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The Chronicles
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Knights, Vikings,


Romans and Wyvems.


Worlds to be discovered.


Stories worth telling.
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Prologue


Prologue


September 1189


Knight Hospitaller Sir Geoffrey de Mortimer seeks refuge in the Rock Castle, only to embark on an amazing life-changing adventure, spanning centuries.


If only walls could talk!


 


The walls on this magical isle could recount wondrous tales of heroic feats, cowardly schemes and undying love. Its hundreds of shiny sunlight reflecting windows could also mirror images of the marvels they have observed from their privileged view point above the bay


Deep in the depths of this mysterious Castle, is a secret chamber, known to only a few where Sir Geoffrey de Mortimer the "Scribe and Master of the Book of Records” dwells, still noting down all the daily happenings in his home, where he has lived for the past 900 years!
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Although destroyed by the Anglo/Italian fleet in 1809 commanded by Sir John Stuart, the ruins of the Cathedral still echo the splendour of the ceremonies which were held here.”


The guide's voice chanted on, how many times had he heard those sentences repeated to crowds of bored, hot uninterested tourists. Today it was the turn of a large group of English tourists doing the ‘Day Trip' of the island.


It never ceased to amaze him how a whole group of people, each individual in their own sense, could all manage to look exactly the same. All dressed in their especially bought chain shop holiday clothes, along with their obligatory walking sandals, they trundled through his Castle, paying their entrance fee and almost running through his home and gardens, stopping for the normal photo stops before rushing off to the next site, complaining there had been nothing much to see.


Nothing much to see!


So much had happened on his island Castle that it would take years and years of careful study to learn about everything that these walls had heard and these windows had seen. Here on this Rock Castle, history was still alive. This was a place oflegend, a palimpsest.


He wished that he could talk to these droves of happy holidaymakers, he could tell them the strangest tales that would make their hearts skip a beat, stories of the lives of hundreds and thousands of people who had lived and died in his home.


Kings and Queens, poets and musicians had all passed through its gates.


The Anglo/Italian fleet commanded by Sir John Stuart had destroyed his home in 1809, hadn't they heard the guide just tell them so?


During his years in the Castle, Geoffrey had witnessed many disasters, earthquakes, miracles, pirate attacks, but that day was still etched in his memory as freshly as if it had happened yesterday His home had then gradually fallen into ruin, families no longer lived within its walls and children no longer played along its battlements.


Instead for many years, the wails and screams of dying or tortured prisoners became the Castle's sad song.


The sumptuous feasts for the visiting dignitaries were now all past history, never again to be repeated. His home had become just another ruin to be visited on a two week holiday in the blazing Mediterranean sunshine.


In the summer evenings, the heavenly quiet of his Castle on the Rock had been interrupted by an infernal noise coming from the depths of the old armoury.


Not the hissing, rasping, roar of an angry wyvern but a tribal sort of chant, following loud animalistic music, attracting hundreds of holidaying youths, drawn like moths to a huge rotating beacon which shone skywards towards the heavens, illuminating the ink black night sky.


Like mutants they had swarmed down the bridge towards the throbbing light and blaring noise - people of the night, their faces painted with strange designs, wearing dark black clothes or riding infernally noisy two wheeled contraptions emitting not only an earth shattering noise but also black putrid smoke which floated up into the warm night, disturbing the nesting gulls and owls. He had watched these strange young men and women in wonder. Jumping up and down to the rhythm of repetitive drumming music until exhaustion overtook them and sitting on the bridge outside his Castle's gate, they would light small white tubes, place them in their mouths and inhale the stinking smoke. Strange customs he had thought.


The hot summer night was ripped apart by this music and chanting until thankfully dawn broke over the island of Capri and the screaming hoards quickly scurried back along the bridge to the shelter of their homes to sleep away the heat of the day, only to the return and repeat their actions the following evening.


Geoffrey stretched lazily and jumped down from the wide fork in the branch of the sturdy fig tree in the garden and silently made his way back up to the Solar to record the day's happenings in his Book of Records.


Gradually there was always less to record.


Less events to record in the enormous leather bound books which held the life of the Castle, throughout the centuries, within their gilt embossed leather covers.


He was tired, the enthusiasm he had had as a lad had finally left him.


