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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 10

The Royal Castle, Edinburgh

15 May 1296 AD

Will came awake with a start to see his nephew looming over him. ‘What is it?’ he groaned, pushing the youth away. He had been on watch on the walls of the castle for two days straight without sleep and had collapsed on his pallet barely an hour earlier, not bothering to take off his boots. He sat up, massaging his face.

David sat back on his heels. ‘It’s Father. He’s returned.’

Will’s tiredness faded at David’s expression. Kicking off the rough blanket, he stood. As he pulled on his hauberk and cloak, David reached down and picked up his falchion. Without a word, he handed it to him. Will pulled the belt tight around his waist as he followed his nephew out of the dormitory and down into the courtyard.

It was almost dawn and the star-strewn sky glowed turquoise in the east. Everything below the rock was shrouded in mist. It was as though the castle were a ship, sailing on a phantom sea. The air was chilly and smelled of the acrid smoke from burning torches. There was a large crowd in the courtyard and thirty or so horses gathered near the stables. Squires were removing saddles and hastening to fetch water. Will saw several stretchers laid out on the ground, two of which were occupied by injured men. One had lost a leg. The injury didn’t look particularly fresh, the wound was bound tightly and dried blood and dirt had stained the binding black. In the light of the torch flames, the soldier’s face was slick and had an ill-looking greenish tint to it. Will recognised the signs of infection and guessed he didn’t have long. He spotted Duncan talking with the Sheriff of Edinburgh. As he pushed through the agitated crowd, he caught snatches of conversation.

‘Fallen?’

‘. . .  don’t know how many we lost, we were scattered.’

‘. . .  most of them dead.’

Approaching, Will saw that Duncan was also wounded, a nasty gash running down the side of his face. The split skin had been crudely sewn back together with thread, between which beads of blood had welled and scabbed over. It looked absurdly like a large black caterpillar had crawled up his cheek, with stitches for legs. His cloak and mail were covered with blood and reeked of it. As Duncan turned from the sheriff, Will saw the look in his eyes. His brother-in-law wasn’t the stalwart, unshakeable man he had last seen leaving the town with Patrick Graham and the feudal host of Scotland over two months ago. He was haggard, haunted. David went silently to his side, eyes lingering on his father’s scarred face.

Duncan glanced at Will, then spoke to his son. ‘Did you wake your mother?’

David shook his head.

‘Good lad.’ Duncan looked down at his clothes. ‘I want to get this red off me before I see her.’ He attempted a smile, which was more of a grimace.

‘What happened?’ Will had to raise his voice over the men around him. More people were hurrying into the courtyard, woken by the commotion. The injured men were being hefted up and carried towards the infirmary.

Duncan faltered, as if uncertain where to begin. ‘We were at Dunbar,’ he said eventually, ‘almost three weeks ago. Our forces were unable to take Carlisle. The Bruces held firm against us, so we pushed on into northern England.’ Duncan lowered his voice, glancing around him. ‘Our men contented themselves with burning villages and monasteries, pillaging estates, destroying crops and livestock. They near enough spent themselves on this futility while Edward and his army remained in Berwick, like carrion crouched over their meal.’ It was a moment before he could gather himself to continue. Will understood. Edinburgh had learned of the sack of Berwick a month ago, but the shock of it was still reverberating around the city. ‘Leaving Northumberland, laden with plunder for the cause, we circled around to Dunbar. The Earl of Dunbar had sided with Edward.’ Duncan’s jaw clenched. ‘These bastards call themselves Scots, but their blood runs thinner than water. Fortunately for us, his wife was of stronger heart and opened his castle to a company of loyalist troops, but her treachery and the word that we were on our way soon roused the English.

‘They came under the command of John de Warenne, Earl of Surrey. He put some of his knights before the castle to stop our men there joining with us, then turned to face us. We had the higher ground. We had the advantage.’ Duncan shook his head and stared up at the lightening sky. ‘All of us were maddened by the fate of Berwick, desperate to spill English blood, avenge our dead. The English columns were advancing downhill into a steep valley. We couldn’t see it from our position, but there was a burn at the bottom. The English started to separate. I suppose they must have been deploying to cross the burn, but I swear to God it looked like they were scattering, fleeing the field. Seeing them disordered we stormed down that hill as if the hosts of Heaven were with us, Christ Himself urging us on. But when we reached the bottom we found the English all in a line, ready for us. Too late to stop the charge, we smashed into their steel like the sea against a cliff. Many cavalry were lost in the first moments and as the English led their own attack our foot-soldiers were cut down in the hundreds.’ His hand drifted absently to his wound. ‘After this, we were in chaos, forced to flee or be killed where we stood.’ His voice shook. ‘But my lord wouldn’t leave that field. He was unhorsed and fighting three English knights, roaring like a lion. Last I saw was him going down under their blades.’

