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Chapter One



Miguel Guillen gazed at the vast field of green sugar cane stalks with trepidation. It was hard to believe that he and just a few other men would be able to harvest the entire area in barely a week. The stalks had grown so tall over the sweltering summer, sprouting long, dagger-shaped leaves that melded together to form thick walls of vegetation that reached high over Miguel’s head. They fluttered now as they caught the sea breeze, creating a whooshing sound that roared in Miguel’s ears.
It was early October and already the worst of the summer heat was subsiding. The next few months promised to be cool and temperate, and possibly a bit rainy. This time of year meant one thing to all the labourers in the area: harvest time. And in order to harvest sugar cane, it first had to be burned. Which meant fire. Fire had always made Miguel nervous, especially when it would be the size of the blaze they would set today. All of the undergrowth had to be burned away before the cutting of the stalks could begin. Miguel had heard many times in his life that this was how it was done, and it always amazed him. How could a farmer just set his own field ablaze like that?
Miguel tried very hard to listen to everything his jefe Jose told him. He liked Jose. Jose was a firm man, like Miguel’s father had been. He spoke with a tone of voice that meant he knew what he was doing and that he was not to be questioned. There was a confidence there that Miguel couldn’t imagine having for himself. It helped to calm Miguel’s nerves, actually. He had never done this kind of work before. But if Jose thought he could do it, then he must be right.
Confidence had always been so foreign to Miguel. He had never really had much to be confident about. Most people thought he was a bit dumb. He struggled to do a lot of things that others found easy. He couldn’t tie a knot, or count very well, although he’d been told his Latin was pretty good. Miguel had tried a few times to say something clever, but it always came out wrong. He knew people thought his accent was strange, but Miguel didn’t think so. It was just how he talked. He’d been told that he sounded like he came from the mountains, or that he was, perhaps, a gitano. But he wasn’t. Miguel had been born in a small town outside Almeria, nowhere near the mountains. And he wasn’t a gypsy. Not even a little.
It didn’t help that Miguel was so tall as well. He towered over most people he met, with broad shoulders and thick upper arms that his mother had warned him frightened those who didn’t know him. It didn’t help that he’d gotten his father’s dark olive skin and thick, curly black hair. He had been teased mercilessly in his youth about looking Moorish. He’d been in more fights than he could remember. He wasn’t a Moor. He wasn’t even a morisco. His parents were Old Christians, going back as far as anyone could remember.
The teasing stopped somewhere around age twelve, when his growth spurts began and he no longer had to fight so much. But people still thought he was dumb. And with his parents being so poor, there was little chance of going to university. Too much in life just confused him.
But he could work. In the fields, where the tasks were backbreaking but simple, he had found something he was finally good at. And if the drought hadn’t ruined much of the farmable land back home, he would no doubt be working his own field by now. It was something he dreamed about.
Yet the dream would have to wait. What he and his family needed now was work, and his uncle had told him there was plenty to be found down on the coast in Salobreña during the sugar cane harvest. Miguel had never left the village before, and had never travelled on his own. He had been quite frightened to go. His father had accused him of acting like a child and stormed into the back bedroom. Then his mother had taken his head in her lap, as she had done his entire life, stroked his hair, and let him gaze into the fire while she told him he was twenty-three now, and despite what his father had told him, Miguel was ready to be a man and that he shouldn’t let anyone tell him different.
But staring at the field in front of him now, Miguel felt it had all been a mistake. Everything was just so strange, including the town itself. All the sugar cane fields were down on a flat delta that stretched on for miles, bordered by mountains to the north and the Mediterranean shoreline to the south. But right in the middle was a strange rock formation, just a small hill, that looked to Miguel like a baby mountain that was racing out of the sea to catch up with its mother deep in the Alpujarras range. The town had been built right on top of this strange hill, just a cluster of white box houses nestled at the foot of the wall that surrounded the one feature that had amazed Miguel the most – the castle.
Miguel had never seen a castle before. His mother had told him about the gorgeous, majestic palaces where wealthy aristocrats watched over great battles fought in their honour, made important decisions about their lands, and did other “noble” things. The castle of Salobreña had been built on the highest point of the rock and it could be seen from anywhere on the delta, looming down over all the farmers. Miguel wondered who the important aristocrats were that lived there and whether they were watching him right now. The thought of making a mistake while they watched was terrifying, but it did little to tamper his desire to someday go inside and see the grand dining rooms and staircases and what his mother called “opulence.”
“Once the fire is started, it will be very hard to put out until we reach the first firebreak, which is just over that ridge. So I want to make sure we reach it before sundown,” Jose said.
Miguel listened intently and behind him could hear the other men shuffling about and whispering to each other. He hadn’t met them before. But he knew they had worked with Jose many times, so they probably knew what he was going to say. Miguel was the only new person. He’d only known Jose for one day, ever since Jose had spotted him in the tavern and offered him work on the spot. Jose didn’t seem to mind about Miguel’s accent, or his skin colour, or his dumbness. He was just interested in Miguel’s ability to work. Miguel had liked him instantly.
But he wasn’t as sure about the other members of the crew. One of them seemed all right. His name was Enrique and he seemed really young to Miguel. He had light brown hair that was wild and shaggy to just below the jawline, and his face made him always look a bit confused by everything happening around him. He had a calm and gentle demeanour, as if very little in life could get him upset. There was a graceful way he moved his body that made Miguel wonder if he was educated, or from a big city like Malaga or Seville.
But it was when Enrique spoke that Miguel could tell that he wasn’t. Enrique spoke with a thick, Andalucian accent, constantly clipping the ends of his words, dropping the “s” sound, and speaking much too quickly, as if trying to spit out his thoughts in large globs. Although Miguel had grown up around people who spoke in this way, he found it difficult at times to understand Enrique. Yet Jose seemed to have no trouble at all.
It was the other man that worried Miguel the most. His name was Amparo. His face seemed etched with a permanent smirk, and he spoke in a tone that suggested everything he was telling you was a lie, and waiting to see how much of it he could get you to believe. He stared at Miguel with a twinkle in his eye, a twinkle Miguel knew from his childhood. It was the same he’d received from all the boys who had spotted his cowardice, how easy it was to make him cry to their endless amusement. The same twinkle he got before the beatings began.
Miguel hated Amparo from the moment he met him, which was just a few hours before. It had been just before dawn as the men stood about waiting for Jose to arrive. It was obvious the other men knew each other well, leaving Miguel to awkwardly fold his arms across his chest a few steps away, pretending to be interested in a bit of weeds at his feet. His instincts told him to avoid Amparo’s gaze. There was something about the way the man smiled at him that meant danger. Once, Miguel glanced up to see if Amparo was still staring. He was. And now that Miguel had noticed, this somehow meant, through the strange rules of etiquette Miguel had yet to understand, that Amparo was free to speak.
“Looks like they’re letting the moriscos back in now. There go our jobs, hombres!”
Amparo had yelled it so loud the entire delta could hear it. The other two men had chuckled a bit, but Amparo didn’t care. He laughed at his own joke enough for all of them. And it wasn’t a joyous sound like it was with most people. It was a sarcastic laugh, a taunting sort of bark that hurt Miguel’s ears.
“I’m not a morisco,” Miguel shot back.
Amparo pretended not to hear.
“You know, this town doesn’t like your kind very much, morisco. The people here might just chase you out of here one day. They’ve done it before. You better watch out.”
The sun hadn’t yet risen, so much of everyone’s face was still in shadow. Miguel was glad Amparo couldn’t see the tears in his eyes. He couldn’t help but cry. It was always how he reacted to such taunting, ever since he was little. It made him angry. How long would it be before he was finally old enough to not be teased like this? Was he not a man yet? No one else seemed to have to bear this. Why was it that there were always men like Amparo around, no matter where he went, ready to make him feel bad?
Jose had finally arrived and told the men to gather round before giving them the rules on using the water barrels that were strapped to a special saddle on the back of a donkey he’d brought.
“I’ll keep them near me if things get out of control,” Jose said. “But if you use them, you’re the one that goes back to the shoreline to refill them.”
Everyone seemed to know what Jose was talking about except Miguel, and without any other instruction the men began shuffling their way toward the edge of the field where a dusty wagon track separated it from its neighbour to the west. Along the edges of this track grew wild tufts of lavender, mint, and rosemary that filled the gusty breezes billowing up the track with their intoxicating scents.
This fragrance was soon overwhelmed by a far different odour, one that burned Miguel’s lungs and made him cough, much to the amusement of the others. Soon the entire wall of vegetation in front of him was ablaze, spitting and cracking violently, spewing out black plumes of smoke and filling the air with the scent of burning wood.
The sight startled Miguel, and he flinched. This did not go unnoticed by Amparo.
“What’s the matter, morisco?! Scared of a bit of fire?”
Amparo picked up a bit of broken cane stalk, which was black and still glowing with red embers on the end, and waved it about in Miguel’s face.
Miguel backed away. He wasn’t frightened. He just didn’t want those embers to touch his face. But Amparo took it as fear and waved the stick even closer.
Miguel instinctively batted the stick away.
“Ooooh!” Amparo said, chuckling. He had sensed Miguel getting upset, a man who never knew what to do in these situations. He didn’t want to fight Amparo. He just wanted to work.
Amparo jabbed the stick closer, glancing about to see if the other men would join in. But they seemed uninterested. It didn’t seem to dampen Amparo’s fun, however.
“Do you not have fire up in those mountains of yours, morisco?” Amparo said, waving the stick closer.
Finally, Jose came to Miguel’s rescue.
“Amparo! Get to work!” Jose yelled.
Amparo finally put the stick down and gave Miguel a devilish smile before all the men fanned out and began their work for the day.
But Miguel found it difficult to calm himself. It was all becoming too much. Would he have to endure Amparo all day? Would it ever end? He had come to Salobreña to work, not to put up with endless taunting as if he were a child again.
It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair at all.




Chapter Two



After a few days, Miguel found the work difficult, but he could handle it. His job was to walk along just ahead of the fire, gathering cane stalks that were too small to harvest, and tie them up in bunches. Then he’d set them on the ground in the direction they wanted the fire to go in, which Jose had called “coaxing” the fire along. Sometimes the wind would shift, or blow too strongly, and Jose had warned him he should always be ready to run. The fire was like a tiger, Miguel thought. Always just behind him, waiting for its chance to pounce if it got hungry. He didn’t need Jose to tell him to be ready to run. He was like that anyway.
Miguel couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hot. He had to stand so close to the fire, and there was also the heat from the midday sun, always warming his neck and making his forehead sweat. But Miguel didn’t mind that. Once the fire got going, the rest of the crew had to fan out and were far away from him for much of the day. Amparo did his same job on the far side of the fireline, while Jose and Enrique were somewhere on the other side of the flames and smoke, chopping the burned stalks with their long cutting knives, leaning over to cut as close to the ground as possible before tossing them aside to be collected later. Miguel was almost enjoying it. He only had to deal with Amparo when they met in the mornings, or when work ended for the day in the evenings. The rest of the time he was by himself.
Always by the end of the day Miguel heard the men start talking about the tavern and all the ale they would guzzle. Miguel had never been much for beer, or taverns for that matter, but the thought of drinking anything after a long hot day in the sun seemed like heaven. He soon decided to finally accept one of Jose’s invitations to join the crew after work for a night’s drinking.
But Miguel still felt a bit nervous. Going to a tavern by himself was one thing, but going with these men was wholly different. It reminded him of the times he’d been forced to accompany his father when he was ten or eleven. How he’d hated it. He’d spend hours sitting around looking for something to do while his father chattered on endlessly with the other farmers. Some of them even teased Miguel about being dumb, a teasing his father did little to defend him against. It was like his father felt free to be a different person when his mother wasn’t around. It was a darker side, a sarcastic, teasing side that brought out the worst in people, propelled by the ale. By the end, Miguel always ended up hiding in a corner, just waiting to go home.
With the day’s work finished, and the fires extinguished, Miguel followed the others up the hill and into town. He spoke little, preferring to lag far behind and be with his own thoughts, as well as wanting to avoid Amparo’s taunts. They were coming to the outskirts of town, the part of Salobreña Miguel liked best. Here, where both sides of narrow winding lanes were lined with walls of stone-built houses piled on top of one another in that typical Spanish style, was where the front stoops were covered in small pots filled with a dazzling array of flowers, herbs, and vines in every shade and colour. There were flowers and orchids Miguel had never seen before, along with bushels of rosemary, thyme, basil, and other scented herbs filling the air, now that the suffocating smoke of the day had cleared. Many houses boasted trellises cobbled together from old sugar cane stalks on which grew waterfalls of green vines that gushed down on to the street, dripping with bright orange and purple flowers that attracted many buzzing bees. Even though the sun was setting, and much of the street was already cast in long, dark shadows, the colours still shined brilliantly.
Miguel had never seen so much effort put into making a place look so beautiful; it was the prettiest street he had ever seen. It surprised him how the other men barely seemed to notice, preferring instead to crack crude jokes to each other.
They soon arrived at the tavern, which sat just a few doors away from the foot of the church’s bell tower in the El Brocal district. It was quite small, with two windows open to the street, a damp, musky odour now permeating the air. Inside, Miguel could see that the scent came from the labourers, fresh from a day’s work in the fields, who were already filling up the place, with more streaming in behind them.
Miguel felt a hand slap him hard on the shoulder.
“Feeling all right, morisco? Nervous about having your very first ale? Come on, I’ll teach you how to be a man!”
Amparo laughed loudly at his own joke and joined the throngs pushing their way into the tavern.
But Miguel didn’t follow. He found himself alone, just outside the door of the tavern, unable to go in. The thought of being inside filled him with dread. He could hear Amparo’s voice above the others, laughing too loudly as always. And soon Amparo would be drunk.
Miguel didn’t feel so thirsty anymore. He turned and walked briskly back to his rented room. The others would be sure to ask the next morning why he had left. What could he tell them? That he suddenly felt ill? Or that the work had been too much and he needed to rest? He would get teased about it. And Jose had been so nice to invite him. Miguel felt he was somehow letting him down.
Miguel walked the streets back to his room feeling a bit depressed. He remembered whenever he felt this way as a child his mother would always take him with her to the lavadero. There, he would be around the women in town, who never made fun of him. It was his own little sanctuary, free from the taunts of his father and his friends.
The idea of returning there lifted his spirits and he decided there was just enough daylight for a quick trip. He raced back to his room to change into the only other clothes he had brought, then gathered up his soiled work clothes and a brush and headed back out.
It hadn’t taken him long to find Salobreña’s lavadero. He simply needed to follow the steady stream of women walking past with basketfuls of sopping wet, freshly-washed clothes who were now returning home after a long day’s washing. He was soon making his way down a treacherous walking trail that led down the south face of the hill, just under the castle’s soaring walls. At the bottom lay a large pool of water carved from rock and fed by a spring that trickled out from the large crack of a stone above. The pool was surrounded on all sides by flat stones, set at downward angles into the water, around which several women hunched over, scrubbing away at a last few articles of clothing in the short time left before the sun would set behind the hills to the west.
The women had been chattering amongst themselves when he arrived, but their conversation stopped. They all glanced up at Miguel, taking stock of the stranger. Miguel knew it was odd for a man to come to the lavadero, and odder still one who was new to the pueblo.
Despite the attention, Miguel was feeling better already. He kneeled down in front of one of the stones, unrolled his soot-stained work clothes, and dunked them in the water. Once fully soaked, he pulled them over the stone slab and began brushing them clean.
Seeing this man work so expertly, the women began to resume their conversations. They spoke of the usual mix of internal family squabbles and gossip, just the sort of thing Miguel had listened to with his mother. It was comforting to know there was one piece of this bizarre new town that was just the same as home.
Miguel felt a soft touch on his shoulder.
“That will never work.”
Miguel looked up to catch the gaze of a young woman with long brown hair and shimmering green eyes. She seemed amused, but without any hint of nastiness.
“It won’t?” Miguel said.
“You can’t get soot out like that. Here.”
The woman reached over into her own bag and pulled a small tuft of green, leafy herbs.
“You have to rub it with these first.”
Miguel took the herbs and smelled them. They were rancid, the scent reminding him of boiled cabbage.
The woman laughed. “I wouldn’t do that. They are just for cleaning. You break them up like this.”
The woman took the herbs and crushed them with her slim, delicate fingertips. The skin of her fingers was already wrinkled and aged, pulled back from the fingernails and spots he noticed. This was all in contrast to the skin of her face, which seemed to Miguel silky smooth, like cream. He had to suppress the urge to reach out and touch it. He knew he would only make her uncomfortable.
The woman then gave the crushed herbs to Miguel and pointed to his shirt. “Now rub them in. It will help with the soot. Trust me.”
Miguel was suddenly embarrassed for the state of his shirt. He was disgusted with how it looked, how it smelled, and what she must think of a beast like him that could soil a shirt in such a way.
“Um…thank you…”
The woman returned to her own laundry while the older women just beyond glanced at each other with knowing looks. Miguel knew what they were thinking. They would probably spend the entirety of the next day gossiping about it. They would ask the woman incessantly whether she thought wedding bells were in the future.
But they weren’t. They never were. Miguel had long given up on the idea of marrying. Women didn’t find him attractive. In their eyes, he was an animal. A tall, dumb animal with little to offer but a lifetime of sweating and stammering and embarrassment. He wasn’t good-looking or smart nor did he stand any chance of his life being anything more than that of a simple labourer. What woman would find that attractive?
Miguel focused his attention again on the clothes and was amazed to find the herbs worked just as the woman had promised. Miguel said nothing more to the woman and avoided her gaze until she finally left with her mother and her aunt.
A short while later, long enough to make it look like he wasn’t just waiting for the woman to leave, Miguel packed up his things. As he passed one of the two last holdouts at the lavadero, an older woman with a black scarf tied tight around her head held out her arm to stop him.
“Her name,” the woman said while smiling, “is Francesca.”




