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Prologue I


The Priory Inn
London, Kingdom of England.
October, 1483.




“By God’s blood, thy father slew mine, and so will I do thee and all thy kin.”


John Clifford





Over the course of time there have been many blood feuds; some have lasted only days, some have lasted years and others have gone on to last for generations. These bitter, twisted affairs arise from many factors, whether resentment, anger or hate. There is always a cause to these feuds if you care to peel back the surface and delve deeper into the roots of things. Yet so often these feuds spiral so far out of control and for so long that even the cause can become lost, forever in the pages of history. It makes one wonder, what on earth were they fighting for? What was it really all about? Well one thing that’s certain is that whatever the cause, a feud triggers retribution and vengeance, and extreme acts of violence. At times, one is left with a powerful sense of justice.


A blood feud is not something that you volunteer for, it is something that you are born into. It’s quite literally, in the blood. It’s instinctive, it’s overpowering and it’s integrated deep into your bones. Yet not everyone is infatuated in such a way. It is possible to fight it should you choose, but a hatred so deep passed down over generations is no easy thing to rid yourself of. Quite often it is necessary to give in to the inevitability, kill or be killed. What would you do?


Now I’m sure you’ve heard of many feuds, both old and new. But there has never been, and nor will there ever be, one quite like that as the one of the Longswords and the Ashbournes. A feud well over three hundred years in the making, stained with blood, death and much worse. The start is hazy of course, but the feud continues on as strong as ever and this is where our story begins…


There was a hollow knock on the wooden door of the Priory Inn. The innkeeper, a balding fellow with a few wisps of white hair and a round stomach, looked up from wiping his worn tankards, something which he had attended to several times that evening already. He surveyed the door with a cautious look for a moment wondering who in their right mind would take to the streets at such an hour. Excited at the prospect of a possible customer he scuffled across the room, knocking a few of the chairs as he went.


It was in fact rare for the inn to be so empty at this time of year; it was early autumn after all. But with the war brewing and the constant downfall of rain and heavy wind that had plagued the summer, most dared not venture far from their homes and travellers were altogether scarce. It would seem that even the weather was as affected by the war as the people’s spirits were; dark, foreboding and generally rather unpleasant.


Swinging the heavy oak door forward the innkeep was greeted by a strong gust of wind and a face full of whipping rain. He wiped the water from his eyes on the back of his sleeve and identified the vague outline of what looked like a scraggy hooded middle aged old man. Still squinting he could just make out a wry smile on the man’s face and a glimpse of his crooked yellow teeth. The innkeep struggled to make head or tail of why the man would have any reason to smile on a night such as this, but he greeted him all the same.


“Need a room for the night?” the innkeep asked grumpily.


“No,” he replied. “Ale will do.” The man walked past the disgruntled innkeep and entered the inn. He took his time to glare around the square room. It was small, with only a handful of tables, but there was a roaring fire in the grate and it had a cosy feel to it. Apart from the innkeep it was practically empty except for a dark haired man sitting at a table near the open fire in the far corner alone, head down, concentrating on a hot bowl of stew. For a brief moment he watched the man as he carefully tore himself a chunk of bread and dipped it into his bowl, then slowly, purposefully, walked over towards him. Sitting down opposite he spoke.


“Good evening, Robert.”


The man, somewhere in his mid-forties, stopped what he was doing as if stunned. For a moment he was completely still. There was a short, awkward pause, then he regained his composure and finally looked up from his supper. He had been roused from deep thought, and the lines on his face deepened in loathing and fear.


“Grenwick,” he mumbled.


Robert held his gaze, looking deep into Grenwick’s eyes for a moment. He fancied he caught a glimpse of the evil that lurked there. He had to turn away. Grenwick’s face broke out into a threatening smile. He had a way about him that made men feel uneasy. It was one of his best assets and it’s what made him such a good interrogator. He could instil fear into you with just a simple stare.


Robert Longsword and Grenwick Ashbourne were two men that knew each other well. Their families had been at war for three centuries since the age of the crusades. Something happened back then, something terrible. But no one living, not even Robert or Grenwick, could contest to what that was. They had been lucky. They had grown up during a truce. When their longbow men fathers had been victorious at the famed Battle of Agincourt, a ceasefire was agreed between them. Thirty-eight years of peace ensued, something Robert was grateful for, but for Grenwick it was infuriating.


At the Battle of Castillon when Robert was sixteen he got his first taste of battle, and he remembered it well. The smell of it, of shit and death, so strong he could taste it and it was bitter on his tongue. He had found it was not pleasant to kill a man but had learnt that it was necessary. For Grenwick, though, it was not a necessity but an indulgence; he basked in the glory of death. Both of their fathers were lost in that fight and when civil war broke out two years later it threatened to tear their truce apart.


Thirty years on and the Wars of the Roses still ravages the land. King Richard III and his Yorkist supporters have the ascendency. Henry Tudor the Lancastrian claimant to the throne is exiled in France and the Duke of Buckingham’s rebellion has been quashed. However the King’s son Edward, the Prince of Wales, lies dying in his bed and with him the Yorkists’ stronghold over the throne. Now was the time to strike.


For the last few months Robert had been in London, working as a spy. He did what he must, though his heart yearned to be somewhere else entirely, somewhere very far from there. His Spanish wife, whom he had loved dearly, he could not save. There was nothing he could do to prevent her untimely death. Their son was just a boy and he had left him behind. It had cut Robert to do so but what choice did he have? He had no wife, he had no money and he was desperate. Abandoning his son, he returned to England. He was a mercenary and he would do what he did best and raise the funds to give his son a better life. He only hoped beyond all hope that he lived long enough to see him once again.


The innkeep, sensing some tension between the two men, edged his way over slowly, breaking the silence that had ensued and gently set down a clean tankard of ale on the table with a soft clunk, fresh foam dripping down the side on to the wooden surface.