Will had known Patrick Graham for only a brief moment, yet the sorrow he felt for the knight’s death was disproportionately sharp.

‘Most of us who fled the field headed for the shelter of Selkirk Forest. I stayed there with the survivors of my company for several days, tending wounded, burying dead. Word came to us that many of our leaders had been taken prisoner during the battle, including three earls.’

‘What about Sir Patrick’s son?’ asked David suddenly.

‘Sir David Graham was captured. All the prisoners have been sent to gaols throughout England. Unless ransoms can be paid, I doubt we will see them again.’ Duncan squeezed his son’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, I know you were friends. The sheriff was telling me there’s been no word from King John for some weeks,’ he said to Will.

‘It’s thought he might be at Stirling, or further north. No one is sure.’

They fell quiet. Around them, disbelief and anguish gradually gave way to heavy silence, as everyone tried to take in the news Duncan’s ragged band had brought.

After the massacre at Berwick, the atmosphere in Scotland had changed. They had all felt it. Their earlier confidence slipped away to be replaced by a grim determination. The wanton butchery of thousands of their countrymen had a profound effect on the mood of the nation. Men who had previously snubbed King John and his weakness in the face of Edward’s demands, now banded together beneath his banner. A rallying cry went up across the kingdom, ushered in by the voices of the few men and women who had fled Berwick with their lives and who brought with them the livid horrors that had befallen fathers, brothers, sons and daughters. What started as a whimper became a roar.

But now, here in the hushed castle courtyard, with the red light of dawn bleeding in the east, there was just the crushing sense of inevitability. How could they fight without their leaders? It was a question visible on every man’s face.

The silence was broken by a door banging open as Ysenda came running into the yard, snatching a shawl around her. Her hair was unbound and flew about her shoulders as she raced towards Duncan, her face filled with relief, which quickly turned to shock at the sight of his torn face. ‘Dear God. Duncan?’

‘I’m all right, woman,’ he said gruffly, pulling her to him. ‘I’m all right.’

She drew back to grasp his bloody face and kiss his mouth.

Will looked away, discomforted that their fierce affection, which should please him, just made him feel bitter.

As Duncan hugged Ysenda, he caught Will’s eye. ‘It is rumoured Roxburgh Castle has fallen,’ he told him over her shoulder. ‘They’ll be coming for us next.’

The Royal Castle, Edinburgh, 7 June 1296 AD

There was a muffled thud. Dust and grit showered from the ceiling. In the darkness, someone sneezed. A baby was wailing, the shrill sound echoing maddeningly around the cavernous chamber that was hewn into the rock at the base of the castle tower. People raised their voices from whispers to murmurs over the noise. There was another thud that vibrated through the stone. Will took the skin Ysenda handed to him. Taking a swig, he swilled water around his mouth and spat, clearing the dust from his lips.

‘How is it up there?’ she murmured, as he returned the skin.

‘We’re holding.’ Will glanced around at the women and children, crammed into the storeroom. A few candles flickered fitfully, but most of the chamber was in shadows, just the outlines of bodies and the glitter of hundreds of eyes visible in the gloom. It was unbearably stuffy. Just being down here for a few moments made Will feel claustrophobic and he wondered how they could have stood it for seven days and nights, trapped together with barely space to lie down among the sacks of grain and barrels of ale, breathing one another’s stale air. As another thud came, he saw his younger niece, Alice, wince. Leaning in, he tweaked her chin. ‘These walls are as solid as the Earth they’re built from.’

Alice smiled weakly back at him and rested her head against Ysenda’s shoulder.

Her sister, Margaret, put a protective arm around her and gave Will a cold look.

‘Do you need that dressed?’

Seeing Ysenda staring at his hand, Will looked down. Half the skin had been scraped off his knuckles. The wound was weeping, the skin peeling away from the edges. He didn’t even remember doing it. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘Please tell me you’re both looking out for David.’ Her face was ashen in the candles’ glow.

‘Don’t worry.’ Will gave a small smile. ‘He wanted to be up on the fighting top, but Duncan has made sure he’s keeping to the courtyard. I have to get back up there.’ He went to rise, but she grabbed his wrist.

‘Look out for yourself too.’

He nodded and squeezed her hand. Heading through the hush, careful not to step on any stray fingers or legs, Will made his way up the stairs. He came out of the tower in the courtyard, where the air, although thick with dust, was still a great deal fresher than below. After the tense silence, the commotion out here was disorienting.

