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Chapter 1


They came for him at dawn, riding hard along the Roman road. The rising sun sparked gold off sword pommels, flashed its fire in the curved blades of axes. Beneath the billow of mud-spattered cloaks the padded bulk of the soldiers’ brigandines were clearly visible. The men pricked their palfreys bloody, their muscles straining with the unrelenting pace, blisters raw on the ridges of palms even through the leather of their gloves. The damp and brittle air turned the horses’ breaths to plumes that gusted white through flared nostrils. Patches of hoarfrost that mottled the road were smashed to splinters by pummelling hooves.


No banners were raised above the company and they wore no livery, anonymity as well as haste their ally this April morning. Where Watling Street cut its blade-straight course towards the Great Ouse, the last of the sentries who had ridden on ahead to silence any word of their coming joined the company and, together, the horsemen thundered towards the small market town of Stony Stratford and the object of their race: the boy who had become king.


 


Thomas Vaughan pushed open the inn door, shielding his eyes from the morning’s gold glare. It was market day and the thoroughfare outside the Rose and Crown was busy. Stepping into the bustle, he made his way down the street. It was still early, but the spring sun, gleaming full on the whitewashed façades of buildings, held a burgeoning warmth. Its brightness was reflected in the faces of the merchants who called to passers-by. Most of those who thronged the street had been up for several hours already, in workshops or out in the fields. They had now come looking for a meal to break their fast, drawn by the smell of grease-mottled pies and cauldrons of stewed meat and barley.


As Vaughan moved through the crowd, he sensed many eyes on him and the calls of traders came loud and eager in his direction. Although his hose and boots were stained with horse sweat after the ride from Ludlow and his clothes made for travel rather than style, in his feathered cap and richly brocaded doublet and cloak he still cut a striking figure among these men and women in their workday drab. Despite the unwanted attention, it felt good to be out and moving. He’d been awake long before dawn, unable to sleep, and the restlessness that had curled tight in him had only grown with the slow-passing hours.


It was hard to put his finger on the exact reason for his unease. The news that had reached them after the sudden death of the king – of angry scenes in London between the queen-dowager, Elizabeth Woodville, and allies of her brother-in-law, the Duke of Gloucester, over arrangements for the coronation – was unwelcome, but not unexpected. It was a difficult time and tempers would be heated by the fires of uncertainty. Maybe it was something in Gloucester’s dogged insistence that he join their company to escort his nephew into London that had spiked a nerve in him? Or maybe, Vaughan reasoned, he was looking for threats where there were only shadows. With all that had happened this past year – events that had left him looking over his shoulder, waiting for a blade in his back – it was unsurprising his trust had been frayed.


Still, caution was often a better friend than imprudence, something he’d learned well in his sixty-three years, which was why, yesterday, when Gloucester’s invitation for their company to dine with him in Northampton had arrived, it was agreed that Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers, would go alone to assess the duke’s intentions before they merged their parties for the planned procession into London. Rivers, the new king’s uncle and governor, had left late in the afternoon to ride the eighteen miles north. A number of his men had gone with him, while the rest of the royal escort fanned out into nearby hamlets to find beds for the night, leaving young Edward in Stony Stratford with just a small band of guards and servants, his half-brother Richard Grey, and Vaughan, his chamberlain.


Ahead at a crossroads, where the stalls and crowds thinned, the street was dominated by the monument that honoured Queen Eleanor. The pale stone of the gothic arches that surrounded the statue of the long-dead queen seemed to glow in the sunlight. A magpie was perched on the cross that crowned it. There were twelve such memorials on the road from Lincoln to London, erected two centuries ago by King Edward I to mark the places where his wife’s body had rested on its way to burial. Passing the monument, Vaughan made his way towards the Great Ouse that looped, serpentine, through the meadows, its waters almost encircling the town.


Here, the hum of the market faded into birdsong and the rush of breeze through the oak trees. Some distance away, a bridge arched over the river. There was a cart standing stationary on it. The driver had dismounted and was talking to the men who manned the tollbooth. The faint jingle of a bridle sounded as one of the sumpter horses harnessed to the wagon tossed its head. Beyond, Watling Street continued north, disappearing into the soft haze of a wood. Vaughan paused, scanning the distant trees. The innkeeper of the Rose and Crown had been keen with questions about the fair-haired youth they were escorting, whispers of a royal visitor rippling through the town. The sooner they were on their way to the capital the better. Not just for the protection it offered. England’s throne had stood empty for three weeks now and Vaughan knew all too well how easily the ambitions of men could be inflamed.


Turning his back on the deserted road, he retraced his steps. God grant him patience. They would be here soon enough. Then, the boy would be anointed at Westminster and the great work Vaughan had undertaken this past decade, at the sacrifice of so much else, would come to fruition. As the stone monument loomed ahead, he thought of the man who had raised it in days when the House of Plantagenet had been united in strength. The bloodline of that king had flowed and divided down all the years since, twisting and turning its way through the descendants of John of Gaunt, until it had flowed into another long-shanked warrior king named Edward – the fourth of that line.


For nigh on twenty years, Vaughan had watched the great houses of Lancaster and York, two rival branches of the Plantagenet dynasty each with sons destined to be king, rip one another to bloody shreds across English soil as they battled for the throne, feeding a host of worms with the flesh of their fallen and forging the cold-tempered steel of hate in a new generation of men. He had the scars of that war etched on his body and in his soul. With the peace that dawned a decade ago with King Edward’s second reign it had seemed England might yet be graced by another long and splendid rule. But now Edward – Rose of Rouen and white hope of York, hero of Mortimer’s Cross and bane of Lancaster – was dead. The king had survived the hellfire of battlefields only to linger too long on a fishing trip and let the cold and damp seep into his bones. The malady had taken him just weeks before his forty-first birthday. His body, swollen by the insatiable appetites that overshadowed his last years, was now entombed at Windsor, leaving his twelve-year-old son and heir to claim his crown. Another minority. They had seldom served this kingdom well.


The rumble of hooves turned Vaughan’s attention sharply back to the road. Horsemen were cantering out of the woods, heading for the bridge. His expectation rose, then sank again as he realised the riders were clad in plain black cloaks and tunics. None wore the colours of Earl Rivers, nor Gloucester or Buckingham for that matter. It was, however, an arresting sight: fifty or so riders coming at speed, horses kicking up mud, the glint of weapons unmistakable. Vaughan squinted, searching for familiar faces, but the company was too distant and his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. He glimpsed the blood-bright flash of a scarlet cloak within their midst, telling him there was at least one noble among them.


The riders slowed as they neared the bridge, where the cart was stalled. Vaughan heard a shout.


‘Move aside! Move aside for the Duke of Gloucester!’


Fear slid a cold fist into Vaughan’s gut. This wasn’t the duke’s promised stately entourage, come to escort the new king to London. There were no banners or liveries, no sign of Rivers – just spur-pricked horses and armed men in nameless black. The knot of unease unravelled through him. Turning, he began to run.


Back through the rows of stalls he sped, knocking past people in his haste. His right knee, damaged when he was dragged from his horse amid the blaze of cannon-fire at Tewkesbury, popped painfully. The market crowds would slow the company, would give him time. But not much.


Approaching the Rose and Crown, his breath hot in his throat, Vaughan saw Edward standing in the inn’s doorway. Long-limbed, already promising the height of his father, the youth had a hand raised to ward off the sun, which had turned his shoulder-length fair hair almost white.


As he caught sight of Vaughan, who slowed to a brisk walk, the young king smiled. His face, as delicate-featured as his mother the queen’s – although his still soft and guileless – lit up. ‘Sir Thomas. You have sight of my uncle?’


Vaughan removed his cap and bowed, using the gesture to compose himself. Raising his head, he met the youth’s expectant gaze. Along with Earl Rivers, he had been assigned to Edward’s household at Ludlow when the prince was just two years old, after his father had vanquished the last of his Lancastrian enemies and peace had settled over the realm as a thin, uneasy shroud. In the decade since, the boy had become as a son to him, and so much more besides, but fate had granted Vaughan time to do one thing only in this moment and the king was not his first priority.


‘No, my lord. No sign as yet.’ Vaughan smiled to cover the lie. ‘But I’ll see the grooms have our horses ready for when they arrive.’


When Edward nodded, giving him his leave, Vaughan strode to the stables at the back of the inn, replacing the cap over his iron-grey hair, now damp with sweat.