Chapter Three



The next day Miguel found the work was getting easier. A cloud cover had rolled in off the sea overnight, hanging low and grey, which gave everyone a bit of relief from the hot sun. Jose had said that morning he was worried it would rain. If the cane got too wet, they wouldn’t be able to keep the fires going and it would delay everything.
But Miguel wasn’t worried about that. He was mostly thankful no one had seemed interested in why he wasn’t at the tavern that night. They all seemed a bit more tired today than usual, even Amparo. Miguel was happy to let the matter go.
Again, that evening he was invited back to the tavern. This time Miguel mentioned he was feeling ill and quickly returned to his room to change his clothes once again and bring his dirty work clothes to the lavadero. He told himself it wasn’t because of Francesca. It had nothing to do with her. She probably wouldn’t even be there. No, he had enjoyed working that day in clean work clothes. That was all. Besides, he wanted to know more about those herbs she had given him. His mother might be interested in knowing what they were. That was all.
Miguel arrived at the lavadero to find Francesca and her mother there again and he couldn’t help but feel a bit of relief. Francesca saw him and smiled. The other women exchanged looks, but Miguel ignored this, and kneeled in front of one of the slabs next to Francesca, setting about the important task of cleaning his clothes and nothing more.
“Would you like some more of these? You can have as much as you want. We just pick it off the hillside up near the castle.”
That was when Miguel let himself look at her. He couldn’t help but smile. It felt like a grin. A big stupid grin that he worked to tame as he took the herbs. But he couldn’t help it. He was too nervous. It was everything he could do to keep his hand from shaking.
Over the next hour he learned a lot about Francesca. How she lived in a house just below the castle on the far side with her parents, who were both tanners. Miguel didn’t know much about tanneries other than they usually smelled quite bad and thus were always located on the outskirts of town. Francesca said she had lived in Salobreña her whole life. To her, Miguel’s village in Almeria seemed exotic. She asked him about life there and how different it was. Miguel had never considered his village as exotic. It had always seemed plain and ordinary to him. It wasn’t like Salobreña, which Francesca found funny for some reason.
Every day after that Miguel returned to the lavadero where he just happened to encounter Francesca. She always came with her mother, who always seemed to have a lot of laundry to do. But it didn’t distract her from being suspicious of Miguel. Francesca’s mother always seemed to give him disapproving side glances when he began speaking to her daughter. Miguel couldn’t help but notice how she was always hurrying her daughter to finish up so they could go. But it didn’t bother him too much. He was used to it. A few minutes with Francesca was worth it.
It was nearly a week later when Miguel showed up to work that he noticed Amparo staring at him. His smirk was intense that day, and he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Miguel even for a second.
“We’re going to push the fire south today. I want to get the rest of that cane along the fence. Then we’ll work our way toward the corner,” Jose announced in that hour before sunrise. “I want to watch out for that fallow field across the road,” he went on. “It’s all weeds over there, so we need to keep the embers from getting away from us.”
The men grunted in acknowledgement and soon took their places. By now, they each knew their jobs well and needed little communication among them, which was why it was so odd when Amparo came up behind Miguel that day.
“You’ve been having a bit of fun, haven’t you, morisco?”
“What?” Miguel said.
“Down at the lavadero. The rumour is that there’s a lady down there you’ve been seeing, but are too cowardly to court. Is that true?”
“No there isn’t,” Miguel said, frightened.
“Do I hear wedding bells? Eh, morisco? Hoping she’ll marry you someday?”
Miguel could say nothing. He felt his heart begin to race and tears welled in his eyes. How he wished he could remain calm. Why was it that he had to react this way every time someone confronted him? Why couldn’t he stay relaxed like he saw others do? Why did he always reveal everything about himself to men like Amparo? It was like he had no defences at all.
“What do you think she’ll see in you, eh? What have you got to offer, a big dumb bellaco like you?”
“I don’t want to marry anybody.”
“Come on, admit it,” Amparo said. “You want to marry her. She’s beautiful, from what I’ve heard. Francesca, is that her name?”
Miguel could feel the hotness on his cheeks. Amparo wasn’t worthy of speaking her name through that vile mouth of his, so full of crooked teeth and malice, which now smiled back at him.
“She’s too beautiful for you, morisco. And too Catholic, from what I’ve heard. You shouldn’t even be speaking to a woman like that. Won’t be long before she realises what you really are.”
“I don’t want to marry her!” Miguel shouted. He hated that he sounded like a child.
“Amparo!” Jose shouted from behind them. “Amparo, get to work! Now!”
“Liar!” Amparo said, shooting the word from his mouth into Miguel’s chest as if fired from a harquebus.
It took Miguel most of the rest of the day to calm down. Much of the morning was spent seething in anger at Amparo’s words and demeanour. What business was it of his? Why couldn’t Amparo just leave him alone?
It was a few hours later, while the men were taking a short break, that Enrique leaned over to Miguel when no one else was looking.
“Don’t worry,” Enrique said, surprising Miguel. “He does that to everybody. Can’t let him get to you. He’s not worth it.”
Before Miguel could respond, Enrique was out of earshot once again, sitting away from the group and focusing on his meagre lunch. Enrique was a bit strange to Miguel, but it was nice to know someone else understood.
By early afternoon Miguel realised that one reason he was so angry was that he knew Amparo was right. There was no way a woman like Francesca would ever be interested in him beyond an occasional chat at the lavadero. He was foolish to hope for anything more than that and scolded himself, yet it sounded more like his father’s voice in his head. He briefly wondered if he could move to Salobreña, and perhaps spend the rest of his life having short chats just before sunset while doing laundry. He could be happy with that. It was really all he deserved and all he could hope for.
The next day, Miguel gathered his clothes in a sack and went to the lavadero as usual. Although this time he was a bit apprehensive. With Amparo now knowing what was happening, it spoiled things somehow. Amparo’s voice still rang in his head. “Won’t be long before she realises what you really are.”
Miguel promised himself not to hope for anything. He just wanted to clean his clothes.
As he came down the trail, Francesca was there as usual. Both her mother and her aunt were with her this time and the lavadero was unusually busy for being so close to sunset. The days had been getting shorter, which meant over the past few weeks there had been less and less time to talk before darkness forced them home. But even a few minutes was worth it, and Miguel went down to the rock pool as usual.
Once there, however, Miguel could sense a change in the air. Instead of looking up and giving him a little smile of acknowledgement as she always did, Francesca avoided his hopeful stare. He found a scrubbing stone just near her and set up his clothes, constantly glancing up, hoping to catch her gaze.
But she avoided him. She pursed her lips and stared at the ground, as if angry at the pebbles she sat on. The glances Miguel did get were from her mother and her aunt, who made little attempt to hide their contempt for him.
“H…hi, Francesca.” It was a bold move by Miguel to attempt to start a conversation. He’d never done it before. But there were only minutes left before they’d have to leave and it was obvious her mother was already packing up their things. It would be his only contact with Francesca for a whole day. He lived for these moments. He couldn’t let this pass without doing anything.
Francesca briefly looked at him, flashed him a forced smile, and began helping her mother to pack up.
“Is something wrong?” Miguel asked. He realised the rest of the women at the lavadero had gone quiet. None of them looked at him.
“I’m sorry, Miguel. But I can’t speak to you anymore,” Francesca said.
“What?”
Francesca’s mother glared at him. “We will be doing our laundry in the morning from now on. I would appreciate it if you left my daughter in peace.”
“What’s wrong? I don’t understand…”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Francesca said, finally looking at him. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”
“Tell you what?”
“I’m a good Catholic girl, Miguel. I can forgive a lot. But…” Francesca couldn’t finish her sentence.
Francesca’s mother stuffed the last of their laundry into their basket and stood up, pulling Francesca to her feet as well.
“We don’t associate with moriscos. We are a good Catholic family. Perhaps you should go back to where you came from and leave us in peace,” her mother said.
The others at the lavadero were silent as Francesca and her family hurried away.
“But I’m not…I’m not…” Miguel said. But there was no one around who believed him.