The place was packed with soldiers and castle officials, as well as shepherds and farmers and shopkeepers, who had crowded into the castle from the town. Troops spilled out of the Great Hall, pulling on armour. Messengers scurried through their ranks, passing orders between commanders and the men on the walls. Under the eaves of the constable’s residence, the injured lay sprawled on pallets. The two physicians were moving between them, faces grey with exhaustion, as they called for the women who were attending them to fetch more water, or summon a priest. Outside St Margaret’s Chapel, the ground was lined with bodies. Some were draped with sacking, others had been left exposed, the bloody punctures made by arrows tempting the flies that swarmed in black clouds. The most damaged corpses, those that were crushed beyond all recognition of the human form, were inside the chapel, hidden from view.

Steeling himself, Will strode into the chaos, as other thuds and crashes echoed around the walls. Out here they were louder, occasionally followed by the hammering rain of falling masonry and the cries of men. The ground below the ramparts was strewn with rubble. Boys raced between the legs of the soldiers, snatching falling arrows to take up to the archers. There were a few fresh bodies scattered here and there, which no one had had time to move.

Swerving right as a huge boulder came smashing down, sending splinters of stone flying out, Will sprinted to the steps that led up to the ramparts. Here and there, the walkway was shattered, where boulders had broken through. Above, there was a groan of timbers, followed by a crack as one of the mangonels on the fighting top let fire its load. A few of the men manning the machine glanced round as Will came up. At the start of the siege they had all looked quite different, but now faces and features were indistinct, each of them covered in stone dust, their hair and beards powdered with it.

Will moved in to help two of the men heft a stone from the pile beside the mangonel and drop it into the cup that was hollowed out of the engine’s pivoted beam. The pile was getting smaller. This stone was badly chipped and of a different colour to the ones they had been using at the beginning of the week. Will guessed it was one of the stones that had landed in the enceinte. Now they would send it back. The three of them moved aside and the other men, who had hold of the ropes attached to the shorter end of the beam, steadied themselves. Their commander raised his hand, then let it fall.

‘Fire!’

Together, the men hauled on the ropes. The beam swung towards them, the end with the stone nestled in the hollow springing up to slam against a crossbar, the stone hurling itself out of sight. Will rushed to the ramparts and stared through the arrow slit, his eyes following the boulder as it sailed down. His anticipation vanished in defeat as the boulder hit the grass below the castle rock and bounced harmlessly downhill. His eyes moved beyond it to the six huge trebuchets set out on the flat. Every few moments, one of the beams of these engines would swing and an answering stone would fly up towards the castle to strike the walls, or sail right over. The Scots had watched those engines appear in the valley seven days earlier, each one pulled by a team of twenty oxen at the head of the English army.

The trebuchets used slings rather than cups, which the castle garrison quickly learned were far more accurate than their own rigid machines. But, at first, the Scots had laughed when they had seen them, wondering how the English could hope to do anything more than smash the rocks beneath. The answer soon became clear when the English began to construct tall tower platforms for each of the engines, bringing up cart-loads of timber from their fleet, visible as a patch of darkness on the Forth. Around the engines, wooden screens had been set to protect the engineers, each covered with vinegar-soaked hides, making it virtually impossible for the archers on the ramparts to set them alight. In a gap between two of the trebuchets lay the remnants of the Scots’ only victory: a jagged tower and the broken parts of an engine, hit successively by three large stones. That was on the second day of the siege, and they hadn’t cheered like that since.

Beyond the bulk of the army, hundreds of tents were spread out. Outside the largest, striped blue and white, a red banner fluttered. At this distance, the emblems sewn into it were just blotches of colour, but Will knew that close up they would be three golden lions. However impossibly far out of range that tent was it hadn’t stopped him trying to hit it all week, some childish part of him futilely hoping his will would be enough to propel the shot that extra distance. One lucky strike, one God-driven miracle, and this would all be over.

Taking his eyes from the failed stone, Will went back to help the others prime the engine once more. A stone flew up and smashed through the walkway a few yards away, taking the archer crouched behind the wall down into the enceinte with a thundering hail of rubble. Will set his jaw as the beam of the engine pivoted and the shot sailed off. Moments later, a shout rose. Two soldiers wearing the colours of the sheriff’s men were sprinting along the walkway.

‘Cease your fire!’ one of them was shouting. ‘Cease!’

The soldiers with Will paused, two of them letting the stone they were heaving fall back on to the pile.

‘Sir?’ called the engine’s commander in confusion.

One of the sheriff’s men paused, but the other ran on shouting for the men at the rest of the engines to hold their fire. ‘We’re surrendering.’