Before leaving the Rose and Crown he’d told his squire to pack his belongings. There was Stephen, overseeing the porters carrying down packs and coffers. Vaughan saw his sword in its red leather scabbard propped against the stable door by a pile of bags. There were other men here – the king’s guards, Richard Grey’s servants and some of Earl Rivers’s squires – doing the same. Grooms were stowing the gear into saddle-packs. The horses were at their morning feed, most as yet unbridled. Vaughan let his decision settle in him. There wasn’t time to get the king away. Not safely.


Stephen spotted him. ‘Almost done, sir,’ he called, crossing to meet him. ‘And I’ve sent Will to buy more supplies from the market. That should see us to London.’


‘Stephen, I need you to listen.’


The squire’s expression changed at his tone, his eyes at once alert.


Vaughan glanced round as one of Rivers’s men passed them, a pack hefted on his shoulder. He wouldn’t choose to speak so freely, not here. But he had little choice. ‘I want you to go to St Albans – to the Saracen’s Head. Wait for me there. If I don’t come in three days . . .’ Vaughan paused, aware of the enormity of the burden he was about to pass on. ‘Stephen, I need you to go to my son.’


Stephen frowned in question, but he’d been in Vaughan’s service for years and his obedience was greater than his curiosity. ‘Yes, sir. To Harry?’


‘Not Harry. My other son.’


Rivers’s man had dumped the pack and was heading back towards them.


Ignoring Stephen’s surprise, Vaughan leaned in close and murmured the last instructions in his squire’s ear. ‘Here,’ he finished, removing three of the four rings he wore, twisting them over his knuckles. The first – a wedding gift from his wife, Eleanor, dead nigh on fourteen years – was gold, embedded with two small rubies, the second was a simple silver band and the third had a gold disc engraved with two serpents entwined around a winged staff decorated with silver markings that glittered as Vaughan pressed the bands into Stephen’s palm, leaving just his signet ring to decorate his hand. ‘Take these and my sword. Eleanor’s ring will fetch enough for passage. Give the other two to my son along with the blade. He will need them for his own journey.’


Now, Stephen did break his silence. ‘Sir, what is this?’


‘God willing, I will see you at the Saracen’s Head tomorrow and we can laugh at my madness over a flagon of ale. But if not . . .’ There was much more Vaughan wanted to say; so much more than bands of metal he wanted to send Stephen away with. But he could hear rough shouts and the clatter of hooves rising from the street beyond. He was out of time. Vaughan thrust his squire towards the stables. ‘Go! Go now!’


Stephen obeyed. Grabbing one of the packs of supplies and Vaughan’s sword, he ducked into the stables. A few of the servants and grooms glanced at him, wondering what the hurry was.


One of Rivers’s squires crossed to Vaughan, his brow furrowed. ‘Is something wrong, Sir Thomas?’


‘No. All is well.’


The shouts from the street were louder now. Some of the men in the yard stopped what they were doing, turning to look for the source. Vaughan headed towards the sounds hoping, fervently, that he had read this wrong – that his foreboding was unfounded, just the creation of his own troubled mind. Pausing at the side of the inn, hidden from view, he saw the company of black-clad horsemen dismounting outside the Rose and Crown. Market-goers, some pulling excited children away from the horses, were stepping back to stare, apprehensive, but curious. Vaughan caught sight of Edward, dwarfed by the ring of stamping, mud-spattered palfreys. The king’s guards had come out of the inn and were standing protectively in front of the boy, swords in hands. With them was Richard Grey, the queen-dowager’s son by her first marriage; Edward’s half-brother.


‘My lord king.’


At the familiar voice – slightly high for a man’s, but nonetheless sharp with authority – Vaughan saw Richard, Duke of Gloucester, Great Chamberlain and Lord High Admiral of England, emerge from the crowd of horsemen. Tall, although not quite the height of his brother, the dead king, and far leaner in body, the duke was dressed all in black, with just a glint of silver that came from the badge pinned to his cloak. It was fashioned in the shape of a boar.


Richard approached his nephew with a stiffness to his gait that Vaughan knew came from the curve of his spine. The defect, which had affected the duke since adolescence, was barely noticeable beneath the folds of his velvet cloak, but Vaughan knew it was there. He had seen the painful-looking twist that crooked the man’s back in the aftermath of the battle at Barnet, the physician stripping the shirt from Richard’s blood-drenched body.


The duke removed his black velvet cap and knelt before the king, his shoulder-length dark hair slipping in front of his face. The guards protecting Edward faltered, lowering their swords. Richard’s gesture was followed by the rest of his company, among them his cousin, Sir Henry Stafford, the Duke of Buckingham, who stood out from the others, a gaudy flower in his scarlet robes. Vaughan, who had never been close with Gloucester, but had served with him for years and respected him as a leader of men, had been surprised to hear he had taken up with Buckingham. The young duke, excluded from royal favour for years, had a reputation for arrogance and impetuosity.


Buckingham was the first to rise, brushing the dust from his silks. He, too, wore a badge that displayed his emblem: that of a swan with a crown and chain around its neck.


Gloucester stood and addressed his nephew. ‘My lord, I bear black tidings.’


Edward was scanning the company, troubled. ‘Uncle, where is Sir Anthony? He left to meet you yesterday.’


Hearing voices behind him, Vaughan looked round to see some of the king’s servants and guards approaching from the stables, their packing forgotten. Over their heads, he caught a glimpse of Stephen, riding away down one of the alleys that led from the yard.


‘My lord, it pains me to tell you that Earl Rivers has been caught in conspiracy against you.’ Gloucester’s gaze flicked to Richard Grey. ‘Along with your half-brother and your chamberlain, Sir Thomas Vaughan. They intend to take control of your realm.’


Vaughan turned back sharply, his relief at Stephen’s departure curdling inside him at the words. Dear God, what had Gloucester discovered? Had Rivers revealed that which they were sworn to protect? Was he betrayed? He rubbed his thumb against the base of his finger where the gold serpent ring had left a white band.


‘Lies!’ Grey was shouting, his cheeks flushed with anger. He turned to Edward. ‘My lord, you must not believe this!’


Gloucester continued calmly. ‘I have evidence that they conspired to ambush me on the road. I believe they meant to kill me.’


Vaughan’s shock turned to anger. It compelled him from his hiding place. ‘What evidence?’


Gloucester’s gaze switched to Vaughan as he appeared from around the inn. The duke’s expression settled, as if he were gratified to see him.


At Buckingham’s gesture, two men peeled from the group and marched to Vaughan. They flanked him as he came forward, not taking his eyes off Gloucester. More of Buckingham’s guards moved to block the approach of Edward’s servants and two confronted Richard Grey. Some of the market crowds dispersed, fearing trouble, but others pressed forward in their place, keen to know what was happening here – what business of the realm they were witnessing. ‘I say again, my lord Gloucester, what evidence do you have for such conspiracy?’


‘My allies in court found proof of a plot to remove me from my place as Protector of the Realm, a role assigned to me by my brother on his deathbed. In short, a royal order.’


Now Vaughan understood. Gloucester hadn’t wanted to join the king’s party: he wanted to take control of it. He’d expected the man to take a strong stance in young Edward’s court, no doubt concerned not to be left out in the cold by the queen-dowager and her allies in the new government. He had anticipated tough negotiations, grudging compromises. But this? Vaughan had known Richard of Gloucester, who was half his age, since the man was born. He had fought alongside him, bled with him for his brother’s cause. ‘The only conspiracy I see here, my lord Gloucester, is yours.’


Edward stepped forward. ‘Uncle, this must be a mistake.’ He pointed to Vaughan and Grey, both flanked by Buckingham’s guards. ‘Sir Thomas, my brother, my uncle Rivers – they would never go against me. Or you.’ He turned back to Gloucester, his face beseeching. ‘Let us go together to my mother. She will help settle this trouble.’


‘Your mother is the trouble,’ Buckingham snapped. ‘Always has been.’


Gloucester narrowed his eyes at the duke. ‘There is no mistake, my lord. But have no fear. You are under my protection now. I will escort you safe to London.’ He turned his attention to Vaughan and Grey. ‘Sir Thomas Vaughan, Sir Richard Grey, you are under arrest for conspiring against the king’s ministers and attempting to undermine royal authority.’


Vaughan saw the onlookers by the market stalls whispering excitedly. Many eyes were on him. Outwardly, he remained calm, but his heart was thrumming the way it did before battle. Buckingham’s men seized his arms. He had no sword and the dagger in his belt would do him little good.


‘The rest of you are free to go,’ said Gloucester, raising his voice to address the king’s retinue. ‘Give your arms to my men and stand down. You are hereby relieved of your duties.’


