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 ‘Requiem aeternam dona eis, domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis.’


Eternal rest give them, O Lord, and let everlasting light shine upon them.


 


(Introit to the Mass for the Dead)










Prologue


As the young man knelt, the iron cold of the floor seeped through the thin material of his hose. He felt the stone, hard and unyielding, bruising him, but the discomfort was reassuring; the flagstones beneath him were the only thing in the chamber that felt solid. A fog of incense hung in shifting layers, stinging his eyes. It was a bitter smell that reminded him of burning leaves. He didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t the serene frankincense that always welcomed him into church. Around him, shadows stole across the walls, nebulous and unfamiliar, as figures passed by candles that sputtered in holders on the ground, placed so far apart that the quivering points of fire cast little real light and served only to blind and disorient him further. A few yards away to his left the floor was spattered with a substance that gleamed wetly. Here, in this dimness, it looked almost black, but in daylight the young man knew it would be a bright, shocking red. He could still smell its sharp, metallic odour, even over the pungent incense, and he swallowed tightly, a plug of nausea clogging his throat.


This wasn’t what he had expected. Part of him was glad of that; he might not have gone through with it had he known what would be asked of him this night. The only things that kept him here, doing as he was bid, were the presence of the men in the shadows and the fear of what would happen if he refused. But he didn’t want to show weakness. He wanted to do this right, despite his trepidation, and so he stared straight ahead, his chest, bare and pale, thrust forward, hands, slick with sweat, clasped tightly behind his back.


Now the men had stopped moving and the chamber had fallen silent again he could hear faint birdsong coming through the high windows, all covered with heavy black cloth. It must be almost dawn.


There was movement to his left. He saw a figure approaching and his stomach churned with apprehension. It was a man dressed in a shimmering cloak sewn from hundreds of overlapping circles of silk, all different shades of blue and pink: cobalt, sapphire, rose, violet. Here and there the material was shot through with silver thread that glistened whenever the candlelight caught it and created the impression that he was clad in the scales of a fish. The young man knew the figure was male, for he had spoken often during the ceremony, guiding him, commanding him, but so far his face had been concealed by a cowl, fashioned from the same material as the cloak, that hung down almost to his chest. It was surprising he could even see to walk. Under the cowl, his head appeared oddly misshapen and his voice, when he spoke, came out muffled and deep.


‘You have chosen the path and it was wisely chosen. You have sworn the oaths and stood fast in the face of temptation and dread. Now is the final test and the most perilous. But obey me as you have pledged and all will be well.’ The figure paused. ‘Will you obey me now and always?’


‘I will,’ breathed the young man.


‘Then prove it,’ snapped the figure, whipping back the cowl and dropping to a crouch before the young man, who recoiled from the grinning skull that was revealed, the candles on the floor up-lighting it, making the bone that much yellower and the huge, hollow eye-sockets that much blacker.


Even though he knew it was just a mask, even though he caught a glimpse of dark human eyes through the sockets of the skull, his terror didn’t dissipate, and when a small gold cross was drawn from the folds of the fish-scale cloak and held in front of him, his heart seemed fit to explode in his chest.


‘Spit on it.’


‘What?’


‘Denounce its power over you. Prove you are loyal to me alone, that you speak as one with your brothers.’


The young man’s eyes darted left and right as the men moved out of the shadows. They too wore masks: blood red with the image of a white stag’s head painted on the front of each.


‘Spit!’ came the command again.


Feeling the men crowding in around him, blocking out the frail candlelight, the young man leaned forward over the proffered cross. He collected saliva in his dry mouth with difficulty. Closing his eyes, he spat.










PART ONE










Chapter 1


Bordeaux, the Kingdom of France


23 November 1295 AD


Mathieu’s palms were slick with sweat. He gripped his broadsword tighter and, seeking reassurance, glanced right to where his commander was hunched in a fighting stance. But the man’s gaze was fixed on the double doors at the end of the hall. As Mathieu watched, an oily line of perspiration trickled down the side of his face. The thunderous crash came again, making the doors shudder violently and causing the nine guards lined up in the hall to flinch. In the near hush that followed, their breaths surged, sharp and shallow. Moments later, another brutal impact rocked the wood. This time, there was no brief reprieve. The doors splintered and burst apart, shards of oak exploding into the hall, thumping against tapestries and skittering across the flagstones. There was a wrenching, tearing sound as the iron-headed ram was pulled back out of the wreckage and soldiers poured in through the breach.


Mathieu felt a vertiginous rush of fear. For a second, he was paralysed by it. Incoherent prayers and protestations babbled through his mind. He was only nineteen. This wasn’t what he had imagined when his father secured him this post. Dear God, let me be spared. Then, hearing his commander yell the order for attack and seeing his comrades racing forth to meet the incoming soldiers, he forced himself forward. A soldier came up on him, all too fast. Mathieu had time to see a kite-shaped shield with an iron boss, rising in a flash of blue and scarlet, matching the surcoat the man wore, then he was cutting up with his broadsword to block the blow that was aimed at his head. All around him, the other guards clashed with their attackers, a chaos of blades and bodies. In the confined space, the clang of steel echoed harshly, along with the ear-splitting cracks of swords striking shields and the ring and stamp of mailed boots. Unlike the soldiers, who were clad in long mail shirts and iron pot helms, the guards wore only studded leather gambesons and padded cuisses to protect their torsos and thighs.


Mathieu gritted his teeth as the soldier swung in again, the ferocious concussion of the blow almost beating the sword from his hand. He wanted to turn and run, but the soldier was forcing him back, cutting and jabbing, and now he was almost at the wall and there was nowhere to go. He let out a cry of frustration as he tried to push the soldier away and the man refused to give ground. Sweat was stinging his eyes, blinding him. There was no room to move. He dodged a rapid lunge aimed at his side, swiped away another that came in at his chest, then struck out clumsily. The soldier ducked left, avoiding the strike. Scarlet and blue filled Mathieu’s vision as the soldier’s shield, with its iron boss, punched up into his face. He felt pain shout through him. Blood burst from his nose and mouth, and he staggered into the wall, his sword going wide. A moment later there was an awful piercing sensation high up in his side, followed by a sickening agony. The soldier’s blade had plunged into the soft flesh below his armpit, where there was none of the leather armour to protect him. Mathieu screamed as the man slammed his gloved palm against the pommel, driving the blade home with a grunt of effort.


He felt his broadsword slip from his fingers. Across the hall, he saw more soldiers forcing their way through the mangled doors to aid the others. But there was little need; his comrades were outnumbered and outmatched. It had all happened so quickly. From the main house they had seen the guards at the gatehouse cut down and the soldiers had come, riding furiously through the grounds, barely giving them time to bolt the doors. The blade in his side was withdrawn with a rush of blood. As he was sinking to the floor, Mathieu saw one of his comrades go down, doubling over the sword that punctured his stomach. The others were scrabbling back in a ragged line towards the stairs that swept up to a gallery. Dimly, he heard shouting somewhere above him, but before he could fathom its source, he collapsed, leaving a red smear on the wall behind him.


The shouting grew louder, sounding over the din in the hall, as a man descended. One by one, the soldiers halted, allowing the fleeing guards to retreat. The man kept on yelling as he sprinted down the last few stairs, his French barely coherent. Brandishing a sword, he moved past his guards up to the soldiers, all of whom had now stopped, their breaths coming fast through their helmets. They held their ground and the man paused several feet from them, taking in their surcoats. The fact that he recognised the uniforms was no comfort. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ His voice shook with fear as well as anger, but he held the sword steady. ‘How dare you assault my property. My men!’ He threw a hand towards the bodies of his fallen guards, his eyes lingering briefly on the crumpled form of Mathieu, the youngest. ‘Who is your commander? I demand to speak to him.’ There was silence. ‘Answer me!’


‘You can speak to me, Lord Pierre de Bourg.’ A man entered, looking around as he stepped over the debris of the front doors. He appeared to be in his early thirties and had a long face, brown eyes and a sallow, faded complexion, as if he had once been much darker, but hadn’t seen sun in a long time. His hair was covered by a white silk coif and he wore a full-length riding cloak that hung neatly from his thin shoulders, making him appear both broader and taller than he actually was. The cloak was plain, but exquisitely tailored, with a small metal boss sewn on either side of the chest through which was looped a silver chain that fastened the garment in place.


‘Who are you?’ questioned Pierre.


The man removed a pair of silk gloves to reveal blue-veined, spindly hands, his gaze on the lord. ‘My name is Guillaume de Nogaret.’


He spoke the langue d’oïl, but Pierre detected a softer southern accent filtering through the blunt northern tongue. The soldiers moved aside as Guillaume de Nogaret came forward, but they kept their blades trained on Pierre, whose guards had gathered protectively in behind him.


Nogaret gestured to him. ‘Lower your weapon.’


Pierre fought to regain his authority, lost in the face of Nogaret’s unnerving calm. ‘I will do no such thing. You have broken into my home, killed my people. On whose orders?’


‘I am a minister to King Philippe. It is on his orders that I am here.’


Pierre’s gaze flicked to the soldiers in their scarlet and blue surcoats: the colours of the royal guard stationed in Bordeaux under the command of the king’s brother, Charles de Valois.


‘We have been informed,’ continued Nogaret, ‘that you have been spying on our forces and reporting to the English in Bayonne.’


‘Ridiculous! Where have you heard this from? Who is accusing me?’


‘You will lower your weapon,’ repeated Nogaret, ‘or my men will force you to do so.’


There was a long pause before Pierre obeyed.


‘Tell your guards to place their weapons on the floor and move back to the wall.’


Pierre turned to his men with a tight nod. As soon as they laid down their swords the room was filled with activity, the royal soldiers moving in to gather the blades and hustle the subdued, embittered guards up against the wall. The bodies of Mathieu and the other dead man were dragged to the side of the hall and dumped.


‘How many more people are in this house?’ asked Nogaret brusquely.


‘Just my family and our servants, but whatever you want with me does not concern them.’


‘Search the rooms upstairs,’ said Nogaret, motioning to five soldiers. ‘Bring down anyone you find. If any resist, use whatever force you deem necessary.’


Pierre looked anguished as they went stamping off up the stairs. ‘I beg you, don’t hurt them.’ He turned to Nogaret. ‘Please, my wife and children are up there!’


‘Bring him,’ said Nogaret, to two of the soldiers. He pointed down a gloomy passage that led off from the entrance hall. ‘Does that lead to the kitchens? Does it?’ he repeated harshly, when Pierre didn’t answer.


Pierre nodded mutely. As he was marched down the passage, Nogaret followed, leaving the remaining soldiers to watch the guards.


The kitchens were expansive, the main chamber divided by a trestle table, upon which sat two pots filled with diced vegetables and a stack of knobbly carrots beside a knife. In a hearth, steam curled from a cauldron and a brace of pheasants dangled from a hook, their bronze and turquoise feathers catching the light from a row of high windows. The place was warm and smelled of herbs.


Nogaret’s gaze alighted on the carrots. One was half chopped near the knife, the severed pieces strewn around it. ‘Where are the cooks?’


‘Upstairs. When the alarm was sounded I sent everyone up there until I could find out what was happening.’ Pierre fixed Nogaret with a bitter look. ‘But you gave me no time to do that, breaking down my door and attacking my men.’