Chapter Four



The next morning, Miguel didn’t notice the cold. He didn’t notice how his clothes were still unwashed from the night before. He didn’t hear what Jose told them about the fire, or where it was supposed to go.
He was waiting. Waiting to clear the air with Amparo. Waiting to see if he would have the strength to have the confrontation he knew he had to have. He hadn’t slept the night before, his anger seething through his entire body. It had been a long night as he played through every possible way this morning could go. In some scenarios, Amparo would apologise profusely for having been so horrible to him. In others, Amparo would delight in his success until Miguel threatened him and he would back down. In others, they would go to Francesca’s house, Amparo would explain what happened, and all would be well.
Jose signalled it was time to go to work and Miguel made little effort to conceal his desire to follow Amparo.
Amparo noticed straight away. “What is it, morisco? How did things go with Francesca?”
“Did you speak to her?” Miguel asked, tears already brimming in his eyes. He didn’t care anymore.
“I know her mother. She was very interested to know about your…leanings…”
The smirk was back on Amparo’s face. He was enjoying this immensely. In Amparo’s mind, he had won. He had humiliated Miguel. And now he fed off it like a stray cat off a freshly-caught mouse.
“Besides, you said you didn’t want to marry her. You said you weren’t in love with her. So what do you care?” Amparo said.
The rage inside Miguel came bubbling up. He wasn’t sure where it came from. But he couldn’t stand to look at that smirk for one moment longer. That long, misshapen nose, those crooked eyes, the way Amparo leaned back on his left foot all the time, the way his thinning hair grew too long in his face and flopped about in front of his eyes in that mocking fashion. That voice. That giggle. It was all too much.
Miguel hadn’t realised he’d punched Amparo until the pain rattled through his knuckles and Amparo was already falling to the ground.
He heard a loud yelp from Jose and the next thing he knew, Jose was holding him back. Amparo popped back up from the weeds, touching his left cheek bone.
“I’m suing you, morisco! You can bet on that! A hundred ducats! A thousand! You attacked me! Everyone saw it!” Amparo screamed.
Despite the chaos, Miguel felt a sense of calm. He knew that later he would regret what he’d done. But for just a moment, there was something he’d never felt before – power. Amparo had been unable to stop him. Miguel had just done it. And now Amparo looked at him with frightened eyes, backing away. Gone was the smirk, the sarcastic tone, the mocking. Now it was just fear. And in fear, Miguel realised in that moment, was power.
“Everyone calm down!” Jose shouted. “Whatever this is about, save it until after work. Do both of you understand me?”
Miguel found he was already calm. Amparo shook off Roberto’s attempt to hold him back as well and was already marching his way across the field to the other side of the fire that was about to be set.
“You,” Jose said, pointing his finger in Miguel’s face. “You stay on this side of the fire. I don’t want you going near him today.”
Miguel nodded. He felt numb at the moment and he couldn’t figure out if he should be worried. No, not numb. Relieved. He could finally look Amparo in the eye now without being intimidated, and it washed away his helplessness.
After that, Miguel found it easy to return to his work and go on with the day as if nothing had happened.
It was later that afternoon, exactly what time Miguel didn’t know. He was staring up at the tops of the cane stalks, the blue azure sky just beyond, occasionally waving like water as billows of smoke passed by high overhead. Miguel knew the fire was getting close, but he couldn’t move. He was seated on a batch of stalks that had been pushed over, but not cut. His knees pulled up tight against his chest, his face streaming with tears, his heart feeling as though it would leap out of his chest.
Miguel could hear the cracking cane from the footsteps of someone walking toward him. It was Jose, no doubt. Wondering why the fireline had been allowed to drift so far to the south. It had been Miguel’s job to keep it on track. But he hadn’t bothered with it in nearly half an hour. Soon the fire would be raging out of control, with all the men shouting and racing through the stalks to catch up with it, trying desperately to cut a firebreak before it could spread too far.
All of it would be Miguel’s fault. He would lose his job, probably. Jose would be angry with him. He would get a good scolding and told to leave the field, never to return. The scene played out in his mind over and over, and it saddened him. He liked Jose. He respected the man. He hadn’t meant to disappoint him. But what could he do?
“Miguel!” he heard Jose bark from across the small clearing that had been formed by the bent-over cane. “Where have you been? The fire is drifting to the south. If you don’t…”
That’s when Jose saw it. Just a few strides away from where Miguel had balled himself up. There were stalks of cane dripping with blood, on top of which lay Amparo’s body. He was lying flat on his back, gawking up at the sky with a look of shock and horror that had yet to fade. His arms outstretched, his legs splayed, as if he’d been thrown backward with some great force.
Then there was the knife. It had been stuck deep in his chest, nearly up to the handle. It was a rusty old cane knife, the type with the little hook at the end. Knives like that could be found everywhere in these fields. They were always getting lost in the carpet of cane leaves scattered about during the harvest. This one had probably been here for years, by the looks of it. Its wooden handle was nearly black from mould and was rotted to the point that there was little left of it. Miguel couldn’t help but think that Amparo’s body would soon look like that, and the thought nearly made him ill.
Miguel tried not to look at Jose. He so desperately wanted to say something, anything. But his strength had completely left him. He desperately wished to be back home with his mother, crying into her lap as he did as a child, feeling her stroke his hair, singing him a little song to make him feel better while he stared at the fire in their hearth.
It seemed to take Jose a moment to contemplate what he was seeing. He even moved up to Amparo’s face, calling his name, as if Amparo would suddenly spring to his feet.
But the colour was already draining from Amparo’s face. There was so much blood on the ground below him. It was obvious he was gone.
“Enrique!” Jose called. “Enrique!!”
Enrique shouted at him, too far away to know what was happening.
“Contain the north side of the fireline! Douse it if you have to!!”
“Yes, sir!”
Jose glanced around with a worried expression. “We have to get this fire out…”             
Then Jose jumped to his feet and started toward the southern border, where the wind was whipping the flames into a frenzy. He stopped as he passed Miguel, glaring at him, the whites of his eyes gleaming out from behind his blackened face.
“You…you stay right here,” Jose said. There was disgust in his tone. Rage.
Jose marched off through the cane to contain the fire and Miguel considered leaping to his feet and running. He didn’t care where. Anything to be out of this horrifying place. He would just run down to the beach and keep going. Miguel had always been a good runner. No one on this crew would be able to catch him. He could just run and run until he’d make it all the way back home. Or even further. Perhaps to France. Or even England. Somewhere where nobody knew him or knew of what had happened here today. Maybe he would even forget about it himself.
But Jose had told him to stay. And so Miguel remained, just as he was told.




Chapter Five



A week later, Miguel just wanted to go home. He wasn’t sleeping any more. He never knew whether it was day or night in the cramped, windowless cell they had put him in.
Miguel had found it funny at first. He had always wanted to visit the castle and now here he was living in it. But once inside, he found it wasn’t what he’d thought it was at all. He’d been told the castle was once a palace when the Moors lived here. But after the Catholic monarchs had taken it back, an army garrison was stationed to watch over the coastline for pirates. Any sign of “opulence” that had once been here had long ago been pillaged, and the inside was about as fancy as a horse stable. Room after room was filled with barrels of gunpowder, loose cannonballs, or crates of rotting vegetables. It wasn’t like a real castle at all.
They had come for him the morning after Amparo was killed. Two men, both well-armed and claiming to be hired by the town council, had arrived at his little room at the inn. With very little warning they pulled him from his bed, clasped him in irons, and dragged him through the streets of Salobreña up to the castle. They had not taken the most direct route, and Miguel found himself being dragged down many of Salobreña’s windy little lanes as if to advertise that the killer had been caught. Word had spread before it was over, and by the time he’d reached the castle gates a crowd had formed, hissing and spitting at him, some throwing rotten fruit and chanting “murderer.” Miguel had never been so frightened in his life.
They’d brought him here, in the bowels of the castle, and into the worst room of all. It was a level just below the reception hall, a storeroom, he’d been told. Empty, soulless, with nothing but stone on the floor, walls, and ceiling, with a single locked door in the far corner, behind which lay the staircase leading back up to the reception hall. In the other corner, iron bars had been installed to turn the back half into a jail, used by Salobreña on those rare occasions when they saw fit to lock up suspected criminals. Soldiers were hired as jailers to look after them.
But the soldiers here had no interest in looking after Miguel. They just wanted money. They robbed him of anything valuable they could find, and rarely could be bothered to feed him. He was always so hungry. But Miguel could deal with that. He could even stand the cold. With no window to let in the sun, the hard stone floor, made of jagged stones and rough mortar, were never warm and stung his skin with their cold. He never knew whether it was day or night.
What Miguel struggled with was the cruelty. Those late nights when, during a long tedious shift, the soldiers would come in and rattle sticks across the bars to wake him, or poke at him through the bars. Twice now they had actually come in and beaten him, just to amuse themselves. And he never knew when it was going to happen next.
That’s why he was so startled when he heard the door to the storeroom squeak. Miguel had balled up his body in the far corner, resting but not sleeping. He flinched when he saw the faces of two soldiers who entered. It was another beating, he knew it. He hoped they didn’t sense his fear. It might prolong things.
But this time they had brought a visitor. An older man, somewhere in his fifties, with a kind face and greying hair, thin on top, but still long and thick in the back as it spilled over his shoulders. He wore a sleeveless leather jacket that exposed the green sleeves of the shirt he wore underneath. His simple black breeches were tucked into cowhide boots that were covered in dust and grime, suggesting he’d just come from a long journey.
“Get up, morisco!” the soldier cried. Miguel scrambled to his feet, but the room spun and he had to grab the bars of his cell to keep from falling over. He hadn’t stood much in the week since they’d brought him here. His cell was barely one stride wide, not even long enough for him to lay down flat.
The old man held up his hand to the soldier. “Thank you, Señor Tenorio. That will be quite enough.”
Miguel was surprised. The man had called the soldier Señor and had used his Christian name. No one ever called the soldiers by their Christian name, not even their commander. And the way Jean, as Miguel knew him, had backed off at this man’s command was impressive. Jean was one of the most vicious of all the soldiers. His beatings were especially harsh, no matter how many times the governor of the garrison had ordered him to stay away
But for this new stranger in the room, he backed away as ordered.
“Miguel Guillen?” the old man asked in a warm tone.
Miguel didn’t trust it. He said nothing.
“I am Domingo Armada, a constable of the Holy Brotherhood of Granada. Do you know what that is?”
Miguel had heard stories of the Brotherhood. Everyone had. Companies of devout soldiers, easily identified from the long green sleeves of their shirts, who policed the lawless countryside to guard against the scourge of bandits and outlaws that haunted many of Spain’s major roadways. They were notorious for meting out swift justice to lawbreakers, usually in the form of cutting off hands, feet, or hanging. They were also known for their corruption and the crippling taxes they charged the peasants in their local municipalities. Their reputation made them feared by everyone from a young age.
“You’re here to hang me,” Miguel said.
“I have come only to serve justice.”
Miguel could sense no patronising tone in the man’s voice. No sarcasm. It was the first time in a week that anyone had been kind to Miguel. He so desperately wanted to believe this man was genuine.
“You must be famished. Here.”
Armada reached into his pocket and pulled out a small loaf of fresh bread, still steaming in the damp air. The smell hit Miguel’s nose and he could hardly contain his excitement. For just a bite of that bread, just one bite, he would do almost anything.
Much to his delight, Armada handed it all to Miguel, who snatched it away and tore into it.
“It is truly the bitter bread of hostile fate,” Armada said with a slight smile.
Miguel stared back in confusion.
“It’s a quote. From the theatre. A play by a very wise man named Pedro Calderón. Have you been to the theatre?”
Miguel stood with his back against the back wall, stuffing the bread into his mouth before this strange man could take it back.
The smile faded from Armada’s face, replaced with one of concentration. “No, I suppose not. Anyway, I’m curious. Can you tell me about the day Amparo Rodriguez was killed? What do you remember?”
Miguel focused on the bread, trying to push away the memories of that horrific day. He had spent all of his time here doing little else, which was difficult during the long, cold nights when there was nothing to do. He yearned to remember, going every each and every detail, each splatter of blood, every gurgle Amparo made as he lay dying.
But Miguel had so far managed to keep those memories at bay, like the little mice his mother was always chasing out of the kitchen with her straw broom. They surged against his consciousness, fighting to get in, but he wouldn’t let them. He didn’t want to ever think of what happened that day again.
“I…I don’t remember…” Miguel said.
“I ask that you try, Miguel. It’s important.”
“I don’t remember!” Miguel shouted.
“Alright,” Armada said calmly. “Let’s start with an easier question. What brought you to Salobreña? You were not born here, were you?”
Armada seemed in no hurry to get the answers he needed. He had a relaxed, easy-going manner that Miguel liked.
“Work,” Miguel said. “I had to find work. My uncle said the farmers here are always looking for labourers during the cane harvest. And it wasn’t that far.”
“Did you know anyone here before you came?”
“No.”
“And how did you find the people of this new pueblo? Did you like them?”
“Yes.”
“Even Amparo Rodriguez?”
Miguel stared at the floor. “Yes.”
“Would you consider him a friend?”
“Yes. They were all my friends.” Miguel knew he should be looking Armada square in the eye to say that. But he couldn’t. He didn’t want Armada to see his tears. He was so nervous that he couldn’t stop shaking.
“Really? From what I’ve been told so far, Amparo was quite an abrasive man,” Armada said. “Cruel to everyone. Constantly provoking others into fights and such. He even accused you of being a morisco. And yet, you were friends with him?”
Miguel felt trapped. He wished Jose were there to tell him what to do. The warm trail of a tear made its way down his left cheek and Miguel turned away to wipe it away so the man couldn’t see. He could hear his father’s scolding voice in his head so clearly, accusing him of being a liar and behaving like a baby.
“What about this Francesca? Jose mentioned her in his testimony. He said Amparo may have soured you in her eyes. It’s why you attacked him, was it not?”
“Yes,” Miguel whispered.
“But that should have been it. You don’t have a violent past, Miguel. I’m betting it takes a lot to get you angry. And once you are angry, it doesn’t last long, does it? It becomes embarrassment, shame even. Is that what you felt after you hit Amparo?”
Miguel felt like this man could read his thoughts and it was making him uncomfortable. Was Armada an angel, perhaps? Or using some kind of dark magic to see into his soul? Miguel remembered that feeling a few hours after he’d hit Amparo. He’d wanted so much to beg forgiveness. From Amparo, from God, from his mother.
“The men described you as dumb, Miguel. A child in an adult body. A body that bears resemblance to someone with Moorish blood. All of which tells me you must have encountered men like Amparo before in your life. So much taunting, so many fights. You’ve endured a lot, haven’t you?”
Miguel kept his back to Armada, just to be safe. He could feel years of frustration about to pour out of him. This man understood. He understood it all. Miguel had never met someone like him before. Not even his mother knew the full extent of what he’d been through.
“But you survived it,” Armada said. “You never let it break you. You never let your anger make you bitter, or twist your morals, or use it to justify mistreating other people. You follow the law. You are loyal to your family. You don’t give in to vice. Jose considered you one of his best workers. I’ve met a lot of men with a history like yours, Miguel, and rarely do they turn out as good as you. Which is why I can’t understand what was so special about Amparo. Why kill him and never anyone else before?”
Miguel knew he should have had an answer. Armada deserved one. But Jose’s words still rang in his ears.
Say nothing, Jose had told Miguel the day after they’d imprisoned him. Not to anybody who comes in here. They will only use it against you. Only I can protect you.
So Miguel had kept silent. But it wasn’t easy. He wanted to please this man. But he wanted to follow Jose’s advice more. Jose would never let him down. Not a man like that.
“I’m sorry, Miguel. I know this is overwhelming,” Armada said. “Murder cases always are. I’ll make you a deal. Answer me just one more question and I will leave you in peace. Can you do that? It’s a very simple one, really. I promise.”
“Yes… …” Miguel said, trying to swallow his sobs.
“Who told you not to answer my questions?”
Miguel suddenly felt cold and began to shiver. He only wished he could be released from this room, just for a moment. He pictured himself running toward the ocean and diving in, swimming out as far as he could, beyond where he could see the land. And he would swim until he either reached the other side of the Mediterranean, or drowned in the attempt.
“It’s a simple question, Miguel, as I promised. Because you don’t seem the type of person to me who hides things easily. In fact, you seem like you are quite an honest person, when you aren’t being accused of murder. So why say nothing? What is motivating you?”
“I don’t know…”
“I think you do, Miguel. And I think it’s someone you trust a great deal. But you’re new to Salobreña. You said yourself you don’t know anyone. So it must be someone you’ve just met. Someone in authority. A person you respect. Someone from your work crew, perhaps? Someone like...”
The shivering wouldn’t stop. Miguel’s body shook so violently that he thought he might hurt himself. He couldn’t bear the thought of getting Jose in trouble with this man. He tried to say nothing, but his body was of his control.
“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Miguel screamed. The pressure was too much.
Armada handed Miguel another small loaf of bread just as the guard came rushing in through the squeaky door to see what was happening.
Armada held up his hand to the man to show everything was under control.
Miguel devoured the bread once again, which helped to calm his frayed nerves.
“I’m sorry, Miguel. You don’t deserve your hostile fate.”
With that, Armada turned and allowed the soldier to escort him out of the jail.
Having calmed himself, Miguel felt a surge of embarrassment and his whimpers could be heard echoing off the stone walls well into the night.