Edward, his face tight with distress, stared helplessly at Vaughan.


Vaughan nodded to him. ‘Go with your uncle, my lord. Earl Rivers and I will see you at your coronation, when these false charges against us have been dismissed.’ He said it to reassure the youth as well as to challenge the dukes, but the words felt hollow as Gloucester placed a firm hand on the young king’s shoulder and led him away.


As Vaughan was marched off with Grey, he saw Buckingham’s guards moving in to disarm the rest of the king’s men, ignoring their protests. Beyond them, he caught a glimpse of a man in a blue cloak riding away down the alley by the stables. He was heading in the direction Stephen had gone.










Chapter 2


Sunlight sliced like a bright blade through a gap in the shutters. It pierced Jack Wynter’s eyes where he lay on the bed, drawing him from the depths of disturbed dreams. He winced as he woke and turned away out of the shaft of light, the thin sheet twisting around him. Pain lanced through his head and he lay still for a moment, letting it subside, before pushing himself up and kicking away the clinging sheet, soaked with his sweat.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, he found a goblet on the worm-eaten floorboards beside his feet, half-full of wine. He drained it, washing back the sour taste in his mouth. He rose unsteadily and crossed to the window, where dust swirled in streams of light. As he pushed open the shutters, two birds flew up from the sill, wings clapping. The sun’s glare reflected off the white walls that pressed in all around, searing his eyes and burrowing the pain deep in his head. It was some moments before he could blink away its brightness enough to see the cramped courtyard below, choked with its tangle of trees. Insects droned around crimson flowers that welled like blood clots on the branches. The sky was a cloudless azure and even though it was still morning, Jack could feel the heat pulsing in the air. In a few hours it would be oven-hot.


A whisper of breeze rippled through a spider’s web strung across one corner of the window, speckled with the husks of flies. A month ago, the wind would have brought him the scent of orange blossom that perfumed the whole city. Today, all he could smell was the stink of the river, stale cooking odours and the acrid smoke from the potters’ kilns. It was his second summer in Seville. The first had been so different – the city ripe with possibility, waiting to be tasted, savoured, explored. Now, the oranges had fallen, the heat was rising and he was still here, trapped in this furnace, waiting for the word that would release him from its sun-baked streets.


The creak of the bed told him Elena was up. He heard her soft footfalls behind him.


‘You lost this again.’


Jack turned.


Elena was holding up a silver chain by her finger. A small iron key dangled from it. ‘You will not tell me what it unlocks?’


In her mouth the Castilian tongue was husky and rich, burned sugar sweet. Jack had picked up the gist of the language over the past year. Enough to get by. Enough to make friends and enemies.


Taking the chain, he felt an urge to throw it out of the window – let it tangle in the courtyard’s trees or drown in the scum-filmed fountain. Instead, he pulled it over his head, letting the key’s familiar weight dangle from his neck. The movement pinched his shoulder. The muscles were still sore from last month’s fight, although the bruises on his torso and arms had faded.


Elena shook her head as she looked him up and down. She plucked her gown from the crumpled bed and slipped into it, shrugging it over her breasts. ‘If you lose today, Carrillo will feed you to his dogs.’


Jack said nothing, irritated by her coolness. She was so different at night when he came through the doors after a win, carried in with victory songs and the laughter of the strangers he called friends. Each time he fell under the spell cast by the Málaga wine and her perfume, the candle-flames flickering in her eyes, her smile making him feel like the only man in the crowded room. In the morning, when he was drained in purse and body, the spell was broken. Yet still he returned, whenever his winnings allowed, drawn by the drink and the sweet-scented dark.


As he was lacing up his hose, there was a rap at the door. Elena opened it and Jack saw Pedro, one of the younger brothers of Diego, who ran the tavern and the girls who worked its upstairs rooms, peer in. Pedro smirked at Jack, who turned away and shrugged on his shirt and doublet. The velvet garment, once a deep blue, had faded in the Spanish sun.


‘The Englishman’s friend is downstairs, hammering on the door.’


Antonio, thought Jack, gratified the young man hadn’t abandoned him, as he’d threatened to last night. After pulling on his boots, the soft hide of which was scuffed and worn, he tied his pouch to his belt and pushed past the grinning Pedro.


‘My brother says it will be a shame to lose one of his best.’


Jack paused and turned back. ‘Tell Diego I will be back for the next fight. Then he can pay me what he owes me.’


Downstairs, Jack rubbed at his forehead, trying to ease the needling pain as he waited by the door for the old man to return his sword and dagger. Nine months ago, soon after he’d been drawn to this place following rumours of Diego’s arena – where lowborn men denied the tournament grounds and bullrings might prove their prowess – a patron had gone mad and murdered two girls. Jack had felt as though he were back on a battlefield. The screaming, the confusion, the blood. Since then, men weren’t allowed to bring weapons in. Pulling on his sword belt, reassured by its weight, he flipped the old man a coin in thanks. The man snatched it from the air.


Outside, Jack found Antonio leaning against the wall in the shade. Although he was Castilian and a Christian, Antonio’s olive skin and black hair were a testament to nearly eight hundred years of Moorish rule in Andalusia. The Moors, a minority in the city since Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand had declared war on the Kingdom of Granada, had left their mark in both the people and the buildings, where inscriptions from the Koran and the Bible offered their praise to God from the same walls. For Jack, it was as though another world were pressing in on the known borders of his own, so close here its essence had seeped into the landscape. So close he could feel its dust in the air, smell its spices.


‘My friend.’ Antonio spread his arms. ‘You look like a faint breeze would topple you.’ His smile was strained and didn’t reach his eyes. ‘It is a day for sitting in the shade by the river, yes? A jug of wine? Some dates and almonds from the market?’


‘Another day, Antonio.’


The young man’s smile vanished. ‘Tell me you aren’t going through with this madness?’ As Jack started walking, Antonio hurried to keep pace. ‘You already beat Carrillo. Humiliated him.’


‘He deserved what he got. He thought he was better than us – thought he would show us our place.’


‘And you showed him otherwise in the arena. Isn’t that enough?’


‘He called me out. If I didn’t accept my win would mean nothing. It’s a question of honour.’


‘Sometimes you talk like them,’ muttered Antonio.


‘Who?’


‘Estevan Carrillo and his friends.’ The young man waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the city on the other side of the river. ‘Nobles.’


They turned down a narrow alley between the tight-packed buildings, heading for the water. Outside the cave-like opening of a tavern two skinny dogs were licking at a puddle of dried vomit. Further down, an old woman with leathery skin was rooting through a heap of rubbish. She glared at them as they passed.


Triana was a night place, the dark like a veil over its ugliness. It was a place for sailors and whores, outsiders and outlaws; those living on the edge, those dreaming of another life. In Triana, hope and despair were close neighbours. You could see it in the foreign faces of those who came in on the boats with stories of wonder and horror from distant lands. It was there in Diego’s dust-clouded arena, where poor young men battered one another bloody for the chance of a win. There in the rough stamp of feet to the lutes and drums in the taverns, and in the girls who danced for men with coins in their hands. Jack felt at home here.


‘You must know Estevan doesn’t just want a chance to win back his money. He wants blood. Walk away, my friend.’


As they emerged on the banks of the river, Jack turned to Antonio. ‘Walk away?’ Anger roughened his voice.


‘Go back to Jacob, just for a while. Estevan doesn’t know where you live. I’ve heard Queen Isabella intends to join the king after this victory against the Moors at Lucena. Estevan and his father will no doubt go with her.’


‘Hide, you mean?’


‘This isn’t the arena you are fighting in today. Estevan won’t follow Diego’s rules.’


‘We agreed to first blood.’


‘You agreed.’


Jack said nothing. He stared out across the river. Over the blue waters of the Guadalquivir, on the opposite bank, the Torre del Oro gleamed in the sun. There were three great ships moored at the docks by the golden tower, looming over scores of smaller craft and fishing boats. The galleys each had a white flag tied to their main masts, on which Jack made out the red cross of St George. English vessels. Only a few months ago his heart would have leapt at the sight and he would have raced across the Puente de Barcas to search for sign of his father’s face among the men who came ashore. Now, he felt no such hope.


There were men on the dockside unloading large sacks. Filled with wool, Jack guessed. When they left their decks would be piled with olive oil and soap, wine and silver that they would sail up the mouth of the Severn or the Thames to the markets of Bristol and London. Beyond the docks, Seville’s jumble of red rooftops and spires was dominated by the bell tower of the cathedral that thrust high above the city. When he first arrived, Jacob told him it had been the minaret of the mosque that once stood in its place. East of the cathedral lay the labyrinthine streets of the judería. The thought of trailing his way back to Jacob to hide in the old man’s dark little house, while youths threw stones at the closed shutters and chanted that Jews must convert or die, made him feel furious.