‘Traitors aren’t generally given warning and it was your men who refused entry and forced me to break into your home. Your men who rushed at mine before they had a chance to explain themselves.’


‘I am no traitor,’ responded Pierre fiercely.


‘That we shall discover.’ Nogaret went to the table and picked up the knife. ‘Hold him.’


‘Wait  . . . please!’ cried Pierre, as the soldiers gripped him.


Nogaret inspected the knife. The thin blade was stained with juice from the vegetables. ‘We know you have been in contact with English troops in Bayonne, sending them information on our forces in Bordeaux. Our numbers. Defences.’


‘I do not know where you have found this information, but I assure you it is false. I have never even met any English soldiers.’


‘Come, now,’ said Nogaret wryly. ‘That cannot be true. When King Edward was residing in the city you must have met many.’


‘That isn’t what I meant.’


‘You paid homage to Edward for your lands when he was in possession of the duchy. You even supplied labourers to help him build his bastide towns.’ Nogaret’s tone was contemptuous. ‘Scattering the area with his little settlements, like a hound marking its territory.’


‘Well, as you say, if Edward is my liege lord and I hold my lands in his name, how could I, or any noble in the duchy of Guienne, not have had contact with the English at some point in the past?’


‘Edward was your liege lord,’ responded Nogaret sharply. ‘He hasn’t been for over a year, not since King Philippe took control of the duchy, and yet it would seem your allegiances, be they merely dutiful or else willing, are as of old.’


‘That is not so. I am loyal to my king.’ Pierre raised his head higher. ‘Despite what he has done here.’


‘What he has done here?’ echoed Nogaret.


‘I am not blind. I know this is happening all over the region. Royal troops still pour in from the north, taking over cities and castles, only now they are also driving out noblemen, seizing their property, their wealth. I have watched these past months and I have borne this with my teeth gritted, but borne it I have. I have had no contact with Edward’s forces, nor do I intend to.’


‘You have borne it?’ Nogaret’s voice was low. ‘You speak as of a child who has done something tiresome that displeases you, rather than of your king. The sovereign ruler of this kingdom rightfully confiscates the territory of a foreigner, whose own deeds saw them forfeited to the French crown, and you have borne it?’ Nogaret’s brown eyes were hard. ‘Bring him.’


Pierre struggled, but together the soldiers hauled him to the trestle in the centre of the kitchen.


‘Put his hand on the table, hold it flat.’ Pierre fought wildly as one of the soldiers took hold of his wrist. The other grabbed him around the neck in an arm-lock and squeezed, breaking his ability to resist. The one holding his wrist pushed his hand, palm down, on to the table. Nogaret handed the knife to the soldier who had hold of Pierre’s wrist. ‘I tell you, Pierre de Bourg, you have borne nothing yet.’


In the passage outside came sounds of a commotion. Nogaret looked round, hearing an indignant and unfamiliar voice. The door opened and a man entered, his flushed face filled with concern. He was around Nogaret’s age, short and slight, with a hook nose and a down-turned mouth that drooped over a feeble chin. A royal guard was lingering uncertainly behind him. Nogaret, ignoring the soldier’s apology, studied the intruder. He was wearing a voluminous hooded cape lined with brown fur, and underneath a white linen tunic that reached to the floor. A pair of sandals peeked out from under the garment’s folds. He was a clergyman.


The intruder forced his gaze from the knife that was held over Pierre. ‘I implore you, unhand this man!’


‘What do you want here?’ demanded Nogaret. ‘Who are you?’


‘I am Bertrand de Got, Bishop of Comminges.’ The bishop looked back at Pierre, who had stopped struggling and was staring at him in hope.


‘You are a long way from your diocese.’


‘I have been visiting one of my nephews, a priest here in Bordeaux. I was at his church when I learned that royal troops had been sent to arrest Lord de Bourg.’


‘What business is it of yours?’


Bertrand took a breath, which steadied his voice. ‘Pierre is a generous benefactor of my nephew’s church and a well-respected member of this parish. I cannot imagine what he has done to warrant such treatment. A message has been sent to the archbishop, informing him of the disturbance,’ he added meaningfully.


Nogaret looked unconcerned. ‘This well-respected man is a traitor. He and others in the region have been reporting the movements of our royal troops to the English, who we know are planning more attacks on our positions in an attempt to recapture the duchy.’


‘I cannot believe that.’


‘It is known he has had close relations with Edward of England. It is not so great a leap to suppose that he might wish to continue to support his former master.’


‘But most dignitaries in the area have had dealings with the Lord Edward,’ protested Bertrand. ‘I myself met the English king on several occasions during his sojourn in Gascony.’


‘I have no need to explain myself further to you, Bishop.’ Nogaret emphasised that last word, his voice revealing something like real emotion for the first time. He spoke to the soldier behind Bertrand. ‘Escort him outside. See he is removed from the grounds.’


‘This is outrageous.’ Bertrand fixed Nogaret with a challenging look. ‘The archbishop will not stand for this, not in his province.’


‘This house has been seized and is in the possession of the King of France. Leave or I will see you punished for trespassing on royal property.’


‘This is not the end of this matter.’ Bertrand de Got looked at the lord and shook his head. ‘I am sorry, Pierre. I did what I could.’


Pierre strained against the soldiers holding him, his eyes wide. ‘Dear God, Bertrand, help me!’


Nogaret went to Pierre, his mouth twisting. ‘God isn’t the power in these lands any more.’


‘Bertrand!’ shouted Pierre. But the bishop was heading away, compelled by the royal guard, who yanked the door shut, blocking out the sight of the soldier raising his hand and muting Pierre’s scream as the knife plunged downwards.


After the torture was done, Nogaret returned to the hall, leaving the half-conscious Pierre with one of the soldiers. The other followed him out, wiping his hands on a kitchen rag. In the hall, more people had been gathered: three men and four girls, servants by their dress, and a slim, pale-faced woman clad in an elegant gown, clutching two boys to her side. One of the boys had his hands balled against his face and was crying.


As Nogaret entered, several of the guards looked up, their faces filled with impotent anger. The woman stared in dumb shock at the bloodstained soldier. One of the servants, an elderly man, started forward, then slumped against the wall as a sword was pointed at him. Nogaret noticed that another guard had been laid out beside the two killed in the initial fight and a royal soldier appeared to have been injured. He crossed to one of the men, whose surcoat was edged with yellow brocade. ‘Captain, what happened?’


The captain led him towards the doors, out of earshot of the prisoners. ‘When they heard the lord screaming, they tried to attack us. One managed to wrest a sword from one of my men. I hope the traitorous bastard confessed,’ he added gruffly.


‘Not yet.’


The captain frowned. ‘The interrogation sounded very thorough.’


‘You did what I asked?’ questioned Nogaret, ignoring the comment.


‘The wagon is being loaded as we speak.’ The captain paused. ‘But if he has not confessed should we not wait for confirmation before we proceed? It is possible he was telling the truth. Perhaps our information was wrong?’


‘It wasn’t,’ said Nogaret flatly. ‘These people need to be put down before they can compromise us. At present, we are holding well against the English, but we must not allow anything to jeopardise that. They took Blaye and Bayonne from us at the start of the war. With better information they could capture more territory.’


The captain nodded.


‘See that the lord and his family are conveyed to the garrison gaol. Their fate will be decided in due course.’ Leaving the captain to snap orders at his men, Nogaret headed into the bright November afternoon.


In front of the house there was a great deal of activity around a large wagon. Squires were keeping an eye on the horses, while soldiers tramped back and forth from a side door, carrying an abundance of objects: ornate candelabras, a bundle of trailing silk dresses, the red-faced soldier holding them being jeered by his comrades, stacks of silver plates, armfuls of books, two swords in decorated scabbards, a rosewood spice box.


Nogaret went to the wagon, the soldiers moving around him. He looked inside at the assortment of furniture and clothing. Seeing something glittering on the floor of the wagon, he reached in and pulled out a necklace of glass beads. He tossed the trinket back inside with a scowl. He dearly hoped, when added to the plunder taken from other families, it would be enough to justify the time he had spent here, especially since the seizures had been his idea.


‘Minister.’


A soldier was pointing to the main gates. Squinting into the sunlight, Nogaret saw a rider approaching, the horse’s hooves pounding up clouds of dust. He wondered for a moment whether the bishop had decided to return, but as the rider came closer Nogaret saw he was clad in a familiar scarlet and black cloak. It was a royal messenger. He recognised the man from Paris.


‘Minister de Nogaret,’ greeted the rider breathlessly as he drew up. Dismounting, he reached into a dust-streaked leather bag and pulled out a scroll. ‘The city garrison told me where to find you.’


Nogaret broke the wax seal and opened it. He scanned the message.


‘Minister?’ The captain, hearing the hoof-beats, had come out.


There was an anguished cry from the house. The young woman was being dragged through the ruined doorway by two of the guards. She was screaming for her children. ‘Finish up here.’ Nogaret raised his voice above the din. ‘Deliver the wagon directly to Prince Charles. He will see the treasure is conveyed to Lord Philippe.’


‘Of course.’ The captain glanced questioningly at the messenger. ‘Are you leaving us, Minister?’


‘I am to return to Paris.’ Nogaret snapped his fingers at the squire who held his horse. ‘The king has summoned me.’










Chapter 2


The Banks of the Seine, Paris


19 December 1295 AD


The galley slid haltingly alongside the jetty, grating against the stone. Men grabbed the ropes that were thrown to them and looped them through iron rings, pulling off the slack to steady the vessel. The gangplanks were set down with a clatter and a host of men began to disembark, their faces brown and rough with sun and wind. The white mantles they wore were sodden from the fog that clung to the river and flowed sluggishly around the mast of their ship, where a piebald banner hung limp.


Will Campbell went to the galley’s side as the men in front of him made their way down. He scanned the area, the damp, freezing air filling his lungs. The buildings of the Ville stretched away in a confusion of rooftops and spires. The rows of plaster and timber houses, several storeys high, were vague and insubstantial in the misty air, punctuated by the hulking outlines of churches and abbeys. Almost immediately ahead, the Hôtel de Ville: the administrative seat of the provost of the merchants, loomed over the place de la Grève. The imposing structure stood at the centre of a web of workshops, markets and houses that radiated across the city’s right bank: the municipal centre of Paris. Will picked out other structures he recognised, but any true sense of the city was disoriented by the fog and by time. It was years since he had stood on these banks. He glanced behind him at the humped shape of the Ile de la Cité that rose out of the Seine, wreathed in white. The heart of France. He caught a glimpse of the palace towers at the western end of the island and his jaw tightened.


‘Still looks the same, doesn’t it?’


Simon came up and rested his thick arms on the side. His beard had grown bushier during the voyage, but his mop of brown hair was starting to thin on top. Will, who was almost a foot taller than the brawny groom, noticed a bald patch on his crown.


‘Robert and I were trying to remember how long it’s been. By my reckoning it’s over thirty years.’


‘Twenty-nine.’


Simon smiled ruefully, revealing his broken front tooth. ‘Robert’s beaten me then.’


‘Did I hear my name?’


They turned. A tall knight with grey eyes and a face that was still boyishly handsome, despite the lines that creased it, headed over.


‘You won the wager,’ Simon told him.


‘I had no doubt.’ Robert grinned. ‘You couldn’t count the fingers on a one-armed man.’ He clapped Simon on the back then looked at Will, who had fallen silent and was staring out over the city. ‘It is strange to be back, isn’t it?’ His smile faded. ‘So much has happened.’


