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  Chapter one
The cauldron of hell
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The wood of the ship’s hull was coated in a layer of slime as if dredged from the depths of a putrid and forsaken cavern, a stopover on the descent to hell. The dampness clung to the walls like a thick mucus, remnants of wicked creatures slithering back into the underworld, figments of an overstimulated imagination. Francisco Butero found himself trapped in this cursed pit, impervious to prayer, clean air, daylight, or even hope. 
The voices inside his head echoed the accusations that had led to his plight, reminding him that he had brought this upon himself. He felt his skull bounce off the grimy walls of the tiny cell, the sharp sting of pain radiating through his head. He tried to move, only to find himself bound by cold, unwavering iron manacles on his wrists and ankles. The stench of his own waste permeated the small space, mixing with the putrid odour of the cramped quarters. But he was the lucky one. The one privilege he had been granted was a cell to himself, a privilege he was not allowed to forget by his neighbours.
Struggling to find some semblance of comfort, Francisco lifted his feet off the filthy floor and collapsed onto a rusted bench attached to the wall by a single hinge and chain. But even in this momentary respite, he could only cry out in despair. “What infernal cauldron have I been cast into?” he bellowed at the bars of his cell, hoping for some sort of answer or reprieve. Instead, all he received were taunts from other prisoners, their words laced with bitterness and resentment. “Now you know what it feels like,” they goaded, “there’s no one to make your meals and wash your clothes here, your lordship.” To which Francisco could only curse and swear revenge towards his tormentors and the cruel world that had cast him into this wretched place. But at least he had finally got some attention from those who controlled the keys.
The jailer sauntered in, his heavy footsteps echoing like a death knell. His face twisted in resentment at being disturbed by the noise and activity that demanded his attention, tearing him away from more enjoyable pursuits. Sickly pale skin clung to his gaunt face, a reflection of his neglectful care for himself, the prisoner and guard duties.
His scruff matched the unkempt appearance of the man behind bars, but unlike the tattered rags adorning the prisoner’s body, the jailer boasted a pair of sturdy boots and a filthy breastplate as symbols of his authority. While the imprisoned man had no protection for his head against the violent thrashing of the ship, the guard wore a morion to shield himself. While the prisoner clung to a simple chain for support, the jailer held onto his freedom and authority with a wooden club and sword.
“Release me from this hellhole!” Francisco’s hands gripped the cold metal bars of his cage with trembling fingers as he pleaded, his voice hoarse from weeks of neglect, making him sound pitiful.
A flicker of desperate hope burned in Francisco’s eyes.
“Surely I could better serve my admiral, fleet, and king if I were up on deck using my skills? If God were truly judging my supposed crimes, then I should have been thrown overboard to suffer at the mercy of sea serpents and monstrous creatures. But God, in His boundless wisdom, would surely command those beasts to spit me back out onto the deck so that I may continue to serve Him and our fleet all the way back to Spain. There, I would stand trial for my alleged crimes and let God be the ultimate judge. He would see that any perceived wrongdoing has been more than redeemed by the countless souls I have saved through my service.”
The desperation in his voice was almost palpable as he begged for mercy from both God and his captors.
The jailer threw his head back and let out a deep, bellowing laugh. He was accustomed to grasping hands protruding from the cell bars and the eloquent pleas generated by the fear of meeting one’s maker or one of the implements of discipline the jailer may bring with him. With a sarcastic sigh, he pulled up a small stool and settled down, revelling in the entertainment that would surely come from this afternoon’s interrogation. As the jailer, he held respect and power in only one area of the ship and at only one time in his life. It was over these prisoners, and he would make them pay for all those who had mocked and taunted him all his life for his lowly standing, portly body and distorted face, and take pleasure in their suffering.
He tilted his head and sneered at Francisco, who now sat humbled and cowed in his cell. “Oh, Francisco, how the mighty have fallen. Can I now refer to you by your first name since you share the stench of this jail with me?” The jailer’s smirk widened as he continued to mock his prisoner. “Were you too much of a coward to face our enemy, or perhaps you were in league with them and the devil himself? How do we know it was not your actions that brought us to this cauldron of hell as punishment for your sins?”
The jailer paused, savouring the torment he inflicted on Francisco. He leaned in close, his breath hot on Francisco’s face as he whispered cruel accusations.
“How do we know you’re not a secret heretic, seduced by the heathen queen’s beauty and lured by the hope of gaining her favour? You could have conspired to overthrow the admiral and claim the kingdom for yourself. Who knows what dark fantasies linger beneath that stern exterior of yours?” The jailer scoffed, relishing his own twisted words. “No, no one can trust a man like you. That’s why the admiral has ordered your trial as soon as this storm passes, hoping your sacrifice will appease any further occurrence of the raging tempest.”
Francisco could no longer bear to sweeten his words for this cruel man. He fell to his knees, clasping his hands together in desperate prayer.
“I swear, I am not a vessel for the devil’s work,” he pleaded. “I will only speak of breaking ranks when my words are heard by those who truly matter. I implore you not to reduce my case, which could decide whether I live or die, into mere entertainment and idle chatter for your own amusement.”
The jailer’s face cracked with laughter, and what was left of his crooked brown teeth was on rare display for Francisco’s benefit.
“You may have been a captain of the fleet once, but you are no more. Now you are the lowest of the low, a mere prisoner and I have your life in my hands. The more you respect me, the less I piss in your food.”
“Don’t debase yourself,” Francisco retorted through gritted teeth.
The jailer let out another harsh laugh. “Captains like you always rely on people like me to do their dirty work. But when your own mess is staring back at you, suddenly you’re not so brave.”
Francisco withdrew his begging hands and shifted off his sore knees onto the bench, curling up into himself with his arms wrapped tightly around his legs. It was a feeble attempt to protect what little dignity he had left.
“Can’t even give me a blanket? Don’t let your admiral put a corpse on trial.”
With a smirk, the jailer left and returned with a threadbare and ragged blanket. He shoved it through the bars, and to Francisco’s horror, it landed directly in the foul contents of the water bowl and latrine.
“Any lice are from the last prisoner, not me.” The jailer snickered.
Francisco sighed and lowered himself back to the ground, examining the blanket for any dry spots or holes that could provide some warmth. But as he lifted it to cover himself, he couldn’t help but recoil at the overwhelming stench that wafted from it. He resigned himself to the fact that there would be no comfort in this blanket, only repulsion.
“And I haven’t even been put on trial yet, let alone found guilty,” Francisco muttered bitterly.
The jailer sneered at his dirty and beaten appearance. “Make good use of this time before your trial. I could send for a priest if you wish.”
Francisco’s mind drifted towards his own ship, where he was master and commander. There, he had the protection of the crew, who vigorously protested when the admiral came to take him. If he could get back to his ship, he would have their protection, which would grant him the time to prove his innocence.
“If you’re granting requests, send for Father Pedro from my own ship,” he said with a flicker of hope.
“I’m sure for your past services, no one would deny you access to your own priest. If the weather allows, I will send a boat to your ship,” the jailer replied callously.
“God bless your kindness,” Francisco said sarcastically.
The jailer chuckled. “And so he should. He sees it so rarely.”