He had come to this city with another purpose entirely, but that purpose had withered and died in the empty months that followed, leaving nothing but a key on a chain around his neck. These things were his purpose now: his victories in Diego’s arena and his growing reputation in Triana. He would build his own fortune. Climb his own way up from the gutter of his birth. He had no need of his father’s help, or more broken promises.


The bell in the cathedral tower tolled, the sound rippling out across the city, telling him there were still two hours before he was due to meet Estevan Carrillo in the olive groves near La Cartuja. Jack glanced at Antonio, who was kicking at a stone. When the young man fixed himself to his side six months ago, he hadn’t questioned it. Friendships came and went here like the galleys that passed through the dockyards, their decks scattering dust from other lands. Now, Jack wondered if he was more to Antonio than just someone to share a jug of wine with. In Triana’s undercurrents, which could drown a man if he wasn’t careful, maybe he was flotsam – something to cling to.


‘You’re hungry, yes?’ he asked Antonio, smiling at the despondent young man. ‘Come. Let’s get some of those dates.’


 


As Stephen stepped on to the dockside in the shadow of the galley, his legs buckled and he had to clutch at a pile of crates to steady himself. After two weeks on board the Golden Fleece it was unsettling to stand on solid ground and still feel it shifting like the sea beneath his feet. He heard rough laughter behind him.


‘Pack away those sea-legs,’ called one of the crew, slinging a bag of wool on to the dockside. ‘You need your land-shanks now.’


Stephen paused to find his feet, adjusting Vaughan’s war blade, which was much longer and heavier than his falchion. As he set off in the direction of the bell tower one of the sailors had pointed him towards, he heard the man shout again behind him.


‘We sail at first light tomorrow. You won’t want to be late!’


Stephen made his way across the dockside, through the noise of crates and barrels being stacked and the gruff calls of sailors. Men Stephen took for customs officers moved among them, checking cargoes and documents. Now he was off the water and the breeze was gone, he felt the full force of the Spanish sun. Stephen shrugged off his cloak and slung it over the leather bag he’d kept close by his side since St Albans. There were moments, the Golden Fleece caught in mountainous waves off the north coast of Spain, when he thought his mission, and indeed his life, would be ended at the bottom of the ocean. He felt relieved to have made it here, although he wished he hadn’t needed to have come at all.


For three days he had waited at the Saracen’s Head without sign of his master. On the morning of the fourth, he forced himself to do as Sir Thomas had ordered and left to make arrangements for his journey. In London, waiting for passage on a wool fleet, he’d heard that Richard of Gloucester and the Duke of Buckingham had arrived in the city. Gloucester, it was said, had sent his nephew to the royal apartments in the Tower while arrangements for the young king’s coronation were discussed. He also learned that the young king’s counsellors, Vaughan among them, had been imprisoned in Gloucester’s strongholds in the north and it was with a heavy heart that he had sailed from England’s shores out into the brisk winds of the Channel.


As Stephen entered the walled city through a grand stone gateway and rounded a corner, Seville’s cathedral appeared before him. It was a colossal structure, easily as large as St Paul’s. Great walls, soft ochre in colour, marched up behind one another, layer upon buttressed layer, to a vast nave that was looked down upon by a soaring bell tower. Scaffolding covered part of its façade and the stifling air was gauzy with dust. Its wide steps were crowded with men sitting in pairs or small groups, all engaged in separate conversations, some sombre, others animated. It looked like a meeting place, hundreds of transactions and deals all happening at once. Along the far side of the square ran a high, crenellated wall, beyond which lay what appeared to be a vast complex of buildings, interspersed with tiled domes and lofty trees. Stephen noted the armed men standing sentry outside the gates.


He struck east from the cathedral, sweat trickling into the beard he’d grown on the voyage. In the narrow streets beyond the square he found long strips of blessed shade and followed their winding course into a labyrinth of alleys and covered passageways, looking for the place Vaughan had described in haste in the yard of the Rose and Crown. The deeper he went into the Jewish quarter, the quieter the streets became. Words had been daubed on walls and doors. Stephen didn’t understand them, but their red scrawl seemed angry across the façades of the houses with their little shutters painted in different colours.


After wandering in circles and finding himself back in the same place, he looked around for someone to ask for directions. Seeing a man not far behind him dressed in a blue cloak, hood up despite the heat, Stephen headed towards him. But before he could reach him, the man ducked into an alley and disappeared. Cursing, Stephen continued, finally finding a woman sweeping rubbish from a doorway. As he approached, her expression tightened with fear.


Stephen offered a smile. ‘Iglesia de Santa Cruz?’


She pointed to a passageway further up the street then went back to her sweeping, her broom whisking the ground. As he passed, Stephen caught a strong whiff of excrement and realised it wasn’t rubbish she was brushing from her doorway. He crossed the street and entered the passage, a loud bang echoing behind him as the woman closed her door. At the alley’s end, he was rewarded with the sight of a whitewashed tower rising above the other buildings, a bell cradled at its summit. Just past the church – Vaughan had told him – a house with blue shutters.


Stephen quickened his pace as saw it. He knocked on the blue door, glancing around the deserted street. There was no answer. He tried again. After a moment, he heard footsteps on the other side. A bolt rattled and the door opened a crack, revealing a small, wizened man with a grey beard. His brow furrowed as he saw Stephen. He said something in Castilian, his voice sharp.


‘My name is Stephen Greenwood. I have come on behalf of my master, Sir Thomas Vaughan. Are you Jacob?’


‘I am Jacob,’ the man replied after a pause, reverting into thickly accented English. ‘But how do I know you are who you say?’


Stephen faltered. Vaughan hadn’t told him he would need to prove himself. After a moment, inspiration struck and he reached into the leather bag, slowing his movements as he saw Jacob start back. He pulled out a pouch and shook two rings into his palm: Vaughan’s gold band, a gift from his wife, had gone, exchanged for passage on the Golden Fleece. Now there was just the plain silver ring and the one with the engraved gold disc.


Jacob took up the spectacles that dangled from a chain around his neck and pushed them on to his nose. The old Jew stared at the ring with the serpents entwined around the staff, his expression changing. ‘Come,’ he said, opening the door and gesturing Stephen into the dimness beyond.










Chapter 3


It was midday when Jack and Antonio approached the olive grove outside the walls of the monastery of La Cartuja. Mouths sweetened with date juice, they had made their way along the river keeping to the shade, past the stone bulk of the Castillo de San Jorge which towered over the Puente de Barcas, the bridge of boats that connected Triana with Seville. Jack had glimpsed many men clustered in the castle courtyard, as if gathering for something.


Once part of the Moorish citadel, the Castillo de San Jorge now served as the headquarters of the Tribunal of the Inquisition, established here two years ago by Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. The Inquisitors had been active in that time, hunting down conversos and Moriscos – converted Jews and Muslims – believed to have committed the ultimate offence of reverting to their former faiths in secret. The castle’s cells were rumoured to be full of money-lenders and physicians, awaiting the purifying fire. In the judería, where the Jews had been placed under harsh restrictions, people whispered fearfully of a purge.


As they neared the monastery, Jack’s heart beat hard in his chest. He thought of Diego’s arena, Estevan Carrillo swaggering in to face him, cocksure and scornful. He had wiped the grin off the man’s face with his fists. But had victory made him the arrogant one? Was he a fool to think Estevan would fight fair in a duel without witnesses? Doubt rose in him.


Last night he had been hot with wine, buoyed up on the cheers of the men in Diego’s tavern as he told them he’d accepted Estevan’s challenge. Now, sweat soaked his shirt and the wine had turned to poison in his body. For a moment, he thought of turning round, going back to Jacob’s house as Antonio had pleaded. He would make amends with the old man and remain in the dark with him, guarding that locked box and its contents, fulfilling the oath he made to his father, even if he never kept his word – even if he never came. But his feet kept on moving. Wounds to the body would heal. The loss of honour was a deeper hurt.


‘They’re here.’


Jack followed Antonio’s gaze to where four figures were lounging in the shade of a row of olive trees. Four horses were tethered close by, tails twitching. Apart from a few people working in the fields there was no one around. The only sounds Jack could hear were his own footsteps and the buzzing of flies. His opponent had chosen a secluded spot. He curled his hand around the worn leather that covered the grip of his sword.