‘You should check on the horses, Simon,’ said Will abruptly. He headed for the planks where the last of the knights were disembarking, leaving the sergeants and crew.


Exchanging a look with Simon, Robert went after Will. ‘The Grand Master wants us to walk with him at the van. I think he might have actually forgotten how to get to the Temple.’


They descended, the gangplank dipping and flexing. Will stepped on to the stone jetty with a jolt that felt somehow irrevocable. He wanted to turn around and go back, keep on sailing.


Together, they trudged up the jetty, over stinking mud-banks littered with detritus: broken eel pots, a wooden shoe, a dead bird, wings splayed. The banks became harder as they approached the end of the jetty, brown sand and bristly grass, then muddy street. The area was busy with men and women heading to work after morning Mass. A horse-drawn bronette juddered past, conveying two women dressed in fine-looking gowns, the wheels of the carriage skidding in the mud. A group of dirty children ran after it, calling hopefully to the women, who looked the other way with practised indifference. As the children passed, a herd of pigs funnelled out of an alley, followed by a swineherd who guided them with thwacks of a stick down to the waterside, near to a wharf where carts were being loaded with timber.


Up ahead, the knights had gathered in a group, at the head of which stood the Grand Master. Jacques de Molay was a bull of a man in his early fifties, with coarse grey hair that fell in thick waves around his shoulders. Like all Templar Knights, he wore a beard, but rather than keeping his clipped and neat, as Will and Robert did, he wore it long, almost to his chest. Will had once heard a knight say that before going into battle the Grand Master would plait it and push it down the front of his shirt. Jacques was addressing a Templar official, his French gruff and guttural. ‘Speak to the provost and find out where we should berth our vessel, then have the sergeants follow with our gear. Let us hope my message reached the preceptory and they are expecting us.’


‘Yes, my lord.’ The official waited for a wagon to trundle past then made his way over to the Hôtel de Ville.


Jacques saw Will and Robert approaching with the last of the knights and motioned to them. ‘Commander Campbell, lead the way.’


Pausing to get his bearings, Will led the group of sixty knights towards the Church of St Gervais, whose lofty steeple was lost in fog. Some people stared as the knights marched in a column across the busy street, but many simply hurried past, engrossed in their own business. In Paris, the site of the Order’s principal base in the West, Templars were a common sight, as much a part of the community of the city as the professors and scholars of the Sorbonne on the left bank and the royal officials on the Ile de la Cité. Just before the church, Will turned into a narrow side street that wound through a warren of alleys and shallow stairways, where timber-framed buildings crowded in on either side, bowing towards one another. The top storeys of some of the structures were so close the inhabitants could reach out and shake their neighbours’ hands. Washing, strung from criss-crossing lines, dripped a steady rain on to the knights’ heads as they made their way out on to the rue du Temple. For Will, these gloomy streets were painfully familiar. Around every corner, echoes of the past came back to him, faint in faded signs and peeling shutters, clearer with the appearance of a church spire clustered with gargoyles in a gap between buildings. With familiarity came memories. They hung in the air like ghosts, visible in shop doorways and crumbling façades, in the faces of people who hurried by. Things he had kept at bay on the endless journey from Cyprus, the monotony of travel numbing his mind, now overwhelmed him.


Two butchers lounged in a doorway, aprons brown with blood. A baker chatted animatedly with a woman as he handed her two loaves. Will stared at them, wondering if he would recognise anyone after all this time. Ahead, a young woman hurrying across the street slipped in the mud, dropping the basket she was carrying. As she bent to retrieve it, she flipped back the trailing material of her head veil, revealing copper-gold curls. Will halted. His eyes remained transfixed by her, even as she rose and he saw her face, even as he saw he didn’t know her. He started as he felt Robert’s hand on his elbow.


‘What’s wrong?’


Will realised he had stopped. ‘Nothing. I forgot which way.’


Robert glanced at the girl as she hastened on, then back at Will, but he said nothing and they continued in silence.


The fog was thinner away from the river and soon they could see the city walls looming ahead, built from pale yellow stone and flanked with towers. Some distance away, near Temple Gate, a crowd had gathered. As they drew closer, the knights could hear someone shouting.


‘Weep, my children! Weep for the loss of God’s kingdom on Earth! Weep for the fall of Jerusalem and the rise of Babylon! Weep for the men whose sins have led us into this age of darkness!’


Will saw a man standing on the steps of a church. Arms raised, he addressed the crowd in a hoarse voice, as if he had been shouting for some time. He was young and the bald crown of his tonsured head showed pale against his dark hair. His grey robe was shabby and his bare feet were crusted with mud. He was a Franciscan: one of the followers of St Francis of Assisi, who went out into the world as mendicants to preach the gospel, relying on others to provide for their earthly needs. Will hadn’t seen one in a long time.


‘Weep for your kings and princes, those who traded the Holy City for gold to line their pockets and clad their whores!’


Some of the onlookers moved on uninterested, but more paused to listen as the young friar continued his passionate speech. Some even called their assent.


‘But weep most of all for the knights, my children, whose lust for blood is awoken only when it suits their purpose. When it doesn’t, these warriors leave mothers and infants, old men and the blind to fend off the swords of the infidel with nothing but prayer!’ He flung a hand towards Temple Gate. ‘They made a pyre of God’s city and turned our dream to ash!’


The calls turned into fervent cheers and there was a smatter of applause.


‘What is this?’ Jacques moved up behind Will with a questioning frown.


The friar drew a breath to continue, then halted, catching sight of the knights. His eyes lit up, but he scowled. ‘These are the men!’ He pointed at the knights. ‘These are the men whose greed and impiety caused this woe!’


The crowd looked round. Seeing the company approaching, some of the onlookers began to disperse, eyeing the knights’ white mantles, each decorated with a splayed red cross. But others stared, accusation plain in their faces.


‘These are the men who fled from the Saracens to save their own wealth, leaving women and children to rape and slaughter!’


‘Ignore him, my lord,’ said one of the Templar officials, as Jacques stepped forward. ‘He does not know of what he speaks.’


‘Then I will correct him,’ growled Jacques, pushing past.


‘With me,’ said the official, gesturing worriedly to Will and Robert.


‘With respect, sir,’ said Robert quickly, as the man went to unsheathe his sword, ‘I think that might be unnecessary.’ All the knights had stopped now. Those near the back were craning their heads, trying to see what the disturbance was. ‘These people are unarmed,’ continued Robert, as the official hesitated. ‘We will only cause a panic.’


‘Who are you?’ demanded Jacques, striding up to the friar, the crowd parting like water before him. He was a huge figure among them, the large red cross on his back outlined in gold: a blaze of colour amid their drab greys and browns. ‘Why do you harangue my men?’


‘I am a speaker of truth,’ replied the friar defiantly, coming down the steps to confront Jacques. The crowd was stirring with excitement, expecting some drama. ‘Every day I come here, telling the people of this city what they need to know.’


‘And what is that?’


‘That in the final hour, you and your men abandoned the Holy Land.’ The friar turned to his audience, his voice rising. ‘For two hundred years the mighty Temple has taken not only the money of kings and princes, but also alms from generous, good people such as yourselves, proclaiming it is protecting Christian pilgrims in the East. But these men abandoned those same pilgrims to butchery at the hands of the Saracens, concerned with saving their own lives, their own riches.’ He looked back at Jacques. ‘Maybe once the Temple did good works, maybe once it served Christendom, but pride and greed and arrogance are your masters now. Your wealth is poured into comfortable lodgings, fine clothing, meat and wine for your tables. Your vows of poverty mean nothing, for even if men are made to give up everything they own to join your Order, they enter lives of luxury.’


Some of the knights started forward, their faces darkening with anger.


‘You are a spreader of vicious rumour,’ said Jacques. ‘That is all. Thousands of knights from this Order lost their lives in the defence of the Holy Land.’


Will, watching the Grand Master address the friar, was struck by an image. He saw himself standing on a platform in a church beside another Grand Master, who was trying to convince a belligerent throng to agree to a peace with the Muslims. The people of Acre hadn’t listened; had called that man a traitor, then paid the price in the massacre that followed.


‘We could no more hope to hold back the Saracens than we could hope to stop the tide coming in,’ continued Jacques, turning his forceful gaze on the crowd. ‘When the walls of Acre were breached we gave sanctuary to thousands of Christians, conveying as many as we could to Cyprus and safety.’ His voice thickened. ‘Our last ship set sail shortly before the Temple fell with more than one hundred refugees, leaving many of our men to death.’


In his mind, Will saw the Mamluk army pouring in over Acre’s broken walls. Above the seething mass of men, the sky was black with smoke and the air thick with arrows. Around him his comrades screamed, cut down in the rubble and corpse-strewn street, flesh and hair burning as pots of naphtha exploded. There was chaos and slaughter, and there was fire. Will closed his eyes. Terrible fire.


‘Are these the actions of arrogant men? Of cowards?’ When no one spoke, Jacques roared at them. ‘Are they?’ People began to move away, unable to face the Grand Master’s steel gaze. Jacques turned on the friar. ‘If I hear your lies spoken again, I’ll have you whipped through these streets. My men have been protecting the dream of Christians for decades, fighting and dying for God and for you. You will show them the respect they deserve.’


He began to walk away, but the friar was roused and came after him, pushing through the dispersing crowd. ‘If you had done more Acre would not have fallen. While the Saracens were busy gathering an army, you were fighting among yourselves. It is well known your hostilities with the Knights of St John divided and weakened our forces.’


Will’s eyes opened as the friar’s abrasive voice grated in his ears. Jacques was walking away, but the Franciscan was following, not heeding the warning in the grim faces of the knights.


‘You should answer for all those dead children, those murdered women. You should be ashamed! You left them without protection when you should have laid down your lives for them. You call yourselves warriors of Christ? I say Christ will damn you!’


In an instant, Will was rushing at the friar. All he could see was the man’s wide mouth, a dark hole opening and closing, emitting that high, rasping voice. All he could think of was silencing it. ‘Were you there?’ he yelled, grabbing hold of the Franciscan’s robe. Behind him someone was shouting, but he was deaf to anything except the friar’s cries of protest. ‘Were you there?’ When there was no coherent answer, Will balled his hand into a fist and slammed it into the man’s face. The crunch and the pain in his knuckles were satisfying, as was the blood that spurted from the friar’s mouth as his head was knocked sideways, a yellowed tooth ripping loose with the impact. Will drew back for another strike, but felt himself seized. Someone was hauling him away. Someone else was prising his fingers from the friar’s tunic.


‘Enough!’


Jacques’s voice blasted through Will’s fury. He let go of the friar, who staggered back clutching his bloodied jaw.


Jacques was glaring at him. ‘Control yourself, Commander. We do not brawl in the street like common thugs, no matter the provocation.’


‘I am sorry, my lord,’ murmured Will, breathing hard. Wiping his mouth, he found his beard wet with spittle.