“Thank you,” Grenwick muttered, taking his eyes from Robert for a split second. He waited for the innkeep, who clearly wanted nothing better than to get away from the pair of them, to move back out of earshot so he could speak once again.


“I know you work for Henry, Robert,” he whispered locking his gaze to the eyes of Robert once again.


“What makes you so sure?” Robert replied, fidgeting slightly in his seat.


Grenwick watched him intently.


“I have my sources, Robert. Had I not had the smallest of respect for our fathers’ arrangement I would have tracked you down long ago.”


“So why now?” Robert asked, knowing exactly where the conversation was leading.


Ignoring the question Grenwick carried on. “I know what you saw the other night.”


“I have no idea what you mean,” said Robert casually, hastily returning his gaze back to his stew.


Grenwick lowered his head. He leaned in closer and whispered, “You were seen at the Tower of London.”


Robert froze with shock. Grenwick could see the fear dawning in his eyes, and Grenwick knew it to be true. Not that he doubted Tyrrell’s word, the slippery slug. He had claimed to have seen Robert only days ago sneaking in the shadows of the castle. Grenwick could tell from Robert’s reaction that he had no idea he’d been seen.


Robert sighed. “I am a simple man, Grenwick, earning money where I can. I care not for the goings on in the world; I care only for the money to feed me and my son. I do not get involved in your war and I certainly have no idea what goes on in that tower!”


“You lie, Robert Longsword!”


At the sound of raised voices the innkeep once again looked up from wiping his tankards. Sensing the innkeep’s eyes prickling the side of his face Grenwick thought it time to leave, and he stood up tall. “Until we meet again, I’ll be watching you Robert,” he growled, looking down at Robert squarely. He held his gaze just a fraction longer than was comfortable. Then he spun on his heel and headed to the door of the inn, nodding curtly to the innkeep. He ignored the suspicious glare from the innkeep as he walked out into the wet, stormy night.


Once outside in the mud drenched street, Grenwick looked across to his men lurking in the shadows. He could just make out the whites of their eyes until a sudden flash of lightning illuminated them all, five of his sworn swords. He walked through the wet mud of the narrow street to meet them. They looked uneasy about their whereabouts on such a treacherous evening but never questioned it. What must be done must be done and Longsword was their number one priority.


“The bastard’s in there all right. Take him, and I want him alive. He is just one man so do not fail me. I will return with the others!”


The men nodded to show they understood the order and temporarily sneaked back into the shadows. With satisfaction Grenwick swiftly turned and raised himself up onto his horse that was tied up to a post. He glanced up at the faded wooden sign swinging in the wind outside the Priory Inn and suppressed a smile before turning his horse and riding into the night. I’ve got you now, Longsword.


Back in the inn Robert was upstairs in his room. He paced up and down, the floorboards creaking beneath him. What shall I do? They know I was there, they know what I saw and now, they know where to find me, they’re watching me! He knew now that his life was in jeopardy. But he was so close to the end. The final pieces of information he had intended to give to Henry lay written on a piece of paper on the table in the far corner of the room. He knew that what lay written on that paper could earn him a reward big enough to set him and his son up for life. But in the wrong hands it could be his own death warrant.


Robert froze. It dawned on him he could be about to die. He had to deliver this letter at all costs. It would be his final mission. Robert gave the paper one last look of utter despair and read the words he had etched there only hours before.




Henry,


Today at the Tower of London to my disgust and disbelief I witnessed the murder and execution of the two young princes Edward and Richard at the hands of James Tyrrell on the behest of their uncle King Richard III. How can someone do such a thing to their own flesh and blood? He was chosen as their guardian and protector. The boys as you know were declared illegitimate to the throne and it is my sincere belief that he was behind it. Even so, it appears that was not enough for Richard who knew that only on their death would his throne be secure. He has had the bodies hidden under the chapel’s staircase and will hush up their disappearance by any means necessary. However this information if made public could turn the war back in your favour. The people will never stand for this and will rise against him and join forces with you. Use it and you may yet be crowned King of England.


Robert.





Robert glared out of his window. He could barely make out the street below in the darkness. He stood and listened to the sound of the rain as it came thudding down onto the thatched roof of the inn. Suddenly the street lit up as a bolt of lightning flashed across the sky, and then he saw them, five men making their way towards the inn; Grenwick’s men, Robert knew. He wasn’t in the least bit surprised. Grenwick was a liar, a thief and a murderer.


There was an almighty crash downstairs as the men entered the bar. Robert heard raised voices. No doubt James was taken unawares. He felt sorry for the innkeep who he had become a good friend to over the years. He had served Robert as one of his men-at-arms and fought for him at the First Battle of St Albans, but like him had gone into hiding after the defeat. James had found himself a place here in London and Robert wished the man no harm. He went to his trunk at the end of his bed and took out his sword. If this was to be his last night in this world he would go down fighting. Too long had he lived in fear, too long had it been since he had felt steel in his hand. He might not be able to kill Grenwick but he could kill some of his men, and at least that would go some way to avenging his father’s death. He knew in his heart that Grenwick was responsible.


When Robert entered the bar he had to pause to discern who was fighting whom. Many times he had heard a drunken James claim to be a master with the mace, so he could only assume that the great metal-plated club that was circling the air must belong to him. Robert judged by the blood that flecked his tunic and the brain that suddenly spattered his face that the mace had been used to crush the skull of the dead man that lay sprawled on the floor. Before James could swing it round again however, one of the men darted forwards and slashed a dagger across his face, causing him to fall backwards. Robert pounced, wielding his sword high, bringing it down in a great arching motion taking the man’s arm clean off at the elbow. Blood spurted from the wound and Robert could taste its iron tang upon his lips. Fumbling at the wound the man slumped to the floor screaming. He writhed in agony, as vomit cascaded down his mantle. Ignoring their comrade’s pleas for help, the other three men closed in towards Robert.


“There need be no more bloodshed, Robert. Lower your sword, come with us and we will spare your friend’s life,” said the man closest to Robert. He had black matted hair and a small black goatee to match.


