deadly as a cobra, with his left.

But the Templar Grand Master was quicker and more cunning than Altaïr had anticipated. He caught the Assassin mid-attack, seemingly with such ease that Altaïr was stopped in his tracks, unable to move and suddenly—horrifyingly—helpless.

And in that moment, Altaïr realized that he had made a fatal mistake. In that moment he knew that it was not de Sable who was arrogant; it was him, as all of a sudden  he no longer felt like Altaïr the Master Assassin. He felt like a weak and feeble child. Worse, a bragging child.

He struggled and found he could barely move, de Sable holding him easily. He felt a sharp stab of shame, thinking of Malik and Kadar seeing him brought low. De Sable’s hand was at his throat, squeezing, and he found himself gasping for breath as the Templar pushed his face toward Altaïr. A vein in his forehead throbbed.

“You know not the things in which you meddle, Assassin. I spare you only that you may return to your Master and deliver a message: that the Holy Land is lost to him and his. He should flee now, while he has the chance. Stay and all of you will die.”

Altaïr choked and spluttered, the edge of his vision beginning to fade, fighting unconsciousness as de Sable twisted him as though handling a newborn and tossed Altaïr toward the back wall of the chamber. Altaïr crashed through the ancient stone and into the vestibule on the other side, lying stunned for a moment, hearing beams fall and the huge pillars of the chamber crash in. He looked up and saw that his entrance to the temple was blocked.

From the other side he heard shouts, de Sable crying, “Men. To arms! Kill the Assassins,” and he dashed to the rubble, trying to find a way through. With shame and helplessness burning at him, he heard the cries of Malik and Kadar, their screams as they were felled, and finally, with his head low, he turned and began to make his way out of the temple for the journey to Masyaf—to bring his Master the news.

The news that he had failed. That he, the great Altaïr, had brought dishonor upon himself and upon the Order.

When he finally emerged from the bowels of the Temple Mount it was into bright sunshine and a Jerusalem that teemed with life. But Altaïr had never felt so alone.
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