‘You will do penance for this.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Leaving the friar hunkered in the mud, the company continued in a tense silence to Temple Gate, where the city guards barred anyone else from entering or leaving as the knights, who had right of way, passed through in a sombre white column. Will rested his bruised hand on the pommel of his falchion, ignoring Robert’s glances and feeling his knuckles begin to throb. He concentrated on the discomfort as they headed over the fosse on to a road that led past grand manors, a lazar hospital and several inns. The Paris walls had been built over a century ago, but barely decades later the city had expanded beyond its ring of stone, with abbeys, houses and vineyards springing up to become congested suburbs. Further out, wooded hamlets and villages were surrounded by cornfields. Beyond the stately towers of the Cluniac priory of Saint-Martin-des-Champs an even larger set of buildings, encircled by a lofty wall, rose out of the brown expanse of winter fields.


The Temple enclosure greeted Will like an old friend, long-lost, but not forgotten. Since leaving Acre, he hadn’t stayed in any one town long enough to feel at home. Here in these damp fields, worlds apart from the dry plains of Palestine, he was surprised by the sense of homecoming that assailed him, filtering through less welcome memories. He thought about the other places he had lived in: London and the estate outside Edinburgh and, for the first time in years, found himself wanting to see them.


The tallest structure within the walls was the great donjon, its turrets stark against the white sky, a piebald banner fluttering from the centre spire. Crowded around it were a dozen or more buildings, the different heights and angles of rooftops making a jagged silhouette. As the knights approached the gatehouse, the sergeants on guard stood to attention. Their eyes transfixed with respectful wonder on the immense figure of Jacques de Molay, they pushed against the gates which creaked open on to a courtyard shadowed by the guardhouse tower. As a sergeant sprinted across the yard to announce the Grand Master’s arrival, Will entered, engulfed by memories.


He knew this place so well; every building, every outhouse. He knew the pungent smell of the stables and the overwhelming heat of the kitchens, frenetic with servants. He knew the comforting, yeasty warmth of the bakehouse, the cloying perfume of apples fermenting in the storehouses and the chill of the chapel at dawn, filled with the prayers of five hundred men. He knew the bright pain of drinking water straight from the well, how the ponds near the servants’ quarters boiled with fish at feeding time, knew the deafening hammering in the armoury and the bone-jarring hardness of the frost-bitten training field during a frozen November drill. He had come here a rudderless, stubborn sergeant of thirteen, having witnessed the murder of his knight-master. It was here that he had buried Owein, here that he had met Everard, here where so many things had begun. He wanted to race back through time, back through the halls and passages echoing with the sound of boys’ laughter and running feet. He wanted to find that troubled boy and tell him not to leave, not to follow Everard’s orders. Not to go to the East. Because then he wouldn’t be standing here, a man bereft, ghost-walking through his own life, a trail of death and deception behind him.


The company spilled into the courtyard, overlooked by the grandest buildings in the enclosure: the donjon and treasury, the quarters of the officials, the Great Hall and the Chapter House. Servants stopped to stare as Jacques strode in among the men. Somewhere a bell began to clang. Some moments later, the doors of the officials’ building swung open and a host of men appeared. At their head was a short, thickset man with oily hair swept austerely back from his face, accentuating a snout-like nose that jutted over thin lips framed by a wiry moustache and beard. Will was drawn out of his thoughts by the transformation in his old comrade. He had last seen Hugues de Pairaud in Acre over ten years ago when they were both in their late thirties. Age had since crept up on the Visitor of the Order, tracing lines of grey through his black hair, loosening the skin of his face, softening the muscles of his heavy frame into a paunch that strained against his surcoat.


Hugues caught Will’s eye and gave a reserved nod, then turned his attention to the Grand Master. ‘My lord,’ he said, bowing. ‘It is an honour.’


Jacques nodded impatiently. ‘You received my message?’


‘Two months ago. We have been awaiting your presence with anticipation. I sent word of your coming to our preceptories throughout the kingdom and to England.’


‘It is good to know someone is pleased to see us at least.’ When Hugues frowned, Jacques told him of the Franciscan.


‘We know of this troublemaker. We have tried to move him on before.’


‘Tried? He should have been arrested if he disobeyed your order. There was a time when it was a public offence to insult us. Have things changed so much that a man can stand on a street corner and defame us for all to hear?’


One of the Templar officials beside Hugues answered. ‘We did not want to give his sermonising credence by making a fuss. We believed, were we to arrest him, that it might make others think his words held some truth.’


‘I can assure you, my lord,’ said Hugues, as the Grand Master’s eyes narrowed at the official, ‘this preacher will be dealt with, if that is your command.’


‘My concern is not the man himself, but the attention he seemed to be enjoying. Do the people truly blame us for the loss of the Holy Land?’


‘Only a discontented minority,’ said Hugues after a considered pause. ‘And it is not just us, many others have been blamed: the Hospitallers, the Teutonics’ – he laughed disparagingly – ‘even the Franciscans for not praying hard enough. When news of the fall of Acre first reached us you have to know there was widespread panic. People thought God had abandoned us. Some even converted to Islam, fled to Granada, others looked for some reason this catastrophe had befallen Christendom and sought who was responsible. But this atmosphere of blame has receded.’ Hugues looked as though he had finished, but then continued. ‘There have been more immediate concerns in the abdication of Pope Celestine and, of course, the war.’


Jacques breathed sharply through his nostrils. ‘Indeed. You mentioned this in the last message I received on Cyprus, but it was difficult to obtain adequate information after we left for Rome. I would welcome a full report.’


‘Certainly, my lord. But shall we retire to more comfortable quarters? I will have the servants prepare your private chambers, but until they are ready we may use my solar.’


‘My officers will join us. It will save either of us from repeating ourselves. Have the rest of the men shown to lodgings.’


Hugues nodded to two of the knights beside him, who ushered the group of weary men across the courtyard.


Jacques gestured to the six officials gathered around him. ‘And you, Campbell,’ he said, looking over at Will. ‘I’ll need a commander to relay any information necessary to the others.’


Leaving Robert to join the knights and Simon to head off with the sergeants, leading the horses that had travelled with them on the ship, Will fell into step behind the officials.


‘It was a sore blow indeed when we received word of the passing of Grand Master Gaudin so shortly after his election,’ Hugues was saying, ‘and that tragedy coming so soon after Guillaume de Beaujeu’s death at Acre. But we all rejoiced, my lord,’ he added swiftly, ‘in your rapid promotion.’


Jacques glanced at him. ‘I will be the first to admit my election to this office was a surprise, Visitor de Pairaud. I am a military commander, not a diplomat, as some of my recent predecessors have been.’


‘Well, you have certainly had a longer service in the Order than most. You were, I believe, initiated by my uncle, Humbert, when he was Master of England?’


‘I was.’


When Jacques didn’t elaborate, Hugues changed the subject. ‘Your journey from Italy was without incident?’


‘Yes. We sailed from Genoa to Montpellier as recommended, although I dearly wished to visit our preceptory at Collioure.’


‘It is for the best that you took the eastern route. Since the English forces took possession of Bayonne and Blaye, the royal troops stationed in Guienne under Charles de Valois have become more heavy-handed. There have been reports of increasing violence, especially against inhabitants in and around Gascony. It is rumoured King Philippe has ordered the seizure of property belonging to any nobles connected with the King of England, but since most of the nobility paid homage to Lord Edward when he controlled the duchy this means almost every landed man south of the Garonne River is being arrested.’


Jacques ducked his head as Hugues motioned him through the doors of the officials’ building. ‘As I am aware this whole situation began with the sinking of a few merchant ships. Surely it could have been resolved?’


‘It is unfortunately more complicated than that, my lord,’ responded Hugues, leading the way up a flight of polished wooden stairs to a passage lit by torches. Knights and clerks were working up here, all of whom moved to one side to allow the Grand Master and his entourage to pass. Their gazes lingered on Jacques as he swept by, the gold stitching bordering the red cross on his mantle seeming to glow in the torchlight. ‘It is over thirty years since King Louis signed the Treaty of Paris with Henry III of England, promising to cede Guienne to him and his heirs. In the south of the duchy lies Gascony, one of the wealthiest regions in France. Our king does not like to share power and to have another monarch ruling a part of his kingdom, especially such a rich area, has been an uncomfortable cross to bear. Edward may only be a vassal, but he wields a formidable might. King Philippe has been reluctant even to acknowledge the Treaty of Paris, employing every method, legal and otherwise, to keep Edward from gaining full control.’ Hugues pushed open a set of double doors and entered a large chamber. A table piled with scrolls and charts stood near the window, with a high-backed chair behind. The Temple’s banner hung over a hearth, but other than the desk and an enormous armoire pushed up against one wall, the chamber was virtually empty.


Jacques gave the room a cursory inspection and, seemingly satisfied by its austerity, turned back to Hugues. ‘You speak as though the war is all Philippe’s doing, Pairaud, yet I heard it was English vessels that attacked French merchants and sank their ships.’


A flicker of annoyance passed across Hugues’s face at the bluntness of Jacques’s address. ‘It was and, as you say, that attack should have been settled with the usual reparations. Philippe, however, used it as an excuse to take control of the duchy.’


Will moved closer to the hearth, listening intently, one name in their conversation drawing all his attention.


‘Early last year,’ Hugues continued, ‘Philippe ordered King Edward to come to Paris to answer for the attack. Edward sent his brother, who eventually agreed to the temporary surrender of several towns and the proposition that a small number of French troops would be posted in Bordeaux. As a gesture of peace, Philippe offered Edward the hand of his sister in marriage and promised to continue to cede the duchy if Edward consented to these terms. Edward did and the towns were surrendered, but Philippe’s suggestion of a small number of troops was vastly understated. He poured an army into Guienne and, when Edward protested, he confiscated the duchy.’


‘So Edward declared war.’


‘It was the only thing he could do to regain his French territories.’


Jacques moved to the window.


‘And how goes the war?’ one of the officials asked Hugues in the silence.


‘The two sides are in stalemate. The English have recaptured several towns, but Bordeaux and the outlying areas of Guienne remain in French hands. There has been little movement from either camp for some time, although the arrests of the local nobility by royal troops are a recent development.’ Hugues looked at Jacques, who was staring out over the enclosure’s walls, where wisps of fog drifted across the fields. The cawing of crows formed a harsh chorus in the trees outside. ‘But these are matters that can be discussed in greater detail when you are rested. I am eager to know your news, my lord. You were in Rome for the inauguration of the new pontiff?’


Jacques turned. ‘Pope Boniface will be a staunch leader in these troubled times, I feel.’


‘And your mission to gain support for the Order in the West? It has gone well?’


Will detected a note of wariness in the Visitor’s tone.


‘There has been interest in my proposals. Indeed, I believe this is why the council of thirteen chose to elect me on Gaudin’s death. It is not diplomacy we need now. It is strength. In order to return to the Holy Land and reclaim our territory from the Mamluks we must concentrate our efforts on bolstering military and financial support from our leaders here. Without that support any new Crusade will fail. We must act in one unified movement. To this end, I am beseeching the kings of the West to join me in raising men and arms for the continuation of our struggle.’ Jacques drew his massive frame upright. ‘Then let the people of these kingdoms see that the Knights of the Temple of Solomon have lost neither their nerve nor their purpose. I intend to seek the aid of Philippe and Edward. I take it, despite the troubles, that a meeting with both can be arranged?’


Hugues’s expression was unreadable. He paused, seeming reluctant to answer. ‘As it happens, you will be able to speak to Edward shortly.’


‘He is coming here?’


Will’s heart thudded faster in anticipation of Hugues’s answer.


‘No, my lord, but it would seem he too received word of your planned visit to Paris, for last month a royal summons was delivered, asking that upon your arrival you travel to England to attend a meeting at the London Temple.’