Chapter Six



Armada burst forth from the castle gates without acknowledging the soldier who let him out. There was no time for that. He could feel an episode coming on and he had no wish for the soldier to see.
Parked just outside the gates in the dying evening light was a well-used wooden cart, a two-wheel job, with a large iron cage bolted to the back for transporting prisoners. It was hitched to the back of a brown mule, who looked sullenly off toward the horizon while Armada's teenage page Lucas bolted upright due to the sudden appearance of Armada.
“How did it go, sir?” Lucas asked as Armada quickly climbed on to the cart.
Armada gave a look that said he was in no mood for conversation.
“Let’s just get back to the room.”
“Yes, sir.” Lucas glanced at Armada’s hand, which he had hidden in the folds of his cloak. Armada knew his efforts at concealing his trembling hand were futile. Lucas had seen it before, and the sun had not yet set enough to allow the dark to hide it. Yet Armada still felt compelled to try.
They crossed the main plaza without attracting too much attention and were soon at the door of the inn where they had checked in for the night. Armada leaped out of the cart while Lucas was busy stabling the mule, and raced upstairs to the rooms above.
Once inside, he closed the door behind him and dug through their provisions before finding what he needed most.
It was a small oak barrel, standing barely up to his knee, with a cork stopping a hole that had been drilled into the top. Armada grabbed his trusty glass goblet from his bag, yanked out the cork, and poured himself a glass of the brown liquid.
The smell hit his nose before it went into his mouth, telling him everything was all right now, relief was at hand. He swished the liquid in his mouth, letting it lay on the back of his tongue, savouring its sweetness, before it slid down his throat.
Seeing he was still alone, Armada removed his right hand from his cloak. The trembling had stopped, but it left the bitter taste of betrayal behind. When the episodes came on, it was as if his hand were not his own, moving all by itself. He still wasn’t sure why. These spells had begun just a few months ago. Lucas had noticed, but Armada explained it away as the symptom of a bit of bad fish he’d eaten the day before.
But they were occurring more regularly now. First there were the nightmares. Not exactly nightmares, but memories. They would flood his mind at the slightest provocation. Perhaps a noise would remind him of something, or a face that vaguely resembled one from the past. And suddenly his mind would be awash with a torrent of images and sounds from a former life, one he had thought he had buried long ago. He hadn’t gotten much sleep since then, for they haunted his dreams whenever he attempted to rest, as if the past were creeping ever closer to him, waiting to pounce from just behind his eyelids. Although many years had passed since that awful time, it still felt as though it were yesterday.
This time, it had been the smell. That room, not fit for the vilest of beast, was built as if no smell was ever allowed to escape, a musky cocktail of dampness, excrement, and death. A smell Armada knew well. His hand had begun to shake almost immediately and he was thankful Miguel had turned away from him, or avoided Armada’s gaze, for much of their conversation.
Armada stopped himself. He had to stay focused on the present. The sherry had worked its magic. Everything was back to normal. And there was a case to think about.
Armada was already through most of his first glass when Lucas entered the room.
“How is it, sir? Did the oloroso survive the trip?” Lucas asked.
“Yes, Lucas, you packed it well. Thank you.” Armada made sure to hold the glass in his right hand, to show Lucas all was well.
“And you’re feeling…better…?”
Armada’s first reaction was to be annoyed at Lucas, but he stopped himself. It wasn’t the boy’s fault for worrying. Weren’t Lucas’ own fortunes wrapped up with Armada’s? He was, after all, in Armada’s employ, and without his wages, Lucas would have nothing. The boy was still young, barely fourteen, but not as naïve as he had once been. He still refused to cut his hair in any fashionable way, preferring instead to cut it himself. It left his dead-straight, sandy brown tresses ragged on the ends, and left to grow long in front, which covered his eyes much of the time. These days, the hair covered the spectacles that Armada had bought for him last year, which the boy wore constantly except to sleep. Together with his simple tunic, hat, and belt ensemble, and sometimes a basic black coat in the winter, his appearance left little doubt as to Lucas’ farming origins.
Armada hadn’t noticed it at first, but over the years the boy had developed a keen eye for observation. It had helped with many cases, but Armada found it irritating when that eye was cast on Armada himself. Theirs was a working relationship, and as such not everything was available to share. There were things about himself that Armada simply didn’t need to tell the boy, especially when it came to his past.
“I’m fine, Lucas, of course. What we should be worried about is this case.”
“Your suspicions were right then.”
“It was hardly a surprise. Miguel Guillen couldn’t tell me anything about his motivation for killing Amparo Rodriguez. And now I’m expected to take this poor man back to Granada where they will seize all his worldly possessions and throw him in a dungeon until his case is decided, which could take months.”
“So, what are you going to do, sir?”
Armada rose so he could pace while holding his sherry glass, his preferred stance when he needed to think.
“It is the motivation that doesn’t make sense here. If Miguel is innocent, then what would motivate him to hide it from me? He knows full well the consequences of being convicted of murder. Someone like Miguel doesn’t decide to do such a thing on his own. He must have been coerced.”
“One of the other men, then?”
“Or all of them. But if it is a conspiracy…” Armada said, his voice trailing off. He took another drink of sherry. “Even the motivation of that doesn’t make sense,” he went on. “Why kill Amparo this way? They must have known it risked an investigation. Why not just abduct him one night and bury him out in a field? These men were either very sloppy, or something went very wrong. Either way, I want to know why the killer or killers felt the need to risk so much to get rid of Amparo.”
Armada was surprised to already see the bottom of his glass again. He was tempted to refill it, but knew he should save what was in the barrel. The case was already threatening to go on longer than expected and he’d only been in town a few hours. He might need to save the rest for later.
“I’m going to try and get to know the victim better tomorrow. I need to find out what kind of a man this Amparo Rodriguez was. See if anyone else besides Miguel would want to kill him,” Armada said.
“I could maybe have a look around the field where he was killed, sir. See if it all happened the way they said it did,” said Lucas.
“Absolutely not. As I have said countless times, murders are about people and understanding their motivations. So, it is the people that every murder investigation must focus on. I see no reason for you to risk your life trespassing around an empty field when there is nothing to learn there. I would appreciate it if tomorrow you focus on the duties I pay you for.”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said. “But we’re expected to return to Granada first thing tomorrow. The innkeeper told me the town council has only paid for this room for the one night. He wants us out by ten in the morning.”
Armada went to his coat and took out a handful of coins from a small coin purse in the pocket. He handed them to Lucas.
“Then give this to the man and tell him we will be staying a bit longer.”
Lucas looked over the coins. “Sir, this is five reales. That will pay for a week, at least.”
“Yes. Experience tells me my money will not be wasted,” Armada said.
“Yes, sir.”
Armada felt the need for a bit of fresh air and turned toward the window. He pushed open the wood shutters and was treated to a view that looked out over the main plaza, a large rectangular patch of bare soil in the middle of town ringed on all sides by the clay-tiled rooftops of the houses opposite. The only prominent feature was the public fountain just off to Armada’s left, which glistened in the white light of the nearly-full moon sitting low on the southern horizon. A bracing wind cooled off the night, heralding the coming of autumn when the nights would bring a chill.
Armada listened for a moment at the cacophony of crickets, toads, and squawking night birds, trying to distract himself from the memory of that face. The face, the one that so resembled Miguel’s, the one of that poor man so long ago, amongst so many others. Bruised and battered like Miguel, his blood mixing with the war paint still streaked across his cheeks, death in his eyes. Those eyes now gazed up at Armada, at the soldier now holding the pike above his head, ready to…
“Sir?”
“Yes, Lucas, what is it?” Armada shot back.
“I said do you want me to prepare the beds now?”
Armada knew it was getting late, but was in no mood to go to bed. There would be little sleep tonight. The sooner he got to bed, the longer he would have to stare up at the ceiling, listening to Lucas’ incessant snoring from the bed opposite, watching the shadows move across the back wall, his mind chewing on a case with which he had little information to work on. It would be a long night spent trying to hold the memories at bay, sometimes winning…and sometimes losing…
Sometimes, all the sherry in the world couldn’t help. And after his episode in the castle, he had little doubt this was one of those nights.
“Yes, of course Lucas. Let’s turn in early. It’s been a long day.”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said before starting work on unpacking their linens and spreading them out over the two goose-feather beds in the room. Armada just wanted everything to appear normal, in case Lucas had any doubts about his mental state that night. They both knew it was a deception, but it still helped to settle Armada’s nerves somehow.
He only hoped it would settle Lucas’ as well.




Chapter Seven



It was quite early the next morning when a knock at the door startled Armada. The sun was just peeking over the hills to the east after having spent the past two hours slowly turning the cold, black sky into a brilliant shade of deep royal blue. There were farmers on the delta who had gotten an early start on their burn, filling the air with a wispy black haze that made the light shimmer, as if all of Salobreña had been suddenly plunged underwater.
Outside the window, Armada had spent the past few hours listening to the sounds of thin leather boots scraping over the pebble-strewn soil as the farmers made their way to the fields, punctuated by the occasional braying of donkeys, and the constant jangling of the metal farm implements hooked on to their saddles. These sounds were mixed with soft conversations and occasional chuckling of labourers in no particular hurry to begin their difficult work for the day.
Lucas, of course, had been sleeping like a baby since early the previous evening and Armada could only look on with jealousy. How was it the boy was able to sleep so soundly? Armada couldn’t remember a time when he’d been able to do that. From his earliest days in the army, sleep had always been elusive at best.
He’d been in the middle of these thoughts when there came a loud knocking on the wooden door.
Armada rose and opened the door to a rather short man, bald and quite rotund, who stood before him in extravagant clothing as if he would soon be expected at court. He wore layer upon layer of embroidered satin and velvet that hung low over his breeches made of black silk and buckled shoes laced high up on his calf. Underneath a long coat covered in buttons and silver inlays lay a brightly-coloured doublet with a modest ruff erupted from its collar, which made his wide head look as though it were being served on a platter.
Behind him stood a woman about his same age, much shorter, wearing an expensive but modestly dyed blue dress, her hair tied up in a matching coif. She said nothing, preferring to stand against the back wall, mostly out of sight.
“Domingo Armada?” this man asked, holding his chin up and gazing at Armada with suspicious eyes.
“Yes,” Armada said.
“I am Pablo de Ortega, alcalde of Salobreña. This is my wife Ines Ortega. May I come in?”
Armada stepped aside to allow the over-dressed man to enter. Instead of following him, his wife only smiled hospitably and lowered her gaze, as if not wanting to be noticed.
“It was very nice to have met you,” she said in almost a whisper, allowing Armada to give her the customary light kiss on each cheek before turning and returning down the corridor to go back outside.
Back inside, Armada found Ortega glancing at Lucas still sleeping in the corner. The alcalde lowered his voice.
“Should we perhaps speak outside?”
“It is no bother,” Armada said in a normal volume. “Lucas can sleep through cannon-fire. Now how can I help you, alcalde?”
“Well, I mostly wanted to introduce myself. The letter to the Holy Brotherhood was sent at my request, you see. I was a bit surprised, frankly, that you had come to town without informing me or anyone on the council of your arrival. We would have organised a proper reception.”
This was exactly what Armada had hoped to avoid. He hated the political pomp and circumstance that sometimes followed his visits. The Brotherhood was feared, but there was also a great deal to be gained by having them in one’s favour, especially if one had ambitious political aspirations, as this man no doubt did. Armada had little time to play such games. It would consume nearly all of his time if he let it. And for some of his brothers, it was exactly this sort of thing that they lived for. But Armada had more important goals.
“That wouldn’t have been necessary,” Armada said. “I’m only here for a short time anyway.”
“Yes, nine days, to be exact.”
It was one of the few decrees that reined in the power of the Brotherhood somewhat. An old decree, signed centuries ago yet still in effect, which limited to nine days the powers of the Brotherhood to arrest people, interrogate witnesses, and seize property. After that, the law stated those powers would be annulled. It wasn’t a rule many people knew well, so it was curious that Ortega did.
“And two of those days have already passed,” Ortega said. “You have barely a week, if my counting is right.”
“I doubt I will need as much time as that,” Armada said. “Sherry?”
Ortega nodded and Armada poured two small glasses from his barrel, handing one to Ortega. They toasted their glasses together.
“Here’s to putting away that dirty morisco for his crimes,” Ortega said.
“Here’s to justice,” Armada said and they both drank.
Ortega glanced about the room. “Do you not carry a weapon? I thought all of the Brothers were required to do so. You are a military order, are you not?”
“Indeed we are. And when going after bandits or thieves, I wouldn’t dream of not having one,” Armada said. “However, when it comes to murder, it is quite a different beast. Cunning is required, not strength. A weapon only puts people on the defence, when for my work, I need them to trust me.”
Ortega smiled, then threw his head back in a laugh. “Your reputation precedes you, Señor Armada. You are an odd one indeed! Salobreña counts itself lucky that the Brotherhood chose to send you here to our little pueblo, especially as you have come all the way from Granada. Quite a long trip. I just wonder if it was necessary, as there is a chapter of your Brotherhood much closer, in Almuñécar. The council has expenses to worry about, you understand.”
Armada had to step carefully. It was obvious the alcalde had not come out of concern of Salobreña’s finances. In fact, much of the time Armada travelled about Andalucía at his own expense, which granted him the ability to apply his skills to those cases that needed them most, rather than to those where his fees could be more easily paid. No, this man was fishing for information about the case itself, and this got Armada’s attention. Why was he so worried, that he would come to see Armada this early in the morning, reducing the possibility he would be spotted having this conversation? A strange reception indeed.
“I assure you, alcalde, additional fees will not be required. The Brotherhood saw fit to send me based purely on my experience with murder cases, which can sometimes be difficult to ensure that due process of law is followed. Without interference, of course.”
The Brotherhood had actually been quite resistant to sending him. He’d had to call in a few favours owed to him to make it happen. This case had seemed dirty right from the start and he feared one of the Brothers from Granada would be more easily swayed by the promises of bribes.              
“Yes, of course,” Ortega said. He looked uncomfortable. Armada knew this man was trying to feel him out, to see if he was open to manipulation. Armada hoped he had suitably dashed Ortega’s dreams on that front. But it begged a more pressing question – why? What stake did Ortega have in all of this?
“It sounds like we all want the same thing here,” Ortega said before finishing off his sherry. “I too believe in the due process of law. Which is why I have made personally sure that all the information the Brotherhood was given about this case was true. And it leaves little doubt as to that morisco’s guilt. You can believe me on that.”
“Curious, you keep calling him that. Morisco. And yet, I saw little evidence of it. In fact, he seems as much a Christian as you or I.”
“Yes, well, that’s what all those liars want you to think, isn’t it?” Ortega said. “They’re very good at pretending. Sure, they go to mass, they can say the Lord’s Prayer, some of them even speak a little Latin. But they’re Muslim in their hearts. They always will be. And that’s why His Majesty’s father, quite rightly, chucked them all out of the country. And my father helped to root them out of this pueblo. He was considered a hero for what he did. And it’s why Salobreña is the clean, pure sanctuary of the one true faith it is today. And then this man shows up for one week. One week. And look what happens. Disgusting.”
“Morisco or not, alcalde, we still have to follow the law. Which means I have to get on with my job today. So, if you don’t mind…” Armada said, gesturing toward the door. He’d been tempted to refill Ortega’s glass, but thought better of it. His oloroso was too precious to waste on such a man.
“I presume you’ll keep me informed should anything change?” Ortega said. “I’m concerned for the safety of the residents of the pueblo, you understand.”
“I assure you, alcalde, you will be the first to know should I discover anything worth worrying about.”
“Thank you, Brother Armada,” Ortega said.
“Señor Armada will do. Good day,” Armada said.
Ortega soon left and Armada closed the door behind him. “It is all right, Lucas. You can rise now.”
Lucas sat up in bed. “How did you know I was up, sir?”
“Since I’ve known you, you’ve never slept that quietly. Now get your shoes on, quickly. We’ll grab a bit of breakfast downstairs. It’s going to be a busy day.”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said. He stood and quickly dressed in his day clothes, stashing his night things under the bed and lacing up his leather shoes. “What do you suppose the alcalde wanted?”
“To be reassured, I suspect,” Armada said. “He is worried about something. I only hope we can figure out what it is before he has a chance to cover it up.”