  
  Chapter two
The downward spiral

[image: ]

Like a ship caught in a whirlpool, Francisco was pulled deeper and deeper into a descending spiral of ill health and melancholy. His once luscious locks now clung to his pallid scalp like seaweed on a drowning man. The disorderly state of his usually well-groomed beard mirrored the disarray of his thoughts and emotions. With each passing day, the shadows under his eyes seemed to darken, revealing the true depth of his inner turmoil. In a frenzy, he clawed at his own head, desperate to break free from the suffocating grip of his inner demons. 
He repeatedly mulled over the events that precipitated his downfall, clinging to the faint hope that one more meticulous examination might yet unearth an elusive answer. His last glimpse of his beloved family on the dock was bittersweet as he eagerly boarded the ship, filled with anticipation for the voyage ahead. It was a sight unlike any other, with the grandest armada ever assembled setting sail from the port. Once out to sea, the devil seemed to force his hands up through the roof of hell, through the ocean bed and whip up the seas into the worst tempest ever seen by man. The ships of the most powerful man on earth, the king of Spain, were tossed around like a child would toss his toys around in the bath. When they were out of the storm, they got to the English Channel, where the more nimble English ships harassed them. The English sent their demonic fireships brim-full of burning tar to break up the Spanish fleet, and the heretics then attacked and defeated the forces of the Spanish crown. Their only escape route was into the North Sea. Little did they know that they sailed straight into more of the devil’s storms. The devil tossed them around so much that all they could do was huddle below deck and pray. So battered was Francisco’s ship by the time the devil released it from his grip he could not join the formation the next time the English attacked, and so began his journey to the cell. Francisco stared blankly at the ceiling, trying to order his muddled thoughts. No, nothing. Francisco slammed his fist against the wall for another retelling that did not reveal a solution.
The unyielding storm continued to rage, pummelling the ship with its relentless fury. Francisco’s thoughts tumbled in his head, mirroring the relentless ebb and flow of the waves. The despair induced by the ceaseless motion of the sea ruthlessly stripped away what little courage and hope remained within him. His stomach churned, and his soul felt weighed down by the never-ending turmoil.
Amidst his unbearable suffering, he held onto two flickering candles – his family and his faith. He could envision the radiant smile of his wife, her curls framing her face like a halo. His heart ached for his young children, chasing each other around the sunlit garden.
But the images in his mind were slowly fading, replaced by the grim reality of his jail cell. The faces of his wife and children became hazy. Their smiles turned into frowns as their garden was engulfed by darkness. He desperately clasped his hands, praying for an escape from this never-ending nightmare, longing to be back in that peaceful dreamland where his children’s laughter awoke him. But as a cold drop of water hit his face, he came to the harsh realisation that it was all just a cruel mirage.
The cramped hold was filled with the scum and filth of the fleet – petty thieves, ill-tempered sailors, rapists, cowards, and other assorted low-lives. The stench of sweat and fear hung heavy in the air, mingling with the occasional outburst or whispered plotting. The dim light filtering through the small portholes cast eerie shadows on the haggard faces of the prisoners, adding to the tense atmosphere in the hold.
The other prisoners either jeered at him, revelling in the downfall of an authority figure, or attempted to win his favour, hoping he would speak on their behalf in their case if he was found innocent in his. Francisco tried to pacify them, but he mostly kept to himself, tuning out their constant murmurs and schemes. But the main source of his torment was the jailer.
The jailer brought him a bowl of what he told him was salty soup, but it was more like a murky brew with occasional solid objects floating within. Francisco could only hope they were vegetables, but he could not be sure as the sadistic grin on the jailer’s face never wavered. “Rat or vegetable?” he would ask, holding the soup just out of reach through the bars. Francisco always answered with vegetable, hoping against hope that it was true. But the jailer would always laugh and hand over the soup while taunting him again for being wrong. If Francisco dared show any disrespect, the jailer would tip the soup onto the filthy floor of his cell and blame it on the rocking of the ship. Therefore, many a night ended in hunger until another bowl of questionable soup arrived the next day.
Francisco found himself alone once again, the creaking of the ship his constant companion. The sound reverberated through the dank jail cell as the heavy door slammed shut, sealing out all light except a mere sliver peeking through a crack. This small sliver of brightness offered little comfort to Francisco, for he knew what would come with the darkness – the rats. They would scurry and scamper around the perimeter of his cell, their sharp claws scraping against the rough floorboards. He would huddle in the corner, lifting his legs to avoid their gnawing teeth.
The rats seemed to be conspiring with each other, squeaking and chattering in their own twisted language. Francisco could not help but imagine them plotting his demise, ready to pounce and devour him like helpless prey. With so many of them infesting the ship, it wouldn’t take long for them to swarm and overwhelm him. His frail body would offer little resistance against their insatiable hunger. Each minute felt like an eternity as he waited for dawn, praying for salvation from his disease-ridden, vicious cellmates.
But the light would return eventually, and Francisco would call out for his one beacon of hope.
“Is the priest coming?”
The jailer paid no attention to him as if to display his disdain for Francisco. He vigorously mopped the constantly dirty prison floor in a rare show of diligence, perhaps to further emphasize his contempt for Francisco. 
“Is the priest coming?”
The jailer spat where he had just cleaned.
“A priest is certainly coming, but I’m not sure he is the one you want to see.”
Francisco could see the jailer did not want to talk to him, but his opportunities to gain the jailer's ear were rare, so he persisted.
“I can feel the boat’s rocking has eased these past few days. Surely it should be calm enough for the captain to send someone to fetch him?”
The jailer smirked.
“When the ship settles, your trial begins. I would pray for storms if I were you.”
“So they leave a faithful servant of the king once more to starve and rot.”
“Save your dramatics for the trial,” said the jailer. “I hear the admiral’s mood grows worse by the day. You will need all your luck and charm not to leave that room a condemned man.”
Francisco sighed and sat back on his bench once more. He decided to make the most of the light he was granted and looked back over his right shoulder to his tiny window to imagine what was happening on the deck of his ship. He only hoped his mind would remain his friend long enough to imagine some pleasant thoughts upon which he could get some sleep.

