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Chinon, France


AD 1311


 


Thomas and I stole through the darkness of the ancient crypts
beneath the Château de Chinon. With only the faint
glow of our lantern to see by, it was slow going and Thomas fretted and hurried
me all the way.


“Quiet, sir,” I hissed at him for the umpteenth time while
pulling a spiderweb away from my face. “Lest you give us away.”


“Only the dead can hear us down here,” he replied, his voice
echoing in the gloom.


“We shall be dead men ourselves if you do not slow your
pace.”


Thomas stopped, his shoes scraping on the bone-dry floor, and
spoke through gritted teeth. “There is no time to waste, Richard. If we do not
reach them and escape by dawn then all this has been for naught!”


That was true enough.


Our quest that night was to free the leaders of the Templars
before they could be further questioned, convicted, and ultimately executed.


“Come, then,” I whispered. “Yet do not give such full voice
to your fears. We must be close to the gaol now and surely the gaolers
themselves shall be within earshot. If they raise the alarm—”


“I will be silent,” Thomas hissed, “if you will but hurry.”


We pushed on deeper through the tunnels.


The seeds of the fall of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ
and of the Temple of Solomon, commonly called the Knights Templar, or simply
the Templars, were many but the most fruitful were sown when Acre was lost. In
1291, the last Crusader city fell to the Saracens and our presence in the Holy
Land was finally ended. The Jews and the Saracens mocked us, worse, they mocked
Christ for failing to defend us. It was a terrible blow and the Templars
received much of the blame. 


It was true that they and the Hospitallers had grown
increasingly embittered against each other and their conflict had weakened the Christian
presence. Following the tragic loss of Acre, both Orders were rightly
criticised by lord and commoner alike but the Templars had the worst of it.


And yet, it was not only the fault of the military orders. I
had seen over the decades a loss of fervour as far as the Holy Land was
concerned. In my youth, men had burned with the desire to take back what the
Saracens had stolen from us. We had felt in our bones the wanton aggression
from the Moors in their assaults on Spain and Sicily and the devastation caused
when the wild Saracens had long ago smashed the Christian Roman cities and
forced those good people into subjugation. Protecting the pilgrims who were so
abused by the Mohammedans was inspiring, as was the chance for winning glory
for ourselves.


But our lords and knights grew ever more concerned with
fighting each other rather than uniting against the common enemy. We knew, or
thought we knew, that the Saracens could never conquer our homelands and so
they were not considered to be a true threat. Our Christian neighbours, on the
other hand, often were a danger and smaller kingdoms and counties were
swallowed up by the greater kingdoms until those emerging empires threatened
each other. And so Christendom turned inward.


Still, the Templars played their part in the transformation.
They had become ever more comfortable as facilitators and bankers rather than
carrying out a spirited armed defence of the people of the Holy Land. Their
attention had turned to the rest of Christendom and their squabbles with kings,
dukes, and the other military orders had morally weakened them. Supposedly
subordinate to the Pope, the Templars had become a force unto themselves,
almost independent of the Church and certainly free from control by even the
most powerful kings. When Acre fell, there was considerable criticism and many
a man spoke the thought that the Templars and their rivals the Hospitallers
should be merged into a single order and brought to heel.


Indeed, that was one way in which we could win back what had been
lost in the Holy Land, so our lords said, and it was urged in all quarters. Leading
royal and spiritual voices formed a consensus that conquering small castles and
cities at the borders of Saracen territory and slowly working our way in to the
heart of the Holy Land was the best way forward to retake Jerusalem. 


The Templars alone resisted. Led by Grand Master James of
Molay, an honourable but ageing and old-fashioned knight from Lorraine, they urged
the Pope and the Kings of Europe to launch a large-scale invasion of Egypt with
a combined force of ten thousand knights, transported by the Venetians and
Genoese, to smash the enemy swiftly in grand battles. This proposal was met
with an embarrassed silence by the kings. As far as they were concerned, their
fathers and grandfathers had attempted this method and had failed time and
again. 


What is more, Grand Master Molay was illiterate,
unimaginative and stubborn and powerful forces sensed weakness in this
inflexibility. His contemporaries recognised that he was a man made from an
outdated mould, no longer fit for a more complicated and cynical world. 


Of course, I could well sympathise.


Illiteracy was ever rarer in the heartlands of Christendom as
the new century came and the lower classes began to take advantage of the
opportunities that widespread learning enabled. Lawyers were on the rise.
Jumped-up, clever second sons of the middling orders of society, the lawyers
began to wield power far above their station. Nowhere was this truer than in
France, where the power of law grew along with the cunning of King Philip IV.
With the French Pope and a mass of French Cardinals in his pocket, he felt
secure enough to go after the Templars. 


A group of iniquitous knights had recently been expelled from
the Order for their degenerate behaviour, and they in turn made accusations of
impropriety which the Grand Master James of Molay, knowing them to be false,
had begged the Pope to investigate. He was a straightforward man who naively believed
that the law would discover the truth, not realising that the law may be used
by the powerful as a tool to destroy their enemies.


There were five charges lodged against the Templars.


The first was the renouncement of and spitting on the cross
during initiation into the Order. The second was the stripping of the man so
initiated and the thrice kissing of that man by the preceptor on the navel,
posterior and the mouth. The third was telling the neophyte, that is the
novice, that sodomy and other unnatural lusts were lawful and indulged in
commonly by knights, sergeants, squires, and priests. The fourth was that the
cord worn by the neophyte was consecrated by wrapping it around an idol in the
form of a human head with a great beard and that the idol was adored in all Templar
chapters. The fifth, and perhaps greatest charge of all, was that the Templar priests
did not consecrate the host when celebrating Mass.


On these obviously false pretexts, Philip IV seized James of Molay
on Friday 13th October 1307, at the Templar compound outside Paris. 


And it was not the Grand Master Molay alone. Far from it.


Three weeks before, King Philip had sent secret orders
throughout France commanding his bailiffs and seneschals to detain all Templars
for undefined but terrible crimes. I was astonished when I discovered that
fifteen thousand Templar knights, sergeants, chaplains and servants were
rounded up and detained in a single day. As far as I could recall, nothing the
like of it had ever been done before.


Thomas was incandescent with outrage. 