Chapter Eight



Armada found the house without much trouble. Word was getting around that he was in town and the inevitable rumours had begun to swirl. Some believed he was there at the behest of the Inquisition, others that he was a spy for the king on the lookout for tax evaders, while a few even thought he was actually a French criminal, hiding out in Andalucía and masquerading as a member of the Brotherhood. It meant there was a degree of confusion and fear surrounding his presence, and few were willing to risk crossing him.
It was the part of the job he liked the least. It was an unavoidable task, making contact with the widow or widower of a murder victim. They were usually still struggling with accepting the reality of what had happened when he came to call. Their possible reactions to the personal questions Armada was forced to ask were wildly unpredictable. But no one could give a more complete picture of the victim than those closest to him.
Armada had greeted the old men who sat round the fountain in the main plaza that morning. Many were ex-soldiers like Armada, injured and too old to work, with little to do all day but sit on the stone wall and greet the people who came for water. There were four who showed up every day, with their tattered straw hats and walking sticks made from the twisted branches of ancient olive trees, and another five or ten who would come and go as their various ailments and illnesses allowed. But all of the old men were quite happy to meet someone who was interested in their experiences and could relate to the hardships of army life. Having come armed with a bit of tobacco, Armada soon soothed their wariness and found one of them knew the Rodriguez family and could direct him to Amparo’s home.
With the morning sun now blazing away on the back of his neck, Armada made his way north, past the bell tower and the church, and then down yet another of Salobreña’s steep inclines toward a part of town perched on the edge of a low ridge. At the top of this incline, Armada was treated to an unobstructed view of the snow-capped Sierra Nevadas, behind which lay a brilliant deep royal blue sky with just a few puffy whispers of clouds lazing about in the far distance. It was a tranquil scene, but Armada knew it was deceptive. Centuries of uprisings and rebellions had been sparked off by the fiercely-independent pueblos nestled in those fertile peaks, and every constable in Andalucía knew their trails well.
Armada made his way down the incline and felt the air become cooler. For here, low on a north-facing hillside and in the shadow of the castle, there was less light than in the rest of town. By midday, the sun would slip behind the horizon of the castle walls, casting everything into long shadows. By the late afternoon, while the rest of Salobreña still sweltered in the worst of the afternoon heat, this street would already be feeling the first cooling winds of the approaching evening.
For this was La Loma, where it was obvious the poorest of Salobreña’s labourers lived. Here, the houses were ramshackle, just one and two-room hovels cobbled together with whatever stones or broken bricks could be scavenged. There were no wooden shutters or doors here, just old linens hung in doorways and windowsills to keep out the flies and the harsh morning sun. Inside, these homes heaved with large families, whose lives spilled out on to this one street, which was thick with the noise of conversations and squealing children, many of whom ran about outside nearly naked with dirty faces and feet, and who gawked at the stranger who now walked amongst them. A visitor in this part of town was indeed a rare sight.
It wasn’t hard to find the door he was looking for. It was the only one made of wood, reinforced by thick oak planks and solid iron rivets, secured by an iron lock, offering only a small keyhole on the outside. As he studied it, Armada could feel countless eyes watching him closely, not bothering to be discreet about their interest.
“Señora Rodriguez?” Armada said through the door.
There was no response at first, then sudden footsteps and a shuffling sound. Was someone perhaps running out the back?
There was a loud clanking as someone unlocked the door, and then a young woman somewhere in her twenties appeared in the entry, her dark chocolate brown hair tied back and wrapped underneath a simple black coif. She had a face that was quite unassuming, with a small nose, pursed, lightly-coloured lips, and eyebrows so light you could hardly see them. She had unnaturally long, spidery fingers which she now wiped on the apron tied around her waist that nearly touched her ankles, covering a dark petticoat that matched the bodice, looking quite new and shaped by whalebone to be tight around her thin waist, with a small knotted neckerchief tucked into the high collar.
“Yes?” the woman said.
“Domingo Armada of the Holy Brotherhood. Madalena Rodriguez, I’m assuming?”
“That is me.”
“May I come in?”
Madalena stepped back so Armada could enter. Inside, he found a tiny house like all the others. Made of only one room, barely tall enough for him to stand in without his head touching the ceiling, with a small hearth in one corner, and a large, wood-framed bed with a soft feather mattress in the other. It looked quite new, and the craftsmanship was something far beyond what Amparo could have cobbled together. The bed was designed for an entire family to sleep in, and took up most of that side of the room. It had to have been made by a professional woodworker, something far too expensive for someone like Amparo to afford.
“My condolences on the loss of your husband,” Armada said. “I understand this must be a very difficult time.”
“Thank you,” Madalena said. She crouched in front of the hearth, her petticoat spilling all over the raw earth of the floor, and moved some brush from a sack in the corner into the hearth to start a fire.
“How are you getting on? Do you have everything you need?” Armada asked. “The Brotherhood is always available to help the victims of violent crime.”
“That is very kind. But it won’t be necessary.”
Madalena lit the fire and it began to crack and pop violently as the flames quickly gobbled up the tangle of brushwood and green stalks. Madalena then grabbed a large clay water jug and filled the cast iron pot that hung on a chain above the fire with water.
Madalena now took out a flat bit of wood and a carving knife, then reached into a cupboard and pulled out something wrapped tightly in a white cloth. She unwrapped the cloth to reveal the hindquarters of a pig, dried and salted until it was almost the texture of leather, just right for cutting thin slices. A jamon serrano, as it was called in Andalucía. And quite expensive. Most peasants, especially the day labourers of La Loma, would rarely lay eyes on such a luxury unless part of a village fete or the Romería procession in the spring. And here was Madalena slicing off large chunks to make an ordinary afternoon stew.
Armada glanced around the house. Usually, widows in a small town like this had few options when it came to making money. Unless they owned a shop or a bit of land, they were often relegated to working as a laundress or seamstress. In those households, one would usually find folded up piles of clothes or sheets lying about, waiting to be done, but there was no evidence of that here. It was unlikely Madalena owned a shop if she was here at home in the middle of the day. And if she owned land, why would Amparo have worked so hard helping Jose harvest his? Yet here she was, with her large goose feather bed, preparing a jamon stew.
It didn’t make sense. Where was her money coming from? Armada was tempted to push the issue further, but stopped himself. Madalena was not a suspect, which meant she should not be interrogated like one. He would have to let the issue rest for now.
“Were you and your husband both born in Salobreña?”
“Amparo was. But I’m from Malaga.”
“Malaga? That’s quite a large city. What brought you to the countryside?”
“It’s peaceful here. I like it.”
Madalena finished with the jamon and moved on to chopping an onion and a half a pepper she’d saved.
“It is indeed. But everywhere in the countryside is peaceful. Why this town in particular?”
There was a hesitation. It was slight, and given away only by the pause in Madalena’s chopping, which she quickly resumed.
“It’s beautiful. Just look around you. Nowhere else looks like this.”
Madalena avoided his gaze. Armada had to back away or he risked her getting defensive. But about what?
“I agree. It is one of the most stunning towns anywhere on this coast. Did you meet your husband after moving here?”
“I met him in Malaga, actually. He was there looking for work. We got married and came here.”
Armada was very confused now. When asked what brought her here, her first response had been the beauty of the place. No mention of her husband. No mention of falling in love, and allowing this man to take her to a small town, so different than what she was used to, to start a new life.
“That must have been a difficult move.”
“Yes. We had very little money and had to trust in the kindness of strangers some nights. But we made it.”
Armada had been referring to the difficulty of adjusting to a new way of life.
“How was it getting used to how people speak around here? I find I still struggle with it occasionally, and I’ve lived in Andalucía for many years now.”
Madalena was in the middle of dumping the chopped pepper into the pot when her body went rigid. She turned to face Armada.
“Excuse me?”
“Have you not noticed? The people here tend to drop the ends off their words and speak very quickly. It’s a difficult dialect to get used to sometimes. Don’t you find?”
“I guess it was at first, yes. It was so long ago now, I hardly remember.”
“I know I would have been severely reprimanded by my tutors for speaking in such a way as a child,” Armada said. “I was taught to pronounce my words fully and to flutter the tongue on the proper occasions. I never was able to master it to my tutor’s expectations.”
“Yes, I remember. I suspect tutors are like that the world over,” Madalena said. Armada’s plan had worked and he could see out of the corner of his eye that she had relaxed and was continuing with her chores.
He had also confirmed what he was hoping to – Madalena had been educated with tutors. In Malaga, this would have been expensive and beyond the reach of most peasants, which meant she had grown up middle-class at least, perhaps even from a noble background. And yet she’d left with no money after marrying a peasant, suggesting a falling out with her family.
“What about Amparo? How did he feel about marrying a woman with more education than him? Some men would have struggled with that.”
“We never discussed it,” Madalena said. “I suppose he did not mind.”
She placed a wooden spoon in the pot and gave the stew a vigorous stir. It was boiling now, filling the house with the smell of meaty broth.
“Was Amparo happy as a farmer? It’s a very difficult life,” Armada said.
“I’m sure he was. He worked very hard.”
“I’m sorry for asking this. But I have to know. Was he ever unkind to you?”
“No. Never,” Madalena said without looking at him.
“What about others? He had a bit of a reputation. Was there anyone in town who may have had ill will toward him?”
“I don’t know,” Madalena said.
Armada believed Madalena, which was why he was left in such confusion. All of his previous questions, about Amparo’s thoughts and dreams were something a wife of twelve years should have been able to answer, or at least hazard a guess. And yet Madalena had proven she knew little of what Amparo was ever thinking, nor did she show much interest in it. It was as if she were describing a neighbour, or a distant relative.
Also, despite her husband having been brutally murdered the week before, her mood seemed serene. He sensed none of the usual grief, loss, and stress that most widows showed in such circumstances. Madalena was just getting on with life, slipping easily into a routine without Amparo, despite how much she had sacrificed to marry him and move here.
All of it baffled Armada, who sensed there was no more reason to be here. He stood up and walked toward the door.
“I can see you are about to eat, so I will leave you. Thank you, Madalena. You’ve been very helpful in this investigation,” Armada said.
“Are you sure you don’t want a bit of lunch?”
Nothing would have made Armada happier. The stew smelled divine and he was famished. But the invitation was not genuine, he sensed. Extended only for the sake of etiquette.
“Thank you for your kind invitation, but I will leave you for now. I will be in town for another few days if you’d like to take me up on the offer of assistance. Good afternoon.”
Armada went to the door and had to put a bit of muscle into twisting the large handle to get it to unlock. Once outside, he noticed a small group of women who had now congregated, wondering what he was up to.
Armada only gave them a mischievous smile as he walked past. 