Estevan Carrillo watched him come. He and his friends were dressed in shirts of fine linen. Their silk doublets, immaculately pleated, were drawn in at their waists by belts of Córdoban leather, embossed with filigree. Swords and daggers hung from their hips, sheathed in ornate scabbards. Their boots were polished and their hats were decorated with jewels and feathers. Everything about them – their dress, their posture, their sleek and muscular horses – spoke of wealth and status. Jack knew men like them, had grown up with them, subject to the malice of some and the friendship of others. Once, he had thought himself like them; believed that although he had come from a different place he had joined them on the same path. That road had seemed so certain then, each step of his journey mapped out, page to squire, then on to knighthood with all its shining possibilities, his father’s footsteps imprinted before him, showing him the way.


Estevan, however, clearly recognised nothing kindred in him. As the Castilian regarded him, Jack knew all he saw was a scruffy, shabby-clothed commoner; a man so far below the salt as to be in another room altogether. He had a flash of memory: the woods outside Lewes, face-down in the dirt, surrounded by boys, their taunts stinging worse than their fists.


Bad-blood! Whoreson! Bastard!


Then he saw the bruise, faint now but unmistakable, at the side of Estevan’s mocking mouth, from that final, gratifying punch that had taken the man down into the dust of the arena. The sight fortified him.


Estevan seemed to see the change for his smile vanished and he stood up straighter as Jack approached, a sudden wariness in his eyes. When he spoke, though, his voice was dry with disparagement. ‘I did not think you would come, Jack Wynter.’


‘I am a man of my word.’


Estevan grinned at his friends. ‘How gallant.’


Jack ignored their laughter. ‘To first blood then?’


Estevan’s eyes narrowed, but he inclined his head. ‘Swords only. No daggers.’ He handed his knife to one of his comrades, his manner now cold, brusque. ‘No strikes to the head or face.’


As Jack passed his food knife to Antonio, he noted that Estevan’s sword was several inches longer and broader than his own. But that also meant it would be heavier. ‘And the wager?’


‘What you took from me,’ replied Estevan tersely.


When Jack nodded, Estevan gestured to one of his companions. The man, who Jack seemed to remember was called Rodrigo, crossed to where the horses were tethered. When he returned, he was holding two brigandines. One he passed to Estevan, the other to Jack, his brown eyes unfriendly. The jacket was covered in green velvet and decorated with tin-coated nails, which served to hold in place the steel plates beneath the leather. It was stiff and heavy, and smelled of another man’s sweat. As Estevan pulled his on, Jack followed suit, allowing Antonio to help him with the buckles. The brigandine was snug around his chest, but as he gave his sword a few swings he found he had enough free movement. Rodrigo handed him a pair of leather gloves, flared at the wrist and reinforced across the knuckles with more steel plates. Antonio nodded encouragingly, but his face was taut as he moved back with Rodrigo and the other two, giving Jack and Estevan space.


Estevan rolled his shoulders then executed a few lunges, his blade flashing in the sunlight. He looked good, thought Jack, well-trained and precise. But he had seen many proficient men go down on the field of battle, some of them at his own hand. He thought of the boys back in Lewes. He had shown them in the end, just as he had shown Estevan. They had all awakened the same beast. Now, swinging the sword back and forth in his hand, he opened himself up to its savagery – let it howl.


The soil beneath their feet was desiccated, the grass burned by the sun. They circled one another, settling into the space, muscles tightening. Jack felt the world around him fall away. All he could see was his opponent and the vulnerable parts he would strike for. The pain in his head was gone and his vision was clear. His heart raced, pumping blood hot through his veins. Estevan moved first, coming in hard. Jack swept in to counter and the clash of their blades shattered the quiet of the olive grove.


 


Stephen hastened through Triana’s maze of streets, overheated and frustrated. By the bell of the cathedral it was only just midday. He had time, plenty of it, to deliver his message and return to the Golden Fleece, but he was irritated at being sent all over the city in the hunt for the errant young man.


The Jew, Jacob, had been concerned to hear what had befallen Thomas Vaughan in England, but that hadn’t curbed his vocal displeasure at having to house the man’s son, who had clearly not been the model guest, coming back drunk and bloody from brawls, if he came back at all. Stephen had been surprised. He had known Vaughan’s son since the days the young man had first served in Vaughan’s household as a page, although it was only in more recent years that he’d learned of his true relationship to their master. He had always been dutiful and hardworking, ever aiming to please and to learn. This didn’t sound like him.


Reassuring Jacob that his tenure as reluctant warden was over, Stephen had been directed to a tavern on the other side of the river that the young man apparently frequented, only to be told he had left that morning. After crossing the palm of the innkeeper, who had just enough English in him, with silver, Stephen was pointed to a monastery along the river.


To his right, the mouth of an alley opened, cool with shade. The river lay at its end. As Stephen turned down it, he could see the bridge he had crossed by earlier. There seemed to be some kind of procession making its way across, towards the city. He could see many men in ceremonial black robes. Distracted, Stephen didn’t notice the soft footfalls coming up behind him. An arm snaked around his chest, pinning him. He shouted as a dagger was pressed against his throat.


‘Call out again and I’ll cut out your tongue. Understand?’


‘Yes.’ Stephen swallowed dryly, feeling his Adam’s apple bob against the blade. The English his attacker spoke was somehow more unsettling than the weapon. How did this man know to speak it? That he would understand? Had he followed him from the tavern? Out of the corner of his eye, Stephen could see the folds of a blue cloak. Blue cloak? He thought of the man in the Jewish quarter, who disappeared before he could ask for directions.


‘I know why you’ve come. Tell me where it is.’


Stephen’s heart raced. Dear God. Had this man followed him from England?


‘Is it with the Jew? Or does Vaughan’s son have it?’


Stephen said nothing. His fingers twitched, wanting to grab the hilt of Vaughan’s sword, but he knew he’d be dead before he could draw it.


‘We always suspected he was sent away with it.’ The man pushed the blade against Stephen’s throat, grazing blood from the skin. ‘But we never knew where.’


‘We?’


‘I can go back to the tavern – find out what the innkeeper told you. It looked as though a few coins should do it. Where is it, Stephen?’


So, he knew his name. Stephen was desperate to turn around, face his attacker; find out who he was. At the same time he felt that to know this was to invite death. He closed his eyes.


‘You have no idea what Vaughan is up to, do you? No idea what great evil you are here to work on his behalf.’ The man shoved Stephen against the alley wall, planting a firm hand on his back to keep him there. ‘God damn it, Stephen! Tell me where it is!’


Now Stephen’s head was turned he caught sight of his attacker’s face in the shadow of the cloak’s hood. Shock flooded him at the recognition.


 


Swords locked, they pushed against one another, sweat stinging their eyes. Jack drove his blade against Estevan’s, forcing it away with a screech of metal. He lunged into the opening, snatching at Estevan’s arm with his free hand, but the man jerked out of reach and Jack only managed to grab his shirt. There was a ripping sound as the sleeve tore. Estevan cursed as he sprang free, face flushed with exertion and rage. Bringing his blade up, he circled Jack, breathing heavily.


Jack’s lungs were burning and there was a metal taste like blood in his mouth. He could barely raise the spit to swallow. The brigandine felt like a cage around his chest, trapping every breath. Earlier, Rodrigo and the others had been urging Estevan on. Now, they were silent. Jack kept his eyes on Estevan, wondering how much longer they could both last in this heat. No blood had been drawn, despite their fierce attempts. They were well-matched and each as determined as the other not to give quarter.


Estevan struck again, bringing his sword round in a brutal arc.


Jack swung in to counter and smashed his blade away. The impact shot painfully through the muscles in his arm. ‘No head strikes!’ he shouted angrily, realising the blow would have carved through his neck had it struck.


Estevan didn’t seem to heed him. He thrust in again, this time stabbing towards Jack’s unprotected thigh. Jack battered his blade aside and kicked out, catching Estevan above the knee. The man’s leg buckled under him and he crashed to the ground. His sword was up fast, however, and he cuffed away Jack’s vicious jab, before punching his own blade upwards. Jack staggered away, the tip missing him by inches. The son of a bitch had aimed for his groin.


As Estevan pushed himself to his feet, Jack charged him. The man got his sword up in time to block, but while their blades were pinned together, Jack head-butted him in the face. There was a satisfying crack as his forehead connected with Estevan’s nose. Estevan reeled back, blood streaming from his nostrils. With a snarl, he pushed away one of his friends, who stepped in as if to help him.


‘First blood!’ panted Jack.