‘A meeting? About what?’


‘We do not know, my lord. The message simply said a discussion was needed on a matter of urgency and that the meeting would be attended by a representative of the pope and by King Edward himself.’


One of the officials spoke up, asking if Hugues had any speculations as to the nature of the unusual summons. Engrossed in conversation, no one noticed Will’s hand falling to his side to curl around the hilt of his falchion, the skin stretching taut over his bruised knuckles.










Chapter 3


The Jewish Quarter, Paris


21 December 1295 AD


Will made his way through the labyrinthine alleys of the Ville to a crowded quarter packed close to the walls on the east side of the city. It was early morning and the strip of sky above the street was a startling shade of blue. His breath pluming before him as he walked, he paused now and again to check the crumpled parchment, then scanned the buildings. Finally, after several wrong turns, he found it. The house, which was painted a burned orange, was nestled between two booksellers. As he approached, he saw that the door was ajar. Faint voices could be heard inside. Will was wondering whether to knock or to head straight through, when two dark-haired children, a boy and a girl, came racing out. He stepped back as they barrelled past, the girl shouting victoriously as she hoisted a leather ball out of the boy’s reach. Will called to them. ‘Is this the rabbi’s house?’


The girl glanced at him. ‘Yes. Too slow!’ she crowed, dancing away as the boy grasped for the ball.


Leaving them to their game, Will entered.


The warm colour of the house’s exterior was continued inside. A dark red rug lined the hallway and vivid tapestries decorated the walls. Faint smells of incense and spices lingered in the air and, for a moment, if not for the bitter chill outside and the dusting of frost on his boots, he could have been back in Acre. A few openings led into shadowy rooms, but light and the voices were coming through a door at the end of the passage.


Beyond, in a small kitchen, three men were in animated discussion. The room was hot, a well-stacked fire roaring in the hearth. Two of the men were red-faced and sweaty. They were so intent in their debate that it was a few moments before the third figure, seated at a table near the fire, noticed Will standing in the doorway.


‘Quiet,’ he said in a whispery, ancient voice that although insubstantial as smoke was enough to silence the two younger men immediately. He rose slowly from his stool. His hair was white and his face as brown and wrinkled as a dried fig. ‘William.’ A smile lit up his watery eyes.


‘Rabbi Elias,’ said one of the men, looking from the old man to Will, whom he eyed with suspicion. ‘This matter isn’t resolved.’


‘It would be if you would admit you are wrong,’ countered the other man.


‘Enough, Isaac,’ said Elias forcefully. ‘Come back tomorrow when your tempers have cooled.’ He frowned as a crash and a shout echoed in the hallway. ‘And please remove your children before they bring down my entire house.’


Both men inclined their heads grudgingly, though respectfully. As they passed, Will saw that each had a wheel shape cut from garish red cloth pinned to the back of his tunic, the mark King Louis IX had decreed all Jews wear to distinguish them from the rest of the population.


‘There is always something to put right in this world, isn’t there?’ Elias crossed to him. ‘I heard your new Grand Master was making his progress through Christendom. I was hoping you would be with him.’


As they embraced, Will felt little more than bone beneath the old man’s robe. ‘You look tired, Elias,’ he said, switching into Arabic. The chanting words were strange yet pleasant in his mouth, like a food he used to enjoy but hadn’t tasted in a long time.


‘Not tired, busy. This place is more crowded than the synagogue some days.’ Elias chuckled. ‘I cannot complain. When I left Cyprus I had little more than the cloth on my back. I came to this city with nothing and so I am happy to repay, in any way I can, the generosity of friends and neighbours. I have a decent life, helping to train the younger men in the synagogue. But how are you?’ The creases in his forehead deepened. ‘You look troubled.’


‘It is just strange to be back.’ Will took off the plain woollen cloak he wore over his surcoat and sat as Elias gestured to an empty stool. ‘What about bookselling?’


‘I shut myself away too long in Acre, got too comfortable in my little shop.’ Elias returned to his place by the fire. ‘I lost sight of my duties. It is my task  . . . No, my wish, to be with my people, teaching them, watching them grow.’ He raised a wry eyebrow. ‘Mediating in their disputes.’ He peered at the passage, hearing the front door shut. ‘I don’t suppose you even recognised Isaac.’


‘Should I?’


‘He was one of the men you saved on the harbour at Acre, along with his wife and daughter; the one outside, terrorising my neighbourhood.’ Elias sobered. ‘You saved a lot of people that day, William. I hope you realise that.’


‘I cannot recall it. Any of it.’


Elias frowned as he looked away. ‘You don’t remember? The battle? Our escape?’


‘No,’ said Will, forcing himself to meet Elias’s gaze. It sounded true when he said it. He didn’t understand why Elias was looking at him with that disbelieving expression. It was something he had heard other men say, many others. They spoke, puzzled, of how hours, whole days even of the siege of Acre and the final battle were missing from their minds. Will envied them. For more than four years, those last days had been at the forefront of his thoughts. He could remember every hour, every second with a clarity that was devastating. He was standing on the crumbled eastern mole of the outer harbour, the dark, hungry sea churning beside him. Behind him, the city was in flames. His sword was in his hands, wet and red. A body tumbled away from him into the water and was swallowed.


‘William?’


Will looked up. Elias was standing by the hearth where an iron pot hung.


‘I asked if you wanted something to drink?’


Will shook his head distractedly. ‘I cannot linger. I just wanted to let you know I was in the city.’


Elias unhooked the pot, clamping a rag over the handle, and poured a steaming liquid that smelled of cinnamon and cloves into a bowl. ‘Are you planning to stay?’ he asked, sitting with a wince.


‘That depends on the Grand Master.’


Elias nursed his drink thoughtfully. ‘I suppose as your Visitor is one of the Brethren it will not matter where you are. You will have someone looking after your interests here in the West.’ When Will said nothing, Elias leaned forward. ‘And what of this talk I hear about your Grand Master preparing for another Crusade?’


‘It is why he has come: to gather support.’


‘What do you plan to do about it?’


‘Do?’


‘Yes, William,’ said Elias sternly, ‘as head of the Anima Templi what are you going to do to stop this?’ He sighed heavily. ‘Admittedly, expulsion from Acre at the hands of the Mamluks wasn’t what we wanted. None of us who wished for the years of war to end sought such a bloody, tragic finish to two centuries of conflict between East and West. But you cannot deny the fact that now the Christian forces have been compelled to withdraw from the Holy Land you have a chance to continue the Brethren’s work unhindered. Do you not feel the Anima Templi could establish a far stronger relationship with the Muslims than they could have while the Western armies were camped out in Palestine?’ Elias’s eyes were intense. ‘Could the Brethren now be in the best position to establish that hoped-for reconciliation between the three great faiths of the world? Shared knowledge to enlighten us, trade to enrich us, peace to fulfil us? Everard taught us that Muslims, Christians and Jews are all children of one God, even though we give Him different names. In hurting our brothers, he always said, we hurt ourselves.’ Elias didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I imagine the dust has settled enough for an envoy to be sent to the Mamluk sultan. You should open a dialogue at least.’ He shook his head. ‘Of course, if your Grand Master has his way we will be plunged right back into war. You have to stop this from happening.’


‘The Temple alone doesn’t have the men or resources to mount an effective campaign in the East,’ said Will flatly, unmoved by Elias’s impassioned speech. How many times had he heard Everard say those things? They now seemed like an old man’s foolish dreams, burned up in the fires and chaos of Acre’s fall. It was over one hundred years since the Anima Templi had been created by a former Grand Master of the Temple, but although the Brethren had been instrumental in averting many conflicts in that time, working in secret behind thrones and battle lines, they had never managed to stop the ongoing war between Christians and Muslims. ‘From what I’ve heard, the leaders of the West are too involved in their own disputes to give Jacques what he wants.’


‘Then what are your plans for the Anima Templi? Do you agree with me – should an envoy be sent East?’


‘In truth, Elias, I haven’t had much time to think about it.’ Will made a fist on the table. ‘I’ve had other things on my mind.’ He saw a face, poised and cold, flint-grey eyes mocking him. In the past two days, since the meeting at the Temple, King Edward had been occupying all his thoughts. His face, his name, were dark clouds building inside him, obscuring everything else.


Elias’s eyes narrowed. ‘I would have thought time was the one thing you have had. But too much of something can be bad, can it not?’ he murmured, half to himself.


‘What can I do?’ demanded Will. ‘More than half the Brethren were killed at Acre and the handful of us left have been scattered across the West. The Temple has had three Grand Masters in the space of four years, all of whom have pulled the Order in different directions, the current one being so bent on a Crusade he has travelled the length and breadth of Christendom looking for anyone who will help him start one. How can the Anima Templi continue in this way? We have no base in the East, we lost all contact with the Muslims when Kalawun died. It is over.’


‘If the Temple exists then so does its Soul. How Everard must be writhing in his grave to hear his successor speak in this way! How can the work be over when East and West still glare at one another, waiting for the moment to strike back, avenge their dead, spread their messages of destruction and hatred?’ Elias threw a hand towards the door. ‘Tell me how it is over when my own people have to wear that badge like a brand upon their backs? If the Anima Templi was formed to bring about reconciliation between our faiths, why do these things still happen?’ His voice quietened. ‘It was a heavy burden Everard placed upon you and one that has only increased in the years since his death. But it is essential, as leader of the Brethren, that you now continue the work he and others before him started. Our people must find new ways of living together in this changing world. Peace between nations is as important as peace between faiths and that is something we need here and now with France and England at war, and Scotland poised to join the conflict.’


Will looked up sharply. ‘Scotland?’


Elias nodded. ‘A delegation from Edinburgh has been in Paris in talks with King Philippe. It is said the two kingdoms will join sides against England. Your work is far from over. Indeed, I would say it is only beginning.’ He sat back with a long exhalation and finished off his drink. ‘But you have just arrived. You must settle in, come to see how the land lies yourself. I can help you with that. Anything you want, as ever, you need only ask.’ Elias seemed to relax. ‘And how is Rose?’


Will scratched at a mark on the table, preoccupied by the news of his homeland’s involvement in the conflict. There was so much he didn’t understand about what had been happening here. All he knew were fragments; scraps of news that filtered through to them back in Acre and conflicting and incomplete information received on the road. He realised how foolish it was now, but he had imagined everything would have remained much the same in his absence. Out in the deserts of Palestine and Syria, rocked by war and political convulsions, the thought that he could one day return to solid ground had kept him strong for years. It was disconcerting to find it wasn’t so solid after all. He realised Elias was waiting for a response. ‘I haven’t seen Rose yet. I was planning to go to her after I visited you.’


‘Then I will not keep you from that reunion.’ Elias got to his feet. He held out his hand. As Will took it, Elias placed his other hand firmly over Will’s. ‘Do not forget the things that are important to you, William. Do not forget who you are, what you are capable of.’


The Royal Palace, Paris, 21 December 1295 AD


The grass in the royal gardens was brittle with frost. It crunched under Guillaume de Nogaret’s riding boots as he crossed the lawns, past fruit trees and clipped yew hedges. Two men were sweeping dead leaves from the pathways. They stopped to let him pass as he headed for an arched opening in a high wall. Moving through, he entered a quadrangle, which formed the end of the palace complex at the very tip of the Ile de la Cité. Several buildings bordered the yard, but most of the space was taken up by a row of wooden huts, fashioned to look like miniature houses, with painted shutters fixed to the front of each. A fence ran around them forming a pen and outside each hut was a perch, occupied by a bird.