Chapter Nine



All morning, Lucas had told himself he was just on his way to the lavadero. He hadn’t yet washed the clothes he and Armada had worn during their trip, and they were still covered in grime. He also needed to do some shopping to prepare lunch in case Armada wanted to dine in the room, which was often when he was working on a case. There were also provisions to procure for their journey home. He would also have to feed the mule, and then there was the broken spoke on the cart’s left wheel to repair.
And yet here he was now, standing at the top of the road that the farmers used to get down to the delta, knowing that once he started off down that path he would be unable to justify what he was doing. He would, in the eyes of Armada, be blatantly disobeying him. Lucas had rarely done that before and he had no way of knowing what Armada’s reaction would be. He could even be risking his job, a job that had given him so much after his parents had been killed. In fact, everything he had now he owed to Armada.
That was what made this decision so difficult. He just wanted to take one quick look at the field. What could it hurt? If there was something there that could help the case, some kind of clue, then wouldn’t it be worth it?
Yet still Armada had told him no. The old man could be so stubborn sometimes. Lucas knew Armada was only worried about him. But Lucas could handle himself. He’d proven his mettle on many previous occasions. Yes, Armada had hired him on when he was just a boy. Barely eleven, frightened of the world after his parents were brutally taken from him, with nowhere else to go. Back then he’d needed protection. And for some reason, Armada refused to let that vision of Lucas go from his mind. In his eyes, Lucas was still that little boy.
But Lucas wasn’t that little boy. He was fourteen, a man by most people’s accounts. He could take care of himself. He’d been travelling with Armada for years now and knew what kind of danger to expect. All he needed was a chance to prove himself, and Armada wouldn’t allow it.
Lucas had always wondered if it was because of Marcello Riselo. He was an Italian philosopher and poet who had written an obscure book about the novel idea of applying scientific methods and principles to investigating crimes. Armada had a copy with him when he came to investigate the murder of Lucas’ parents, and one night Lucas had found it amongst the old man’s things. Lucas snuck the book to his room and spent the next few days reading it cover to cover, his young mind wrestling over ideas he barely understood, and foolishly believing it to be a practical guide to how Armada was approaching his inquiries.
Armada had caught Lucas reading the book one night and threw it across the room, saying the ideas it contained were nonsense and merely a passing fad. Murderers were people, and therefore finding a killer meant getting inside his head, he’d said. You had to learn how to read people, not books. The notion of using mathematics and theoretical reasoning to find killers was as silly as trying to use a cannonball to milk a cow. That night, the old man had burned the book and considered the matter dropped.
It was a few weeks later when Armada had to admit to Lucas that he’d failed to find his parents’ killer. Ever since, Lucas couldn’t help but wonder if Riselo’s approach would have worked better. But Armada was adamant —he would always consider Riselo to be a charlatan.
Yet Lucas never forgot what he’d read in Riselo’s book and over the years had begun to subtly put some of the ideas into practice. A big idea Riselo had stressed was observation, taking note of the myriad of details that existed in the physical world beyond suspects and witnesses. Any one of them could contain a clue, which dovetailed into the idea of “deduction” — the process of figuring out which of these details were important and which weren’t. The more details one had observed, the better the method worked, so Lucas had decided long ago to learn to be an expert observer. As his powers grew, Lucas’ observations began to play a bigger role in the cases Armada was working on—once he even proved a suspect’s alibi to be wrong. Yet no amount of proof was ever good enough for Armada, who once told Lucas not to spend so much time looking at the “useless little bits and pieces of life.”
The thought of it made Lucas angry, although he never showed it. For months Armada had searched for the killer of Lucas’ parents, yet had come up empty-handed. Meanwhile a distraught Lucas had been passed around, staying with relatives and always for a short time, constantly feeling like a burden on families who could barely afford to feed themselves, and being increasingly isolated by their pity for his situation. It was awful, and perhaps could have been avoided if Armada hadn’t been so stubborn.
Increasingly these days Lucas felt the desire to try things his own way. Today, it meant going down to the empty field and seeing if he could find any kind of clue that would not only help the case, but prove his approach was right. Because Lucas had always sworn to himself that someday he would return to his home village and solve the case that Armada never could.
Lucas started down the road. His heart raced with panic on the first few steps, but the further on he went, the more he relaxed. He had committed to this decision. There was no going back now. He might as well focus on the work ahead.
Lucas crossed the delta as the day got warmer. The air was a heady mixture of smoke and cool sea air, as billows of black sullied the otherwise clear blue sky above him. Having studied the landscape from the top of the road, Lucas had a good idea of which direction to head in and gingerly navigated through the overgrown wagon tracks and tiny walking trails that sliced their way through the dense forests of uncut cane.
He soon came to the edge of a field that had been mostly harvested. Instead of the usual thicket of cane stalks, there was only open land and a thick carpet of cane leaves that crunched under his feet as they dried in the sun. These leaves would soon break down, fertilizing the soil below which was covered in countless lumps of roots that would have grown new cane stalks by this time next year.
He could see in the distance where Jose and his crew were working to finish up the harvest. They had begun that day in the north and were working their way south, meaning the site of the murder was probably left intact for now. If Lucas could get there fast enough, and without being seen, he would hopefully be able to see it before any usable clues burned away in the fire that was on its way.
Staying out of sight, Lucas made his way along the southern boundary of Jose’s field along a narrow trail overgrown with weeds on both sides. To his right lay Jose’s neighbour to the south, the last field before the sand of the shoreline just beyond. It had been left to grow fallow long ago and was covered in massive tufts of spikey, dark-green weeds, a few clumps of wild cane, and various purple, orange, and turquoise-coloured thorny weeds, many of which were coated in layers of abandoned spider webs that glistened in the sun.
Lucas reached the uncut cane in Jose’s field and made his way in. From the description he’d read in the letter, the site of Amparo Rodriquez’ murder was somewhere near where Miguel had been working, which was the south side of the fireline. The fireline had been easy to establish, as the fire had been doused just after the murder occurred. Pushing his way through the cane in concentric circles, it wasn’t long before Lucas came upon a strange clearing.
It was a few strides wide and the ground was covered in cane stalks that had been broken but not yet cut, all of which were now leaned over in one direction, as if something had fallen against them.
Those in the middle had a peculiar brown stain in the middle of them, which was oval-shaped and about the size of someone’s head.
It was blood.
Lucas felt a tingle shoot through his body. He had found it! The exact spot where Amparo Rodriguez had been murdered, looking just the same as it had that fateful day when he died.
Lucas did a quick search of the local area, peering through the stalks that covered the ground but found little of interest. He wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for, but figured no one does. It was all a matter of luck, really.
Nearly an hour later, he got lucky. A small thicket of cane, just past the edge of the clearing, was pushed over, just wide enough for a man to shove his way through. And beyond that, another bit. And another bit. Someone had pushed his way through this cane to reach the clearing, possibly Amparo, or possibly the killer.
Lucas felt he was getting close to something, although he wasn’t sure what. Whomever came through here, he knew, was trying to stay out of sight. For it would have been much easier to reach the clearing by going around the fireline, or down to the trail along the edge of the field first. Instead, someone had ploughed his way through the middle, the one place in the field a person could move about without being seen.
But who? Would it be possible to ascertain this by following the trail?
Lucas was already following it, keeping his eyes on the ground, always looking for that next little clump of pushed-over stalks. Step after step, they were quite easy to follow and seemed to be heading north. It would make sense that this was how Amparo had reached the clearing, but why had he wanted to not be seen? Was he hiding from Jose?
He pushed further and further north, excitement driving him all the way. And that’s when he saw it —one of the stalks ahead. It too was stained brown. And just beyond that, more brown staining. More blood.
Was it possible? Could Amparo have been stabbed where he was working, and then dragged along this trail toward the clearing? It meant he wasn’t killed where everyone said he was.
Lucas’ mind raced with possibilities.
Then panic.
A wave of warmth swept over Lucas’ cheek. He was suddenly surrounded by noise, a violent crackling, spitting and popping, which brought with it more waves of searing hot heat.
Lucas could hear talking a short distance away. No shouting, just casual conversation.
It was Jose’s crew. The one tending the fire. Lucas had wandered too far north and was now in the path of the fireline.
Knowing how fast fire burned through dried cane, Lucas knew his life was in danger. He turned to run away. He had to get south. But the only way through was the way he came, and his progress here had been slow. Certainly much slower than a fire could burn.
With little choice, Lucas launched his body toward the path he’d followed, struggling for places to plant his feet on the root-entangled ground, knowing that a shoe becoming wedged at the base of the cane roots could mean his life.
The fire had caught up with him and he could feel it burning his hair and warming his clothes. The flames were now on either side of him as he raced back toward the clearing. There was shouting from the other side of the fireline. He’d been spotted. Someone on Jose’s crew shouted at him to run toward him. Lucas knew it would mean being singed for a moment as he dashed through the flames, but he would probably survive it. Yet it would quickly become obvious who he was and why he was there. And he would be alone in the middle of a field with a group of men who might want to keep what he’d learned a secret.
Lucas pushed on, panicking as the flames shot past him and began to encircle the cane in front of him. The heat was becoming unbearable, the air full of smoke, and he struggled to breathe. For a few moments, Lucas realised he might not make it. The fire was too fast, the heat too much. He was getting dizzy, at risk of passing out. If that happened, there would be little the other men could do.
Then suddenly, he felt a cool blast of air on his face as he popped out of the edge of the cane field, the fire turning the tips of the cane above his head black and spewing ash into the wind. Lucas stumbled on to the narrow lane and nearly fell over. But he had to stay on his feet. He wasn’t out of danger yet. He had to get away before the men saw him.
Lucas dashed straight into the middle of the fallow field, hearing the men shout behind him. He couldn’t tell if they were angry, or just concerned for his well-being. He also didn’t know if they were chasing him. There was no time to find out. Lucas had to keep running.
Suddenly his foot became stuck in some mud and he toppled over, his left hand planting itself in the middle of a prickly weed, his palm exploding with pain. Lucas wrenched his foot free and without bothering to look behind him, scrambled back to his feet and raced across to the beach.
It wasn’t until he was on the far side of Salobreña that he finally stopped to catch his breath. He saw the men had given up the chase long ago and for the moment, he was out of danger.
A sense of triumph coursed through Lucas’ veins as he plucked the tiny, silver thorns from the palm of his right hand. He’d done it! He had proven his approach was right and found a clue that might help. But to tell Armada meant also admitting what he’d done today, a dilemma he hadn’t considered in his zeal to prove himself.
Now the question was—just how “useless” was what he’d learned?