Will stepped in front of him. ‘What? We can’t.’

‘It’s already done. The sheriff has gone out to negotiate terms.’

The other men were moving back from the engines, looking around at one another. Somewhere, a trumpet was sounding. Archers were downing bows, peering through the slits.

Will went to the wall as the soldier headed off. He saw a mounted company riding from the English camp towards the castle. The royal banner was raised above them. He caught sight of a figure riding in the centre of the group, not a helmet on his head, but a gold circlet. Turning, he crossed to the pile of stones. ‘Help me!’ he shouted to the others, who stared bemused as he grasped one and tried to lift it. His arms strained and veins stood out on his neck. His teeth were bared with the effort.

‘Stop,’ said the commander. ‘You heard the order.’

Groaning with the weight of it, Will hauled the stone to the engine and dropped it with a shout into the cup. Pushing past the men, he grabbed one of the ropes now trailing loose from the beam.

The commander crossed to him. ‘I said stop!’

Will shoved him back. As he hauled on the rope, he felt a hand grabbing his shoulder, pulling him round. A fist flew in and struck him in the face. Reeling backwards, Will’s foot caught on part of the mangonel and he went down.

The commander was above him. ‘If I give you an order, you’ll obey it.’

Will pushed himself up, swiped at his bloody mouth and moved in, enraged. He was stopped by Duncan.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ growled his brother-in-law, slamming him up against the rampart wall. ‘Let me deal with this, sir,’ he said, turning to the commander.

‘We can’t surrender,’ Will seethed. ‘Not to him.’

‘The sheriff and constable are in agreement. We’ve lost over a hundred men.’

‘If we surrender then he has won!’

‘But we can keep our lives and maybe our lands too.’

‘Father?’

Duncan glanced round to see his son coming up behind him. ‘Stay back.’

Will faltered at the worry in Duncan’s voice. His eyes focused on his nephew, who was bleeding from a cut on his forehead. ‘I will not let him win.’ His face twisted as he looked back at Duncan. ‘I cannot!’

‘You have no choice.’ Duncan took his hands from Will’s chest. ‘Not today.’ He stepped back, leaving Will to slide down the wall and slump amid the rubble.

Outside the Castle Walls, Edinburgh, 8 June 1296 AD

As Edward looked into the water, his reflection stared back. Truly, he was a man in the winter of his life. Snowy hair hung down, framing a face that was becoming gaunt. The lines were carved across his brow, webbing thickly around his eyes. He could count a new one for every year since the death of his beloved wife, Eleanor. He had outlived her and most of his children. You don’t have much time, a quiet voice said. Not much time left to consolidate your rule, subdue those who oppose you, make a strong kingdom for your son. Be remembered. His reflection distorted into ripples as the page holding the silver basin shifted on his knees.

‘Keep still,’ ordered Edward irritably, leaning forward to dip the white linen cloth he held into the water. He withdrew it and dabbed at his face. It was uncomfortably humid, the tent seeming to have collected the heat of the past few days. He had told the pages to light incense to mask the smell of sweat and steel that clung to the air over the encampment, but even so the place still reeked. Edward glanced over at John de Warenne, who was reclining on a cushioned stool tearing greedily at a chicken leg. There were brown sweat rings under his arms, staining his tunic. Edward had a sudden urge to have the page toss the basin of water over the earl, who must be a primary source of the stink.

The tent flaps parted and a portly man in black robes entered. It was Hugh Cressingham, the senior clerk. ‘My lord,’ he greeted, in his shrill voice, ‘the last of them are coming down.’

Edward dropped the cloth in the basin and rose. Pushing past the page he strode outside. In the distance, beyond the siege platforms, which were being dismantled, a line of people were filing down the steep hill from the castle gate. Shading his eyes, Edward could just distinguish the garish colours of his guards’ uniforms from the dreary dress of the locals. He looked beyond them to the castle walls where plumes of smoke curled.

‘Bishop Bek is making sure the place is searched for any stragglers,’ Cressingham informed him, as John de Warenne came out to stand beside them.

Tossing the gnawed chicken leg to a hound sprawled in the sun, the earl wiped his greasy fingers on his robe. ‘Bek is becoming quite the little emperor,’ he remarked, belching.

Cressingham, who always kept himself impeccably neat, frowned disdainfully, his chubby chin dimpling as his lips pursed.

Unaware of Cressingham’s disgust, de Warenne swiped viciously at a fly. ‘Well, just as long as he’s making them hurry. The sooner we leave this dung heap the better. God damn these flies! Why do they torment me?’