      [image: ]Francisco’s days merged into an endless blur. His life was reduced to a mere tortured existence in the dark and dismal confines of his cage. But then, the deafening clang of metal on metal shattered the tranquillity of his slumber, ripping him from unconsciousness as if by force.
His eyes snapped open as he frantically tried to orient himself in the dark and cramped space. The musty stench of rotting wood and rusted metal attacked his senses, enveloping him in its claustrophobic embrace. He could feel every inch of his body cramping from confinement, begging for release that would never come. As he steeled himself for what awaited him beyond the bars, his heart pounded against his ribcage like a wild animal desperate for freedom.
“Get up," the jailer snarled. "Your favourite priest is here. Maybe he should read you your last rites at the same time. Then we could go straight from trial to execution.”
Francisco’s head throbbed painfully as he violently shook it, desperate to clear his foggy mind and numb his ears from the persistent ringing. The sudden news of the priest’s imminent arrival jolted him back to reality, causing him to struggle against the weight of exhaustion that had settled upon him like a heavy cloak. Finally, he managed to stand up from the hard bench he had been slumped upon.
The priest appeared in his traditional monk’s habit, shrouded in darkness as if cloaked in mystery. His hood shadowed his face, adding an air of ominous authority to his presence. As he set his eyes on Francisco, he turned to the jailer and extended his finger to point at Francisco.
“This man is still a ship’s captain in the king’s fleet,” he declared. “He awaits trial and should be treated with the dignity and respect his position demands. Clean him up and dress him in a captain’s uniform so he may face his trial as a proper gentleman.”
The jailer paused and furrowed his brow.
“But if he is sentenced to drowning, we’ll lose the uniform. And if they choose to shoot him, it will be riddled with holes.”
The priest remained resolute.
“Do as I say or face eternal damnation.”
A defiant smirk crossed the jailer’s face.
“What more damnation could I face than what I already endure? My life is nothing but misery on this cursed ship.”
The priest’s stern voice cut through the air.
“I assure you, it will only worsen if you continue to defy a holy man. Now do as I say!”
Grumbling under his breath, the jailer trudged off to search among the meagre possessions on board for a suitable captain’s uniform.
The priest dragged a rickety stool from beside the jail door and positioned it before Francisco's cell. The other men trapped in nearby cells moaned and called out to him, but he gave them no attention. With a slow, gracious arch of his hands, he removed his hood to reveal the face of a handsome, fair-haired young man. His well-groomed beard was little more than a wispy gathering atop his small chin. Despite the faint lines etched into his features, he exuded an air of youthfulness that contrasted with the harshness of his surroundings. His complexion bore the telltale signs of a seasoned sailor – sun-burnt skin and a tinge of green around the edges. But something in his piercing blue eyes betrayed his true profession – he was no holy man but Francisco’s trusted lieutenant on their ship. They often referred to him as “Pedro of the San Pedro” in jest, and “go get the priest” actually meant “go get Pedro”. It wasn’t for any priestly qualities that Francisco had summoned his friend now but for his cunning and guile in times of trouble.
“What news do you have for your poor captain, Pedro? Can you work your magic and get me back to our ship? I fear if I am put on trial here on the admiral’s ship, I am doomed.”
Pedro’s head sagged.
“I wish I could bring you good news, but such was the scale of the disaster that all glints of hope were swallowed up. They hunt for scapegoats everywhere and have found a large one in you. For the storm that wrecked the Armada in the English Channel, they could say it was the devil and his work alone that cursed us. But once we were driven around the British Isles, the storms didn’t relent. It was the devil through men’s hands, and the devil reduced men to cowards. It is not the king's or his admirals' fault anymore once the devil made cowards of ship captains.”
Dejection once more smothered Francisco’s mind and complexion.
“But we stopped for repairs. I have told them repeatedly. I noted such in the ship’s log, for we needed supplies to complete the repairs,” Francisco said. He stopped to breathe, his overexcitement costing him dearly in gruel-fuelled energy.
“They took all your papers when they boarded the ship. We can prove nothing. All we have left are ill-informed eyewitnesses on the other ships who only saw you breaking formation.”
Francisco stared at the ceiling. He had been oppressed by brain fog while trapped in this dark, dank cell. He needed to think clearly if he was to win his trial.
“How long have I been here?” Francisco said.
Pedro scratched his head.
“About five weeks, give or take. Things have got much worse on the ship since you have been gone. She is a shadow of her former self. Many of the crew drowned in the storms, and the rest are either sick or injured from the battering we have taken.”
Francisco’s whole body tensed.
“Can you break me out of here? Then, we can storm the ship with the remainder of the crew. I will die in this cell the way I am treated, long before they get me to any trial.”
Pedro bowed his head.
“Unfortunately, I have been sent to tell you that your trial is supposed to be this afternoon, and I am here to prepare you for it.”
“Can you get up and speak on my behalf?” pleaded Francisco.
“Unfortunately not, for they may discover I am not a priest and then there would be two of us condemned to your fate. No, they will send someone, probably an officer, to make your case. They want to get it done quickly, for we are in the relatively sheltered waters off Scotland, whereas we will travel to the coasts of Ireland over the next couple of days, where the storms are expected to continue. I will help you run a blade across your face and button up your uniform, and then all I can offer are the blasphemous prayers of a priest impersonator. Now get to your feet. We don’t have long.”