Dozens of tiny, glinting eyes followed him as he passed down their line. There were goshawks and sparrow-hawks on bow-shaped perches, merlins, a hobby and a pair of lanners. The huts became more ornate as he reached the gyrfalcons. There were twelve in total, perched on wooden blocks padded with linen. One, her speckled feathers brilliant white in the sunlight, bated suddenly, darting towards him, the silver bells attached to her legs chiming madly. Nogaret stepped back. She strained at her leash, wings beating the air, then settled back gracefully on to her perch, talons sinking into the linen. As he moved on, the gyr gave a shriek that sounded like scornful laughter. Nogaret picked up his pace, his gaze on a group of men ahead. A young man with light brown hair, who stood head and shoulders above the others, turned at his approach. On his wrist, poised on a leather glove, was a peregrine, her powdery grey wings folded back behind her. As Nogaret halted and bowed, two pairs of eyes, one black and ringed with gold above a steel-sharp beak, the other ice blue, set wide and deep in a striking face, fixed on him.


‘What has taken you so long?’


‘I apologise, my lord, the roads were treacherous with snow.’


King Philippe paused, as if considering the worthiness of the excuse. The other men had fallen silent. One, dressed in the same well-tailored black robe Nogaret himself wore under his travelling cloak, regarded him cagily, lips pursed. Ignoring the disapproving stare of Pierre Flote, king’s chancellor and Keeper of the Seals, Nogaret waited.


After a moment, Philippe smiled slightly and the tension dispersed. ‘Maiden broke a feather, but it has been mended perfectly.’ He raised his fist, causing the peregrine to cry and unfurl her wings in expectation of flight. ‘You can scarcely see the join where the new feather was imped. Come now, Nogaret, you’ll have to get closer than that. She won’t bite. Will she, Flote?’ Philippe laughed and the chancellor joined in.


Nogaret tried not to scowl. He still had the scar on his neck where Maiden had plunged that razor beak into his flesh. Philippe had given her a treat, pleased with her fierceness.


‘Sir Henri has outdone himself,’ said the king, glancing at the man next to him, who wore a spray of dove feathers in his cap.


Sir Henri, the Master Falconer, smiled. ‘We’ll fly her well this week, my lord, get her strength up.’


‘I want her ready for the hunt after the Christ Mass,’ said Philippe briskly, passing the bird to Henri, who lifted her expertly on to his glove, grasping the jesses. Sliding off his gauntlet and passing it to one of the squires, Philippe gestured to Nogaret and Flote. ‘Come, both of you, we will talk in my chambers.’


The king led the way out of the enclosure and back through the gardens. The walkways through the lawns were narrow, with room for only two abreast. To Flote’s visible irritation, Nogaret manoeuvred himself so he could walk at Philippe’s side. ‘Your brother sends his regards from Bordeaux, my lord. He will shortly be delivering the funds we have secured thus far.’


‘How has our plan worked?’ enquired Philippe, his long-legged stride causing Nogaret, who was several inches shorter, to quicken his footsteps. ‘How much have we acquired through the arrests?’


‘By our estimates, enough to keep soldiers in Guienne until late spring next year.’


Philippe halted abruptly and faced him. ‘That is all?’


‘Much of the wealth in the region is bound up in the estates themselves: properties, vineyards, townships. Monies from these fixed assets will obviously take us longer to garner.’


Philippe set off again. ‘I was hoping for better news from you, Nogaret. I need more than this if I am to dislodge that contumacious old crow from my kingdom. There have been significant problems with the building of the fleet. The shipwrights are asking for more funds to complete their work.’ As Nogaret started to speak, Philippe raised a hand. ‘No, I need to think.’ He scowled as he climbed the steps to the royal apartments. The guards at the top pushed open the doors to let him through. ‘This is not what I wanted to hear.’


‘We could cut back in other areas, my lord,’ suggested Flote, moving in to walk at Philippe’s left as they marched down a wide passage.


‘Are you offering up your own salary?’ asked Philippe sourly, heading up the winding flight of stairs that led to his private solar.


‘We need to think of ways in which to replenish the royal coffers, not how to limit or, worse, damage the good works we have already started,’ said Nogaret, with a glance at Flote. ‘Expansion cannot continue without adequate funds and without expansion, without a forceful exertion of royal power in this kingdom, our lord will be as impeded by wilful vassals, bishops and princes as his predecessors before him.’ As they reached Philippe’s solar, Nogaret went forward to open the doors.


Philippe was nodding as he entered the sunlit chamber. ‘Nogaret is right. Expansion is paramount. Under my father the Capetian dynasty lost its potency. In order to regain the authority wielded by my grandfather, I must continue to exert myself.’


‘With all due respect, my lord,’ said Flote, ‘King Louis didn’t attain his authority through the purchase of townships and bishoprics. It was through Crusading that he earned his people’s respect.’


Nogaret smiled inwardly as Philippe turned to stare at the older minister.


‘People say lawyers talk too much. Be careful, Flote, that you do not prove them right, or it will not be your salary that is cut.’


‘I am sorry, my lord. I meant no offence.’


Passing a desk that was carefully arranged with parchments, quills and ink pots, none of which looked used, Philippe shrugged off his winter cloak, edged with cloud-soft ermine, and handed it to Flote. Sitting back on a couch that overlooked the gardens, he crossed his long legs. ‘While I wish to discuss the matter of Bordeaux further, I have received some disturbing news that requires my immediate attention.’ Philippe’s blue eyes fixed on Nogaret. ‘The Grand Master of the Temple arrived in the city two days ago. Shortly before this, we discovered he has been requested to attend a meeting at the London preceptory with King Edward and a representative of Pope Boniface, a man named Bertrand de Got.’


‘The bishop?’


‘You know him?’


‘In a manner of speaking. I met him in Bordeaux.’ Nogaret told the king how the bishop had interfered with one of the arrests. ‘He could make things difficult for us, especially if he elicits the support of the archbishop, as he threatened.’


‘Bertrand doesn’t worry me. I’ve had dealings with him before. All that interests him is filling Church offices with members of his family. The man is an avaricious little leech who has spent most of the past year since his appointment trying to worm his way into the pope’s favour. I doubt he will cause us any real trouble, but if needs be, a well-placed bishopric for one of his nephews will keep him pliant. No, it is the reason for this meeting that concerns me. I fear Edward may try to use the Templars against me.’


Nogaret’s brow furrowed. ‘I do not see how. Edward cannot command them. The Temple answers only to the pope.’


‘Exactly,’ said Philippe, rising suddenly. ‘Which is surely why Bertrand de Got, as Boniface’s representative, will be in attendance? My forces can hold against the English at present, but against the full might of the Temple?’ He shook his head grimly.


‘Even if the English Templars joined forces with Edward, the French would not, neither would those in the Maritime States, or Germany, or Portugal. They rely on kings and princes across the West for donations and privileges. They wouldn’t want to jeopardise that.’


‘I have to agree with Nogaret,’ interjected Flote.


‘What purpose do the knights have now the Crusades have ended?’ demanded Philippe. ‘What are they if not an army looking for a war? As a unified force they could take Guienne in a matter of weeks.’


‘They aren’t a unified force,’ responded Flote. ‘Half their Order is camped out on Cyprus, the other half dispersed throughout Christendom. Since the fall of Acre, they have spent most of their energy increasing their monopoly over the wool trade and from what we know, Jacques de Molay has come seeking support for a Crusade, not to fight someone else’s war.’


‘Nonetheless, I would know for certain that I have nothing to be concerned about. Perhaps the Temple would not fight a war for Edward, but he might persuade them to support him financially. I know he is struggling to maintain a strong presence in Gascony and the revolt in Wales must have taxed him heavily.’


‘And if they do support him?’ ventured Nogaret.


‘Then I will have to find the money for my fleet from somewhere. I may have to bring my plans for an invasion of England forward.’ Philippe turned to Nogaret. ‘You will go to London. I will arrange for you to leave as soon as possible in order that you are there ahead of Jacques de Molay. You will discover the purpose of the meeting.’


‘Surely, my lord, one of our usual sources would be better equipped for such a task,’ said Nogaret, affronted by the idea that he, king’s lawyer and a former professor of one of the finest universities in France, would be trailing about London like some common sneak. He looked at Flote, wondering if he had suggested this. But the chancellor didn’t meet his gaze.


‘No,’ said Philippe. ‘I want this information quickly. When you arrive go directly to the royal palace at Westminster. Say you are there to visit my mother-in-law, that you have an urgent message from her daughter. This should allow you to avoid the formalities of an official visit, although I doubt anyone will know who you are and become suspicious in any case. Have her find out whatever she can.’


‘With King Edward’s brother leading the English in Bayonne that could be difficult. The queen mother may not know anything.’


‘She is a woman in a royal court, Nogaret. Her husband will not be her only source of information, certainly.’


Before Nogaret could answer, there was a knock at the door. A clerk appeared. ‘The Scottish envoys are preparing to leave, my lord.’


‘I will be there shortly.’


‘Scottish envoys?’ questioned Nogaret, as the clerk closed the door.


‘They arrived while you were away, seeking an alliance against Edward for his continuing interference in their realm. Two months ago I signed a treaty agreeing to aid them.’


‘The Scots are a nation of barbarians,’ said Nogaret derisively. ‘Still living in mud-huts and warring with one another over who will be chief.’


‘That they may be, but they are enemies of Edward and that makes them allies of mine. They will keep him occupied on the borders of his kingdom, while I continue to beat back his forces here. With his army divided in such a way, I expect he will not be able to hold out much longer in Gascony. Edward will almost certainly have learned of this alliance by now, which may be precisely why he has requested this meeting with the Templars, and which is why this matter now takes precedence over your task in Bordeaux.’ Philippe drew a breath. ‘Now leave me, both of you. I wish to change before bidding our barbarian friends farewell.’


When the ministers had gone, Philippe crossed the chamber to a full-length silver mirror. He removed the gold circlet from his head and placed it on the desk. Next, slowly, deliberately, he unfastened the belt embossed with silver that pulled in the wine-coloured robe at his waist. Drawing the folds of the robe over his muscled torso, he took it off and draped it on the arm of the couch. All the while, he kept his eyes on the dazzling surface of the mirror, watching himself with cool detachment, as if he were observing someone else. Beneath the robe, Philippe wore a hair shirt. The tight-fitting garment was fashioned from coarse goat hair and gave off a repugnant odour, which worsened when he sweated. He noticed the weave was looking a little flat and reminded himself to have his tailor make a new one. He wore it most days and the stiff hairs tended to lose some of their abrasiveness over time, smoothed by the movements of his body and the constant rubbing against his skin. As he unlaced the leather thongs, the garment loosened, coming away from his chest with a feeling of such intense relief that it took all his effort not to tear the thing away. Undoing the rest of the ties, he removed the hair shirt and laid it carefully beside his robe. In the mirror, Philippe examined the results of the day’s penance. His skin was irritated a feverish red. As he turned to one side, a fresh line of welts showed where he had been bitten by the lice that tended to breed in the garment. On his back, scars made patterns of his skin. Some were old and silvery white, others were newer, scabbing wherever the flagellum had drawn blood. The mortifications were vivid in the daylight, running down to disappear beneath the line of his hose and up as far as his shoulder blades. There they stopped. From the neck up, Philippe’s skin was pale and smooth, all the way to his unblemished face. The contrast was startling. It was as if the face and the body belonged to two different people.