Cressingham looked as if he wanted to answer, but glancing at the king seemed to think better of it. ‘Are you going to let all the survivors go, my lord?’

Edward clasped his hands behind his back as he surveyed the men, women and children trudging down the hill. ‘Of course. Who else will plough the fields and mill the grain and collect the wool that will help to fill our coffers? We must leave a labour force.’

‘A good point,’ said de Warenne.

Edward kept his eyes on the survivors. ‘From here we continue to Stirling. It is the last obstacle.’

‘The last?’ asked Cressingham.

‘Stirling is the key to the north,’ de Warenne answered. ‘Its castle guards the crossing over the Forth. If we take Stirling, we take Scotland.’ He smiled contentedly.

‘Before the feast of St Michael I want this kingdom on its knee before me.’ Edward turned to them. ‘When it is subdued I shall make a progress through the towns and cities so that every man will see their new lord and do me honour. Our labourers from Northumberland will soon be finished building Berwick’s fortifications. When the town is rebuilt it will serve as our headquarters here in the north. I want both of you to take up chief positions.’

John de Warenne’s smile faded. Cressingham, however, looked like an eager schoolboy who has just been told he has passed his examinations.

‘We will talk more when  . . .’ Edward trailed off, seeing two royal guards approaching. Between them they were holding a man. He had a leather bag over one shoulder. ‘What is this?’

‘A messenger, my lord,’ said one of the guards. ‘He says he has come from Balliol’s camp.’

Edward studied the messenger, who was looking at him grimly. ‘What is the message?’

The guard handed over a scroll. As Edward gestured, Cressingham stepped forward to take it. He read the text.

‘Well?’ said Edward impatiently.

‘Balliol says he will renounce the treaty he made with Philippe.’ Cressingham looked up at the king. ‘He offers unconditional surrender.’

A smile twitched at the corners of Edward’s mouth. ‘By St Michael’s Mass did I say?’ He glanced at the earl. ‘I think it may be sooner. Write a response immediately,’ he said to Cressingham. ‘Tell him we accept his surrender. Once I have stripped that rebel of his crown I will have every man of noble birth in this kingdom come to pay homage to me.’

‘And then, my lord?’

‘Then I will return to England,’ replied Edward with a frown, as if the answer was obvious. His gaze moved back to the grim-faced messenger and now the smile spread full across his face. ‘Truly, a man does good business when he relieves himself of shit.’





Chapter 11

Midlothian, Scotland

5 July 1297 AD

The forest was cool and shaded, its dense canopy an effective barrier against the midday sun. Insects hummed in an air drowsy with the sweet smells of summer. In a clearing, a hart was grazing. As it lowered its head to the grass, antlers smooth as bone, Will edged his horse closer. The lymer, tethered to the horse’s crupper by a long leash, gave a barely audible whine. Silencing the hound with a tap of his crop, Will checked the hart. The beast had raised its head and stood poised, scenting the air. One of its dark eyes fixed on him, positioned a short distance upwind by a patch of nettles. He sat still in the saddle, letting his horse graze, his green tunic and hose making him one with the trees, his face masked by leaves strung from a circlet of bound twigs on his head. A faint breeze rustled the undergrowth and the leaves fluttered against his forehead. The hart returned to the grass, but it was wary now, muscles tensed. It had caught Will’s scent on that breeze. As he inched the horse nearer with gentle nudges of his knees, the hart began to move slowly downwind, in the direction Will intended. It was troubled, but had no face for its fear, just another four-legged beast that moved close by and showed no sign of aggression. Will, all his attention on the hart, his peripheral vision obscured by the mask of leaves, didn’t see the trailing branch until it switched past his face. He raised his hand instinctively and in so doing knocked off the circlet. The hart’s head jerked up at the movement. Then it was off, hurtling through the trees.

Will swore and kicked his horse after it. ‘It’s heading straight for you!’ he shouted, narrowly avoiding smashing his kneecap into a tree trunk, as his horse cantered on through the wood, the lymer streaking excitedly behind.

David, some distance downwind, his back pressed against the tree, glanced to his left at the shout. The hart was charging towards his hiding place. He set his jaw as he drew the yew bow, which curved taut with a soft creak, the arrow fixed and ready. Suddenly, the hart veered off its course and headed right. David drew in a breath and turned, the bow, almost six feet in length, swinging round in front of him. Narrowing his eyes, his vision fixing on a point just ahead of the animal, he let go. The arrow sprang forward, straight into the hart’s path as it careened through the undergrowth. The barbed tip plunged into its side, punching through its ribcage. It bellowed and reared up, then crashed down on to its side, twigs snapping beneath it. David ran across, drawing a dagger with his free hand ready to despatch the animal, but the hart was dead, its hind legs twitching spasmodically.