      [image: ]As Pedro ran the blade across Francisco’s face, he felt elation at the kind touch of another human being. Pedro paused and looked upon his captain’s face, which creased into contentment where there had once been pain.
“Oh, I almost forgot.” Pedro fumbled in his pocket, searching in every corner, then emptying it and searching within its contents. Francisco scowled, for his dream had been rudely interrupted.
“There it is.” Something shiny protruded from the grip of Pedro’s fingers.
“Is that…?” Francisco said, his face turning to fascination.
“It is,” Pedro said. “Take it.”
Francisco focused on the shiny piece of metal between Pedro’s fingers.
“How did you know?”
Pedro smiled at the joy his gift brought to Francisco.
“I was searching through your papers in your cabin on the ship, and they were in one of the drawers. I wondered why you left the St. Christopher medal your wife gave you behind. You always treasured that, so I brought it to you.”
Francisco took it and sheltered it in the palm of his hand.
“She gave this to me on the dock before I left with the Armada. It was supposed to protect me and give me luck.”
“Luck appeared to have deserted you once you lost the medal.”
Francisco closed his hand and smiled at Pedro.
“No matter, I have it now. I go to the trial with a heart full of hope and St. Christopher hovering over me. How can I lose?”
Pedro thought hope was a double-edged sword but did not articulate it. He saw Francisco’s elation and decided to leave his friend with what little joy he had. 
Francisco sat and felt the razor on his face as each bristle succumbed to the blade. He saw his wife in his mind’s eye as if he was there with her, the sun blazing overhead, his children laughing. Her every freckle was visible to him as she bent in to kiss him. The blade gently caressed his face, and he revelled in his dream.






  
  Chapter three
Between two rocks

[image: ]

Francisco was dressed in a drab, scratchy captain’s uniform two sizes too big for his now lean frame. His weeks spent in jail and his diet of gruel had stripped him of both physical and mental strength and his body bulk. He was wedged between two bulging guards, their rough hands still lingering on his body as blood dripped from his nose where they had been too heavy-handed with their fists. 
His shaggy beard had been somewhat tamed, but there was no saving his wild, tangled hair that stuck out at odd angles. The most generous observation that could be made was that he looked marginally better than he did when he was confined in his cramped cell.
But Francisco had little concern for appearances, never mind his dignity. He would gladly grovel and beg anyone, be it man or deity, if it meant obtaining clemency and avoiding further punishment. His only goal was to escape from this oppressive prison.
His head still spun from the weeks of confinement. The constant noise and chaos of the jail rattled his mind. His nerves played him like a harpsichord, and he flinched at every loud noise or when his name was mentioned. “I am a captain of the fleet,” he repeated like a mantra, hoping the familiar words would bring back memories of his glory days, raising the sail of confidence up his mast of resilience before the judge began the proceedings. But there was plenty around him to suck the wind from his sails.
All around him were faces to impress, a sea of officers and priests who represented the fleet's glory and decay. The room was tense as officers of different ranks stood on one side, their tattered uniforms and hats showing the fleet's faded glory. Each face was stoic, carefully avoiding any display of emotion that could potentially label them as another scapegoat for the admiral’s failures.
On the other side stood the priests, their long habits equally worn from the journey but appearing more at ease with their humble circumstances. Rosary beads dangled from their hands as they prayed for all who would face trial that day, their eyes fixated on the ceiling as if seeking guidance from above. The murmurs of their prayers echoed softly throughout the room, adding a sense of reverence and balance amidst the heavy atmosphere. For these men of God, their concerns lay in heavenly matters, fervently hoping to discern any evils that may be revealed during the trial. Inquisition burned strongly in their native country, and they remained vigilant for any signs of blasphemy or possession by the devil. Yet, amidst their duty to uphold the teachings of the one true faith, they also sought clemency for good Catholics who may have been led astray or were victims of circumstance. With bowed heads and fervent pleas, they prayed for divine guidance in discerning between guilt and innocence.
Francisco’s chest constricted as he inhaled the damp, heavy air of the cramped room. The heat and humidity enveloped him, bringing his senses back to life after weeks of numbness from the cold of the cell. His skin prickled and tingled, overstimulated by every touch, causing him to twist and squirm. Claustrophobia clawed at him, making it difficult to focus on the imminent events unfolding before him. He wriggled between the two guards, desperately seeking a more comfortable position but finding none. Each breath felt heavy and laboured in his chest as if he were drowning in the thick air. Every inch of his being was on edge, ready for what was about to transpire.
With a sharp, crisp stride, a young man in a pressed military uniform approached and stood before Francisco. His posture was rigid, and his expression stern. A guard leaned in close and whispered in Francisco’s ear that his legal counsel had arrived. Feeling a wave of desperation wash over him, Francisco turned with pleading eyes to face the unfamiliar man. He knew it was beneath him to beg, but he hoped it would evoke some compassion from the young counsel and motivate him to fight for justice on this crucial day.
The young officer turned his head to acknowledge Francisco, but his expression was strained and tense. He rubbed the back of his neck as if trying to soothe an invisible rash and could barely manage a forced smile. He was a young officer bearing the weight of defending someone facing a court martial. He wanted to make a good impression, albeit on the admiral and the officers rather than the defendant. However, with so many seeking someone to blame for the calamity that befell the great fleet, fulfilling his duty and not causing any trouble was the best way to do so. Deep down, he knew he would rather not be involved in such a messy and high-stakes case.
At the end of the winding path of priests and officers, the major general of the fleet, Francisco Arias de Bobadilla, sat behind his imposing desk. It was adorned with intricate carvings of sea creatures and gilded with gold leaf. It was his cabin, his ship, his fleet, and every element of the room impressed that onto Francisco.
The admiral’s head was in his books. The rich smell of leather-bound books barely penetrated the musty smell of sweat and sea. There was the faint sound of quills scratching against parchment as he meticulously combed through the logs of the San Pedro, one of the most prized ships in his fleet. Each page held a piece of history, a story waiting to be uncovered. As de Bobadilla leaned forward, his brow furrowed in concentration. It was clear that he would not rest until every detail was accounted for. Francisco could only stand and wait.