“And what of mine? Will you spare that too?” Robert spat.


“That is not for me to decide. Take the risk, Robert, or die here by my sword.” The man raised his sword in preparation, waiting for an answer, the seconds ticking on.


“No Robert, don’t you dare!” cried James, down on the floor, panting. “You fight!”


One of the other men turned to James and kicked out at him, saying, “Shut up you old fool!” before turning back to his comrade. “Kill him now, Michael, forget what Grenwick said.”


“No!” screamed James. He wasted no time raising himself. He mustered all of his strength and swung his mace merely inches off the floor towards the shin of the man who had kicked out at him. The man yelped and tried to jump out of the way. It was too late, and the mace made contact with a sickening crunch as his ankle was smashed to pieces. Like the man with no arm he went down screaming. Michael turned to see his comrade fall, and Robert wasted no time in thrusting his sword straight into Michael’s gut.


“Oh,” was all he said before Robert twisted the blade. The room was filled with a putrid stench as the man’s bowels emptied. Disgusted, Robert pulled the blade free. Michael’s eyes rolled before he crumpled to the floor saturated in his own filth.


Robert turned to face the last man, who was barely twenty, yet with his sword raised, eager for the fight. He had been trained well. Fool, Robert thought. “Do you expect to take both of us?”


By now James was on his feet, his face a savage mess. Robert could see his cheek bone, yet he showed no signs of being deterred.


“There are more on the way, and you will die tonight, Longsword!” the boy shouted back at him.


“He’s right, Robert, you must get out of here. Take my horse. It’s out the back, go!”


“But James, what I said before-”


“I will see it done, now go; I will finish up here.” James turned to the young man and edged towards him, a look of determination on his bloody face.


Robert turned and fled from the back of the inn. The last words he heard was that of the young man’s ringing in his ears as he turned to James and said, “Time to die old man!”


Outside the inn Robert was already saddling James’s horse. Not the finest of horses, a palfrey, auburn in colour, but she would suffice. As Robert swung himself up and put his feet in the stirrups, there was a piercing cry from inside the inn. It was the young man’s voice. “Good luck, James,” Robert whispered, before racing the horse off up the street.


[image: ]


“Sir, is that?”


Grenwick turned to see Robert fleeing from the scene. “No! After him, men!” he growled.


Grenwick watched on from the high ramparts as Robert went thundering past the tower heading along the embankment towards the church of Saint Magnus and London Bridge. Grenwick’s fists balled on the stone, his knuckles white. Damn those men! I told them to take him. “Lee?”


“Yes, milord.”


“If any of the men that went to the Priory Inn survived, hang them!”


“Yes, milord.”


Grenwick made his way around the ramparts following Robert’s movement as he went, while twenty of his best men emerged out through the front gate in hot pursuit. He knew Robert would not be able to outrun them for long but if he could get across the bridge before they caught up with him then it would be no easy task to find him. He could easily lose them among the narrow streets of London. That was the problem with this city, Grenwick thought, too many places to run and hide for stinking cowards. But however long it took, Grenwick knew he’d find Robert again and when he did he would enjoy extracting the information from him that he wanted and then he would kill him himself.


“Grenwick,” a voice said from behind him, a slithery voice he knew well. He whipped around to see King Richard standing a few feet behind him, while several of his men, all of them archers, fanned out around the ramparts. He had shoulder length dark hair that did little to conceal the angered expression on his gaunt face. “I see you have successfully subdued the target?”


“Your Grace, I’m afraid he managed to evade capture; he is extremely cunning, but nothing that my men cannot deal with. I assure you he will be caught in due course.”


But the King looked thoroughly unconvinced. “Tell me Grenwick, how do you propose to do that? From where I stand it looks an awful lot like he’s about to get away.”


“I have men after him, your Grace. It is only a matter of time.”


“You will call them off,” the King demanded.


“But your Grace…?”


The King was furious. “Silence!” he cried, his cheeks turning a deep shade of puce. “You have failed me, Grenwick and you forget yourself; you are not the King! You will never question one of my orders ever again, are we clear?”


“Yes, your Grace,” Grenwick conceded.


The King turned and spoke to one of his men, who nodded and shouted out, “Archers!”


Grenwick looked around to watch King Richard’s archers as they all took an arrow from their quivers and placed it on their bows before aiming them up into the sky. He looked down from the ramparts and he saw Robert on his brown mare race along the embankment heading towards the bridge. Know this Robert, I may not have killed you, but I will kill your son.


“Shoot!” the command was given and the arrows soared into the air.


Grenwick watched as they fell with silent speed and came hailing down around the bridge. One arrow thudded into Robert’s back and as his body arched in pain another rammed into his side, puncturing his lung. For a moment he swayed there on his horse before tumbling from his saddle and within seconds he was lost to the river below.




Prologue II


Palace of Córdoba
Córdoba, Crown of Castile. January, 1492.




“Following the light of the sun, we left the Old World.”


Christopher Columbus





Christopher Columbus sat, his mind a thousand miles away. It was not the first time the Spanish monarchs had kept him waiting. Several times before had he sought an audience with them and each time he felt that they were merely toying with him. But this could be his last chance and he was adamant he would gain their support. I will be courteous and lick their arses if I must.


The King himself had invited Christopher back on this occasion and he couldn’t help but think he was getting closer to his goal. King Ferdinand II of Aragón and his wife Queen Isabella I of Castile had gone a long way to unifying their two kingdoms under one banner; España. They were swiftly rising to prominence as two of the most powerful monarchs in the world and among the richest as well. Who better to have backing my expedition than them?