He had spent his adult life as a devoted Templar knight,
before he had his guts ripped open by my brother in far-off Karakorum, and it
was only at Thomas’ urging that we had gone to Chinon at all. 


“We must do something, Richard!” he had said when news of the
arrests spread like fire across Christendom. Thomas and I were in the hall of
our Order’s house in London in the middle of the day, with the sun streaking
through gaps in the closed shutters.


“What can we do?” I asked.


“Save them.” 


I scoffed. “We could never save even a fraction of them.
There are thousands of Templars, Thomas. Thousands, from Scotland to Cyprus,
and most of them are in France.”


“A few of them, we may save a few. Some will be better than
none.”


“I do not disagree,” I allowed. “And yet it is not for us
to do anything. Our Order exists to uncover William’s immortals and this
assault on the Templars is not of our—”


“For the love of God, Richard! My brothers will be destroyed.
And for what? Because this damned king wishes to remove a rival power? To seize
the Order’s wealth? We cannot stand by and do nothing. We must act, not as
members of the Order of the White Dagger but as good Christians. As knights. It
is our duty. None other than us could do it and so it must be us.”


“By God, you lay it on thick, sir. But how could it be done?”


“With our strength and speed and skill. With Stephen’s
connections and the wealth he has cultivated. We can have boats ready on the
coast of France which will bring the Templars to England. The most senior of
the lords, at the least. They will be safe here.”


I was tempted to action by the very impossibility of it but I
was not so enamoured by the Templars as was Thomas.


“What if they truly are guilty of these crimes?”


“How can you say such a thing?” Thomas asked, affronted. 


I cleared my throat, wary of offending him too greatly but it
had to be said. “Some of the charges… I do not know, Thomas, they sound…
plausible.”


“The causes of this could not be more apparent. It is no more
than a disgraceful attempt to seize the Templar’s wealth. To do away with a
potential challenge to Philip’s authority.”


“Yes, yes, I am sure that is true.” I eyed him. “Is there no
chance that your former brethren were perhaps engaged in some nefarious
practices?”


“No, of course not. Never.” He hesitated. “That is to say, we
always had a certain affinity for elaborate initiation rituals but there was
nothing heretical about them or our beliefs. We are entirely orthodox, I assure
you.”


“As far as you know, perhaps. But you were initiated long
ago.”


“They could not change so much as to worship idols and spit
on the cross. It pains me even to utter such nonsense.”


I pursed my lips. “And what about the unnatural lusts? We
both know what young monks get up to in the darkness. Squires, too, the filthy
little brutes.”


He looked away. “Not ours. Not the Templars. They are good
men. Dutiful men.”


“I suppose you are right enough about that. But whatever the
truth of it, we cannot interfere. We must not risk the lives and the resources
of the Order of the White Dagger for these leaders of the Templars. We have
other sworn responsibilities. For the love of God, Thomas, we could be killed
in such an attempt.”


On and on we went. I denied him for days but in the end, I
agreed. For all his grand arguments, ultimately it was because Thomas was my friend,
a brother in arms, and I could not deny him. Also, I thought I might have a
chance to kill Frenchmen, which is an opportunity never to be passed up.


And that was how we found ourselves creeping through the
tunnels beneath the massive Castle Chinon that night, already four years after
the Templars initial arrests. Many of the lesser men had been swiftly released
while others had been held in various secure places from Paris to Avignon until
at last the most senior leaders had been diverted to Chinon for their final
questioning by the Inquisition before their trial.


The town of Chinon nestled on the bank of the River Vienne just
a few miles from where it joined the Loire. Above the town was a vast outcrop
of stone and atop that was the castle itself. It was an ancient place. The
Romans had a fort there and before them, no doubt, the pagans would have done
the same, for it commanded views over a rich and fertile land, full of
vineyards and orchards with trees heaving under the weight of their fruit. After
the Romans, an order of monks built a monastery and then later a series of
local lords built the castle and added to it over generations until it covered
the plateau. The stone for all that building had come from the vast rock itself
and the tunnels the quarrying left behind had been used for storage and as a
mausoleum for monks’ bones. The secret ways had been used in Henry II’s day,
when that great king of England had held the castle and greatly added to the
fortifications. I had heard of the tunnels’ existence in my youth by old men
who had seen them and walked them. Those ways had been forgotten by all but a
handful of smugglers and prostitutes in the town and one desperate sergeant.
Luckily, these were precisely the sorts of people willing to give up their
secrets in exchange for money. 


“This is the stairway,” Thomas said, pointing into the
shadows. “The one the sergeant told us about.”


“Is it, indeed,” I muttered, for I had my doubts that the
supposedly sympathetic sergeant was telling us the truth about any of it. I was
more than happy to pay him for his revelations about the secret way inside but
something about him had seemed off. “How can you know that this is the stair he
told us about?”


“How many other stairways are down here, Richard?”


I shrugged and pulled out a long dagger before making my way
up to the trapdoor above. “Shield the light.”


The sudden darkness was complete, shrouding us like a
blanket. Mercifully, the door was unlocked, just as the sergeant had promised, and
I pushed it up as slowly as I could, straining to hear and to see in the silent
blackness above. The stench of sour wine hit me.


We came up in the corner of a storage cellar. All was quiet. 


Thomas pushed by me. “Come, we must make haste.”


I grabbed him and whispered close to his face. “If we do not
take care, we shall be discovered and then we will have to start killing your
countrymen. You claimed to wish to avoid such a thing.”


“We may accomplish this feat without harming a single man,”
Thomas muttered, pulling away. “As long as we hurry.”


The cellars were more extensive than we had expected and we
made our way through, looking for the door out. We had descended into the
catacombs from the edge of the town at sunset and it felt as though half the
night had passed already, so Thomas was right to hurry. And yet we bumped into
so many barrels and scared out so many scurrying rats that anyone listening in
the chambers above our heads would surely have heard our approach.


Finally, the door into the bowels of the gaol was up ahead.
Thomas, almost overcome by pity for the plight of his Templar brothers, did not
wait for me, nor did he shroud or extinguish his lamp as he yanked the heavy
door open. 


Quite frankly, I was astonished that it had been unlocked. It
seemed that the old sergeant had done as he had sworn to do and so we were into
the castle.