Estevan wiped his nose with the back of his arm, staining his torn sleeve red. He spat into the dust, then looked at Jack, his face a mask of pure fury. As he raised his sword, Jack knew first blood was no longer an option. Estevan had said he wanted what he’d taken from him in the arena. That wasn’t money. No, it was something deeper, more precious. This had just become a fight to the death. Antonio seemed to realise this too, for he started forward with a cry. Rodrigo grabbed him before he could go to Jack’s aid.


A shout rang out through the olive grove behind them.


‘James? James Wynter?’


Surprise jolted through Jack at the sound of his birth name. He whipped round to see a man approaching, dressed in a blue cloak. He didn’t recognise him.


‘Who is this?’ Estevan demanded, distracted by the appearance of the stranger. His tone was wary, with good reason. Fighting an unauthorised duel could mean serious trouble for both of them.


‘James?’ the man questioned again. He was breathing hard.


Jack nodded, but kept his sword raised.


‘You need to come with me. Your father has been arrested by the Duke of Gloucester for plotting against him. He stands accused of treason.’


Leaving Antonio guarded by one of his friends, Rodrigo had come forward and was murmuring to Estevan. Dimly, Jack realised he was translating the stranger’s English.


‘Arrested?’ Jack struggled to take in this news through his exhaustion. ‘Treason?’


‘I have passage on a galley that will take us back to England. But we must leave now.’ The man’s gaze flicked to Estevan and the others. He lowered his voice. ‘You have it?’


Jack knew at once what he meant. ‘Yes, but—’


‘What is this?’ Estevan stared at Jack, appraising him differently now.


Jack wasn’t listening. He remained focused on the stranger. Through the initial shock, suspicion was rising in him. He didn’t know this man, who knew a secret few others did, and the message he bore was unexpected. ‘My father said for me to come home?’


‘At once.’


As the man parted his blue cloak Jack tensed, but the man merely gestured to the war sword hanging in a red leather scabbard beside a dagger. Jack recognised the silver disc-shaped pommel embedded with a large ruby immediately. There were few other blades so beautifully wrought. Estevan’s eyes widened at the sight of it.


‘Sir Thomas gave me his sword to give to you. As proof,’ the man added, ‘if proof were needed.’


‘Show me the blade.’


The man complied, withdrawing the sword partially from the scabbard. Jack saw the familiar words inscribed in Latin along the tapered length of steel.


 


As Above, So Below


 


A long time ago, he had asked his father what it meant. Hope, his father had replied cryptically.


The Englishman reached into a pouch tied to his belt, then held out his fist. ‘He also gave me these.’


Jack came forward cautiously. As he opened his hand the man dropped two rings into his gloved palm. One was a silver band. The other bore a gold disc engraved with a winged staff entwined by two serpents. Many years ago his father had returned from France, where he’d been sent by King Edward as an ambassador, wearing that ring. He had said it was a gift from an official in the French royal court. Jack had a memory of trying it on, shortly after his tenth birthday, while his father was bathing. He recalled it dangling loose on his finger and wondering when he’d grow big enough for it to fit him. He frowned, seeing a smear of red on the disc. ‘There’s blood on it?’


The man stepped forward. After a moment, he nodded. ‘Sir Thomas did not go gently into their custody.’


Jack hesitated, then stowed the rings in his own purse. ‘What is your name? How do you know my father? Why did he not send Stephen, his squire?’


‘Gregory. My name is Gregory.’


‘Enough!’ Estevan cut across them. He stepped forward, pointing his sword at Jack. His nose was still dribbling blood on to his chin. ‘We finish this, you and me.’


Jack looked round at him, switching into Castilian. ‘It is over between us. I had first blood. But you can keep the wager.’ He gestured to Antonio. ‘Come.’


Estevan’s eyes flashed with fury. ‘I say when it’s over!’ He sprang forward.


‘Jack!’ yelled Antonio, but Jack was already in motion.


As they came together, instinct took him. He ducked under Estevan’s strike – all rage and power – and came up into his open defences to ram his sword through the man’s throat. As it punctured flesh and muscle, Jack drove the weapon on through with a thrust of his arm. The tip burst out the back of Estevan’s neck beneath the base of his skull. Estevan hung there for a moment. As he opened his mouth, blood spewed out. Jack twisted his face away as it sprayed across him, startlingly hot.


Rodrigo rushed at Jack, who wrenched his sword free from Estevan’s throat, leaving the man to collapse in the dust, choking on his own fluids. Antonio turned to fend off one of Estevan’s comrades, swiping Jack’s food knife defensively in front of him. The other ran to crouch beside Estevan, clutching his friend’s thrashing body. Drawing Vaughan’s sword, Gregory surged forward to aid Jack. Rodrigo saw him coming at the last moment. The Castilian managed to turn his body from the full force of the strike, but the war blade slashed his side, cutting through his doublet and opening up skin. He screamed and reeled away.


The Englishman grabbed hold of Jack. ‘Go!’


Jack pulled from his grip, shouting at Antonio. The young man ran towards them, but didn’t see Rodrigo rising behind him. Jack roared a warning. He saw Rodrigo, face contorted with pain, punch out with his blade. Antonio was caught mid-stride. He arched, shock stretching his face as Rodrigo’s sword entered his back.


Jack yelled and started towards him, but Gregory hauled him away. ‘Run, damn you!’


With a shout of frustration, Jack turned and began to run. Behind them Rodrigo, clutching his side, was shouting at his comrades to mount up.


Out of the olive grove they fled, past the monastery and along the river, back towards the Castillo de San Jorge. Over his pounding feet and ragged breaths, Jack could hear the drum of hooves. Risking a glance over his shoulder as they neared the castle, he saw Rodrigo and his two comrades in pursuit, kicking ruthlessly at their horses. He and Gregory vaulted a low wall and sped towards the bridge.


The Puente de Barcas was crowded with people. Jack glimpsed the black robes of Inquisitors at the head of a sombre procession. In their midst, recognisable by their tall, conical hats, were six accused heretics, bound for the judgement of the auto-da-fé. He and Gregory raced on to the bridge into the tight knot of people following the procession. Just before they were swallowed by the throng, Jack saw Rodrigo and the others hauling their horses to a stop at the head of the bridge, their path blocked by the crowds.










Chapter 4


The three men walked the empty hall, their footsteps echoing. The oak floor was covered in a fine layer of dust, marked with the prints of the many servants who had traversed the grand chamber in the last few hours, hauling chests and furnishings from the carts that filled the inner courtyard of Crosby Place. Streams of them were now moving around the expansive lodgings going from room to room, sweeping out fireplaces and opening windows to let in sweet air from the gardens.


‘A palace fit for a king.’ Lord William Hastings paused in the bay of the oriel window. His broad face was lit by the shafts of sunlight that were fractured by the leaded glass. The baron’s eyes lingered on the gilt crest of John Crosby that embossed the stone vault above. ‘Built by a draper.’


Hastings chuckled, but Richard detected umbrage in his tone. He had observed such offence in many peers at the rise of men like the former owner of Crosby Place: a new breed from the merchant classes capable of shedding the strings of their humble origins and ascending to the very heights of the realm – a rise that revealed itself in every inch of this sprawling mansion off Bishopsgate, with its own brewhouse, bakehouse, stables and chapel. Richard understood their resentment, but he himself felt only admiration. As the youngest son of twelve siblings, dogged by deformity and ever in the crowned shadow cast by his brother, he understood well the necessity of hard work and determination that could allow a man to slip the bonds he was born in.


‘It is a worthy choice for your new home, Sir Richard,’ confirmed William Catesby, who had broken away, neck craned to the ornately carved ceiling, the pendants and bosses of which were painted blue and scarlet.


By the lawyer’s appreciative tone, Richard guessed he was of his mind.


‘It speaks of your strength and will help establish you here.’ Catesby glanced over at him. ‘Such a move will inform the city – and the Woodvilles – that you are here to stay.’


Richard scanned the chamber, imagining it in full pomp: tapestries adorning the walls, the blaze of fire in the cavernous hearth, minstrels playing high up in the gallery. As soon as he and his wife were settled he would organise a feast for his supporters and prominent courtiers. As Lieutenant of the North much of his physical power was centred in his strongholds in Yorkshire and Cumberland, his reputation founded there upon a decade of careful negotiations, shrewd dealings and brute force. He needed, as Catesby said, to establish himself in the capital. Although his enemies had been wrong-footed by the swift action he had taken this past month – separating the young king from his chief counsellors and breaking the dominion of the Woodville family – it wasn’t enough to ensure his authority. Not for the long term.