For a long time Christopher and his brother had worked on the idea of travelling to the East Indies from Europe but via a westward voyage, something that had never been attempted before. The land route to Asia had become perilously dangerous since Constantinople’s fall to the Ottoman Turks. Therefore a new route was needed and Christopher was certain he had found the answer. They already had half the financial backing they needed through Italian investors, but what they really needed was royal support. Having already been turned down by King John of Portugal who believed an eastern voyage around the southern tip of Africa was possible, Christopher sent his brother Bartholomew to Henry VII of England who also turned them down while he turned his attention to the Spanish monarchy. After many discussions with the King and Queen and their advisors and some heated debates, they had previously turned him down, not once but twice, believing his estimates of how long it would take were some way off. However here he was again at the summons of the King.


The King had always seemed quite keen on the idea, although being somewhat sceptical he did see the benefits such an expedition could bring to his country. It was the Queen however who was proving a tougher nut to crack, asking difficult questions and pointing out all the possible problems that could be faced during the voyage. It was clear who wore the hose in their relationship and it certainly wasn’t the King. Christopher smiled to himself.


“My Lord, the King and Queen will see you now,” spoke a familiar voice. Christopher looked up from his seat to see Davíd, one of the King’s personal guards looking down at him. “I am to escort you personally.”


Rising from his seat Christopher nodded and replied, “Lead the way, Davíd.” He followed the guard down the long hall watching him in his yellow and red robes and linen ruff with his long spear as he tapped the butt of it on the marble floor with each step. Christopher’s eyes wandered to the walls where a great array of paintings had been displayed. Past monarchs, great battles and even, he was surprised to see, the recent victory over the Moors. As they reached the great hall the doors were guarded by two more of the King’s men. They tapped the butts of their spears on the floor and stood aside. Davíd pushed open the great wooden doors and Christopher followed him through.


As he made his way across the hall Christopher could see the King and Queen perched atop their thrones but they were not alone. They were in conversation with two men; one he recognised as the commander of the royal guard but the other he did not. Both wore armour. As he approached, the King broke off their conversation and gazed down upon him, his eyes flicking in nervous jumps. The Queen smiled, her spirits high. “Your royal Majesties, Christopher Columbus,” Davíd called as he tapped the floor.


I wish he’d stop banging that bloody spear. Christopher bowed his head in acknowledgment.


“It is good to see you again, your Majesties, and many congratulations on the splendid victory you have achieved in your Conquest of Granada.”


The King waved Davíd away with his finger but it was the Queen who replied first. “Thank you, your kind words are most welcome. Finally the Reconquista is over; however it was not us that fought so valiantly on the battlefield. Reserve your praise for the newly appointed General Córdoba here,” she said as she gave the older of the two men an admiring look. He was middle aged and had slightly greying hair but was handsome nonetheless. The General smiled back at her.


“Your Grace exaggerates,” he replied.


Christopher looked up at the King, whose face was stern. The dark hair that flowed down over his chubby cheeks did little to hide his expression. His wide eyes surveyed his finger nails seemingly disinterested in the conversation. Christopher quickly turned his attention back to the General. “Señor, I have heard so much about you and your exploits in Illora. Your reputation precedes you.”


“Please,” the General replied, turning to face him. “The victory in Illora was as much down to my squire here.” The General gave the second man a pat on the back. He was young with searching brown eyes, lightly tanned skin, shoulder length black hair and a long nose. “With some outstanding leadership and sheer bravery! Let me introduce you to-”


“Ricardo de Guadalest, our very own El Cid,” the Queen cut in.


“An honour,” said Christopher, giving another bow.


“No, the honour is mine,” Ricardo replied. “We have heard much about you and your proposed voyage west.”


“Yes, we were just telling the King and Queen, what an excellent idea we thought it was,” the General chimed in.


So that explains it. Christopher looked up at the King who was now staring blankly at the far wall. The Queen, however, still only had eyes for the General. “So modest. Did you know that it was the General himself who successfully concluded the Muslims’ surrender? He is a fluent speaker in Arabic.”


“Come now, enough,” said the King, turning to face Christopher. “We have decided to grant you permission for your proposed voyage to the East Indies and will give you our financial support, on condition that you gain us the upper hand in the spice trade. The war has cost us dearly and we need to refill our coffers.”


“I will, your Grace, thank you, your Grace.”


Before the King could say anything else the Queen spoke, apparently unaware that she had been previously interrupted. “Should you be successful, we will reward you with ten per cent of all profits. You are also to be made Admiral of the Seas, to let the world know that the Spanish mean business.”


The King shook his head, but the Queen seemed mightily pleased. It’s true she was a beautiful woman as was sung among the peasants, sitting there in all her glory, with free flowing brown hair and small pink lips; even Christopher couldn’t deny it. Yet it had always seemed on previous occasions that the King was the one showing the most support for his venture and now it appeared to be her. This was a twist in the tale. Christopher watched the Queen as her piercing dark eyes darted to the General once again. And now I know the reason why. Christopher smiled and bowed his head. “Your Majesties.”


As Christopher turned to walk away he caught the eye of the General. “Señor,” he said. “Can I tempt you to dine with me this evening? For on the morrow I will set sail and it would be an honour to share some decent food with some decent company.”


“I would be delighted,” the General replied.


For over two years now Christopher Columbus had been in discussions with the Spanish monarchy and so had spent a lot of time at their court. He had lived at the Alcazar de Córdoba, the Palace of Córdoba, during that period and he was starting to think he knew it better than he knew his own home. Oh how I miss my sweet Genoa. Still, he could not complain. He had been given fantastic lodgings, a large rectangular room, well furnished with a large table and chairs with which to entertain guests. There was a balcony draped with luxurious red silk and a view over the fertile green palace gardens. Another smaller room just off of it which contained his grand four poster bed also boasted drapes of a deep sapphire satin. They might be an odd pair but the King and Queen had seen to his every need. The service had been thoroughly excellent and the food delightful. However, on the morrow he would be heading to a new world. It was the day that he had dreamt about for years and he wasn’t going to let a little bit of home sickness spoil his moment of glory.


There was a sudden knock at the door. “Come in,” Christopher called.