      [image: ]But Francisco’s anxiousness proved a cruel mistress and banged her demands off the inside of his skull.
“Tell him to look at the entries around the beginning of August,” Francisco whispered in the ear of his legal counsel. “That will catalogue the repairs I had to make and why I had to break the line and could not continue.”
The young man looked agitated and brushed him away. “Shh, not now. We have to see which angle the admiral will approach it from.”
“I know what he is going to say!” Francisco said. "It is not like he has tried to hide his opinion of me.”
“Please control your client,” said de Bobadilla. “The captain can flaunt his disrespect for God, king, army and country, but he will respect this court.”
“Rebut him!” said Francisco.
“Please be quiet and leave me to sort this out,” the counsel told Francisco. He turned to address the admiral. “The accused will wait his turn to speak, lord.”
“Good. See that he is at least remorseful for his actions and expresses that through his silence.”
Francisco grabbed the shoulder of his counsel.
“I am not supposed to be guilty before the trial starts!”
The counsel wrenched his shoulder back.
“Control yourself, Captain Butero, or I will add assaulting an officer of the court to your charges,” said de Bobadilla. “If I do that, you will never see your jail cell again.”
Francisco juddered at this, for he knew the admiral did not mean he would set him free.
“I apologise to the counsel and the court,” Francisco blurted out. His counsel turned and scowled at him. De Bobadilla glanced over his glasses and then flicked through the diaries.
When sitting alone in his cell, Francisco’s mind had raced through endless permutations of how the trial would go. Each thought was more harrowing than the last. He imagined himself being hanged or thrown overboard, but in every scenario, he managed to put up some form of a fight. But now, standing impotently by, unable to defend himself, it felt like all his mental preparations had been for nought. His representative seemed just as eager as anyone else in the court to see him declared guilty, perhaps hoping to quickly resolve the case and preserve his reputation. Francisco’s counsel avoided eye contact with him, instead fixating on the top of de Bobadilla’s head, a symbol of power and authority that Francisco could only dream of reclaiming after this ordeal. Time seemed to stand still as he waited for the verdict to be delivered, his heart pounding and his palms slick with sweat.
The priests in the surrounding silence took to their knees, their faces serene and unreadable, their voices blending in a solemn prayer. But the officers standing behind them struggled to hide their emotions, their brows furrowed with conflicted thoughts. Some were for the captain, as they had all made mistakes for which they did not want to be held accountable. Some hoped Francisco would be a sufficient scapegoat and all their errors and misdemeanours would be swept off the deck. While the rest tried to keep their faces as steady as stone, ready to fall behind whatever judgement the admiral may make.
Francisco surveyed the faces and decided the most sympathetic were those of the priests. He tried to join in the prayers, but his bitterness at his unjust circumstances made speaking difficult. He tried to focus on the trial, but his thoughts were scattered and unfocused. Instead, he fought to control the violent twitch that overtook his right thigh.
Finally, de Bobadilla lifted his head from behind his notes and motioned for Francisco to approach. The two guards stepped forward in unison, their hands reaching back to grip a struggling Francisco. De Bobadilla’s cold gaze pierced Francisco as he stood before him, awaiting judgment.
“So what excuse do you have for placing the fleet in such jeopardy?”
Francisco’s muscles tightened and strained as he focused all his attention on his diary, searching his memory for the specific page where the details of why he had to break ranks were written. The memory of his time in jail flooded back, rendering him powerless, like a hole had been drilled into his heel, and all of his energy was seeping out. A deep flush spread across his cheeks as he blurted out, “I had to—”
“Not you, him,” said de Bobadilla as he calmly pointed his finger at Francisco’s counsel.
“He had to stop for repairs, lord. He says it is all itemised in his diary.”
De Bobadilla sighed. “I could show you the list of repairs needed on my ship, which would be almost identical. All the ships needed repairs after a storm of that ferocity. But we still had to pull into battle formation, for we were still in hostile territory. I could manage it. Why couldn’t you?”
Francisco swallowed hard. Was the question addressed to him or his counsel? The weeks of degradation in his cell robbed his mind of his sharpness. His counsel did not look back at him. Francisco opened his mouth to speak, but de Bobadilla’s head was back in his books. The moment had passed.
De Bobadilla glanced at the charges and turned his head to the counsel.
“So what took him so long to surrender when we informed him that charges would be brought against him? The report says that the captain had to fetch him from his own ship, place him under arrest, and throw him in the cells of this very ship to ensure he would turn up in this court today.”
The counsel leaned over, and Francisco whispered in his ear. The counsel pulled his face away in haste for he was unimpressed with the amount of saliva Francisco had showered upon it.
“The captain said he received your message but was caught up in the storms off Scotland. He was going to send a message asking who would take over in command in his temporary absence.”
De Bobadilla gave Francisco a hard stare and then returned to his notes.
“That says much about his attitude and state of mind, that leaving his comrades in the lurch means so little to him.”
Francisco’s face turned a deep shade of crimson as he flailed his arms furiously, desperately urging his counsel to come up with a response.
“Control your client, please,” said de Bobadilla calmly but firmly. It seems he does not realise why we are here.”
De Bobadilla heaved as he flicked through his notes, the leather-bound book worn and dog-eared from constant use. His weary eyes scanned the pages, filled with reports of battles and losses. Despite all they had been through, it was still necessary to hold these trials to maintain morale among the fleet.
His hand trembled as he read over the sentence he already knew, and he could see the weariness mirrored in the eyes of those gathered before him. The constant cycle of death had taken its toll on everyone. With a frustrated gesture, he threw down his pen with a loud clatter, the sound reverberating off the wooden walls. The atmosphere was heavy, like a storm brewing just beyond their reach. De Bobadilla longed for peace and an end to this endless battle.
“I have no time to waste on niceties nor ceremony, for this gives me no pleasure as you have served the king well in the past, and it shows because you rose through the ranks to lead a fine ship. But because of your conduct in abandoning the line at such a crucial time, I sentence you to death by hanging. The sentence will be carried out on your own ship in front of your own men at the earliest opportunity, weather permitting. I suggest you use your remaining time wisely and make your peace with God. I bid you a good day.”
“What!?” cried Francisco. “Have you not read my diaries? It is all there in front of you. How can you do this to me?”
De Bobadilla slammed the diary shut. “There is no evidence that you wrote this diary at the time or made it up later as a defence for your cowardice,” the Admiral replied. “Given our positions, you and I must set an example. But make no mistake, your actions have forced me to set this example. Who knows, I may attend your execution but try to use your last days to set an example for your men. Now take him away.”
The guards grabbed Francisco by the arms and shoulders, held him down, and marched him out.