Beyond was a low corridor lined with squat doors on one side
and at the far end sat a table with a single candle, an empty wooden plate and
an upturned cup.


Sitting at the table was an ugly young soldier who peered at
us, shielding the light of his candle with one hand.


“Ah!” I called out. “How wonderful to see you, my dear
fellow. Might we trouble you for directions to the privy?”


He jumped to his feet and shouted over his shoulder at the
stairwell behind him. “Intruders! Sergeant!”


I was already running before the first word was out of his
mouth and I covered the distance so rapidly that he was incapable of responding
before my shoulder collided with his chest. He flew clean off his feet,
travelled eight or nine feet through the air and hit the wall behind him with a
wet crunch. He bounced off and fell into a heap by the base of the stairwell.


“You killed him,” Thomas said, coming up behind me. 


“I believe I did,” I replied. “Poor lad. Let us have his
keys, shall we? Quickly, now.”


Thomas went back and began unlocking the squat doors behind
us while I waited at the bottom of the spiral stairs with my dagger drawn. Sure
enough, two pairs of feet came running down the steps along with heavy
breathing and the clatter of arms. 


The first man to appear held a spear outstretched before him,
which I grasped and pulled on while slipping behind it and stabbing my dagger
up into his throat. The man behind swung his spear down at my head. I darted to
the side and leapt up the stairs at him. He wavered then turned to flee before
I caught him by the ankle and dragged him down to the bottom. He was right
dazed from the fall and I gave him a quick punch on the nose to keep him that
way while I disarmed him.


“Where are the other prisoners?” I asked him. 


“Dear God,” he mumbled, despairing. “Dear God.”


Behind me, Thomas called out. “Richard? Help us.”


Keeping hold of the guard, I peered into the dim light as
Thomas led a stream of broken men out of their gaol cells. 


The French Inquisition had tortured the Templars. 


Barred from spilling blood during their interrogations, the
Inquisitors favoured using the rack to stretch limbs into dislocation at the
joints. They also enjoyed using the strappado, where the victim’s wrists
were bound behind his back before being raised by them over a beam so that the
pressure put an incredible strain on the limbs but primarily caused slow
suffocation through the pressure on the chest. The Inquisitors also used fire.
Applying fat to the soles of the feet before placing those feet in the fire
where they would be slowly cooked and the skin of the feet turned into thick,
crispy crackling like roast pigskin. 


The broken men emerging from the darkness were like the
living dead. Shuffling and groaning as they came, supporting each other and
leaning on the walls while dragging their weak limbs on shattered feet. Many
blinked and covered their eyes as if the single tallow candle at the end of the
corridor burned with the power of the noonday sun. 


“Thomas,” I hissed, dragging him to me. “We cannot escape
with these men.”


He nodded, eyes wild. “And yet we must.”


“Use your eyes, man,” I said. “None of them will so much as
make it through the cellar before dawn. What is more, look at their bearing and
their features. Surely, these are the servants and blacksmiths and other
worthless men of the Order. We must leave them and find Grand Master Molay and
the other commanders while we yet can.”


A man’s voice intruded. “What is that you say?”


He made his way toward us. A fine-looking young fellow, he
was. Tall and fair and big boned but much weakened by his confinement and
hobbling on injured feet. Even so, a fire burned in his eyes and I knew that he
was a man of good breeding. 


I stepped forward. “I said that you may make your way through
that door into the cellar. At the far end is a stairway down into the tombs.
Follow them until you find your way into the narrow, secret tunnels and then go
out into the town. From there your life is your own. God be with you.”


He shook his head and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Tell
them, instead. Who are you?”


“Friends of the Templars, here to free Grand Master Molay and
others. Who are you?”


“I am John D’Arcy. A knight. And I know where the Grand Master,
the Treasurer and Preceptor and others are being held. I will show you. This
way.”


“You are English?” I said, noting his accented French. 


He paused. “No. My father served John FitzGerald, the Earl of
Kildare.”


“Close enough,” I said, recalling that the Earl had been
subject to King Edward I and no doubt to Edward II also. “Very well, lead the
way, sir.”


John made his way up the first few stairs with barely a
glance at the dead guards on the floor. He was hurting, that much was clear,
but he moved well enough all things considered. 


“Just a moment,” Thomas said. “While I direct these poor brothers.”


We pointed the broken men down into the cellar and told them
where to go. We threw our dazed French prisoner into one of the stinking cells.



I grabbed him. “If you make any noise, I shall come back here
and silence you for good, do you understand?” 


Just for good measure, I knocked him on the head and he fell down
in a jumble of limbs.


“Another needless murder, Richard,” Thomas said, darkly. 


“I barely tapped him,” I protested. “And cease your
scolding.”


We locked him in just in case he ever woke up and went up
after the Templar knight called John D’Arcy.


“You could flee, sir,” I said to him as we paused at the
doorway out into the chambers above. “Tell me where to find the Grand Master
and flee with your brothers.”


“I shall help.” He glanced at me and then behind at Thomas. “What
are your names? Why do you help us?”


“We are friends, that is all,” I said, before Thomas could
confuse things with claims of being a knight of the Templars, which he had not
been for half a century. “And we must hurry if we are to get Grand Master Molay
and the others away from here before sunrise and the changing of the guard.”


John raised his eyebrows. “You have guards in your pay?”


“They have played their part already. Now, the chambers of
the Grand Master are one floor above this one, are they not?” Our paid-off
sergeant had informed us of the location.


John shook his head. “No longer. They were moved and I saw
their new chambers on this level, not upstairs.”


Thomas growled from behind us. “Not what we were told, and
our man has proved trustworthy so far.”


“I saw them, I tell you. They are near to the chamber where
the Inquisitors put us to the question. It was only yesterday.” He frowned. “Or
the day before.”


“Do you even know what day it is today?” I asked John. “What
hour?”


John hesitated, and Thomas growled in frustration. “We must
hurry.”


“Come, then,” I said, deciding. “Let us go to this new chamber,
as John advises. We would trust his word over a sergeant of Philip, would we
not?”