It was the General who entered, a little earlier than expected but Christopher admired his punctuality. It was strange not to see him fully armoured as he usually was. He thought it fascinating how a man looked so less intimidating with normal clothes on. He wore a black shirt on top of which was a splendid green tunic trimmed with gold. He also wore plain black hose and a black leather belt with a golden buckle. As always he bore a friendly smile and he waved as he entered.


“Good evening, Señor.”


“Oh please, call me Gonzalo,” the General replied. “All this lordship nonsense, it’s enough to drive a man insane, wouldn’t you agree?”


“Well, it appears we share one thing in common,” Christopher said, returning the smile. “Please take a seat.”


The General took a seat at the table opposite Christopher and plonked a heavy bottle down on the table. “Aye and I’m hoping we share a liking for fine wine, too?”


Christopher couldn’t help but laugh. “Gonzalo my friend, as far as first impressions go, you’re dazzling me. I am liking you more and more each minute.”


“Let’s see if you agree with what you say after the night is through.” The General chuckled and helped himself to one of the goblets that sat on the table and filled it with a healthy amount of wine. He passed the goblet to Christopher before filling the other and taking a mighty swig. “So tell me, what is on the menu?”


“I have asked the servant to provide us with boiled pork and peppers, in a spiced wine sauce.”


“How delightful!” cried the General.


“And that is just the first course,” Christopher replied, causing both men to laugh again. “But before we eat, please, I must know more about your victory at Illora.”


The General stopped laughing and his smile faded. He paused for a moment and then revealed his story…


Illora, Kingdom of Granada. January 1492.


We had just captured the town of Loxa and so advanced on the town of Illora and there we laid siege. It was a strong town, well provisioned and its illustrious fortress topped a high rock that stood defiantly in the heart of a great valley. Only four leagues were there between Illora and the Moorish capital. We knew if we took this town we would have a base with which we could launch an assault on the city of Granada itself. The tall castle had long kept a watchful eye over the wide expanse of country below. It was often called the right eye of Granada.


Whilst we descended upon Illora they made every preparation that they possibly could to aid its defence. Of course the women and children were taken to the centre of the town to be kept as far away from the fighting as possible. In all of the suburbs, barricades had been put up to slow us down, and holes had been made in the buildings from which arrows and other missiles could be fired. Also, they had opened doors of communication from house to house. The Moorish commander that was in charge of Illora was one of their very best; he was courageous and ready to fight till the death.


When we arrived the King bade us make camp. We decided to divide our forces and made several encampments all around Illora, so it was completely surrounded. The King himself took a spot high upon the hill of Encinilla and from there gave his orders. He knew the stoutness of the Moor commander and knew his men were accomplished fighters and so had us dig trenches and put up palisades. The guards were also doubled and we had watchmen adorn the towers.


When we were ready I spoke to the King. For many years I had been captain of the royal guard but now I wanted to prove my true worth, here on the battlefield. I begged him let me lead the attack and to my surprise he granted my request and complimented me on my true spirit. More men like you are we in need of, he told me. After gaining the command it was my squire’s turn to talk to me. He was fifteen, too young and this was to be his first taste of battle. He had only been my squire for less than a year, before that he had been my page. But he was full of spirit and an equally adept fighter. I had trained him well. Being his first campaign and because of his youth, many of the soldiers had questioned the hardiness of his well embroidered chivalry. He wanted to prove not only to himself, but to the King and his men that he had what it takes.


So I made a decision. I split the forces, I would lead an attack from one side of the town with the Count of Cabra and his men, and Ricardo I gave the command over the Duke Infantado and his men. The Duke, like Ricardo, was in his first campaign and so offered his men forward for the assault. When the two hosts set forth it was a sight to behold. The men that surrounded me were all war veterans whose armour was dented and chipped from years of battle. The men that surrounded Ricardo were fresh with brilliant new armour and full of colour. Some of the older men laughed. But Ricardo was not deterred.


“Men,” he cried. “We have been looked down upon for our wondrous display. But I just call it jealousy. Let us show them, that though our undamaged swords may rest in decorated sheaths, we still know how to use them!” At that moment cheers erupted all around him. “Forward now, forward to the enemy and in the eyes of God we may enter this affray as unseasoned knights but we will leave it as proven cavaliers!”


The men responded with more cheers and so Ricardo led them forward into the assault. They were met with a bombardment of stones and arrows raining from above. But nothing could damage Ricardo’s resolve and on they marched and into the suburb he strolled with his sword in his hand. The battle was fierce and the men fought ferociously with Ricardo’s words still ringing in their ears. The harder they fought the more men were lost, for every house had been turned into a fortress. But after a tiring contest the Moors were driven into town.


I and the Count’s men had just succeeded in taking over another of the town’s suburbs and so met with Ricardo and the remnants of the Duke’s men in the centre of the town. I gazed upon Ricardo and his men and though they were thinned in number, covered with blood, dust and many were wounded, not a single man could doubt their prowess nor sneer at their embroidery.


Having taken the suburbs, we were mightily in control and all that was left for the taking was the castle. I ordered three batteries forward, each equipped with eight giant lombards and we let loose a storm of missiles on the fortress. The castle was in no way designed to withstand such an attack from powerful siege engines and so the damage inflicted was monstrous. The walls were smashed to pieces and the towers soon came crumbling down. Many were killed as their houses were crushed to powder. I felt almost sorry for the Moors. They were terrified, amidst the dust and the noise.


As I said, their commander was ready to fight to the death, but when he looked over his town all he saw was chaos and destruction. His people had no will to fight anymore and Granada seemed in no hurry to send them any aid. With a heavy heart he accepted defeat and surrendered.


Having fought so bravely the King let the remaining people of the town leave, taking with them all of their possessions, except of course their weapons, and they were escorted by the Duke and the Count within two leagues of Granada to the Bridge of Pinos.


But after the battle was done, it was not the King’s name on the lips of the men, for it was mine. “Gonzalo, Gonzalo, El Gran Capitán!” they cried with such passion as I have never seen. The Great Captain they called me and never have I felt as much pride as I did in that moment. In reward, the King placed the town of Illora under my command and at the Queen’s wishes promoted me to rank of general. Despite my obvious joy I could not take my mind off of one thing. The bravery and courage shown by Richard and the men I placed under his command.