‘I only regret I could not secure Lady Elizabeth before she sought sanctuary at Westminster.’ Hastings’s tone was gruff. ‘Her spies must run on grease to have alerted her so quickly to our movements. And with her brother at large with the fleet—’


‘You did what was most important,’ Richard cut across him. ‘Only by your enterprise was I able to intervene at all. If not for you my brother would be cold in his tomb and my nephew crowned before I knew anything of it. For that, you have my gratitude.’


In truth, he was angry – angry Hastings and his allies hadn’t managed to contain the queen or her brother, who had sailed on the king’s death to patrol the seas in case Louis of France chose to capitalise on England’s vulnerability. Edward Woodville, Admiral of the Fleet, was now somewhere in the Channel in command of six English ships. But there was no use fretting over the danger. Action was what was needed.


‘I have drafted a proclamation denouncing Woodville as an enemy of the realm and ordering the fleet disbanded. The captains of the ships will be allowed to return to shore free of penalty for a period, after which time they will be declared outlaws.’


‘Very good, my lord,’ said Hastings. ‘It may be prudent, as well, to offer a reward for the capture of Woodville himself. Nothing turns a sailor’s loyalty more swiftly than gold.’


Richard headed for the double doors that led into an adjoining chamber. ‘You said you have men watching the abbey precinct?’


‘At all times.’ Hastings fell into step with him, his bulky frame matching the duke’s stiff-backed stride. ‘Your sister-in-law and her children will go nowhere without our knowing.’


‘On the matter of her children, is there any word on the whereabouts of Thomas Grey?’


Hastings shook his head. ‘I have agents searching for him, but it seems the marquess has gone to ground. Have no fear. We will root him out.’


Richard entered the room, which Crosby’s executors had informed him was the council chamber. Hastings and Catesby followed him in. A high arched window let in morning sunlight which illuminated a fresco on the back wall that depicted scenes from the legend of St Nicholas. The patron saint of merchants and sailors had served Crosby well, thought Richard, the man building his fortune trading in silks and damask from Venice and Genoa. The rest of the walls were clad in finely carved oak panels. Stairs climbed to an upper level and there were a few items of furniture that came with the house. Covered in embroidered cloths to protect them from dust, they filled the chamber with indeterminate shapes. The place had a sense of waiting, of breath held.


Hastings’s voice broke the silence. ‘In the meantime, we should not underestimate Elizabeth. The queen-dowager will not imprison herself in Westminster indefinitely. When young Edward is crowned we must work to stop the witch manipulating him, as she did his father.’


Richard noted the steel in Hastings’s eyes. The man had no affection for the queen – a commoner their king had married in secret against the wishes of all.


Elizabeth, widow of a Lancastrian knight with two sons from that marriage, had swept through the doors of court and on her skirts had come her large, avaricious family, hungry for titles, marriages and estates. The members of the old nobility had watched, impotent, as they were passed over in favour of the queen’s brothers, sisters and sons. It had been one of the chief reasons the mighty Earl of Warwick – Richard’s cousin and father-in-law – had turned to King Edward’s nemesis, the brain-addled Lancastrian king, Henry VI. Fomenting a rebellion against Edward, Warwick had helped restore Henry to the throne, splitting the kingdom once again with the stinging blade of civil war. For the love of Elizabeth, who some whispered had won his heart through sorcery, Edward had lost his crown and it was only by the grit of men like Hastings and Richard that he had won it back.


With the concord that came with Edward’s victory and the subsequent death of King Henry, swiftly dispatched in the privacy of the Tower, most peers settled grudgingly into the reality of the Woodvilles’ hegemony, but Hastings and the queen had never come to peace; not least because she had pressed the case of her brother, Earl Rivers, for captain of the English enclave of Calais. The port, a jewel in the English crown, had a thriving economy built on the back of the textile trade and poured huge revenues into royal coffers. It was a high post, which Hastings had clung to with a death-grip.


For his own part, the baron had done little to endear himself to Elizabeth. Inseparable from her husband, he had kept the king’s company into the bedchamber, where it was rumoured their decadent feasts would descend into debauchery of the lowest kind with all manner of women. Over the past few years, Richard, his own body twisting painfully in on itself, had watched his formidable brother grow as fat as a slug, one greasy hand ever clutching a goblet, the other up some maid’s skirts. It was something he had come to privately detest about Edward – that one born with such a perfect, warrior’s physique could squander it all on wine and whores.


Still, despite his distaste for Hastings’s role in his brother’s degeneration, he had to admit the baron, his distant cousin, had served the king faithfully as Lord Chamberlain and, as Master of the Mint and a Knight of the Garter, was one of the leading lords in the kingdom. He was a powerful ally and his enmity towards the queen was a useful weapon to wield.


‘Lady Elizabeth may prove a problem, yes, but for now she is trouble contained. A spider under a glass. She can be dealt with in due course, along with the rest of her family. Most importantly, my nephew is now under my control. So, we turn ourselves to the matter of his coronation. The arrangements for the ceremony are proceeding as planned?’


Hastings, now chamberlain to young Edward in place of Thomas Vaughan, was at once all business. Richard listened while the baron outlined the invitations that would be sent in the coming days to the dignitaries of the realm, summoning them to the coronation planned for the end of the month. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed William Catesby tapping one slender finger impatiently on his jewelled belt, his narrowed gaze on Hastings. Richard had always been impressed by the self-assured lawyer. He recognised the fires of ambition that burned in Catesby, who had climbed his way up the slippery ladder of court faction to become Hastings’s trusted adviser. Here was a man like John Crosby, not afraid to toil and sweat for his place in the world. Today, however, Catesby’s poise seemed ruffled and his thoughts preoccupied. Richard wondered what was on his mind.


He was drawn back to Hastings as the baron asked who would maintain order during the procession that would escort the king from his lodgings in the Tower to Westminster Abbey for the coronation.


‘Henry Stafford has five hundred men with him,’ Richard answered. ‘He will keep the peace.’


‘You trust Buckingham with that authority? There is a reason he was kept out of royal favour for so long, my lord. He has his own ambitions and given his wife I worry where his loyalties lie.’


Richard shook his head, unswayed by Hastings’s caution. Buckingham had been one of the first victims of the Woodvilles’ rush to power. Heir to extensive estates in Wales and the Midlands and himself a prince of the blood, he had been married, aged ten, to Elizabeth’s younger sister. The marriage had been long and unhappy, and the duke had never forgiven the queen for making him wed a woman far below his station. ‘Buckingham has more than proven himself these past weeks and few others command such strength of arms. We need him.’


‘Just be careful, my lord, not to give him too great a grip on the reins of power. He’s the kind who’ll take hold of that horse if he can.’ Hastings clapped his hands together. ‘Well, there is much work to do and scant time in which to do it. If that is all, I will take my leave.’ He started towards the door, but looked back with a frown when Catesby didn’t follow.


The lawyer stepped forward with a cool smile. ‘If it pleases you, my lord, I will remain. There are some minor details I need to confirm in the lease for the house.’


Hastings paused, then nodded. ‘Of course.’ He inclined his head to Richard. ‘Lord Protector.’


Richard watched the baron stride from the chamber. When Hastings had gone, he turned to Catesby. ‘What is it then? Not the lease, I know.’


Catesby crossed to the double doors and closed them, cutting off the sound of Hastings’s receding footsteps. He turned to the duke, his expression at once alert, but he stalled before answering, pacing to the window and back.


Richard followed him with his eyes.


‘Sir William is not wrong to be concerned about Lady Elizabeth and her kin. Or, indeed, the malleability of young Edward.’ Catesby halted before the duke. ‘We find ourselves at the edge of a precipice. One wrong step and our kingdom could fall into chaos. The French will not hesitate to exploit our weakness, given the chance. Neither will the Scots. You subdued them last year, my lord. But will they test our borders again?’


Richard said nothing, but his jaw tightened. His brother had rewarded him earlier in the year for his victorious campaign in Scotland with the creation of his own county palatine, giving him special authority over the region. He had been due to lead an army across the border this summer, intending to take control of his new lands in the north. But then Edward died and all Richard’s plans for the expansion of his powers had been thrown into disarray.


‘The Turks crowd like wolves at the doors of Christendom, ravenous for our destruction. We had a warrior for a king with a strong will and a quick mind. Now, in the face of all these dangers, we find ourselves cast adrift with a twelve-year-old boy at our helm. A boy whose mother and ministers will stop at nothing to steer him in the direction that best suits them.’ Catesby spoke passionately, fiercely, all the energy he had forced down in Hastings’s presence now releasing. ‘You have secured your role as Protector of the Realm, but once the crown touches Edward’s head your authority will end.’