We made our way out across the dark hall, following John. In
spite of his keenness, it was clear he was suffering. He let out small whimpers
as he walked, flinching with every other step. A light burned in an alcove by
the door ahead and I saw that John’s feet were wrapped in bloody bandages,
blackened by filth. I realised we would likely have to abandon him if we were hotly
pursued.


“That is their chamber,” John said, pointing it out.


Thomas reached the door first, lifted the latch and heaved
the heavy door open.


Other than the furniture, the chamber was empty.


“They were here!” John cried. “In this very room. I swear
it.”


“Well they are bloody well not here now,” I said. “Let us
away to the floor above this one, before it is—”


A cry pierced the silence.


I turned to John. “The Inquisition perform the questioning during
the night?”


His face was taut. “At all hours.”


“Where?”


We followed through the chamber and into another, down a
short flight of steps and then we rounded a corner. 


A grey-robed monk stood conversing by an open door, with a
bored soldier leaning on a polearm. Light spilled from the doorway, along with
pained cries and the aroma of roasted flesh. 


They froze, just as we did. 


The monk recovered his wits first, turning to shout through
the open door behind him. “They are here!”


Words to chill one’s blood. 


They. 


We were expected. 


My dagger already in my left hand, I immediately drew my
sword and shouted to Thomas. “We are betrayed!”


It must have been that sergeant from the town. Either he had
been caught helping us or he had been a stooge the entire time, feeding us
enough rope with which to hang ourselves. 


“Stay where you are.”


The soldier levelled his wicked-looking polearm at us while
behind him came the sound of men rushing toward us from the chamber. I edged
away, thinking we could flee, until I heard an even louder clamouring of feet
above us. 


“Dozens of them,” I said over my shoulder while keeping my
eyes on the wary soldier before me. “Waiting for us upstairs.”


“Coming here, now, by the sound of it,” Thomas noted.


“A trap? Is this rescue become failure, sirs?” John asked, his
voice faint. He recovered from his shock almost immediately. “I need a weapon.”


I lunged forward without warning and ran the soldier through his
face before he could react with his polearm. The Dominican friar hitched up his
robes and ran from me into the chamber. 


“Here,” I said, tossing the dying man’s polearm to John.
“Come on.”


In the chamber beyond, five soldiers drew to a stop before
me, clustered together in confusion as I sauntered toward them. I was dimly
aware of the ropes, chains and other men in the background. The soldiers were
not sure whether I was friend or foe until, grinning, I held up my bloodied
sword and charged into them. I cut them down, moving swiftly to one after the
other. They were not battle-hardened veterans, but men used to the tedium of guard
duty which was not real soldiering at all. The last one I killed appeared
unable to fully draw his sword before my blade sliced open the inside of his
thigh, spilling hot blood to soak his loins. He fell to his knees, weeping and
I finished him through the heart. 


“Who did you say you were?” John asked, staring with his eyes
wide. 


“Close the door,” I ordered. 


Now that the soldiers were lying dead on the floor, the room held
only three grey-robed Dominicans and half a dozen servants.


And four prisoners who were the subjects of the torture. One
strung up awkwardly with his hands behind his back, another tied to a post with
a cold brazier at his feet and the third and fourth men lying bound on the
floor, no doubt awaiting their next bouts with the torturer.


“Free them,” I ordered the Inquisitors. 


Not one of them made a move. 


I strode to the nearest one, the fellow who had raised the
alarm, and he backed away frantically with his hands up. “No, no, no. It is a
sin to do harm to a—”


My sword point entered his throat and I pulled it across him
as he fell, tearing a great gash through his neck and spilling hot, sweet blood
before he clasped at the wound, gargling and thrashing on the floor. 


Everyone stared, shocked. I had startled myself but the sight
of the tortured men had caused my blood to run very hot indeed.


“Free them, I say,” I snarled, pointing with my bloody sword
while the monk died behind me.


A number of the servants rushed to undo the bonds holding the
men. Thomas gaped at me while the other monks gathered their wits enough to
begin to hurl outraged protests and curses down upon me.  


“You cannot kill monks, Richard,” Thomas cried. “Even if they
are Inquisitors. We are not here for such things.”


John marched past us both, straight toward an older, fat
Dominican. “You may not be here for such things, sir.” The Templar held his polearm
before him. “And so I shall be the instrument of justice on the Inquisitor.”


“How dare you!” the old Dominican cried. “By the power of
God, I command you to cease. God Himself commands you to halt at once.”


John thrust the spear point of his stolen polearm into the
man’s chest and bore him to the ground. The Inquisitor was still praying when John
expertly dispatched him with a twist to the weapon that destroyed his victim’s
heart. 


A commotion at the door, followed by sustained hammering of
fists upon it, brought me back to the bigger priority. There were no windows.
No obvious doors other than the single one by which we had entered. 


“Is there another door out of this chamber?” I asked the
servants. They shook their heads and pointed at the door. 


“Only… it is only….” He spluttered, with tears in his eyes. “Only
that one way there, my lord.”


I grabbed the man but he wailed and cried. “I swear it to
Holy Christ!” 


I threw him down. 


Thomas was busy untying the wounded prisoners and John had
crossed to them and knelt by one. The old fellow who had been strung up by the
wrists. He was pale and gaunt, with a haunted look in his red, unfocused eyes
as he sank to his knees with a sigh. 


“By God, Grand Master. What have they done to you, my lord?” John
looked up at my approach. “It is Grand Master Molay, sir. The leader of our
Order.”


“My name is Richard of Ashbury, my lord. We came to rescue
you and your men but it seems we were sold a duck and now we are all trapped.”


“Escape?” Molay said, his voice barely a dry croak.


John hung his head. “There can be no escape, now, my lord.”


“Oh, I do not know about that,” I said, brightly. “There
cannot be more than a score of men outside. I shall fight my way clear through
the lot of them and you men will follow if you can but walk.”


They both looked at me as though I were mad, and the other
wounded old men muttered. I assumed they were the Treasurer and the Preceptor
and if anything they were in worse shape even than the Grand Master.


“We can do it, my lords,” Thomas said, turning from his place
by the door. “Richard and I will fight our way through those men, I swear it.”


“Ashbury?” Molay said, blinking up at me. His broken mind was
working but slowly. “Richard of Ashbury? I believe I heard of that man. A long
time ago. Your grandfather, perhaps?”