“A splendid victory and a most compelling tale,” Christopher said when the General had finished.


“Aye that it was,” the General replied. “Yet it weighs heavily on my mind.”


“How so?”


“That victory didn’t really belong to me, it belonged to Richard.”


Christopher raised his eyebrows. That was the second time Gonzalo had referred to his squire as Richard. He had assumed the first time was a mere slip of the tongue, but to repeat it, that would suggest it was no accident. Christopher watched Gonzalo intently, whose gaze had dropped to the table, somewhat deep in thought. Surely he knows the name of his own squire?


“Ricardo?” Christopher suggested, somewhat interested by this.


“Sorry?” the General asked, looking up from the table.


“You called your squire Richard, but surely you meant Ricardo?”


The General looked annoyed with himself, like he had revealed something he was not supposed too. “Ah yes, well, Ricardo,” he nodded in Christopher’s direction to acknowledge his correction, “Was born an Englishman. It was from his mother that he inherited his Spanish appearance. He prefers to be called by his Christian name but we prefer to call him by its Spanish interpretation when in public.”


“To dissociate Richard from being English?” Christopher found it easier to call the squire by his true name.


“To a degree, I suppose, yes,” the General replied.


Christopher was intrigued, he could not deny it, but he did not want to push the matter. He liked the General and wasn’t going to risk offending him. “Well, his exploits certainly were heroic. You hold him in high esteem, this I can see.”


“Even at such a young age, he is one of the finest soldiers I have ever seen.” The General let out a sigh. “He deserved a knighthood after his part in that battle, but I didn’t give it to him. You see, I have come to love him like a son. If I was to knight him I fear I would lose him.”


“He has ambition, that much is clear. How did you come to meet him?”


“It was not long after the death of my first wife, almost three years into the Granada conquest. I had returned home to see to her burial and was travelling back south through the Crown of Aragón on my way to Granada when I passed through a small town called Guadalest. It was there in the town market that I saw him. He was just a mere boy of nine, but I watched as he tried to fight off three older boys who had stolen fruit from a little girl. It was something of no importance yet it caught my eye nonetheless. I saw something in him, something that reminded me of myself when I was his age. I took a liking to the boy. I bid him introduce me to his parents, but they were dead. He was in the care of an elderly couple who had found him when he was just a baby. They wanted the best for the boy and when I suggested it, they were more than happy for me to take him on as my page and train him to be a knight. So there you have it, and here we sit, six years on and the boy is now a man.”


“What happened to the boy’s parents?”


“Oh, it is a sad tale, one that I shall not utter here. Something horrible befell that family. I spoke to the old man who cared for him and he told me all about it. He has closer ties to Richard than Richard knows. Every day I refrain myself from revealing the truth of his upbringing to him, but I fear for the repercussions of what it might bring. I fear for the boy’s safety.”


Sensing the anguish in the General’s eyes Christopher refrained himself from asking about what the old man had said. “So what does your wife make of him?”


“She has always been jealous of our relationship. But if truth be told I have never loved her as I loved my first wife. I only married her at the Queen’s behest and as of yet we have no children to speak of and one doubts if we ever will. I do have a daughter from my previous marriage but Richard is the son I always wanted.”


“I know exactly what you mean. I have two sons of my own. The eldest, Diego, is twelve and I truly want the best for him. As it happens, the Queen has offered to make him a page at her court.”


“The Queen is generous.”


“She seems well taken with you, my friend,” Christopher said, smiling, hoping to lighten the General’s mood.


He half returned the smile. “My reputation among the army was rising and I think she wished to keep me close, and by marrying me to one of her ladies in waiting she would achieve that. I have served her for many years and have always been loyal. If I ever loved anyone as much as I loved my previous wife, it would be my Queen. I would die for her if I must, it is my duty. It is safe to say I have her ear, yes. My new found acclaim seems to have pleased her and she always heeds my council.”


“May I ask why you supported my venture?”


At this he did smile. “You are a brave man, Christopher, such a voyage would be perilous, but you would do it, not for power or for land but because it is something that you have dreamt of doing all your life. You would do it under the banner of a foreign King or Queen even though they are not yours to serve and you do all this for the betterment of others. I find a man’s true merit comes not with fine words but in his actions, and you —just like Richard — are willing to go and get it, no matter the risk. There are too few men like us. This is why I support your venture.”


At the General’s words Christopher was taken aback. No one had ever said such words about him and this was coming from someone he barely knew. “You speak like you know my mind, yet you do not. You are a wise man, Gonzalo, and I see why you have risen among the ranks. I thank you for your kind words and salute you for your achievements on the battlefield and wish you my best in what is to come.” Christopher raised his glass in tribute.


The General followed suite and raised his glass. “And I wish you a safe and successful voyage to the East Indies and may you face a calm sea and a steady wind.”


Both men drained their glasses.


“I will keep a keen ear out for any news,” the General continued. “But I expect a full report on your return to Spain.”


“Oh I am sure that can be arranged,” Christopher replied. “As long as you bring the wine?”


At that both men broke into spurts of laughter, which eventually died down to a silence. They sat like that for some time, both trailing their own thoughts.


It was Christopher who broke it. “I am truly inspired by your relationship with your squire. The love and bond you share for one another is quite remarkable.” He paused for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”


“Of course,” the General replied.


“Do you know the meaning of the name Richard?”


The General had not anticipated such an unusual question, and he shrugged. “I confess I do not.”


“Well, I shall inform you. It means powerful leader.”


Understanding dawned on the General’s face.


Christopher continued, saying, “You would do anything for the boy, that I can see.”


“Aye, I would.”


“Then I hope that you see it in your heart to do what you must and let the boy go. I am afraid you cannot hold him back forever. He is destined for great things and I for one will watch over his career with great interest.”