Chapter Ten



All morning Armada had been wondering how much of what Madalena Rodriguez had told him was true. He pictured her saying the same words, yet in completely different ways. What if she’d been sobbing when she’d told him how much she didn’t know about her husband of twelve years? Or spitting with anger? Would he have believed her more then? The meanings of words could be so fluid—one had to look behind them, to the feelings that motivated them.
But Madalena had proven herself quite skilled at hiding her feelings. Her words had been carefully chosen, and she made sure to keep calm and in control. Hardly the behaviour of a mourning widow, which in Armada’s experience was exactly the opposite. Was she perhaps masking her pain from him for some specific reason? Was it there, below that calm exterior, only coming out in the dead of night when she was finally alone? Or was something else there, perhaps?
And did any of this make her a suspect?
Armada would have to look closer on his next visit. He was crossing through El Brocal on one of Salobreña’s larger thoroughfares, a clue that it was built sometime after the village was taken back from the Moors by Queen Isabel’s armies. The Moors tended to build their villages with extremely narrow, windy alleys crowded over by houses. Here, the houses were larger and set back from the road a bit more, with some even sporting second stories and roof terraces, as well as white plaster on the outside walls. Everywhere were wooden doors, and wooden window shutters, and other touches that made it clear the status of the people who lived here. These were not the houses of common labourers, but the homes of town councilmembers, business owners, landowners, and what Armada had come for—lawyers.
It didn’t take Armada long to find the house he was looking for. It overlooked the main road, its front door left open so he could hear the conversation going on in the small office just inside. A tiny painted sign hung by the door announced that this was the office of Gil Perez, solicitor. Inside Armada could see most of the office taken up by a large oak desk with a chair on either side sporting bits of paper, empty inkwells, and a candleholder covered in melted candlewax. It was the desk of a man who usually stayed up through the night, working by candlelight to write up or review contracts of all sorts, and getting paid quite well in the process.
On one side of the desk sat Gil Perez himself, who was standing and leaning over the desk to point out various aspects of a new contract he had just written up to the man in front of him, the man Armada had come to see.
Jose Padilla nodded along to Gil’s explanations of what appeared to Armada to be a seller’s contract for Jose’s crop of sugar cane this year, with the myriad of clauses and protections that most solicitors liked to include, if only to increase the price of their services, which of course were always paid by the word.
Armada remained outside until the men finished their business, shook hands, and Jose came walking back outside.
“Jose Padilla?” Armada said.
This startled Jose. His head whipped around and his eyes met Armada’s gaze with a wary glare.
“Domingo Armada, constable of the Holy Brotherhood,” Armada said, walking toward Jose and extending his hand. “I wanted to talk with you about Amparo Rodriguez.”
For a moment, Armada saw fear flash through Jose’s eyes. But this was quickly hidden and replaced by a warm smile.
“I heard you were in town,” Jose said. “You’re all anyone’s talking about in the tavern these days.”
Jose shook Armada’s hand and the two began wandering back down the large thoroughfare toward the church bell tower.
“How is business?” Armada asked. “Will you get a good price for your crop this year?”
Jose glanced at Armada, amused. “I think so.”
“That’s good. I’ve been hearing rumours that the summer was dry this year. Some are even saying drought.”
Jose seemed to find Armada’s attempts at talking about farming entertaining. Armada knew the state of his hands gave away the fact that farming had never been in his background. Jose would have noticed it the moment they shook hands. Although Armada’s hands were wrinkled with age, his fingertips were smooth, with none of the heavy callouses and scarring that comes from a life spent toiling in a field. His were considered the hands of a letrado, a man of letters who had spent his youth studying at university. If people had known what Armada had done with those smooth hands of his, it would probably change their mind.
But as it was, Jose plainly had little respect for him.
“Some farmers like to complain,” Jose said. “They blame their bad crops on the weather, the soil, or sometimes even black magic. But it’s actually because they are lazy, and not willing to do the work it takes to cope with drought.”
“Would you call Amparo Rodriguez lazy?”
“Amparo?” Jose said with a laugh. “He was the laziest man I’ve ever known.”
“Yet you employed him. For many years.”
“You can get any man to work with the right kind of encouragement. Something I learned in the army. Amparo and I both grew up here in Salobreña. I knew the man well. It wasn’t difficult to figure out what kind of encouragement he needed.”
“Which was?”
“A man like Amparo is always looking for a shortcut to wealth. I just had to convince him the work he was doing for me would make him rich and soon he’d never have to work again.”
Armada found it difficult to see what a man like Jose saw in Amparo as a friend. The two had such different values and work ethics. He wished he could have seen the two in a room together, watching how they interacted. It would help to clear up the nature of their friendship.
“What can you tell me about his relationship with his wife Madalena?” Armada asked. “How well do you know her?”
“Nobody really knows her. Madalena is a bit strange. She mostly seems to keep to herself. Doesn’t talk much at the lavadero, according to my Esme. And I don’t see her much at the village fiestas, or the Romería. Just church on Sundays and the occasional Easter procession. That’s all.”
“Did she and Amparo argue much?” Armada asked.
“Not that I ever saw. Strange, isn’t it? Every couple argues. Even Esme and I have our moments. But those two…they shared a house and struggled with money like everyone else. But never had a disagreement as far as I can tell. Not one. Their marriage seemed more like an arrangement to me, yet what Madalena got out of it is anybody’s guess.”
Armada agreed. Amparo’s marriage to Madalena was seeming more and more unusual. But there was something else he sensed in Jose’s answer—an interest in Amparo’s character. It was surprising. Jose worked hard to come across as a gruff farmer, seemingly interested only in his own affairs. Yet his observations of Amparo’s life were more acute than Armada expected. He was a man who observed his workers closely, who could read people on a deeper level. It was probably what made him a good jefe.
But it also meant Jose Padilla probably had more answers about Amparo and Miguel and what happened that day than he was giving.
“What about enemies? Do you know of anyone besides Miguel that would have wanted to kill Amparo?”
“I know quite a few that would have liked to see him kicked in the teeth. Amparo seemed to enjoy rubbing people the wrong way, especially when he was drunk. That man got into more fights in the tavern than I can count. I’m surprised they still let him in there. But it probably had something to do with how much ale he bought.”
“Were these fights with anyone in particular?”
“There’s been so many over the years, I couldn’t narrow it down. Amparo was a real hijo de puta sometimes. And that’s coming from a friend.”
“How was his funeral? The man was so hated. Did anyone attend?”
“Of course they did!” Jose said, angrily. “That church was full, like it is for anyone in this pueblo who passes away. The people here are good honest Christians. It doesn’t matter how you were in life, they mourn you because you were part of this community, no matter what.”
Armada was pleased. He was hoping his incendiary question would rile up Jose. He needed to get the man’s blood pumping if he wanted any hope of reaching the truth. It was obvious Jose had been stressed lately, and if he could somehow get him to release it, the truth might spill out.
“What about Miguel Guillen? Would everyone go to his funeral?”
“Not if Ortega had anything to do with it.”
“What about you?”
Jose hesitated. “Of course not. The man’s a killer.”
Armada was surprised. Jose’s anger had drained away so quickly. There was only one emotion Armada knew of that could do that —guilt.
“And you know this for a fact?”
“My testimony was included in the letter Ortega sent to the Brotherhood. It’s all in there.”
“Those were the alcalde’s words. Now I want to hear you describe the events of that day in your own.”
“I don’t have the time, Constable,” Jose said.
“Neither does Miguel Guillen. In his condition, he won’t last long in that castle. A week, maybe two. They rarely feed him, and the beatings will only get worse.”
“Are you going to arrest me?” Jose asked. “Because if not, I need to get back to my field. I have an inexperienced crew who could have set half the delta on fire by now.”
Jose held out his wrists, as if readying them to be clasped in irons. Armada would have loved nothing more than to arrest this man. But he remembered Jose’s earlier comment about being in the army. Throwing him in a cell would do little to encourage him to give Armada the truth. Some men were broken by army life, while others were hardened by it. It wasn’t difficult to work out which of those Jose was.
“No,” Armada said.
“Then you’ll have to excuse me,” Jose said.
As Armada watched him walk away, he realised he was left with a choice. There was another way to reach Jose Padilla, but it meant playing a dangerous game. For to get a glimpse at the deepest, darkest corners of Jose’s mind, where the truth might lie, Armada had to risk delving into his own. It was the only way to determine whether Jose’s words were gold or silver, and to know if Miguel truly was Amparo Rodriguez’s killer.
There was only one choice.
“Is this how you treated your fellow soldiers?” Armada called after him. “Abandoning them to their own fate when they needed you most?”
Jose stopped, then turned around. “Were you ever a proper soldier? You Brotherhood men, do you fight in battles? No. You drink your way around the countryside collecting fees and intimidating peasants for your amusement. But you don’t know what real battle is, do you?”
“On the contrary,” Armada said. “Like you, I spent my youth watching my fellow countryman die of disease, knowing only starvation and fear, just waiting for our enemies to rain death upon our heads at any moment. Like you, I had to look Spain’s enemies in the eyes only to find that they were just frightened children, just like us. Like you, I will never forget their faces. Never.”
Armada felt his hand begin to tremble as the memories seeped into his mind. He tried to ignore them. It was crucial to keep a clear head. But his heart was already racing.
Jose could see Armada’s hand from where he stood. There was a glint of recognition in his eye. Jose knew what it meant. He had seen the trembling before. And if it wasn’t happening to him yet, it was plain to see Jose feared it would one day.
Armada had made his move. Now it was time for Jose to make his.




Chapter Eleven



After a while, Miguel just assumed he deserved to be here. How else could he explain it? God had put him in this tiny cell, where he had to constantly shift his gangly body in a futile effort to ward off the severe cramping for even a few minutes. The soldiers had ceased bothering to light the torch on the wall, which meant he spent much of his time now in near total darkness, his eyes just able to make out the outlines of the bars on his cell from the ambient light spilling in from around the edges of the one door in the windowless room. The air was putrid and damp and made his head ache, and thirst was becoming a constant companion.
Miguel had spent nearly every minute of his time going over the events of that fateful day, trying to remember. But it was impossible. His memory had gone blank. One moment he was standing in the field, working as always, and trying to suppress the desire to beg Amparo for forgiveness. Not because he didn’t want it, but because he knew Jose would be upset at him for not working. Miguel had already gotten in trouble once with Jose when he’d hit Amparo. He didn’t want to risk getting fired from the crew altogether.
Then there was blackness. And when he awoke, Jose was coming toward him and…and Amparo was already…
The thought was almost too frightening to recall. The picture of Amparo lying there was so vivid in his mind, why could he not remember how he got there? Miguel could recall every other detail about that moment — how he was sitting, what the clearing looked like, and the feeling of the tears streaming down his cheeks as he hugged his knees. He could also remember the fear that coursed through his veins, the sudden shock of something so horrifying and tragic, something he never thought he’d see in his life.
And that moment when Jose asked him what he’d done, and Miguel had realised there was a chance he could have been the culprit.
But the moment of actually plunging the knife into Amparo’s chest…that was gone. He tried to imagine himself doing it, picturing how he must have stood, what he and Amparo must have argued about. But it didn’t help. The memory just wasn’t there. It was just a blank space.
Could it be because the memory of what he’d done was too horrifying to remember? In which case, was he truly a killer? Miguel preferred to be dead rather than sitting in this cell, wondering. Many times he’d considered taking his own life, but with no rope or blade, he wouldn’t know how to do it. Instead he had to just wait for the rotting food, lack of water, or neglect to do it for him.
Miguel’s only hope was the constable from the Brotherhood with the funny name. Armada. He seemed to think Miguel was innocent. But based on what? The man had never met Miguel before, and yet had seemed to know so much about him. Was it possible? Miguel didn’t dare hope the constable was right. Hope was not something he could let himself have right now. He may not deserve it.
Miguel realised he must have fallen asleep, for he was suddenly startled awake by the sound of the door to the room swinging open. A soldier had come. But he wasn’t holding the little tin plate that held Miguel’s food and water, which he served to Miguel like a dog. Miguel figured it must mean the soldier had become bored in the middle of another tedious shift and was there to entertain himself by beating Miguel a bit more. Miguel closed his eyes and curled up his body, waiting for the ear-splitting sound of metal squeaking as his door opened and when the blows would begin.
“Get up, morisco! You have a visitor!”
Miguel figured the constable must have returned. Did he have news? Or had he come to take Miguel to the gallows? Either option would be better than staying here, Miguel thought as he scrambled to his feet.
The soldier lit the torch on the wall and the room suddenly filled with a flickering orange light for the first time in days. Miguel found he was dizzy on his feet and his legs tingled so badly that he rubbed them furiously for a few moments.
Then the sound of footsteps on the staircase just behind the door. Someone came into the room and approached the cell. As the figure stepped into the light, Miguel could see it was not the constable at all.
It was a woman. And a stunning one. She was older than Miguel, but not by much. Her long brown hair had been tied up behind her head with a ribbon, with just a few strands left behind to frame her long face and delicate features. She wore a beautiful red satin dress, wrapped tightly about the middle with a bodice that was neatly tied in a bow, revealing her slender figure. Her expensive shoes clopped on the greasy stone floor as she stepped into the torchlight and gazed at Miguel with mesmerising brown eyes.
Miguel didn’t dare say anything. He didn’t want to ruin this moment with the ignorant words that threatened to spill out of his mouth. He hadn’t been expecting a visitor, especially one so beautiful, and suddenly felt embarrassed by his appearance.
The woman glanced over her shoulder at the soldier, who took his cue to leave the room. And suddenly they were alone.
“Do you know who I am?” the woman asked.
“No,” Miguel whispered.
“Amparo Rodriguez…he was…my husband,” the woman said. “My name is Madalena.”
Miguel noticed her cheeks were stained with tears, which she wiped from her face with a small kerchief balled up in her right hand.
“I’m…I’m sorry…” was all Miguel could say.
“I wasn’t sure I was going to find the strength to come today,” Madalena said. “I have hardly left the house since it happened. It’s just been too hard to see anybody. I can’t help but think of my dear Amparo day and night, and it reduces me to tears every time. What people must think of me…”
Madalena threatened to lose her composure, but took a few short breaths and continued.
“I gave up my life for that man. I gave up everything. And now he’s gone. I still can’t quite believe it.”
The sound of Madalena breathing was the only sound in the room. Miguel felt he didn’t dare move, or speak, or even breathe.
“I don’t know what to think anymore,” Madalena said. “Every night I go to sleep, and I can’t help but dream of my beloved Amparo. I wake up and I can feel him there with me, everywhere I go. The memory of him will always be with me, until the day I die. Now everyone in the pueblo expects me to mourn. To start learning to live without him, but how can I? I don’t even know why he was taken from me.”
Madalena moved closer to Miguel’s cell and he caught a whiff of jasmine from her skin.
“I realised you were the only one who could tell me that. I beg you now. Please. If you killed my husband, just tell me why. Release me from my torment.”
Say nothing, Jose had said. Not even to her.
“I…I don’t know…” Miguel said. “I can’t remember.”
“You don’t remember taking the life of an innocent man? How much of a monster are you?”
“I’m sorry…” Miguel said. It sounded weak to his own ears, but Madalena seemed to accept it. He was glad she didn’t press him. Miguel wasn’t sure he could keep up his resolve. He felt too much pity for her.
Madalena gazed at the torchlight, which lit the edge of her face and made it glow a rich orange hue, the flames reflecting in her eyes and highlighting her sad expression.
“I know about the job you and Amparo did together,” she finally said after a long pause. “You know, the work you did at night for Jose so the rest of the town wouldn’t know. Amparo told me all about it.”
Miguel became nervous now. How could Amparo tell her about that? They had all promised not to say anything.
“Was that why you killed him? I would understand if it was…”
“I…” Miguel began.
Not even to her.
Especially not to her. Jose’s words rang louder in his ear.
“I told you…I can’t remember…”
Madalena suddenly turned toward him, her eyes blazing with frustration. He could not imagine the sadness and loss she must be feeling. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d brought a dagger of her own to get vengeance for her husband. No one in the pueblo would blame her, not even the constable.
“That’s not good enough!” she said. Madalena then bowed her head and composed herself again. “It’s just…no one thinks to tell the widow anything. Not even the constable. And yet it’s always the widow that suffers the most. Why is it no one thinks to do anything to help alleviate my pain?”
“I wish I could…” Miguel said, feeling tears come to his own eyes. He vowed the next time he saw Jose to tell him about what Madalena was going through. Surely, it would be all right if he told her something.
“Then just tell me anything. What about the job you worked with Amparo. Start there. Where were you? What were you doing? Did Amparo do anything then to anger you?”
“No, nothing like that. I don’t remember. I mean, he was…” Miguel said, but stopped himself. It felt wrong somehow to go into all the ways Amparo had taunted and teased him. He couldn’t disrespect the dead. His mother had taught him that was wrong.
“He didn’t do anything,” Miguel finally said. “He didn’t…”
Miguel was becoming confused and his head started to swim. His legs began to buckle and he felt the need to lie down.
Before he knew it, he was on the floor, his head banging on the iron bars of his cell.
“Miguel!” Madalena said, rushing over. She reached through the bars, thinking little of the sleeves of her red satin dress being sullied by the grease, and helped him up to a sitting position.
“Please, just tell me something,” she whispered. Footsteps came clattering down the staircase and the soldier burst in through the door. “Just tell me where…”
“Is everything alright?” the soldier asked and came rushing over. “Did he hurt you?”
The soldier tore Madalena away from the cell and shoved Miguel away from the bars.
“No! Stop! He didn’t hurt me. He just fell down,” Madalena said. She pushed her way past the soldier and over to the bars.
“Are you all right, Miguel?”
Miguel had ended up on his back and the room was still spinning. He wondered if he was going to be ill, which would be humiliating in the presence of such a beautiful woman as Madalena. She didn’t deserve to be here, to be looking upon a rat like him, and to risk soiling her dress. She deserved to be in the back of a beautiful four-wheeled coach being pulled by magnificent horses with a well-dressed coachman, like a princess in the books his mother used to read to him.
“Miguel…”
Miguel’s mind began to drift and he pictured himself as her coachman, wearing a grand cape that flowed along behind him while he whipped the reins of the horses as they raced through an enchanted forest, beckoning them on faster and faster as the princess had an important appointment with the king and the country’s fate hung in the balance.
The image became more and more vivid until it enveloped Miguel completely. When he finally awoke, the room had gone pitch black again. The beautiful widow Madalena was gone, the torch had been extinguished, and the door was now shut.
Miguel couldn’t help but wonder which part had been the dream. Or if all of it had been. It had seemed so real.
Miguel lay back down on the cold stones, ignoring his rumbling stomach and aching head, and dreamed of the woman in the red satin dress.