‘A clean kill,’ he said, rising and stowing the dagger in its sheath as Will pulled up alongside.

Dismounting, Will shook his head admiringly. ‘You shouldn’t have even hit it the way it came at you.’

David shrugged, but flushed with pride.

‘It was my fault,’ Will admitted, as they trussed the animal’s legs and, together, heaved the carcass over the saddle. ‘I’m afraid I’m still more of a hindrance than a help.’

David reached into a leather bag strung from his belt and brought out a piece of soft yellowed cheese, which he fed to the lymer, ruffling its long ears. ‘It just takes a while.’

‘A while? You’ve been teaching me for a year.’ Will laughed.

David grinned. ‘Well, I suppose you are a bit slow, being so ancient.’ He shouted and tried to duck as Will cuffed him about the head.

‘This old bag of bones could still best you in a fight, boy.’

David’s laughter faded. As he turned away, Will cursed inwardly.

‘We should get home,’ murmured his nephew, taking the hound’s leash.

Leading the horse, the hart’s head swinging lifelessly, Will followed him through the trees. ‘Did I ever tell you I was kept back from my knighthood?’ he said, after they had been walking for a while.

David glanced over his shoulder. ‘What?’

‘When I was your age, I was kept back.’

David stopped walking. ‘Why?’

‘I pilfered the Eucharist,’ said Will with a half-smile, remembering Everard kicking him awake as he lay curled in the sacristy of the Paris Temple, the priest’s wrinkled face glowering down at the empty chalice and crumbs of the host scattered around him.

David didn’t return the smile. ‘Then it was a punishment?’ He shook his head, a hank of blond hair falling into his eyes. ‘It isn’t the same. I’ve done nothing wrong.’ He carried on walking, pulling hard at the leash as the lymer tried to launch itself after a rabbit that went bolting off between the trees.

‘It will happen, when things change.’

‘When will that be?’ David demanded. ‘When are things going to change? How?’

Will didn’t have an answer for him. They lapsed into a taut silence broken only by twigs splintering under their feet and the startled chirping of birds.

As they made their way out of the forest into the languid heat of the afternoon, Will was struck again by how strange it was that everything around them seemed so peaceful; the hills bathed in golden light, tall grasses swaying, flowers dusting their clothes with pollen. It was all so markedly at odds with the events of the past year that it felt almost offensive for the landscape to carry on as if nothing had altered. Yet the seasons still turned and the days flowed by, and it was only in Scotland’s people where the changes were etched. For some, it was true, life went on mostly as it had, except now it was just that little bit tougher. For others it was harder by far. But for everyone there was a sense of things having paused, as if they were all waiting for something, refusing to believe what had happened, unable to move forward, even though it was now a year since Edinburgh had fallen to Edward’s army. A year since Scotland had become an English fief.

While Will had left Edinburgh with his sister’s family, heading for the Midlothian estate, the English army moved on to Stirling. They later learned the castle had been abandoned by everyone but the gatekeeper, who handed over the keys to an undoubtedly triumphant Edward. With the crossing over the Forth secured and the last of Scottish resistance broken, the king advanced north as far as Elgin on a royal progress, making sure that at each town and castle he rested at, every prominent landlord in the area came to pay him homage. They heard that Edward received Balliol at Montrose, where the Scottish king gave his formal surrender and was stripped of his royal arms. The man Edward chose to be his puppet king, who had rebelled and cut free of his master’s strings, was sent, subdued and humiliated, to the Tower in London. With him went the seal of Scotland, broken in four. In one final, devastating act, Edward had the Stone of Destiny removed from Scone Abbey and conveyed to Westminster. This ancient rock, the seat of crowning for the kings of Scotland for over four hundred years, was more than just a relic: it was the symbol of a nation and with its removal and interment in England, Edward thus sealed his conquest. By the autumn, Berwick’s fortifications were complete and the town, rebuilt over the mass graves of its people, became the new centre of government. Leaving John de Warenne as lieutenant of the realm and Hugh Cressingham as treasurer, along with a vast number of English bureaucrats and officials to run the country, Edward returned to England.

One saving grace, that came later, was the release of a number of the Scottish magnates imprisoned in England, David Graham, Sir Patrick’s heir, among them. These men, along with fifteen hundred of their countrymen, had been forced to do fealty to Edward and now owned their estates in his name, but minor landowners, such as Duncan, had been allowed to keep their holdings running much as they had before. For most of the time, Ysenda and the children remained at the Midlothian estate, rather than in Kincardine with Duncan, having found that it was far enough away from the main centres not to be taken much notice of by the English justices under the hated Cressingham.