The 21st century had won.


As was his wont, Sir Geoffrey's thoughts flew back to his early days in his beloved Castle, looking down on the village from his window seat in the Solar he reminisced.
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Awarm grey mist swirled around him enveloping everything. Soft grey tendrils clung to his soiled wet, dark brown heavy woollen cloak, and crept up the masts to caress the limp white sails of the galley, which was almost at a standstill, rolling and creaking gently in a smooth calm sea.


Sir Geoffrey de Mortimer, Knight Hospitaller, his crew and Lad, his beloved chestnut stallion, had set sail from the port of Acre in Palestine three weeks ago.


It was 23rd September in the Year of Our Lord 1189 and after eight years of ruthless battles and sufferance they were finally going home, leaving the torrid scorching intense heat of the Holy Land to return to the green fields of England. Young fresh faced, fair skinned inexperienced boys, brimming with enthusiasm when they had set out for the Crusades, they were returning as world weary sunburnt men, with long matted hair, bleached blonde by the sun, prematurely aged and depleted by the horrors of war.


Months before just outside the army's camp site, his horse's hooves had unearthed a weather-worn beige oilskin, halfburied in a sand dune.


It was tightly wrapped around an ancient ripped parchment scroll, and he had spent many nights studying the intricate Arabian lettering, at first comparing it to the Latin the monks had taught him and then devising his own alphabet.


The fragile scroll was dirty and dusty and appeared to have been snapped and torn in half horizontally but after careful cleaning, as he delicately unrolled the broken wooden handles, and it revealed the most beautiful chart ofthe skies he had ever seen. A large, silver blue, full moon had been painted in the centre, surrounded by constellations drawn as strange wonderful animals, long curling snakes and huge frightening monsters in brilliant shiny colours, dancing and weaving in a dark night sky but the most impressive of all was the emblem of a silvery, shining green wyvern designed at the beginning of the scroll.


Geoffrey diligently studied the chart and devoted all his spare time at trying to decipher the meaning of the chart, using the little Arabic that he had learnt and finally after weeks of study, he ascertained to his immense surprise, that he was translating a sea route to Europe.


Instead of a gruellingly long overland journey through Europe, he could return to England quicker, by sea!


He guessed that he had found a treasured Celestial Star Chart, maybe lost by a Captain of one of the Crusader's fleet. Each Capitan had his own secret chart and he had heard that they were highly prized. He couldn't believe his good fortune.


He had no problems convincing his exhausted fellow soldiers to follow this new route home and uniting their funds they bought a used small single sail wooden galley, which they fitted out for the journey as best they could.


In the beginning it had been really easy, the weather was perfect and fish were plentiful. Gentle sea breezes carried them across the waves and everyone relaxed thankful for their good fortune.


21 days and nights later, fighting heavy swelling, terrifying, foaming seas, struggling against strong currents and gale force winds that had threatened to pull them off course, they were exhausted and ready to give up all hope of ever seeing land again. Burning and sweating under a relentless blistering sun in the daytime and shivering from pouring freezing rain at night, they were weary and seasick.


Horrifyingly enormous whales, gigantic monsters they had never seen before in their lives, had surfaced close to the ship, spurting high fountains of water, before diving and disappearing deep beneath the waves, creating huge waves which almost capsized them, rocking their ship from side to side.


 


Slippery, silver grey, dolphins swam in front of the ship's bows, racing each other. A pair had even leapt out of the water, in a wide arch high in the air, passing perfectly over the ship's bows, teasing the frightened crew.


Looking over the ship's side, down into the depths of the transparent deep blue sea below them, Geoffrey imagined that he saw the form of a giant grey octopus, bigger than his ship, swimming below them and quickly gave orders to change course and be ready for action, but the monster passed them by diving deep down to the depths ofthe sea.


The Celestial Star Chart which had at first been easy to follow now seemed to have led them off course and they were adrift in a merciless, roaring sea, even the thousands of stars high above them were unfamiliar.


Farmers, blacksmiths and stone masons by trade, the constant rolling and pitching of the galley and the flapping of the sail had dulled their senses.