“If you like,” I said. “Come, now, sirs. Let us help you up. We
must away before they bring more men and bar our escape.”


Molay shook his head. “I shall not flee.”


Thomas and I shared a look. 


“I fear they have taken your wits, my lord,” I said. “You are
much weakened, yet—”


“No, no!” He grasped my arm. “I shall not flee. I must see
this through.”


One of the other prisoners stirred, dragging himself to his
feet. He had the appearance of a man already dead and the smell of one, too.
“We shall all remain. I am sorry that your bravery and daring has been in vain
but to flee would be to admit wrongdoing to all Christendom.”


The third man spoke from where he sat on the cold floor. “And
that is something we shall not do.”


Molay nodded. “It is our duty.”


The fourth man, a youngster, simply stared at the old men,
aghast that his chance for escape was being quashed. 


“Your duty to die?” I asked, aghast. “How can you be so—”


The door shook, and the hinges creaked. A few more such blows
and they would be ripped from the frame and the soldiers would be upon us. 


“We understand,” Thomas said, solemnly.


I glared at him. “No, we do not bloody understand. How about
I truss you up like a prize hog, Grand Master Molay, and carry you to freedom,
whether you like it or not?”


“Richard,” Thomas said, in his scolding tone. “We must honour
his wishes.”


“He is not in his right mind,” I argued, pointing at him.


John, a man I had only just met, placed his hand on my arm.
“Sir, I know the Grand Master. I would do as he commands. We stay.”


“No,” Molay said, his eyes wide, and his voice was stronger
than before. “No, John, you must flee. And take Hugh there with you.”


The fourth man looked up. Hugh had the kind of delicate
boyish looks that young maidens find terribly appealing and real men find
contemptible.  


Molay continued. “You two need not die nor face further
agonies. Take word of this to those who would listen. Care for the men who
escape death. John, Hugh, you must both do your duty. We may yet come through
these horrors in the end.”


The fact that he thought he would survive his torment made me
sick to my stomach. How could he not see that the King of France meant to wipe
him and his Order from the Earth?


As the door cracked and splintered, it was clear that there
was no time to argue further. 


I stood.


“Are you fighting, sir?” I asked John. “Or staying?”


He looked at the squire, Hugh, and then to the Grand Master
of the Templars, who nodded.


“Do your duty,” Molay said.


John stood on his burnt feet and grasped his polearm, holding
it close to the point so that he could manoeuvre in the close confines. 


He reached down to the younger man named Hugh and hauled him
upright beside him. They grasped each other’s arms for a moment, steeling
themselves for the fight.


“What say you, Thomas?” I said. “Shall we make our way home?”


“God be with us,” he said, kissing his sword. 


“We will move quickly and both of you men will stay with me
or be lost,” I said to John and Hugh. The older man nodded. The younger one
swallowed and shook from exhaustion and from the injuries sustained during his
questioning. 


“Your name is Hugh?” I asked him and he nodded. “Can you
fight?”


“I am a squire,” he said. 


“Hugh fights well,” John said. “Do you not, brother?”


“In truth, I have seen better days,” Hugh said. “But I will
fight with everything I have left.”


“That is well,” I said.         


I did not expect either man to survive. They were more than
half dead already.


Thomas lifted the iron bar and yanked the door aside, causing
a half dozen armed soldiers to tumble over themselves as they spilled through
the doorway. An oak bench fell beneath them. Two iron helms rolled across the
floor.


A laugh escaped me as I pounced on them before they could
recover and jabbed my sword point into necks and armpits, killing or wounding
four then six men before those behind leapt back from me. 


I roared a wordless cry as I stomped over the dying men and
slashed at the others to keep them away from me as I crossed the bridge of
writhing, bloody flesh. The soldiers retreated as far as they were able, and
Thomas, John, and Hugh followed on my heels, shouting the motto of their Order.



“Beau-Séant!” 


Together, we forced our way through into the open hall behind
and I rushed for the far corner, intending to use the cellar to get to the
catacombs. Before I got halfway there, a mass of armoured men emerged from the
stairway and stood together, holding their spears at the ready. These new men
all wore iron helms and sturdy coats reinforced with strips of plate. 


Real soldiers. 


Unarmoured as we were, I doubted we could force our way
through such a wall of steel without being cut to ribbons. Yet, there was
another route of escape we had prepared. One that I had hoped to avoid. Still,
beggars cannot afford to be overly particular. Changing direction, I raced
toward a dark stairway in the opposite corner only to find there were no steps
leading down. 


Only up. 


There was no time to hesitate, as the soldiers advanced at
our rear and I was aware that John and Thomas were fending off the keenest of
our pursuers and the squire, Hugh, came after me bent over and weak from his
recent torture. 


“Up!” I cried at them and raced up the steps taking two in
each stride. 


Appalled, I discovered that it went up beyond a single
storey, and then surely another, before there was a door out of the stairwell.
I saw the light of lamps and rushed into a room, startling two young servants
carrying piles of folded linen. 


“Out of my way!” I roared at them. In their intense surprise
they turned and promptly ran into each other and so I bowled them both over,
sending white linen sheets flying into the air. 


On we ran, through a bedchamber and into another, all the
while the shouts of the men pursuing echoed through the rooms. 


Our rescued knight John fell behind and with him the smaller
squire. Both men were exhausted and close to collapse and it dawned on me that
our rescue attempt had been doomed to failure right from the start for just that
reason. Even had we remained undiscovered and attempted to flee through the
tunnels, the weakened prisoners would have been unable to make it out before
sunrise. We would have been seen making our way through the town to the river and
someone would have raised the alarm. I had been swayed by Thomas’ endless words
of duty and honour and I had allowed myself to be carried away by the potential
gloriousness and bloody violence of the venture.


Watching John and Hugh clinging to each other a full chamber
length behind us, both breathing hard and ashen-faced, I was angry at my
foolishness and Thomas’ naivety. 


“Leave them,” I said to Thomas. 


My friend was appalled. “I shall not.”


“Yes, go,” John replied, hearing us as they came closer. “Take
young Hugh with you and I will hold them off here while you make your escape.”


The squire looked at the knight, aghast at the notion. 