  
  Chapter four
The last days of a condemned man
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Francisco sank to his knees, the rough ground scraping against his sallow skin, leaving raw, red indents behind. He clasped his hands together in prayer, seeking forgiveness from heaven and hoping it would trickle down into some mercy on earth. Memories flooded his mind, each a reminder of the lives he had taken in service to the king. Did God hold him accountable for these deaths? Is that why he was being punished? Why would he do so if they were killed under the king’s orders, and most of them were heathens anyway? How could God be punishing him for doing repairs to his ship? He was protecting his men, for to go to battle in that condition would have meant doom for them all and hell for him. The thoughts weighed heavily on Francisco’s soul, even though he could barely think because of the pain in his knees. 
The only response was a deafening silence that seemed to deepen the void within his soul. Should God not right any wrongs he had suffered? Francisco closed his eyes and prayed for guidance, desperate for some semblance of peace amidst the turmoil within him. But his mind just spiralled with doubt and confusion. Why would God allow such suffering and injustice?
The old, worn floorboards creaked under Francisco’s weight as he paced back and forth in his cell. The constant drip of water from the leaky ceiling echoed through the cramped space, a counterpoint to his thoughts. He squeezed the St. Christopher medal in his palm, which immediately flooded his heart with hope.
Despite his best efforts, Francisco couldn’t shake off the unease in his gut. He strained his ears, hoping for any sound that would offer a sign of hope or escape, but all he heard were the familiar sounds of the ship: the creaking boards and the distant shouts of sailors. But Francisco thought about how he served his men on his last mission and thought there was nothing wrong with his actions and that they were just making him a scapegoat for the failure of the mission. The ship remained relatively still and Francisco wrapped himself up in his blanket so illness would not take him and save the executioner a job.
The jailer returned to give Francisco his supper.
“Drip, drip, drip goes the rain, and when it stops…” The jailer held his right hand as if holding the supporting rope as the noose tightened around his neck. One last choke became peals of laughter as the jailer enjoyed his own joke. Francisco gave him a withered look. The jailer shook his head. “I’d swap a sense of humour for piety if I was in your position too. But look.”
The jailer held forth Francisco’s bowl of gruel. Francisco peered over the edge of the bowl, convinced it was a trick. But amidst the beige murkiness were three lumps. Francisco raised his eyebrow.
“Are those three lumps edible, or is this another one of your tricks?”
“Oh, good captain, am I that bad? These are placed in your lovingly prepared gruel by the admiral's order. I think, why waste good food on a dead man? But the admiral does not want to hang a skeleton. It's bad for morale, apparently. But if you ask me, if you gave the turnips to me, I’d be just fine watching a skeleton hang.”
Francisco fantasised about tearing the jailer limb from limb, but the vivid dream soon faded as it became too exhausting. He put out his hands to take the bowl and utensil.
“What are you doing?” the jailer asked. “They will never fit through the bars. Get back while I open the doors.”
Francisco stood at the back of the cell as the jailer, who never took his eyes off him, placed the bowl out of the range of the cage door and shut it quickly after himself. Francisco pounced on the food and devoured it.
“If you eat that quickly, you’ll make yourself ill,” said the jailer as he laughed and locked the cell door.
The jailer stood and watched Francisco while he ate. The ship stopped lurching from side to side, and the dripping from the ceiling of the cells somewhat dissipated. Francisco looked up from his bowl. The more settled the weather, the more unsettled Francisco became.
“When the ship goes steady, the hangman’s noose is ready,” said the jailer.
He grinned as Francisco stood by the rear wall. He stuck his face between the two bars.
“Look, you had three lumps today. I wonder what the special occasion is? Do you know?”
Francisco glared at him and sat so his food could digest properly.
“Maybe it has to do with this letter I have here?” The jailer reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “I wonder what it says?”
Francisco smirked.
“Sorry to spoil your fun, but all men locked in a cell all day have to do is talk. You can’t read. The paper is blank. You need to expand your repertoire.”
The jailer slammed his fist on the bars. “The admiral is coming for you, and you’ll hang from the masts of your ship before the week is out. Now, stand back against the wall so I can collect your bowl.”
Francisco turned and smiled to himself, for rarely could he spoil the jailer’s fun.

      [image: ]After a restless night of tossing and turning, Francisco finally drifted into a fitful slumber. However, his peaceful rest was abruptly interrupted when the jailer appeared with all the subtlety of a raging bull. The loud slam of the door against the wall jolted Francisco awake, causing his heart to race and his body to tense in fear.
“I have another letter, good captain, and the joke is upon you this time!”
He pressed his face between the bars and grinned, exposing every yellow tooth and the gaps in between. Francisco glared at him until the captain of the ship and several guards came after the jailer. This time, the captain produced a letter from his pocket.
"On behalf of the king of Spain, Admiral de Bobadilla found you guilty of cowardice and disobeying orders, endangering your men and the king's fleet. For those crimes, they sentenced you to death by hanging. They will carry this sentence out tomorrow morning. Do you have any last requests?”
Francisco turned to face the wall. He clasped his hands together to stop them from shaking. He was determined not to reward the jailer by showing his fear. Once composed, Francisco turned to face his executioners. He fixated on the captain, for he was the one who wielded authority.
“I wish you to summon my priest, Father Pedro. I need to settle my affairs with God upon this earth before I face him at the gates of heaven for my judgement.”
The Luciferian fury of the jailer turned on the captain of the ship.
“This is just a delaying tactic. His men will sail the ship further away to buy their master time, and they will pray to their demons for another storm. Hang him now and be done with it!”
The captain stuffed the letter in his inside jacket pocket and turned to leave.
“They will deny no man his opportunity to settle with God, especially a ship’s captain. If we denied him this right, what sort of example would this give to the men? No matter how valiant our further efforts, the heretics would have won. Give that man whatever he wishes for as long as he continues to pray to God. He hangs when his priest arrives.”
The jailer shook his fists and roared. Francisco took to his knees and prayed.

      [image: ]After a few days of surprisingly calm weather, the admiral’s impatience intensified, eager to swiftly carry out the sentence. Francisco’s courage faltered at the thought of Pedro not arriving. Despite the discomfort and pain in his knees from kneeling for so long, he remained on the cold, hard ground during each visit from the jailer. The jailer pulled up a small stool and peered intently through the rusted iron bars, his eyes calculating and cold. A big smirk covered his face.
“So, I reckon, from what the captain says, if you stop praying, no matter if you are still waiting for the priest, then you have made your peace with God. If you have made your peace, then we can execute you.”
“How can you tell if you cannot see me?” Francisco said without lifting his head from prayer.
“You know what? You’re right.” The jailer stood up to address the remaining inmates in the cells further into the jail. “Double rations for any man who spots this wretch not praying.”
The inmates rattled their cage doors in appreciation. Francisco laughed.
“You know what will happen, and I don’t have to be a soothsayer to predict this. They will all see me not praying and rattle their bowls for seconds. Then, you will have to approach the captain and ask him for more rations, which he will have to take from the fighting men. Then, do you know what I will do?”
“What?”
“Accuse you of trying to prevent a condemned man from settling his score with God. Do you think the captain will give you double rations when you are behind these bars?”
The jailer picked up his stool to the jeers of the prisoners and threw it at the bars of Francisco’s cage. He slammed the jail door shut after himself.