For a moment, he allowed himself to stand bare-chested in the window, the cold air numbing his flesh. His gaze wandered over the gardens, where men were working. It gave him a sense of satisfaction, watching them. Ascending the throne at seventeen, Philippe had worried that the household staff wouldn’t obey him as readily as they had his father or stalwart grandfather and even though he had been king for ten years he still sometimes wondered if they respected him enough. It was one of the reasons he had surrounded himself with ministers like Nogaret, men nearer his own age. With them, he felt superior.


Movement directly below caught his eye. A woman was heading through the yard, towards the servants’ gate in the palace wall. She was walking quickly, her skirts bunched in one hand to keep them from trailing. Something about the way she kept looking back over her shoulder focused his attention. As Philippe watched, intrigued, the woman slipped through the gate and was gone. She vanished for a minute, hidden by the high outer wall, then reappeared on the riverbank beyond. She had removed her coif and her tawny hair hung loose around her shoulders. Philippe frowned as he saw a man waiting on the narrow bank that tumbled down to the water. The man approached the serving girl and they embraced. As she pulled away, glancing back at the palace, Philippe’s keen eyes picked out the features of her face. Turning from the window, he locked them in his mind. He would speak to the steward, have the woman expelled for improper behaviour. A servant who flouted the rules was an infection, sowing seeds of disobedience throughout the household. It was something his father had told him. Philippe hadn’t taken much of what his father, a weak, directionless man, had said to heart, but that piece of advice had stuck in his mind. The royal household was an extension of himself. Whatever his staff did reflected on him and he would allow no one to tarnish his reputation. He was the grandson of Louis IX. His subjects would know only his greatness. Going to the couch, Philippe picked up the hair shirt. He drew it back on, ignoring the stinging discomfort as he pulled the thongs tight.


The Banks of the Seine, Paris, 21 December 1295 AD


Over an hour had passed since he had crossed the Grand Pont on to the banks of the Ile and Will was beginning to wonder if the servant had delivered the message. The palace walls loomed over him, sheer and impassive. Dramatic changes had occurred within them. There were two new towers a short distance up river from the bridge, flanking an impressive gateway. Beyond the walls, along with the grey steeples of the royal apartments and administrative buildings that he recognised, a tight jumble of structures had sprung up, the sharp angles of rooftops carving the spaces between soaring turrets, adorned with colourful flags. On the far side of the complex rose the majestic Sainte-Chapelle. The chapel, built by Louis IX to enclose a fragment of Christ’s crown of thorns, lent beauty to a place that, to Will, appeared more imposing and fortress-like than it ever had before.


He looked round, seeing a girl heading down the muddy banks towards him. Will’s breath caught as she came closer and he saw his mistake, for she was no longer a girl, but a woman. The white tunic she wore over a linen gown was drawn in at her waist, accentuating her height and the slimness of her figure. Her gold hair whipped about her in the breeze coming off the water and she pushed it back in a swift, impatient movement. Her face was pallid and a little gaunt, prominent cheekbones emphasising a strong chin. The sight of that face hurt him; both in its strangeness and familiarity, it hurt him somewhere vital.


‘Rose.’


She stopped short, but he went the rest of the way and drew her to him. Her hair was soft and smelled of wood-smoke. It was two years since he’d held her, but felt much longer.


‘I was starting to wonder if you were coming.’


‘I have duties,’ she replied, pulling away with a glance at the palace.


Will drew in a slow breath. He shouldn’t have expected her to come rushing to meet him; their parting had not been easy and in the time he’d spent on the road since he’d had no chance to contact her. ‘How are you?’ He tried to sound bright, but regretted the question immediately. It was so formal, so insipid.


Rose gave a tight shrug.


‘Because Andreas assured me you would be given a good position here. In his letter he said he had written to the queen, asking if something suitable could be found for you.’ Will stared at the muddy ground, unable to look at her rigid face. ‘He promised me you would be taken care of, that he had the influence to make certain of this.’


‘Then I suppose it must be fine,’ she retorted.


The wind lifted her hair and she pushed it back again. As she did so, Will saw the scars on her hand, where she had been burned. Her skin was raw-looking and shrivelled. She caught him looking at it and folded her arms. ‘I want to know that you’re happy,’ Will said, aware of how helpless he sounded.


She made a sharp, scornful noise. ‘So you don’t have to think about me any more.’ Her dark blue eyes were cloudy with anger. ‘So you don’t have to feel guilty for sending me away.’


Her words stung him, filled with venom and truth. He put his hands on her shoulders. She had grown tall. How old was she now? Seventeen? No, she would have turned eighteen last month. ‘I know these past few years must have been difficult for you, but  . . .’


‘Difficult? You have no idea! As soon as we landed on Cyprus you left me. I hardly saw you for months.’


‘What else could I do?’ said Will quietly. ‘On the ship from Acre people just assumed you were another orphan rescued from the city, but when we reached Cyprus I had no choice but to leave you.’ He stared out across the green Seine flowing silently beside them. ‘I would have been expelled if the others had found out about you, if they knew I had a daughter. You know that.’ He looked back at her. ‘But I made sure you would be cared for.’


She scoffed again.


Will’s expression hardened. ‘I did the best I could. You had a good life with Elias.’


‘Yes! And then you forced me to come to Paris!’


‘Elias had told me he was planning to come here and Grand Master de Molay began preparing his progress through Christendom as soon as he was elected. I couldn’t abandon you in Limassol knowing we would all be leaving. Paris offered you the best chance. I knew Andreas would be able to use his contacts with the royal family to help you find decent work.’ Will shook his head. ‘Other children who survived Acre weren’t so fortunate, Rose. They lost both their parents and were forced to beg on the streets. Or worse.’


‘I know how they feel. I lost my parents too.’


Will felt as though she’d just slapped him. He was silent, staring as she half turned away, unable to meet his gaze, her cheeks flushing pink. He tried not to say it, but couldn’t help himself. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’


‘Nothing,’ murmured Rose.


‘I want to know what you meant by that.’ He didn’t. Yet, still, he asked the question again.


Rose turned on him. ‘It means my parents died at Acre. Both of them!’


For a moment, Will saw someone else looking back at him out of those stormy sea eyes, mocking him, and right then he wanted to strike her. The wall inside him cracked apart and his hand squeezed into a fist, all his rage and pain and impotence flooding into it. He wanted to push it into her, into the woman in front of him who shouldn’t even be a woman, who had grown up without him into this perfect picture of her mother; his hurt made manifest, standing here before him, reminding him of that great betrayal, those dark blue eyes not his, not her mother’s, but someone else’s. A name he couldn’t even say.


As Rose began to walk away, Will took a step forward, reaching out as if to grasp her. Then he faltered, his hand falling, as the distance between them grew too great. He waited, but she didn’t look back. Entering the servants’ passage, she disappeared. Will lifted his head and stared into the sky, until the sunlight blinded him.


By the time he crossed the Grand Pont and made his way back up the rue du Temple, the sun spots in his vision had cleared and the familiar numbness was enclosing him once more. Having returned to the preceptory, he was making his way through the knights’ quarters, when Hugues and Robert found him.


‘We need to talk,’ said the Visitor.


Robert noted the cloak bundled under Will’s arm with a quizzical frown.


‘Come,’ said Hugues, not seeing Robert’s look. He led the way to the officials’ building and up to his room. ‘We do not have long. It will soon be Nones and Jacques has arranged a special service to address the men.’ He closed the door as they entered. ‘This morning I received word from our brother in London. As soon as the summons for the Grand Master arrived, I had Thomas try to find out the purpose of it.’ Hugues’s mouth flattened in a line. ‘It would appear the pope is proposing to merge together the Temple and the Hospital. The plan is to send both Orders back to the Holy Land as one united force on a Crusade we will fund together.’


Will’s brow furrowed, but he shook his head. ‘That will never happen.’


‘You don’t know that,’ said Robert, a little sharply.


Will looked at him, then back at Hugues. ‘Does Jacques know?’


‘I told him this morning. I said I found out from the Master of England, which is partly true. Thomas intercepted a message from King Edward to the Master which spoke of the pope’s intentions. Edward, it seems, was requested to attend, as a man of influence who has close relations with the Temple. Presumably the pope wants him to support this plan.’


‘What was Jacques’s reaction?’


‘Jacques wants a Crusade, certainly, and is prepared to pay for it. I fear he would quite willingly bankrupt the Order for one. But he wants any move eastwards conducted under his own terms. He will not work with the Knights of St John and I do not blame him. From a military point of view it would be a disaster. Any possibility of harmony between our Orders ended years ago.’


Will knew Hugues was referring to the Temple’s assault on the Knights of St John in Acre. The assault, which followed a dispute between opposing royal factions, had happened decades ago, but the Hospitallers had never forgiven them for it. In every disagreement between Western forces in the Holy Land since, they and the Templars had stood on opposite sides. The only time there was any unification was at the fall of Acre, when the two Grand Masters rode out together to face the Mamluk hordes. But Will doubted, in this convoluted arena of Western politics, where battle lines weren’t clear and alliances seemed built on sand, that any such event could unite them again. Too many in the Knights of St John remembered the stories of brothers begging to allow the sick and dying through the Temple’s barricades in Acre and the Templars’ jeers at their pleas. Conversely, the Templars maintained they had been in the right and the Hospitallers’ quarrel with them was born less out of vengeance and more out of an ongoing attempt to undermine them in the hope of gaining control of Templar territories and assets. It was hardly, as Hugues said, grounds for a merging of the Orders.


‘But if Pope Boniface commands it?’ Robert asked the Visitor.


‘Then we may have a struggle on our hands, though the fact he is sending a mere bishop as his representative tells me this isn’t a particularly pressing matter for him at this juncture. Perhaps he simply wishes to gauge our response to such a proposition? From what you have told me, the pontiff didn’t mention anything of this during your time in Rome.’


‘No,’ acceded Will, ‘but that isn’t surprising. Pope Boniface’s election wasn’t popular with everyone in the Sacred College and while we were there he was kept busy placating his rivals. Jacques was away for months, visiting the king in Naples and our preceptories in Venice and Genoa, so other than a few meetings in the spring, we hardly saw his holiness at all.’


‘You said the summons came from Edward,’ said Robert. ‘So it can only be assumed he does support the pope? This is what we’ve been afraid of, ever since he started demanding money from Everard. The old man feared it would only be a matter of time before the king acted on his ambitions for the Holy Land and now, with the Grand Master bent on returning  . . .’ Robert hefted his shoulders. ‘Though I cannot say I blame him. There are times I wish we could avenge what was done to us at Acre, times I feel so consumed by fury I cannot imagine how I ever saw any Muslim as a brother.’ He looked at them. ‘But the Crusades are over and despite what was lost that is a good thing. King Edward pledged himself to the cause of the Brethren. He should be with the Brethren in seeing the cessation of hostilities as an opportunity for continued peace between East and West, not planning to deliver us all back into war, even at the bidding of the pope.’


Will was quiet. His comrade had no idea of the lengths Edward would go to in securing what he wanted. Edward only cared for peace when it suited him. He made alliances and broke them with utter disregard for any who might be ruined by his actions and he did it all with a shrewdness and a ruthlessness that were staggering.