The words stirred up the silt of anger that lay in Richard. He had faced down cannon-fire and sword-blade for this realm, which he had helped Edward secure, long after their other brothers were slain or executed. Whatever offices the king had given him he had taken and made his own. He had been firm – serving the rough justice of the block to those who challenged his brother’s rule – and he had been fair, presiding over the Council of the North, settling disputes and keeping the king’s peace. Now, all he had worked for these past ten years, a full third of his life, was in jeopardy.


‘The queen is a spider under a glass you said,’ continued Catesby, his voice low. ‘What if there was a way to remove her, without the threat of any sting? A way for you to retain the power in our realm?’


‘What are you saying? Speak freely.’


‘If there was a way to remove the Woodvilles – all of them. Would you take it?’


Richard saw the challenge in Catesby’s eyes and knew the man had seen into his heart. His actions in the wake of his brother’s death had been taken to remove his nephew from the influence of his maternal family, but in bringing Edward into his custody he had brought the throne within tantalising reach. In secret chambers of his mind, he had already seen his hand stretch out towards it.


Turning from Catesby, Richard crossed the room. A whisper of breeze coming through the window cooled his clammy skin and carried the scent of lavender on its currents. Now it was getting warmer his breathing would become more laboured. Already he could feel the pressure in his chest where his lungs, constricted by the curve of his spine, tightened in the humid air. As a youth he had lain awake on many summer nights, trying to straighten himself – muscles knotted, face clenched, a prayer on his lips – until he was panting in the darkness, helpless with pain and rage.


He closed his eyes. ‘You know the words that would have greeted my brother’s death. The king is dead. Long live the king. My nephew’s reign is founded. The coming coronation will merely anoint him. I have fought one civil war. I will not start another.’


Catesby’s voice came clear behind him. ‘There may be a way, Lord Protector. A way without war.’


Richard opened his eyes and turned to the lawyer.










Chapter 5


‘You have to leave, Jacob.’ Jack glanced at the old man, who was standing in the doorway of the cramped room watching him stuff his belongings into a bag. ‘If they come for me here . . .’ He shook his head. Estevan and his friends might not have known where he lived, but Diego and others in Triana did. It wouldn’t take Rodrigo long to track him down. The duel had not been authorised and Jack had no doubt the charge against him would be murder.


‘This is my home. I will leave only when they drag me from it.’


‘Jacob—’


‘No!’ The old man stepped into the room, jabbing a finger at Jack. ‘Whatever you have done is on your hands. I will not be punished for your stupidity!’ Jack went to speak, but Jacob wasn’t finished. ‘I took you in, sheltered you here, because I owe your father my life. But you will not force me from my home!’


Jack knew the strength of feeling behind the old man’s words wasn’t purely directed at him, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He had abused the man’s generosity for months and now he’d put his life in danger. ‘I am sorry, Jacob. Truly I am. But it isn’t safe for you here. Go, stay with your brother. Please. Just for a while.’


Jacob launched into a stream of vehement Castilian, so rapid Jack only caught half the words. The old man left the room, still raving.


When he had gone, Jack thumped his fist on the table. The water in the basin, cloudy with blood and dust, rippled uneasily. He had washed most of it from his face. There were a few spots still on his shirt and hose, but the gloves and brigandine, discarded on the floor, had got the worst of it. An image of Estevan – blood bursting from his mouth – filled his mind. His wasn’t the first life Jack had ended, but it felt the most senseless. The others he had taken in battle, in desperation and horror. This was nothing but a foolish feud that had cost two men their lives. Antonio had been a good friend to him – had trusted him.


His jaw tightening, Jack turned to the chest that stood at the end of the narrow bed. Crouching, he pulled the chain from around his neck and twisted the key in the lock. Inside was a cloth pouch engorged with coins: his winnings from the arena, or what was left, anyway, after wine and Elena’s company. He shoved the pouch into the bag with the few clothes he owned and his prayer book, a gift from his mother, then reached into the chest and withdrew the long scroll case that lay at the bottom. He stared at it – the reason for his exile in this sun-savaged city at the boundaries of Christendom, bound up in leather.


Since the day he first discovered Sir Thomas Vaughan was his father all he had wanted was to impress him. Growing up with his mother in Lewes, clouds of rumour hanging over his parentage, a bitter seed had been planted in Jack. That seed had swelled with the torments of local boys; had put down roots. When he knew the truth he thought it destroyed, but it continued to grow, watered by Vaughan’s insistence that their bond remain secret.


For Sarah’s sake you cannot be my son. She has suffered enough in this town. For your mother’s sake. Remember that.


Jack had kept his word, despite the stinging belief that it had little to do with his mother and more the fact that Vaughan – sheriff, ambassador, king’s man – was ashamed of this weed in his perfect garden, grown where it ought not to have.


Still, aged eleven, he had gone on to serve Vaughan under King Edward, a page in his household and, for him, the war had been golden. Among the men of his father’s retinue he found a sense of belonging and, at his side, was shown the glittering world of court; the grand spectacles of banquets and tournament grounds. He hadn’t been able to live as Vaughan’s son, but he had been offered hope of another life, a gilded one, far removed from what he had thought himself destined for – far from the taunts and slights of the boys he had grown up with. He had reached out with both hands to grasp it.


Loyal, obedient, he had done all he could to prove himself worthy of the thing he came to crave: a chance at the ritual that would cleanse his bad blood and allow him entry to that glittering world. The chance at knighthood. But then, the war had ended, his father had been sent to Ludlow as chamberlain to the king’s son and all his hopes were frozen. Vaughan could have taken him with him, but instead he had sent him home to Lewes. He said he feared for Sarah, alone in an unfriendly town; that while he was gone he wanted him there to protect her, but Jack guessed it was for another reason entirely.


Vaughan had always been tight-lipped about his real family and Jack saw no reason to think he was any different with them; no reason at all to think his wife and two children had ever known that a mistress and a half-blood brother were out there, on the other side of the county, his secret tucked away in the woods. Until that day, Jack had barely thought of them, but the moment he returned to Lewes he asked his mother about the brother he had never met. Harry Vaughan, he discovered, would have just turned nine: the age when most boys on the path to knighthood would become a page. He had known, then, that he was being cast aside to make room for the heir apparent. Not the prince in his father’s care, but Vaughan’s true blood son.


Years of frustration followed, his father’s visits becoming more infrequent, the man himself more and more distracted. Despite this, Jack kept up his training, hacking his falchion at the straw man he had set up in the woods, kicking the old hobby Vaughan had gifted to him across the Downs, every strike at the quintain reminding him of his goal. He had been desperate to believe his father’s continued assurances that he would one day see him girded with sword and spurs – his destiny changed with the touch of a blade on his shoulder – but his fear had grown that there was room for only one son on that path and Vaughan would never fulfil that promise. He might deem him worthy enough to carry his bags and whet his sword, but surely he had been a fool to think the man would ever enshrine his mistake with a knighthood.


When Vaughan had come to him in Lewes, agitated in a way Jack had never seen – handed him the scroll case, told him to take it to Seville and protect it – he had discerned, at last, a chance to prove himself worthy of the accolade. His father said he would come for him; that he would be a few months at most. But those months had passed into a year and that bitter seed in Jack had become a tree, on the branches of which his hope had finally withered and died.


He stowed the scroll case in his bag. If guarding its contents was meant to be an exercise in patience then he had failed, utterly. Afterwards, he stuffed the bloodstained brigandine and gloves inside the chest and locked it, hiding his crime. Jacob could sell the armour if he wanted when the trouble had passed. He tossed the bloody water in the basin out of the window and buckled his sword belt, which crossed his body diagonally then looped around his waist. He had yet to take his father’s sword from Gregory, so for now he sheathed his own in the battered scabbard that hung from the belt.


Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he headed along the passage, the floor of which was stacked with books and papers. Jacob was a collector of manuscripts. Jack had once looked through the books to find pages of strange symbols and illustrations of animals and demons. Descending the creaking stairs, he saw no sign of the old man. He paused at the bottom, wanting to say something more, but any words – whether of gratitude or remorse – seemed hollow and he had no time for anything else. Instead, he reached into the bag and pulled out his winnings. Gregory had told him he didn’t need money; that he’d secured them passage back to England. Jack placed the pouch on the table by the door, along with the key to the chest. It wasn’t much by way of compensation, but it was all he had.
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1483: a secret war is born