Approaching the house up the steep track, sweating with the climb, Will and David saw a plume of smoke rising into the haze.

‘Looks like our supper’s on,’ said Will, feeling his stomach growl at the promise of food.

‘Go on in,’ said David, taking the horse’s reins. ‘I’ll see to the unmaking.’

Sensing his nephew, who had been quiet since leaving the forest, needed to be on his own, Will let him lead the horse with its burden to the barn, the lymer barking exuberantly at his heels. In the paddock, Tom, their manservant, who had remained at the estate all through the war, was feeding their two goats. They had lost three during the winter and hadn’t yet been able to replace them. Food had been scarce, most of the harvests either having been destroyed or else having withered in the fields while the men were away at war.

Heading round to the back of the main house, through the herb garden his mother had planted, Will pushed open the door.

Ysenda was chopping sage at the kitchen table. She looked up as he entered. ‘Did you catch anything?’

‘Your son did. A hart.’

She smiled. ‘That should last us a good long while.’

Will kicked off his boots. Pulling up a stool, he sat at the table, rubbing the sweat out of his eyes. His skin felt tight. ‘Duncan’s not back?’

Ysenda shook her head as she scraped the sage into an iron pot where a broth was bubbling away. Her sandy hair curled around her forehead in the heat.

The herb smell reminded Will of his mother and, for a moment, he closed his eyes, listening to the knife grate against the wood, held within the memory. Everyone else here had their tasks that kept them busy, kept them from thinking about the past, or the future. David had his hunting, Ysenda the running of the estate, Duncan his work under Sir David Graham in Kincardine, Tom and the girls their allotted duties. They all had a place, something to do. He was the only one who didn’t fit, who flitted from task to task, helping each of them in turn, but ultimately aimless. He felt suspended, hanging frozen like the rest of Scotland, waiting for something to change. For the string to snap.

‘Is the food ready?’

Will raised his head from his hands at the singsong voice to see Alice come skipping into the kitchen. He smiled at his niece, then went still, his gaze locking on a tiny silver pendant that swung to and fro from her neck. He stood, the stool tipping to clatter back behind him. Alice halted at the sight of his rigid face, her own smile fading. Ysenda looked round.

‘Brother—’ she started to say, but the rest of her words were cut off as Will strode to Alice.

‘Where did you get that?’ he demanded.

‘What?’ Alice’s eyes grew wide.

‘The pendant! Where did you get it? Have you been looking through my things, girl?’

‘Will!’ exclaimed Ysenda, setting down the stack of bowls she was carrying.

‘It was Margaret’s,’ said Alice, clearly terrified as Will loomed over her and

























































































Author’s Note

Back in 1999 I was sitting in a bar listening to two friends discussing the Templars. I’d never heard of them, but was instantly intrigued by the idea of these warrior monks. Some months later, I came across The Trial of the Templars, by historian Malcolm Barber, which detailed the downfall of the Order. I read it in one afternoon and by the time I had finished I knew I had to tell this story. I initially embarked on a stand-alone novel, but the more research I did into the knights, the more I discovered of the richness of the period: the Crusades, the rise of the Mamluks, the politics, the courtly dramas, and before long the book became a trilogy. Starting Requiem last year, it felt as though I had come full circle, the Templars’ end being the story that inspired it all. I was exploring the voices of characters who had been in my mind for almost a decade, but I was also writing what is perhaps the best known of the three periods covered in the trilogy.

As with Brethren and Crusade, I have made slight changes to the history, mainly chronological, but as much of the narrative in Requiem is based on real events and people I thought it useful to note some of the places in the story where fact and fiction meet. Most of the alterations are in the form of the simplification of events that either went on for much longer or were more complex than portrayed. As a historical novelist you often have to make a judgement call as to whether to keep the history exactly as it was or to change it to make it more interesting or accessible. This becomes even more necessary when you’re covering nineteen years in one novel.

I have, for instance, simplified the war between France and Flanders, although events such as the Matins of Bruges, the French defeat at Courtrai and the alliance between Edward I and Guy de Dampierre are all based in fact. The uprising in Gascony against French royal forces occurred in 1303, not 1302 and Bertrand de Got was in Rome at the time. Philippe IV did expel the Jews from France, but not until 1306 and his grandfather, Louis IX, was canonised a little later than portrayed. Boniface’s bull, Clericis laicos, was issued in February 1296 and Unam Sanctam in November 1302. Guillaume de Nogaret died around 1313, rather than 1308, and although Philippe did take the Cross it occurred a year earlier than portrayed. The king himself died in a riding accident in November 1314.