“Oh, for the love of God,” I replied. “Not another honourable
man. Go, you chivalrous fools. All three of you, go. I will hold them here.”


Thomas grasped my arm. “Go where?”


“You know the only other route.”


He gaped. “But we are only ever going up and up, Richard.”


The first of the pursuing soldiers burst through the doorway
in a clattering of feet and hard breathing and there they froze, shocked to see
us standing in conversation as if it were market day and we were debating the
value of a ham. 


I slapped my brother knight on the shoulder and pushed him
away. “And what goes up, Thomas, must certainly come down. Go!”


While the three Templars, two young and one ancient, fled
further, I turned to give the cluster of wary soldiers my full attention.


“My dear fellows,” I cried. “My name is Richard of Ashbury and
I came to Château de Chinon to free Templars and to murder Frenchmen. How kind
of you to deliver yourselves to my bloody sword.”


A huge sergeant at the back shoved his men forward and roared
at them. “Have at him, you damned fools. He is one man. He is unarmoured. Take
him, now!”


I laughed. Partly to unnerve them further, and so slow them
down, but also because the battle madness had descended on me and I knew that
in the next moments I would walk the knife edge between life and death. And
there is no greater joy on this Earth.


The bravest ones came and at me and the bravest ones fell.
The cunning among them circled to my flanks, attempting to get behind me, so I
retreated as far as I could to the doorway behind to ensure I would not be cut
off. The dead and the wounded littered the floor and the wails of the dying
frightened the living, who could not understand what was happening. No one man
should have been able to kill so many others. It was not possible. And yet they
fell. 


Without warning, the huge sergeant threw himself forward in a
rage, determined to do the job himself. 


I stamped my leg forward and thrust my sword toward him,
knocking the blade of his polearm away. He was momentarily stunned by my
strength and I smashed his nose with my pommel and cut his throat as he fell. I
turned and fled as fast as my legs would carry me. 


It was a good while before the surviving soldiers gathered
their wits enough to take up their pursuit and I gained a lead on them. One
chamber led to another, they became increasingly well appointed, until I raced
by a very fine bedchamber where an old gentleman, his wife and their servants
stood in the corner, the servants brandishing their knives. 


“Good morning!” I shouted as I ducked into the already-open
door that led straight onto another stairwell. Dragging their door closed
behind me, I took a step or two down before I heard fighting echoing between
the dark, curving stone walls. Blades clashing and men shouting. 


The sound came from above me. 


I turned and ran toward the fighting, up and up, round and
round the steps. 


Thomas, John, and Hugh were defending against almost a dozen
soldiers who jabbed and thrust at them with their polearms while the three
Templars backed across the room away from me.


This time, I was silent as I began killing those at the rear,
cutting throats with my dagger and breaking skulls apart with my sword. When
they noticed they were being attacked, they scattered and I shouted at my men
to follow me. Thomas grabbed John and Hugh, who were both slumped and weakened
beyond their bodily limits, and shoved them through the retreating, horrified
soldiers and those writhing in agony on the floor. 


As they reached me, I again made to flee down the stairs but
the pursuing men were already coming. Instead, I ran up once more, going around
the winding stairs passing by a slit window that fleetingly showed the sky beyond
lightening with the dawn, and then I came to a dead end.


The single door at the top was locked.


“No!” I shouted and slammed my shoulder against it. The door
shook but it was solid. “Help me, Thomas. We must break it down.”


“The key!” Thomas shouted, pointing at the wall. “The key!”


“Praise God,” I said, as I grabbed the door key, hanging by a
ring, from an iron nail on the frame. I had overlooked it in the darkness and in
my panic at the sound of pursuit so close behind. And Thomas, through some
strange effect of my blood, had eyes that could see far better in the darkness
than could mine.


I turned the lock and shoved the weakening John and Hugh
through the door after Thomas, then jumped after them and slammed the door
closed as the hands on the other side grasped at it. Someone screamed as his finger
bones snapped when the door crushed them against the frame. I turned the key
while the men on the other side hammered on the timber and shouted at us and
each other.


“To where now?” Thomas asked, his head swivelling one way and
another. 


We were atop the curtain wall of the castle. Nothing was
higher than we were, other than a handful of the towers that dotted the wall at
intervals stretching away around the enormous perimeter.


The weather was clear and the air cool and dry. The sun had
not yet risen but I could see the grey-purple roofs and walls of homes of the
town down around the castle, with small trees and compact kitchen gardens in
the shadows between them all. The curtain walls, towers and battlements of the
fortifications all around led only from one to another, of course, as well as down
into the dark interior of the great castle. 


The soldiers behind the door fell silent for a moment before
their banging took up a coordinated rhythm. It shook with each impact. 


I looked over the edge of the wall. The River Vienne flowed
along the base far below. Small, dark boats bobbed all over on the surface and
barges and larger vessels were tied up along both banks. I could make out the
bridge downstream. 


“Perfect!” I said. “God does love us, after all, Thomas.”


He stared at me, aghast, his eyes white in the gloom. 


“I cannot swim, sir,” Thomas reminded me, hissing the words.
“And Sir John here would not even survive the fall.”


“It is a long drop for a mortal,” I allowed. “Why do you
worry only for the knight and not the squire?”


John whimpered and I looked closer at the young man, slumped
in shadow against the wall with his head lolling, clutching his guts. The
bandages once covering his feet were gone and the blackened skin was cracked
and bleeding freely. Only then did I notice that the front of his shirt was soaked
with blood where he clutched at it. I had missed the wound he had received during
combat and no doubt the mad flight had only opened him up further. 


“Go,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “This wound
is mortal.”


“No,” Hugh said, grasping him. “You must have faith,
brother.”


“You pray for me, Hugh,” John said. “For all of us. After you
get free.”


“Wheresoever you go, sir,” the squire whispered, “there go
I.”


The soldiers hammered on the door with steady, powerful
blows. “Axes,” I said, recognising the sound. “They will be through soon
enough.”


“More men are coming,” Thomas said, pointing into the gloomy
courtyard below us. 


“Do you swim, John?” I asked him. 


He nodded but Hugh spoke for him. “We learned together to
swim in the Cher, five summers past.”


“You may think me mad, sir,” I said to John, “but I can heal you,
if you do exactly as I say. Heal you so that you will survive the fall, or
perhaps bring you back to life if you die from it.”