      [image: ]Francisco’s knees burned with the intensity of a thousand blazing fires in hell. They ached as if he had crawled all the way from heaven to hell and through purgatory in between. With each passing moment, Francisco had to make a choice – use his blanket to cushion his knees or wrap it around his shoulders for some meagre protection against the frigid air. But he knew that if the jailer caught him not praying, he would surely report him to the captain, and they would hang him faster than he could succumb to the bitter cold. So he continued to mutter prayers, the words becoming a dull hum as he focused all his mental energy on devising a way to escape this torturous place.
After what seemed an age, the jailer gently opened the door. Francisco sat on the floor with his hands clasped, but he had to rest his knees.
“I am still praying,” Francisco said. “I thought our Lord would like more variety in my poses.”
“You still have it, you crafty beast,” said the jailer as he grinned and shook his finger at Francisco. “They postponed your execution by a day so you could see your priest.”
Francisco raised his head from between his knees.
“At least I’ve been shown some mercy,” said Francisco. He tried to look more pathetic than he was, but he could not elicit a single ounce of sympathy from the jailer.
“When the priest finishes with you, they will set the time of your execution. What do you want for your last meal or is it my choice?”
Francisco remembered his life in Spain and what he enjoyed eating with his wife and family.
“I would love some beef and maybe some wine. But my lips are dry, and I could kill for some water.”
The jailer grinned. “I can do some water and am afraid with those types of requests the choice of dinner is mine.”
The ship suddenly juddered from side to side.
“You may have done a deal with the devil for your withered soul,” said the jailer. “He might just save you once more.”
Francisco looked around his cell to see if he could measure the ferocity of the coming storm by the shaking of his cage.
“This expedition seems to have been cursed from the start,” said Francisco. “The devil be in the wind, the waves and the sails of our enemies.”
“Your talk of your true master does not frighten me,” said the jailer. “I’ll ensure your last supper of gruel is extra watery so you don’t shit yourself on the deck before you die.”
“And here was I sitting in my rags and vomit, thinking I was at last shorn of dignity.”
“It’ll all be over soon,” said the jailer. “They’ll dispose of you quickly, for they won’t want a ship’s captain to embarrass them by begging for his life.”
"I would not give you the pleasure," Francisco said, turning his back on the jailer. He took to his knees once more to pray for redemption.






  
  Chapter five
The devil’s soup
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As the sun began to set, Francisco clasped his hands in despair, praying for a miracle. His heart raced as he anxiously awaited Pedro's arrival, who was his best hope of answering his prayers. The ship rocked violently, tossing Francisco from side to side like a rag doll. Francisco closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to steady himself amidst the rocking chaos of the sea. 
“Jailer, come tell me what is happening. Am I to die in the bowels of an English sea creature?”
But there was no response except the moans of his fellow prisoners. The ship's lurching became increasingly violent.
“Am I in another of these cursed English storms? Does the heretic queen have the ear of God or some otherworldly being? If she does, they have blessed her with the weather.”
Francisco could now clearly hear the rumbling thunder above him, and water seeped in under the jail's entrance door.
“Jailer, are you going to let me drown in here? Surely it would spoil the pleasure you would get from seeing me hang?”
Still, no one came to the door of the jail. The violence that possessed the ship was growing and threw him from wall to wall in his cell.
“Help me! Help me! I am going to drown.”
But nobody came. The relentless rush of water pounded against the prison door, shaking it in its frame and causing Francisco to grip the bars of his cell tightly. He could see the strain on the door’s hinges, each fighting to hold back the force of the wave while the water forced itself under the door. The water was now up to his knees and rising quickly. With a sinking feeling in his stomach, he resigned himself to the thought that he would die here, alone and without absolution for his sins. In desperation, he recanted all the wrongs he could remember, pleading with God for mercy even without a priest present.
Suddenly, the ship jolted to a violent halt, throwing Francisco against the iron bars of his cell. His forehead split open, blood trickling down his face as his head went numb from the impact. The ship had stopped moving, but the water continued to rise. And then, with a deafening roar, the jail door collapsed under the immense weight of the water.
As Francisco struggled to stand, he saw the hazy figure of a man approaching him through blurred vision. Was this death coming for him? His head slammed upon the bars once more, and there was blackness.