So as to keep a level of consistency in the hierarchy of the Temple I have avoided the introduction of certain officials who would, in reality, have been important figures in the Order, such as the Master of France. Sometimes there were long gaps between a post being filled after one man’s death and it wasn’t uncommon for an official to hold two positions at once. Hugues de Pairaud was Visitor and Master of France for a time.

Incredibly, the attack on Pope Boniface VIII in Anagni, led by Guillaume de Nogaret and Sciarra Colonna did happen and in much the way I have described (there are even reports that suggest they arrived to find Templars guarding the pope), but again I have condensed the sequence of events so as to keep the pace. It has been speculated that Boniface’s convoy, fleeing the town, may have been attacked by Colonna’s men, but this isn’t known. What is known is that the pope died in Rome several weeks later. Some say he went mad, others that his heart gave out over the shock of the assault. It is not clear how his successor, Benedict XI, met his death, although one report states he died after eating poisoned figs and it has been theorised that Philippe and his lawyers may indeed have had a hand in this.

With regard to King Edward’s first Scottish campaign, John Balliol didn’t renounce the French treaty until July and Edward received word of this in Perth, not Edinburgh. Balliol then appeared before the king at Montrose to be stripped of his royal tabard and Edward’s famously contemptuous remark about a man doing good business when he rids himself of shit was apparently uttered as he crossed the border into England in the autumn of 1296. Likewise, on the Scottish side for the campaign of 1297, details have been tweaked. William Wallace was attempting to relieve Dundee in August and it was from here, rather than Selkirk Forest, that he advanced on Stirling. He had, however, spent much of the previous month in the Forest, gathering his army and training his men, and he often used it as a base.

The proceedings against the Templars were an incredibly protracted and complicated affair, which, although fascinating and indeed what drew me to this story, doesn’t lend itself to a fast-paced narrative. For anyone wanting to read the whole story, I would seriously recommend Barber’s The Trial of the Templars. Much of what I have chosen to portray in the narrative, however, is based in fact, or at least conjecture.

One chronicler states that Philippe IV secretly met with Bertrand de Got before he became pope and persuaded him to fulfil certain obligations. Modern scholars, in the main, dismiss this, but whether fact or fiction it is clear the king went to a great deal of trouble to have a hand in the election, ordering Nogaret to pressure the Sacred College to elect someone sympathetic to French royal policy. I invented Bertrand’s son, although the archbishop was accused of having an affair with a local noblewoman. Esquin de Floyran, a rather obscure character, was a Templar who had been imprisoned and who first accused the knights of heresy, writing to both King Philippe and King James of Aragon supposedly with evidence to support his claims, but his nephew, Martin, is fictitious. The establishment of the papal commission and the knights’ defence occurred later in the trial, as did the systematic burning of knights outside Paris. What happened to the Templars’ famed treasure isn’t known, although it is thought that around twenty knights escaped the initial arrests in Paris and may have had some warning. Where these men went and whether or not they took the treasury with them has been the subject of fervent speculation throughout the centuries.

The Order of the Temple was never found guilty of the one hundred and twenty-seven charges against it, Clement only dissolving the organisation because its reputation had been so severely damaged during the trial. It was a different story for the officials. Jacques de Molay and Geoffroi de Charney were burned at the stake in March 1314 as relapsed heretics. De Molay’s famous judgement against king and pope has echoed down the years to us and although we have no way of knowing if the account is purely apocryphal, Philippe and Clement were both dead within that year. The Capetian dynasty, of which Philippe had been so proud, ended in scandal and disaster, his three sons dying in rapid succession.

The Templars in France and elsewhere admitted most of the charges levelled at them, but their confessions were extracted during horrific tortures and many of the knights recanted these confessions once they had recovered, including de Molay and de Charney who went to their pyre protesting their innocence. The charges against the Order bear striking similarities to those the Cathars were accused of, as well as other groups that became targets of the Church’s war on heresy. If you wanted public opinion on your side in the Middle Ages, stirring up people’s fear of sorcery and devil-worship was an effective way to get it and Philippe and his ministers proved more than once that they were incredibly adept at this sort of propaganda. There is one charge, however, that does crop up again and again in the trial and almost always around the figure of Hugues de Pairaud: the charge of knights spitting on the cross. One theory for this is that it was a practice adopted by some in the Order as a form of obedience test. The truth behind the trial and the motivations of those involved will probably never be known for certain, but whatever really happened it does say something for the character of the Templars that these warrior monks in their sinless white mantles continue to live on so vividly in our consciousness almost seven hundred years after their exit from this world.
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