In fact, I knew I would have to drag Thomas through the water
to safety and would have little chance to save John if the fall did him in. 


“Madness,” John muttered, confused and weak. “Yes, yes. What
is this madness?”


Thomas strode to the young knight and seized him quite
roughly. “It seems to be madness yet it is truth. There is a magic in Richard.
In his blood. A magic you must imbibe now, or you shall die on this wall
or in your goal.”


John’s eyes flicked around. “What magic?”


I sliced my wrist. “The magic is in my blood. Drink, and
live.”


He was confused and disgusted and Hugh crossed himself. 


“Who are you men?” Hugh asked. “Sorcerers? Heretics?”


“There is no time for reason,” I snapped, watching the
soldiers coming through the shadows towards us. “Will you live on or will you
die?”


“There can be no magic without faith,” Hugh said, though his
eyes betrayed his concern for his brother Templar. 


“I doubted once,” Thomas said. “When I was a Templar and had
my guts ripped open. This blood healed me fully. I swear it by Jesus Christ and
all His saints.”


John shook his head but did not resist when I held my bloody
wrist to his mouth. Deciding all at once, he grasped my arm and sunk his lips
onto my flesh and sucked the blood into his mouth like a hungry child on the
breast. 


The door behind us splintered and the soldiers within shouted
like baying hounds as they threw it open. Below, the men from the courtyard
clattered up the wooden stairs and reached the wall walk at the top, mere yards
from us. 


“Come now!” I shouted and jumped up onto the wall, dragging John
up behind me. 


Far below, the river was black like an abyss. 


“The blood takes time to work,” Thomas shouted as he
clambered up beside us with an arm around Hugh. “It is too soon!”


He was not wrong, of course, and I expected that John would
die from his wound before the blood could do its magic. And I thought Hugh
would be knocked senseless by the impact and drowned. But what choice did we have?



Soldiers were atop the wall, running from both sides with
their spears up, shouting and cursing us.


“Keep your feet together!” I cried and then shoved John hard.
He fell, tumbling slowly like a sack of turnips. As if he was already dead.


Muttering a prayer, Hugh leapt out into the emptiness after
his brother Templar. 


“Thomas, jump, you damned fool!” I shouted but he stood shaking
as he looked down at the distant black surface.


A thrown dagger clattered off the battlements beside me and I
ducked as a spear swished above my head and disappeared into the cold dawn air.



I whipped my sword at the nearest soldier to drive him back
into his fellows before wrapping an arm around Thomas.


I jumped, dragging Thomas down with me.


The sun came up at that moment, peaking over the horizon and
bathing us for an instant in glorious yellow light. Our fall into the shadows
seemed to last forever and I was close to a kind of momentary ecstasy at the
terrifying thrill of it before the violent impact of the hard, black, icy cold
river slammed into my feet and body, knocking the wind from me.


I fought and clawed my way up, struggling to keep my breath
in my body. I still had no idea if drowning would truly kill me but it
certainly felt as though it would. For a moment, I was aghast with the
certainty that I had been swimming down the entire time toward the riverbed,
only for my head to break the surface. As I took a rasping gulp of cold air, I
pulled Thomas up spluttering and clawing at me like a cat tossed into a water
butt. 


“Calm yourself, sir,” I managed to say. “All is well.”


The men atop the wall threw weapons and God only knows what
else down on us but the current was already taking us away down river. I held
Thomas with one hand and sculled away with the current. 


“John?” Thomas asked, spluttering and gasping. “Hugh?”


“Cannot see them,” I replied. “I am sorry.”


I knew that our pursuers would not give up and that they
would already be racing to get ahead of us. But we had already planned for such
an eventuality and, tied up by the stone bridge downstream, we had a boat ready
and waiting for us. 


“Swim with me, Thomas. Kick your legs slowly. That is the
way. By God, she is there, Thomas. She is bloody well there, and all.”


For it was true that Eva, our dear companion and fellow member
of the Order of the White Dagger, was precisely where she was supposed to be. 


“You said you would be coming by the road,” she said, after
she dragged us into the boat. We lay there, gasping like landed fish. “No
Templars?”


“We had a pair of the bastards,” I said, breathing hard. “They
died.”


Thomas dragged himself to the stern and peered out into the
darkness. “Hugh!” he shouted. “John!”


“Be silent, you fool!” I hissed. “We must away. They are lost.”


“No, no,” Thomas said. “They are there! Look, will you.
There!”


“Good God Almighty,” I muttered. “They will dash their brains
out. Get after them, Eva.”


Hugh and John’s heads went bobbing past us in the current and
they were swept through the breakwaters of the bridge at a remarkable pace
where the waters rushed, loud and white.


Without delay, Eva rowed us out into the current toward the
bridge. Thomas and I took an oar each while Eva moved to the prow and we rowed
so hard I feared the oars would snap. 


“Slower, slower. Stop!” Eva cried. And then, “I have them.”


With her immortal strength, she pulled them in one after the
other and dumped them, soaked and shivering and weak as new-born babes, into
the bottom of our boat. 


We rowed on with our immortal strength, away from our
pursuers downstream toward the Loire in the north and from there downstream
again toward the distant coast. We would be out of the water soon enough, just
before Saumur where the Loire split around an island and where, on the eastern
bank, Stephen would be waiting with a dozen fresh horses for our escape. 


“You could find only two?” Eva asked, not hiding her
disappointment. 


“We freed a few commoners,” I replied. “But they were like as
not recaptured before they could flee from the town, for we were betrayed. They
were waiting for us. Even so, we managed to reach Grand Master Molay and some
other senior men but they refused to flee with us.”


Eva scoffed. “No wonder the fools have been defeated. I mean
no offence, Thomas. But honourable men are always the first to die.”


Because she was a woman, she did not fully appreciate the
necessity for a man to sometimes choose honour over life and I wanted to argue
with her. But I was tired and I suspected that I would lose that argument and
so I held my tongue. 


John lay on his back for a while, breathing deeply with his
hands on his belly as the sun rose high and warm enough to dry him. His eyes
closed and I watched closely as Hugh prayed over his Templar brother in a
fervour. Before we reached the Loire, John opened his eyes and sat up, pulling
his filthy, blood-stained shirt up and feeling where it had been pierced. 