Last night, the tempest which had accompanied them for the whole voyage had suddenly subsided and the sea had become dead calm, nothing stirred, no land could be seen, just deep smooth black inky darkness, the only light was from the small yellow oil lantern on deck.


"My Lord” said Sebastian his page approaching him warily "The men are hungry what are we to do? Stocks are almost finished, we have eaten all the dried and salted foods and the drinking water is almost finished too! No fish were caught yesterday the sea was too rough.”


"Cast more lines, there must be fish now, the sea is calm” answered Sir Geoffreygoingbelow deck to check the store-room.


The salted meat jars stacked against the hull sides, were in fact all empty, he only found a small pack of dry ship's biscuits and one goat's skin still full of almost putrid drinking water, the now empty, fresh water barrels rolling noisily around.


 


"Sebastian, call all hands on deck” he ordered.


The weary crew assembled before him.


"Men” he addressed them, "I speak plainly the situation is desperate, supplies have finished and unless we catch some fish,I fear that we only have our last small ration ofbiscuits this evening. We are in the hands of Our Lord.”


Obediently but grumbling the men returned to their fishing lines, yet after many hours of patiently waiting for the fish to bite, caught nothing so after eating their final miserable ration of dried biscuits, they went below decks to sleep.


Geoffrey kept watch. He enjoyed keeping watch and looking at the hundreds of thousands of stars twinkling in the dark blue velvet sky. He had never seen such stars before in his homeland and noticed that every night two large stars seemed to be following or guiding them, or was it his imagination?


His gaze fell upon his faithful crossbow and the three lions of England emblazoned in fiery gold on his Pavise shield, alongside the red cross of Christ, reminding him of how his life had changed in the past eight years.


 


He had been full of enthusiasm when he had left for the Crusades, thinking of it as a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, it had not however been as he had expected it to be.


As long as he could remember, he had been raised and educated in St Andrew's Abbey in the small village of Little Oxenden, in Middle England. Set on flat rolling fields, interrupted by smooth green hills and barrows or a small hamlet with a church spire nestling in the dip of the valley his childhood had been idyllic.


Sheep or cows grazed peacefully on these hillsides, while farmers toiled the land. Occasionally timid deer would venture out of the dark oak woods, to drink from a bubbling spring of fresh water. Smoke rising from the straw thatched roofs of the tofts, surrounded by well tended crofts, mingled with the colours of the earth, dark brown, pale greens and ochre, forming a picture of peace and tranquillity.


He had never questioned his parentage and his father figure had been the kindly Friar Dominic, who had always told him that he was special and destined for great things in the future.


As soon as he was old enough, he proudly became a Knight Hospitaller and had originally left England to help care for and nurse, the sick and injured pilgrims in the Holy Land but he had become involved in the fighting and had not been prepared for the suffering and horrors he had found there and privately admitted that he was glad to be finally going home to the green fields ofEngland.
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Day broke and the galley was afloat in the midst of an immense bank of an infernal white mist, static, blocking any form of progress.


It was a different type of mist to which they were accustomed to in their homeland. Those mists had been freezing, grey clinging monsters that chilled to the bone, enshrouding everything with damp and decay This mist was warming, even welcoming. It seemed to dance and swirl around the barge, forming strange patterns within itself, covering everything with a warm veil encasing the ship in a kind of cocoon.


Going below decks, he checked on Lad his beloved chestnut stallion, the horse was desperately in need of food and water, and whinnied a sad welcome to him. "It won't be long now boy- bear up” he said stroking the horse's neck but he knew it wasn't true and that all the fodder had finished.


A cry from the lookout broke through the haze "It's lifting My Lord.”


Sir Geoffrey doused his lantern and picking up his shield hurried on deck and watched in awe as the mist began to lose its yellowish white hue and take on a brilliant crimson colour which was getting paler yet brighter by the minute. They watched in amazement as the mist changed from vermilion to orange then pale yellow until it finally evaporated to reveal a cobalt blue sky dotted with white fluffy clouds -it was sunrise.


A light breeze picked up, filling the limp white sail and the galley gathered speed, slicing through the calm waters. Slowly a shape could be distinguished on the horizon, gradually taking form as they approached. An island! A large green island!