“You are right, but I cannot. I will of course, God knows I will, just not yet.”




Chapter One


Castle of Guadalest
Guadalest, Crown of Aragón. June, 1513.




“There must be a beginning of any great matter, but the continuing unto the end until it be thoroughly finished yields the true glory.”


Sir Francis Drake





When you look at your life, what do you see? It’s a broad question, is it not, but one that we all ask ourselves at least once in our lives. Often it’s in times of crisis, sometimes it’s when you feel the need for change but sometimes it’s when you can’t justify the things that have happened to you. It makes you question yourself, your life, even your faith. Does my happiness count for nothing? In times like this you may ask yourself, what have I accomplished? Can you honestly say you have done anything that has made it worthwhile? The truth is I believe I have, yet is that really the remedy for true happiness?


But please, you must forgive my rudeness, let me introduce myself. My people call me Señor Ricardo de Guadalest but to those who know me best, I am plain Sir Richard and I am the first Rois de Llaurí Baron of Alcalali. I am an Englishman, well, in part. My father was an English knight, if the rumours are to be believed but my mother was a Spaniard and I reside in her native homeland. Both my parents are dead, so I am told. I was raised by an elderly Spanish couple from as young an age as I can remember. They said they found me when I was just a small boy; I never felt they truly loved me but they raised me as well as can be expected. They sent me to page at the age of nine for the General Córdoba, who knighted me after the Battle of Cerignola in 1503. I am a knight, as I am certain my father was before me, and no doubt his father before him. It was my ambition to continue my family’s name whatever it may be and I was to find that out along with all the horrors that came with it. My life has been an adventure, to say the least.


During my time I have witnessed many things, some wonderfully good, some terribly bad. I have experienced the intimacy of a woman’s love, one wholly and entirely devoted to me. Had a child of my own and raised her to the best of my ability. I have fought in countless battles in many different places and I have served kings and honoured my vows. However despite my noble deeds and pleasantries in life, I have also lost what I held dear to me.


What does is it mean to be a just knight? Is it to be chivalrous in all that you do and be loyal to your cause, to be faithful to your brothers in arms and merciful to your enemies? To fight for a cause such as a holy crusade or to serve your king in battles abroad? Is there honour to be found fighting as a mercenary or in a special order? Is what we do all for the good and right in the eyes of God? Do we serve the weak or try to impress damsels with our shiny shields and our great war horses? There is a lot that signifies a knight. Most have wealth, power and land. Some are good and some choose to abuse their position and forsake their vows. I myself have no wealth and I have little power. I have some land, yes, but to what great purpose? It was granted to me I’ll warrant from no less than the Pope himself, a barony, and I’ve invested all the little money I had so that the people of my land might prosper, but they have not. The heavens refuse to open and the earth is left as dry as the sand in the African desert meaning the seeds won’t grow, food is scarce and the trade nearly non-existent; in fact had it not been for the local Knights of Calatrava there would have been none at all. Does this sound like the life of a great knight, one who rides to war with great prestige and prowess? Perhaps it is not. But I have done all these things that I have mentioned and dare I say it done them well, yet where has that left me? I have lost all those that I have ever loved, and more.


Yet still I stand on a field of victory and how have I come to this conclusion, I might hear you ask? Was it all worth it? The honest answer is yes. Why? Because I failed my family, no. But because despite that, I served my purpose as a true and just knight, because I took my vows and followed them accordingly and with distinction. I did what I was asked and without question. I fought with honour and did my best to protect the weak as any true knight should. So despite my own personal losses, I achieved my childhood dream, becoming the valiant knight that I was born to be. Yet something is missing, and why do I feel so hollow?


I was lucky enough to be blessed with a beautiful wife and a sparkling young daughter but they were taken from me. I remember the night it all started, like a bad dream, only one that haunts my every day thought. It was mid-June and I was on duty up at the old fort in Guadalest. It had been a wearisome day having worked the orange groves, or should I say the pathetic excuse for ones, outside the grounds of my small palace, work that had yielded no rewards and all before I started the long night shift. I had previously promised my wife I would retire from the world of war and live an honest living. I did so by trying to grow oranges, a sweet fruit that I had taken a liking to since it was introduced to me by Christopher Columbus. I had hoped they would flourish in the Spanish sun but so far the few trees that grew had withered and died. There is honour in war even more so I told my wife. But she swiftly reminded me that from a woman’s perspective there is no honour in leaving a wife and child without a husband and a father, leaving them to fend for themselves in such difficult times, and perhaps she was right. My duty was to them now.


Yet my days serving the General for King Ferdinand II had not gone unnoticed. The Pope Alexander VI had purchased the title of Duke of Gandia and its occupying lands for his son Pedro Borgia. The title was passed on through two generations of Borgias to Juan Borgia, who personally requested that I command the garrison at the local fort in Guadalest. The fort itself had long been a fortification of great strategic importance in the days of the Moors, but now it stood high upon the cliff top in the centre of the Guadalest valley, derelict and uninhabited. Juan who resided in the Ducal Palace of Gandia over ten leagues away had not wanted to see the castle fall into disrepair should ever he frequent it, and so promoted me to captain of a small but elite group of warrior knights titled the Guardians of Guadalest. Our task was simple; to guard the fort and its few possessions. It was easy money. The Borgias were rich, after all, and so it was theirs to waste and with the orange groves not producing, the gold was well needed. With that in mind and the chances of danger slim, I had no hesitation in accepting his offer. Even my wife could find no reason to object. I had good men around me, men I could trust well. I could leave the fort in their capable hands during the day and I would personally supervise at night.


This particular night I remember I was sitting atop the Penon de la Alcala, Guadalest’s famous watch tower, gazing up at the flags that fluttered above it. One was yellow and black striped and bore the red bull of the Borgia dukes and the other was a sea of blue upon which stood the Tower of Guadalest, either side of which was a key. I sat on the floor, my legs outstretched with my back to the wall and as sleep slowly seeped over me I rested my chin upon my chest and all was quiet until I heard Simon’s voice…


[image: ]


“Calm night.”