      [image: ]As consciousness slowly returned to Francisco’s body, he was met with a parched throat and the overwhelming taste of salt on his tongue. Grogginess gave way to the realisation that he was lying on sand, with waves gently lapping at his midriff. His chest and face were damp, while his back was chilled by the cold wind that howled past. He pushed himself up onto his elbows and surveyed his surroundings.
His eyes stung as grains of sand fell from them. The daylight temporarily blinded him. But as his sight returned, it revealed a cove beach littered with his comrades’ bodies. Some were still, either face up or face down, while others groaned and struggled to move, pleading for help. The relentless tide carried some in and out, their fate uncertain.
A sharp pain erupted at the back of Francisco’s head as something collided with it, causing him to cry out in agony.
“Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”
Francisco turned to see who it was.
Pedro was crouched behind him, his knees pressed firmly into the ground. He looked like a half-drowned version of himself, his usually tanned skin now a sickly pale. Francisco couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of his own appearance. He examined the surrounding area, taking in the desolate landscape and the chill in the wind. He felt a sense of unease in his stomach.
“Where do we go?” he said.
“Anywhere but here,” said Pedro. “We need to get off this beach, or we are dead men.”
Francisco looked around again and saw his fallen comrades.
“What about all of them?”
“They’re already dead,” said Pedro. “Trust me, for if you don’t, we’ll die too. Now come on.”
Francisco rose to leave but froze when he saw the body of the jailer lying face up on the shore, the waves lapping around him.
Pedro grabbed him by the underarm and hauled him up. Francisco struggled to his feet, and as he did, he realised how much of his body ached. The energy drained from his legs when Pedro let him stand free.
“Get up,” said Pedro. “If you can’t stand, you can’t run. If you can’t run, you’re dead. Now stand up.”
Pedro grabbed him once again and hauled him to his feet. He pointed to the dunes at the top of the beach.
“We’ll run over there, hide somewhere, and observe the beach,” said Pedro. "Then, we can devise a plan once we've sufficiently rested.”
Francisco coughed and nodded. “Tell me where and when.”
Pedro looked around the beach. “Now!”
They ran across the beach, or rather, Pedro ran, and Francisco stumbled after him. Francisco fell and picked himself up several times before his feet could find a firmer foothold in the sand.
“Come on, come on,” said Pedro. He tried to wave his friend onwards.
They reached the golden sands of the dunes dotted with tufts of long green grass where once more Francisco fell foul of the precarious footing. Pedro reached out from behind a bush and hauled his friend in to join him. Francisco’s heart beat so fast he thought it might beat out of his chest.
“Are you all right?” said Pedro. “I don’t want you to die on me now we have found a modicum of safety.”
“If I am going to die, then it will be in Spain rather than this godforsaken place,” said Francisco. He rested his hand on Pedro's shoulder. “Where did you come from? God granted me an angel to look after me when I found myself on the beach.”
“I am no angel,” Pedro said. "I arrived on your ship just before the storm broke. I was arguing with the captain about the terms of your execution. Then I went to the cells to see if you were all right, but the storm ripped the ship in half.”
Francisco glanced over Pedro’s shoulder to glimpse the broken ship. He gasped and stumbled back, his eyes wide with shock and disbelief. He waved to Pedro, beckoning him over to the edge of the dune. Together, they took in the sweeping view of the bay, their once proud ship now a twisted mass of wreckage on the horizon.
Its hull had been ripped open by jagged rocks, and now it lay sprawled out like a wounded beast, spilling its guts into the ocean below. Bodies, barrels, and wood and metal fragments littered the water, creating a macabre scene. Bodies floated alongside wreckage, splintered decking, and tangled rigging in a chaotic and gruesome display. On the beach, bodies lay strewn about, some being picked over by gangs of locals who descended upon them like vultures. The air was thick with the smell of blood and death, but that did not stop the looters from rifling through pockets and bags, killing any wounded survivors they came across, and taking prisoners from those still able to walk. It was a scene straight from hell itself.
“We need to get off this beach now,” said Pedro.
They both turned to run but were met by four sword points.






  
  Chapter six
A bargain with what you do not possess
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Francisco and Pedro slowly raised their heads. From the four glinting sword points pointed at their chests, their eyes climbed up four imposing figures. Standing before them were four rugged men, their beards unkempt and their hair long and wild. Layers of dirt seemed to be ingrained in their skin, making them appear as if they had been born from the earth itself. Pedro subtly gestured to his empty pockets, signalling that he held no valuables worth stealing. 
“We’ll be the judge of that,” said one of their captors. Francisco and Pedro stood barefoot in the soggy sand as their captors stripped them of anything of value. They pushed Francisco to the ground when his pockets yielded nothing but sand, shells, and a worn St. Christopher medal, all of which they cast in a puddle. Such was his manhandling that Francisco had not had the chance to feel his pockets to notice his loss. They left Pedro to stand after relieving him of a few Spanish coins.
“Where’s the ship’s gold?” the man barked.
Pedro looked confused at the man shouting but turned to help Francisco. Francisco steadied himself as he held his friend’s hand for balance, for he was still reeling from the effects of his imprisonment and being half-drowned. Once fully upright, he raised his hand to signal to Pedro that he would take care of this.
“We were prisoners on board the ship,” Francisco said in broken Irish. “We never saw the sunlight, never mind the gold.”
The Irishmen looked confused at such a fluent reply from a half-drowned foreigner. But one of them was so consumed by greed he failed to notice.
“Liar!” cried the man as he slapped Francisco with the back of his hand. “We’re going down to the beach, and if you don’t show me where the gold is, it’s a watery grave for you and your friend.”
The Irishmen waved their swords towards the beach, and the Spaniards’ hearts sank as they trudged back down the dune. 
They marched Francisco and Pedro through the bodies of their drowned comrades and to the seashore. The waves lapped around their feet as they watched the water clean off the sand. They stood mesmerised, relishing the last moment of pleasure they thought they might ever have if they could not compose a believable lie, or if not, then to side with the devil and invoke some hellish intervention. Francisco snapped to after a punch on the shoulder.
“Your ship is sinking fast. Where did you bury the gold?” the lead captor said.
The two Spaniards looked at each other. Francisco winked at his friend and turned to their captors.
“The gold is still on the ship,” he said. “We were sent ashore to get small boats to transport it off. If you help us, the king of Spain will treat you with the utmost generosity. He has more gold than he knows what to do with, coming back from the new lands across the ocean.”
The Irish looked confused.
“How do you know our tongue?”
Francisco smiled at memories from his youth.
“My father became a tutor in theology in Bilbao after he left the navy,” he said in Irish. "He was a very learned man. He used to train the Irish Jesuit priests to be sent back to Ireland to ensure the one true religion lived on. He learned Irish to speak to the priests, and I picked it up as many Irish priests stayed in our home. They told me many tales of their homeland but forgot the ones about it being so cold.”
The Irishmen looked at each other perplexed until their greed returned.
“Well, we’ll thank your father for the priests, but thank you even more for the gold. Now, we only have small fishing boats. Will they do to get the gold?” Their captors were becoming agitated, as if a lifetime opportunity may pass them by. Pedro looked flabbergasted at his friend, for he never knew of his linguistic dexterity. Francisco signalled for him to play along.
“What size of boats do you have?” Francisco said. “These chests of gold are large. We stole them from the heretic queen as we sailed around her country. We don’t want the devil to try and take his bitch’s gold back and drag you to the depths of the sea along with it.”
Their captors’ faces dropped. They turned to hide their mouths





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
country, for family

=k

For King, for






OEBPS/images/b27fa9b8-f6e2-4a08-b86e-6b01cbaa62e1.png





OEBPS/images/a7a71d45-354f-4130-a584-b2e6f382f1bc.png
CRMPD Media

Limited






OEBPS/images/8f0255f4-696b-4a94-92f0-0265e3b8d52b.png