‘You spoke of your concerns over Edward when you inducted me into the Brethren,’ Hugues was saying. ‘But Edward has made no move east in all the years since he signed a truce with the Muslims. How can you be so certain he is working against us? If there had been any doubt in Everard’s mind over the king’s intentions he never would have elected him as our Guardian. True, I never really knew the priest, but one thing was clear during the time I spent with our brothers in Acre: Everard believed in the Anima Templi above all else and would not have done anything to endanger it.’


‘Everard made a mistake,’ said Will in a low voice. ‘We were almost destroyed with the theft of the Book of the Grail. He was eager to replenish our strength and he chose the wrong man. He regretted it until the day he died.’


‘We don’t know why Edward will be at the meeting,’ continued Hugues. ‘He had dealings with Bertrand de Got in Gascony. Perhaps he plans to be our advocate? If anyone could dissuade the pope and the bishop from this course of action it is him.’


Will’s tone was steel. ‘Edward is not our ally. He has betrayed us again and again.’


‘How?’ pressed Hugues. ‘Other than some requests for funds that may well have been innocent appeals, what has he done? I have read Everard’s writings that you sent to me before the fall of Acre. There was no reference to any betrayals, just Everard’s fear, formed mostly through your own suspicions I might add, that the king wasn’t seeking peace when he agreed to be our Guardian, but a source of revenue to fund a war in Wales. But even if that is true, the subjugation of Wales was a necessary venture. Just because a man believes in peace, does not mean he can maintain it in the face of rebels and warmongers.’


‘And his aggressions on Scotland?’ demanded Will. ‘He has been seeking control of the kingdom for years and now he’s crushed Wales there is nothing standing in his way.’


‘Scotland was in chaos after the death of King Alexander, with the magnates all vying for the throne. Edward offered to help them.’


‘Yes, by attempting to marry his five-year-old son to Alexander’s heir so that England could take control of the crown!’


‘And if the Maid of Norway had survived then our two kingdoms would now be united in peace through that union.’ Hugues shook his head at Will’s belligerent expression. ‘If the Scots hadn’t trusted Edward they wouldn’t have promoted him as their overlord upon the infant queen’s death. He has been endeavouring to restore order in their realm ever since, fortifying castles, setting garrisons in towns where tension between rival families was greatest. How do the Scots repay him? They could have entered into talks, negotiated their differences. Instead, they signed a treaty with his enemy.’


‘Just when did you become English, Hugues?’ asked Robert, eyeing his friend with resentment.


‘I’m merely trying to see it from Edward’s point of view,’ replied Hugues calmly. ‘And to understand where this suspicion of him comes from. We are brothers are we not?’ He spread his hands to the two angry men in front of him. ‘We are on the same side. I just want to make sure, whatever happens, that the Temple is safeguarded. These are unsettled times. Our Grand Master wants to launch a Crusade and the pope wants to join us with our rivals. Either of these possibilities could have a devastating impact on us. Jacques plans to leave for London after the Christ Mass. The three of us will be in his company. I’ve made sure of it.’


‘We are going?’ said Will.


‘Yes, and I believe we should look upon Edward as our friend in this matter.’


‘Then this discussion is over,’ said Will, crossing to the door.


Hugues stared after him. Fury flooded his face in a red rush. ‘You will halt, Commander! How dare you turn your back on me!’


Will rounded on him, the violence in his eyes making Hugues pause. ‘We were discussing Anima Templi business. In case you had forgotten, I am its head. If I say our meeting is ended, it is ended.’


‘God damn him,’ murmured Hugues, as Will left the room. Robert went to speak, but the Visitor silenced him. ‘No, Robert, do not excuse him. If he speaks to me like that again I’ll have him expelled from this Order.’










Chapter 4


New Temple, London


7 January 1296 AD


The city was on fire. Pillars of black smoke billowed into the dawn sky, obscuring the sun. Boulders tossed up by the siege engines smashed through the walls, pulverising rock into rubble, crushing men. Women and children, faces dust-streaked, crowded on the harbour wall, desperate for the few boats to take their swelling numbers to the last galleys out in the harbour. Will spurred his horse through them, his attention fixed on a distant figure stumbling along the broken eastern mole.


      It was always Edward pulling the strings. And I dangled limply in his grip, while all my dreams faded and died around me, and all yours came true.


Will sat up as the sound of Garin’s bitter words filled his mind. There was a pressure in his chest, making it hard to breathe.


      I had been Edward’s puppet for so long that I danced to his tune even when he wasn’t controlling me.


He rose and crossed the empty dormitory to the window. Planting his hands on the ledge, Will looked out over a square of grass, bordered by cloisters. On the air, he smelled the marshy Thames. This place was crowded with memories, but fainter, less substantial than those that surrounded him in Paris. He had spent only two summers at New Temple, although the fact that this was the last place he had seen his father held a certain nostalgic pain. It felt as though he were retracing his steps: Paris to London. Thoughts of Scotland, his birthplace, were stronger here. He still had the letter from his sister, Ysenda, folded in his sack. Both she and his elder sister Ede were, as far as he knew, still alive.


Three Templar sergeants headed across the lawn, black tunics loose on their lean frames, young muscles not yet toughened from labour or combat. He had been like them once, green with youth, in awe of the knights who towered above him like fierce angels in their sinless mantles. He recalled days spent helping Simon in the stables, winter mornings loping around the training field, Garin running at his side. It seemed like another life.


As the preceptory bell began to clang, the sergeants picked up their pace and disappeared under the arches. Will went back to the pallet. Crouching, he pulled his sack from under the bed. He paused, his hand hovering above it.


      It’s over, Will. Don’t you see? It’s over for both of us. We’ve lost everything. All we can do is die!


As Garin’s voice echoed back to him, he reached into the sack, his fingers closing over the folds of his spare undershirt that was wrapped around something hard. He withdrew it, peeling back the shirt until the knife lay naked on his palm. He had taken it from the preceptory kitchen yesterday evening when most of the men were at Vespers. No one commented on his tardiness when he slipped into the chapel to join them. The Master of England and his officials were preoccupied with welcoming the Grand Master and if any of the knights had noticed they hadn’t questioned him. After all, he was a commander. The blade was long and thin, embedded in a stout wooden handle. It was easy to conceal. No one would see him draw it.


Garin had been a pawn, a fatal one at that, but still, just a pawn. Edward was the player, the one pushing the pieces across the board, winning with every move, from Owein’s murder at Honfleur and his own degradation in a Paris brothel, a death in its own way, to the ambush outside Mecca and the fire in Andreas’s house. He may not have dirtied his hands in the process, but Edward had been the driving force behind all Garin’s actions. That was as clear to Will as if the king had ground his own seal into each and every cruel moment that had been spun around his intentions. He had killed, connived and lied his way to gaining the things he wanted, throughout it all wearing a veneer of honour that had fooled even Everard. It was because of Edward that Will had lost almost everything that was precious to him in life. He couldn’t live with that injustice any longer.


He had sworn revenge on the deck of the Phoenix as they had sailed out, leaving Acre in ruins behind them. His fury then had been pure, a raging fire, but in the years since it had turned to ashes inside him, grey and stagnant, polluting his thoughts. With his return to the West that fire had been rekindled and now, so near to the king’s seat of power, so close to the man himself, it blazed hotter than ever, that arrogant face a beacon in his mind.


Will’s fingers reached out, ready to wrap around the handle of the knife. But he stopped short of touching the blade. He exhaled sharply, aware that he had been holding his breath. Growling a curse, he stuffed the shirt around the blade and bundled it back into the sack. He would return it to the kitchen later, before anyone missed it.


The door opened and Robert entered. ‘What are you doing in here?’


Will kicked the sack under his pallet. ‘Nothing.’


‘Didn’t you hear the bell?’


Will realised the monotonous clanging was continuing outside.


‘He’s here,’ said Robert grimly. ‘You should come.’


Will crossed to the door. He glanced back at the pallet, then headed out.


The main courtyard of the London Temple, which led on to Akeman Street, was crowded with men. A group of finely caparisoned horses was being led towards the stables. Will halted. Walking towards him beside the Master of England, was Edward.


If age had altered Will’s comrades, that was nothing compared with what the years had wrought upon the English king. They had taken the haughty young man he had last seen twenty-three years ago and changed him beyond recognition. True, he retained his athletic figure and his impressive height that lifted him above most other men, but there the similarity ended. Will had been imagining a face still framed by dark hair, but now, at fifty-six, Edward’s hair was as white as a swan’s feathers. His beard was silvery, clipped close to the line of his jaw, underlining the hardness of his face, and the slight droop in his eye had become more prominent. He looked a little stiff as he walked, although with his broadsword slung from his hip and his stride purposeful, he seemed as vigorous as all the younger men around him.


As Edward approached, followed by a multitude of royal guards and advisors, his eyes fell on Will. For a few seconds there was no sign of recognition, then his face filled with alertness. ‘Campbell.’


The Master of England, a youthful, energetic man with black curly hair called Brian le Jay, looked from the king to Will, who, unlike the other knights, didn’t bow as Edward paused. ‘You know one of our brothers, my lord?’


‘Of old,’ said Edward, not taking his eyes off Will. His French was poised and perfect.


‘Commander.’


Will glanced to Edward’s right and saw Hugues staring at him intently.


‘Bow,’ mouthed the Visitor.


They were all looking at him. A frown was creasing Brian le Jay’s face. Hugues’s command was unassailable. Setting his jaw, Will inclined his head in Edward’s direction. A flicker of satisfaction appeared in the king’s eyes, then le Jay moved in and the frozen moment passed.


‘My lord,’ said the English Master, motioning Edward to the Chapter House. ‘Grand Master de Molay is waiting. We should join him.’


Will followed, Robert close at his side. His eyes didn’t leave Edward as they filed into the chamber. The Grand Master was seated on a dais beside a small man with a tonsured head, who Will guessed was Bertrand de Got. Jacques rose to greet Edward as the king ascended the dais and took his place on one of the empty seats, along with Brian le Jay and Hugues, while the knights and royal advisors crammed into benches on the floor. Jacques remained standing as the Chapter House doors were shut.


‘Almost two hundred years ago, Hugues de Payns journeyed east with eight fellow knights. The first Crusaders had captured Jerusalem for Christendom and the Holy City had become a place of pilgrimage. Here, Hugues, a young nobleman under the vassalage of the Count of Champagne, saw the perils confronting so many Christians who wished to travel to the holy places. Determined that these men and women should be allowed to tread the sands where Christ himself had walked, freely, without fear of assault or death at the hands of the Saracens, he established an Order of knights, whose purpose it would be to safeguard these pilgrims.’ Jacques’s voice was resonant. The men were silent, listening to the familiar story. ‘Hugues de Payns was the first Grand Master and although our Order expanded from those beginnings into the realms of politics and trade, growing more influential every year, his mission remained at our core. We are the guardians of the Holy Land. It is what we were created for. It is our sole purpose.’ He shook his head. ‘No, the purpose of our soul.’


Will was surprised. Jacques, a man of sparse words who, like many men in the Temple, could neither read nor write, wasn’t normally given to such articulacy. He noticed that the Grand Master’s scribe, seated in the front row, was nodding in time with the speech, and guessed he’d had a lot to do with it.
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