Richard rubbed sleep from his eyes before raising his head and looking over to the left to see Simon emerging from the trap door that led to the tower’s top. Simon walked towards him, clad in the solid black of their order with the guardian’s sigil trimmed in gold emblazoned on his chest. It was split into four quadrants, two red and two white. The red bore golden bulls and the white golden castles. It signified the bond formed between Gandia and Guadalest. It flickered in the torchlight and for a moment the bulls almost seemed alive to Richard as Simon approached him. He was a tall man with blond shoulder length hair and piercing green eyes. He was always quite the charmer.


“It is,” Richard replied, placing his head back against the wall, leaving Simon to take a seat beside him.


Richard and Simon were very close friends, as close as two men could be. They were both English to a certain degree. Richard was half Spanish, Simon on the other hand was born and bred in England, yet he had never confided in Richard how he had come to be in Spain. However, he was like a brother to him; he loved him and he trusted him and therefore did not wish to force the issue if Simon was unwilling to discuss it. They had shared this bond ever since the day Simon had been drafted in by the Duke two years ago. It was a move that came as a surprise to Richard, but he had no complaints. Since then, they had spent four nights a week together, keeping an eye out for an enemy that just didn’t seem to exist.


It was a fairly warm, mild early summer evening. The absence of cloud made the stars clearly visible. There was a very faint breeze blowing in from the sea coolly lapping against their faces and for a second they just basked in this small comfort as they watched the stars blazing magnificently in the night sky. It had become a regular pastime of theirs over recent weeks.


“I have no idea why the Duke wants us to guard this place. Who, on this God forsaken earth, would want to take it?” Simon blurted out, turning his head slightly towards Richard.


“Why care? He is willing to pay us fair, besides it is not for us to question the Duke’s intentions, even if they are somewhat peculiar,” Richard replied.


“This is true. I can’t deny it, yet it would be more fun if we were under siege, my old friend, would it not?”


“Aye, it would.”


Both of them chuckled, but it was short lived.


“Argh!”


A sudden cry pierced the air taking them completely by surprise. Extremely startled, Richard’s back straightened. He glanced at Simon and saw his face, lined with a mix of confusion and concern.


“What in God’s name was that?” Richard asked, returning the glare, sounding just as anxious as Simon must have felt.


“It sounded like Carlos!” Simon replied.


Richard knew the moment he heard the cry who it was, but he dare not believe it. He had heard that cry several times before on the battlefield; it was the sound of sudden death.


As if in unison both of them bolted up onto their feet and ran to the edge of the balcony. From this vantage point the whole fort was visible below them. But there was no avoiding the crumpled heap that lay splayed, limbs at awkward angles, in the centre of the courtyard. To Richard’s utter horror and dismay there was Carlos, a good man and worthy member of the Guardians of Guadalest, a look of shock on his face and an arrow protruding from his chest. What the hell is going on?


All of a sudden the night sky lit up as fiery arrows flew through the air raining down on the old fort. Richard had to squint hard but looking out over the fort ramparts beneath the orange glare he could just make out in the shadows the vague movement of several hooded figures that were rushing through the under growth leading up the hill heading towards the fort.


“Take cover!” Simon cried, pulling Richard down by his long black cloak as the arrows started to crash into the tower.


When the arrows finally stopped Richard braved a chance at crouching up slightly and lifted his head above the balcony edge to take in the damage. There were only two buildings in the fort’s courtyard, the horse stables which were ablaze and the Moorish mausoleum which was made entirely of stone and so was eerily unaffected. As for the castle many of the windows in the fort had been smashed through and an orange glow came from within. Fire had started inside the castle’s walls and it would surely spread. It was at this moment that he saw the ladders come hurtling up against the walls as the attackers attempted to climb in.


Never had the fort been under siege in all the time that Richard had been there. The last time it had been besieged was several hundred years ago. However, it was time that the Guardians of Guadalest were put to the test. They had already lost one man in Carlos. That put them down to only four guards, Richard and Simon and their Spanish counterparts, Raúl and Juan, who were already trying to put out the stable’s fire. Richard could judge by the amount of arrows and ladders that had been raised up against the wall that there must be at least twenty attackers, a small force but one much greater than their own.


“Come on, let’s go!” he called to Simon.


Simon followed him as he made a dash for the trap door that led to the tower’s top. After descending the ladder they made their way through the castle. Smoke was everywhere which made the usually easy route out to the courtyard rather more difficult. Finally they emerged through the thick wooden doors at the front of the castle and rushed down the stairs to the fort’s courtyard, the fresh air a relief to their parched lungs. Richard drew his sword and Simon followed suit unsheathing his own. Knowing they were fighting a losing battle with the fires, Raúl and Juan let the horses free and fell in behind them, also drawing their swords. Although considerably outnumbered the Guardians of Guadalest were well trained and would fight to the death. If this was to be their end then they would kill as many of these hooded bastards as they could.


“All right men, we wanted action, we’ve got it! Whatever comes over that wall, we do not back down!” Richard cried, trying to raise the morale of his men. “We are the Guardians in the Night! We will not back down!”


As he uttered the last word there was a crunch in the gravel as the first attacker landed on the courtyard surface. He wore a long black cloak and was hooded, a dark mask covered his face so he could not be seen. The only form of recognition Richard could make out was that he had a faded symbol on his chest, what appeared to be a single green leaf. He had never seen it before. Who could they be? What did they want? With a yell the man charged towards him just as two of his companions dropped over the wall and joined in the skirmish. Richard surged forward to greet him, ducking as the man swung, the blade missing his scalp by mere inches. He sliced his own sword across the shins of the man, sending him crashing to the ground, howling and writhing in agony. Rising, Richard sprinted on towards the next man. Simon had already embraced the other in single combat. More now were spilling over the wall, however, and Raúl and Juan too were entwined in the action.
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