First a rocky white coastline appeared, then soft rolling dark green hills covered with lush, glistening pine covered ridges, above which were thick groves of acacia and beech trees. Beyond these a sheer forest of holm oak and ash trees clung to the imposing mountain slopes, the summit of which was enshrouded with heavy white clouds, a mountain! The lower slopes were cultivated and covered with vineyards, fruit orchards and olive trees.


Narrow shingle beaches and large rocks, skirted the steep cliffs, making any landing almost impossible. Following the shore, they rounded a bend and gasped in surprise at the sight that met their eyes. A small settlement of wooden fishing shacks, seemingly abandoned, lay at the foot of two green hills, the soft sound of waves breaking on the shore was interrupted by the barking of a solitary small dog running along the dusty sandy beach, happily chasing a pair of screeching kittiwakes. Rows of small, brightly painted turquoise fishing boats were drawn up on a nearby pebbly beach and the whole area seemed idyllic, in an atmosphere of peace and tranquillity. Groves of enormous mulberry, and chestnut trees covered the hillside and a fresh mineral water spring could be seen, gurgling down the rocks into the sea.


Looking seaward to their right, another magical marvel greeted them. Seemingly floating in the middle of the beautiful bay, rose a massive rock island, like a large jewel set in a turquoise sea. It was oval in shape, with high craggy cliffs covered in coarse yellow gorse shrubs, honeysuckle and myrtle bushes. Above those were groves of olive trees and bursts of purple and deep red bougainvillea could be seen through the dense foliage.


Rowing slowly and silently, they circled the rock island. Its cliffs were sheer and imposing, no-one could ever climb them, it was a stronghold, a place of safety Colourful bushes of yellow gorse and white snapdragons grew in the crevices of the rock face.


A shaft of sunlight broke through a small cloud and they were astounded to see an enormous flag flying above the treetops. A flag unlike any they had seen before, luminous damask crimson cloth with a silvery green wyvern emblazoned in the centre.


 


A white donjon, domed churches and towers came into view, encircled by stone battlements with arrow holes and they began to make out a flight of steps, hewn into the glacis starting from a small pier, at which a large bedecked dark blue barge was moored.


On their right they saw a square barbican and an enormous closed iron portcullis and wooden drawbridge. "It's a Castle without a moat! Surrounded by sea!” exclaimed Sir Geoffrey "The sea is its moat!” he marvelled.


Disturbed black headed gulls and sparrow hawks screeched angrily as they flew up from their nests in the cliff face, to circle curiously above their heads. After the horrors of the Crusades and the long gruelling sea journey, everything here seemed like paradise, unbelievable.


Dropping anchor in the bay they gazed at each other, smilingly in wonder at their surroundings, they had never seen a place or building so beautiful. Suddenly a loud piercing noise came from the rock-island, from the direction of the battlements and was repeated at short intervals - a shrill horn echoing loud and clear across the bay. They then heard a loud winching, grinding noise and slowly the massive iron portcullis was raised, the wooden drawbridge lowered and an armoured Knight appeared in the archway. A large tall robust man, he stood impressive in his chain mail armour which glistened silver in the early morning sunlight. He wore an enormous metal helmet topped by a large open winged wyvern. His gigantic figure occupied the whole of the archway. A smaller, shorter, older person appeared at his side, brandishing the same massive wyvern flag they had seen flying from the rooftops. Again the horn resounded across the bay, attracting their attention.


The smaller figure cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted "Ahoy there Crusaders”, but they were just too far away and couldn't understand what he was trying to say.


Sir Geoffrey decided to up anchor and they slowly rowed across the bay towards the Knight.


 


As they neared the Castle, they could finally understand what the figure was shouting, he was speaking in Latin, the language of the educated and welcoming them to the Rock Castle Garrison.
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Welcome brave knights” boomed the squire.“How came you to the Rock Castle?”


Sir Geoffrey held up the half of the Star Chart “This chart led us here.”


The squire looked questioningly at the Knight, who nodded his head in agreement.


“All Crusaders are welcome here, moor up, do not fear” called out the squire.


“My Lord ,this is witchcraft” cried Sebastian “Let us away”


“What witchcraft! Can you not see the sign of the wyvern? It is an omen remember the scroll? These people speak in the educated tongue. Fear not” replied Sir Geoffrey.
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