“My wound is healed,” he said to Hugh, a smile on his face.
“That is, my wound is gone. It is gone, I tell you.”


Hugh ran his hands over John’s belly, shaking his head as he
did so. 


“It is a miracle,” Hugh said. 


“Not a miracle,” I replied.


“It is magic,” Thomas said.


In fact, I had no idea what made my blood do what it did, and
so I supposed that magic was as good a word as any to describe it.  


“Examine your feet also,” I suggested as I pulled my oar. 


“The magic is true,” John muttered, as Thomas nodded. 


“Sir John. Squire Hugh,” Thomas said. “Your Order is almost
extinguished. But you have heart and guts, sirs.”


“And balls,” I said. Eva laughed. 


Thomas gave me a long look, full of meaning. In his eyes was
a question. 


I thought about it, watching the two men we had rescued. They
had suffered for a long time and had fought to survive their tortures, they had
fought the soldiers that tried to stop them fleeing, they had fought the cold
dark of the river. They were fighters. 


I nodded at Thomas. 


“You men have honour and you both understand duty,” Thomas said
to them. “I would like you to consider joining an Order that fights a great
evil. A great evil worth dedicating your life to. Many lifetimes. Greater even
than the evil of the Saracens.”


“What evil can be greater than that?” John asked, wide-eyed.


“Well sir,” I replied, watching the sun rise above the trees
and hills and bathe the river in a million sparkles, “it all began one morning
in the year eleven ninety, at the old manor house in Ashbury, in the finest
land that God ever made, that is to say Derbyshire in England.”


Grand Master James of Molay was burnt at the stake in Paris
on 18th March 1314. The poor old fool had confessed under torture
that he had denied Christ and had spat on Christ’s image when he was inducted
into the Order. Many of the Templars confessed to such a blasphemy but Thomas, John,
and Hugh swore blind that it was all from the twisted minds of the Inquisitors.
Other leading Templars had confessed that sodomy was rife amongst the brothers
of the Order and, what was more, that the leadership had not only allowed but
actively encouraged it. 


When the Grand Master met with three cardinals sent by the
Pope, he at once recanted his confession and ripped open his shirt to show the
scars upon his body that he received in the torture chambers of the
Inquisition. The Pope formally absolved all those men but it did no good
against the power of King Philip, who turned all his legal and financial power
against the Papacy and eventually won, for his power was earthly rather than
divine and that is ultimately what counts upon the Earth. 


On a scaffold in front of Notre Dame, the Templar Grand
Master and three more of the most powerful other Templar lords were brought
from the gaol to receive the sentence—that of perpetual imprisonment. The
affair was supposed to be concluded when, to the dismay of the prelates and
wonderment of the assembled crowd, the Templars arose. They had been guilty,
they said, not of the crimes imputed to them, but of basely betraying their
Order to save their own lives. They stated that the Order of the Knights
Templar was pure and holy and the charges were fictitious and the confessions
false.


King Philip was furious.


A short consultation with his council was all that was required
for his wishes to be agreed. The canons pronounced that a relapsed heretic was
to be burned without a hearing. They said that the facts were notorious and no
formal judgement by the papal commission need be waited for. That same day, by
sunset, a pyre was erected on a small island in the Seine, the Ile des Juifs,
near the palace gardens. There the Templar lords were slowly burned to death,
refusing all offers of pardon for retraction, and bearing their torment with a
composure which won for them the reputation of martyrs among the people, who
reverently collected their ashes as relics.


Before he was burned, Molay was stripped to his underclothes
and bound to the stake. After he prayed, he raised his voice and despite his
advanced age and years of imprisonment, his voice was powerful and filled with
righteousness so that all the assembled heard his words and trembled. 


“God knows who is in the wrong and has sinned. Soon,
misfortune will come to those who have wrongly condemned us. God will avenge
our death.” 


All he and his brothers had needed to do was to hold their
tongues and they would have lived. Instead, they chose honour over life. 


But out of all the death and horror, we had won the freedom
of the knight Sir John D’Arcy and the squire Hugh de Tours.


On the boat that morning with the sun warming us as we rowed
downriver away from our pursuers in Chinon toward Stephen, waiting with fresh
horses by the town of Saumur.


“This is all so incredible,” John said, after we had related
most of our story and the purpose of the Order of the White Dagger. “And the
change has already taken place in me? I am immortal now? With strength and
swiftness that will be the envy of mortal men. And yet I am required to drink
human blood.” He sighed, looking at the banks as they flowed past. 


“You may drink my blood,” Hugh said, eagerly. 


“Actually,” Thomas said. “We have servants who will provide
you with blood. Both of you.”


“Me?” Hugh said.


“We have need of dutiful men,” Thomas said. “Do we not,
Richard?”


“I suppose so,” I allowed, smiling.


“If you would be willing to join us,” Thomas continued, “it
would mean giving up the chance of fathering a child. Of making a family.”


“I gave up that chance when I joined the Templars,” Hugh
replied without hesitation. 


“Well, then, young man,” Thomas said. “Will you renounce your
oath to one Order, which is dying, and join another which has a greater
purpose?”


John smiled at Hugh’s astonished expression. “We would be
brothers in arms for eternity, my friend.”


“Yes,” Hugh whispered. “Yes, I will do it gladly.”


John and Hugh embraced with great passion and fervently kissed
each other upon the mouth, their eyes shining. 


“Oh, for God’s sake,” I said, looking at Thomas, who stared
studiously away at the distant bank, pretending to be oblivious. No doubt, he
had employed the very same tactic during his decades in the sleeping quarters
and dark corners of the commandries and castles of the Knights Templar.


After we escaped, Hugh allowed his blood to be emptied from
his body before he drank of mine and rose to become the newest member of the
Order of the White Dagger beside his dear friend and close companion John. 


Both men would serve us faithfully for decades and help our
cause greatly as the enormous conflict between the kingdoms of England and
France began. It was a conflict that history would come to call the Hundred
Years War and it was then that our Order encountered a new and brutal immortal
enemy on the battlefield by a village named Crecy. 


A cunning and monstrous enemy that we would come to know as
the knight of the black banner. 
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