Chapter Twelve



Jose gazed at Armada’s trembling hand, which Armada did not attempt to hide now, and turned toward him.
“So, you were a soldier…” Jose said.
“For much of my youth,” Armada said. “It’s what made me the man I am today, for better or worse.”
There was recognition in Jose’s eyes. He knew exactly what Armada was talking about and probably had a very similar story to tell. Armada suddenly felt a strange kinship with the man. It was a kinship one always felt when you met another who had seen the same horrors you had. There was something in the human mind that sought out such kindred spirits, for the experience of war was impossible to describe to those who had not been through it. In another life, under different circumstances, Armada felt the two of them could possibly have even become friends, spending long nights at the tavern drowning in ale and swapping war stories. This always helped to alleviate the chilling fear that it had all been one long nightmare and that it wasn’t memories that plagued a former soldier’s sleep, but madness. Because how could such horrors exist in God’s world? It somehow helped to know at least someone out there understood. And he had little doubt that Jose felt the same way.
But something held Jose back. He was still on his guard, careful not to reveal too much.
“Come with me,” Jose said without emotion, then turned and continued down the lane toward the main plaza.
Armada followed, unsure of what to expect. Jose led him through the plaza and down the steep decline on the other side, which dumped them on to the access road leading to the delta. The two men said little as they walked, with Jose always a few paces ahead, sure to keep his back to him. Armada knew the man was strategizing, needing time to think. How much was safe to reveal? It usually wasn’t wise for Armada to let witnesses have such time, as it meant letting them find ways to spin the truth to their own advantage, rather than just spitting it out honestly. But Armada counted himself lucky that Jose was willing to speak at all. Whatever the man had to say, it was better than nothing.
They were crossing the delta now, cutting through a well-worn track that was heading straight for Jose’s field. In the corner of this field sat a cortijo that was obviously their destination. It was unlike most cortijos, which were typically just one-room sheds cobbled together out of local stone used to lock up a farmer’s valuable tools and give them a shady place to wait out the worst of the afternoon heat. As they approached, Armada could see this cortijo had multiple rooms, as well as a large covered patio off the front where a long wood table with matching benches stood. The table was obviously built with a large family in mind, one that probably came on Sundays after mass for a boisterous meal, with plenty of laughing and drinking of wine that would go late into the night.
Inside, Armada could see a well-used kitchen, with a countertop crowded with bowls and pots and various kitchen utensils cleaned and ready for the next big meal, next to which lay a fire pit overflowing with ash from the last big meal. Beyond the kitchen was another room that lay behind a set of iron bars held together with a cast iron lock. Through the bars Armada could see along one wall a variety of valuable hand tools, a leather ploughing saddle and other farm equipment that would be expensive to replace.
On the other wall were various unmarked barrels of drink, some large, some small, along with a leaning shelf full of dusty old glass bottles that was high up enough to be out of reach of the small children who probably occasionally found their way in here. It was one of these bottles that Jose grabbed, wiped the dust from, and considered the label. It was a brown liquid, which Armada hoped would be a fine sherry.
Jose took the bottle and two glasses out to the large bench on the front patio and sat down on the edge of the table. He wrestled the cork out of the top of the bottle and poured two glasses, handing one to Armada.
Armada took it and sat on the table beside Jose, gazing out at the stunning view that now greeted his eyes. The cortijo had been built on a small rise, the highest point on Jose’s field, and looked south toward the ocean. With much of the cane now harvested, they had a nearly unobstructed view of the ocean beyond, while just off to the right they could just make out the top of El Peñon, the local name for the large rock formation that jutted out from the beach, which from here looked like an approaching galleon about to make port.
Armada took a sniff of the liquid and was instantly disappointed. Brandy. A sweet, poorly-distilled brandy that tasted of old socks covered in sugar, leaving a vile aftertaste that hung about Armada’s palette like a bad smell.
But to Jose, it seemed like heaven. He took a drink, then drew in a long, relaxing breath.
“It’s swill, I know,” Jose said. “There are borrachos in the street who would drink anything but would refuse this.”
Jose took another sip. “But when I first tasted it, it was sublime. We had been marching through the mountains for weeks, starving, freezing cold, and expecting at any moment to come across a French contingent who could have easily wiped us out. We came across this little farmhouse, way up on a hillside. We figured it was a warm place to sleep for the night, out of the wind. One of the boys found a cellar later that night, with hundreds of bottles of this stuff stashed away.”
Jose wiped a bit more dust from the bottle, letting his fingers lightly graze over the bulbous shape as if it were a lover.
“I can’t remember another time in my life when I was so happy. This stuff brought us back to life. We stayed in that farmhouse for three days, until it was all gone. I was lucky. I stashed this bottle away in my bag before anyone noticed. Managed to smuggle it all the way back here. Every once in a while, I have a taste of it. Just to remember, you know?”
Armada took another sip. Suddenly, it didn’t seem so harsh. There was a warmth he hadn’t noticed before, one that slid down into his stomach and seemed to help calm him from within.
“You must have been posted to Catalonia,” Armada said. “The Pyrenees, I’m guessing?”
“I commanded a company that was there right up until the end. We were fighting even after the treaty was signed. And we would have won too. The French were retreating. Then the King signs that treaty, and suddenly all our work, all our sacrifice. He just gave it away…”
From the way Jose gripped his glass, Armada worried it would shatter in his hand. The man had felt betrayed, by king and country. Armada knew what that felt like. With some men, such a betrayal would make them turn selfish. It was where bandits and highwaymen came from, most of whom were ex-soldiers like Jose for a reason.
“So…” Jose said, shaking himself away from his thoughts. “Where were you posted, soldier?”
Armada wondered, probably like Jose, how much to reveal. A part of him wished to tell all, to drink the rest of what was in Jose’s cellar, to finally avail himself of all the pain and horror and suffering he had grappled with since he’d returned home. If anyone would understand, it would be a man like Jose.
But Jose was still a witness. And now, possibly, a suspect. The game had to continue, for he still needed the truth from Jose. But to get it, he would need to reveal a bit more, but only just enough.
“Peru,” Armada said.
“New World?” Jose said, his eyebrows raised. “I’ve never met anyone who served there.”
“Most men can’t afford to book passage home once they’ve done their duty. The king, sadly, does not compensate for that,” Armada said, finishing off his brandy. “Most men dream of returning home, but end up staying, getting married, and living out their lives there. For what else can they do?”
“You made it, though…”
“It wasn’t easy,” Armada said.
“So what brought you home, soldier?” Jose asked.
“The very same thing that brought you back to Salobreña, I imagine. Peru is so beautiful, but it isn’t home. Tell me, did you ever leave a man behind?”
Jose flashed Armada an angry look. “What kind of a question is that?”
“An honest one,” Armada said. “During my tour I had a lot commanders over the years. Some were good to the men, and others would sell us out for a bit of tobacco. I was only wondering what kind of…”
“Of course not. I never left a man behind,” Jose said. The question had offended Jose, as it was meant to. Armada had to step carefully. For ex-soldiers, their entire identity was wrapped up in the experience of battle. To question their honour, or anything connected to it, meant possibly angering them enough to lose control. Armada had to anger Jose in such a way to forget his defences long enough to tell the truth. But push a bit too hard, and Armada risked Jose smashing the brandy bottle over his head.
“What about when they committed a crime? Such as stealing brandy? How about then?” Armada asked.
Jose laughed. “No. Not even then. Especially not then.”
“How about if they killed a fellow solider in your company?”
“That would never happen,” Jose said.
“But it did,” Armada said. “Perhaps not in your company, but in your work crew. Are they not the same? You gave Miguel up to the Brotherhood. You gave Ortega a full statement, did you not? Does Miguel not count as one of your men?”
“That’s different.”
“Is it?”
Jose bolted upright off the table, grasping the neck of the brandy bottle and turning toward Armada. Armada stiffened, ready to defend himself against the blow.
But Jose instead poured himself more brandy into his glass.
“I don’t know Miguel at all. He was only with my crew a few days. And there is no excuse for what he did. And he’s a morisco, so who cares? He wasn’t worth defending.”
By the way Jose guzzled his brandy, it was clear there was little conviction in what he’d said. But even if there was, it didn’t fool Armada. A company commander who prided himself on how he treated his men, rather than boasting about his glory in battle, would never sell out a soldier in his company. Even if he’d only been there a single day. Commanders like Jose, of whom Armada had known a few, saw the company as a single entity, not a collection of men with varying degrees of worthiness.
No, Jose was floundering for an excuse for his actions. There was guilt there, and Armada had only been able to see it behind the flashes of anger.
“So what did you see, exactly?” Armada said.
“You read the letter. You think I was lying?”
“Yes. And here is your one chance, Commander, your only chance, to rectify that. Because if you don’t tell me the truth, right now, you will take that lie to your grave. As will Miguel.”
Jose took a long swig of his brandy, then turned to face the ocean view.
“You know, when you’re a commander as long as I was, you learn to read your men. You get lied to a lot, almost as much as a constable for the Brotherhood. You learn to see it in their eyes, by how they hold their bodies,” Jose said. “It’s why it’s not good to gamble with them. You know them so well, nobody can ever bluff. Now I haven’t known you long, Constable. But I can already tell you’re bluffing.”
Armada said nothing.
“Let’s start with a little truth from you,” Jose said, turning to Armada now. “Why did you really come home? And don’t give me that line about missing Spain. You only would have done that if you had family here. But you didn’t, did you?”
Armada felt his hand tremble. His heart began to race, and the thin wall that held back the memories of that time began to heave and swell in his mind, as if a dam ready to burst.
It was risky to delve into that. But if Armada wanted the truth, if he wanted to find justice for Miguel, there was no other way.
“I deserted,” Armada said.
Jose’s reaction was one of disapproval. In different times, Jose would have hauled Armada off to a prison cell with nothing more needing to be said.
But these were not those times.
“My company was assigned to protect a mission in the Andes that was being raided by a local tribe of natives whose land we’d stolen. We found out where the native village was and a company of us attacked it. We were supposed to take them all prisoner so the priest there could convert them all to the one true faith, with the hope they would join the mission and abandon their savage ways. To save the barbarians from themselves.”
Armada took the brandy bottle from Jose and refilled his glass.
“My commander had no intention of doing that. It was a massacre, done for his own glory. No prisoners were taken, no souls were saved that night. It was just death. Everywhere…death.”
Armada let the memories come. Fire, screaming, blood. So much blood. His heart began to race and tears welled in his eyes. There was no stopping it now.
“That night, I lost my faith. I realised I had been lied to, from the first moment I had put on the uniform. And I saw no other way.”
Armada tried to drink his brandy, but his hand shook too much, and he set the drink down. No drink could calm him now.
Jose watched him closely, but without the glare of disapproval. It had changed now, to one of empathy. He stared down at the brandy glass in his hand, the remnants of his drink still swirling on the bottom.
“I didn’t see anything,” Jose said. “I got there too late. Amparo was already dead. I saw Miguel sitting next to him and he was pretty shaken. There was no one else around. It had to be him. Who else could it have been?”
“Anyone else. Anyone!” Armada shouted. He was having trouble reining in his emotions. He felt as though his own commander from that horrific night were standing in front of him, which was where the shouting was coming from. The line between the past and present was dangerously blurred.
“I’m not proud of it,” Jose said. “But we are not in war time now. I have to think about my family. I have to think about the rest of my crew. And what about Amparo’s widow? You know what you Brothers are like. If I had left this case without a suspect, who knows who you would have accused. And once you accuse someone, that would have been it. You would have hanged them and moved on. Well I couldn’t let that happen! I grew up here, I know these people, this pueblo! And I can guarantee you none of them did it. I couldn’t risk you accusing the wrong person.”
Anger was coursing through Armada’s veins and a single word burned in his mind so hot that he yearned to shout it out. Liar!
This was not about protecting anyone. Jose had returned to lying about his motivations. If Armada had been in a different state, more in control, he would have pressed on.
But it was too late. Armada didn’t trust himself. He had to calm down, to think clearly. Besides, he had gotten what he came for. An admission that Jose hadn’t seen Miguel do anything, which only confirmed Armada’s suspicions that Miguel was innocent.
Jose put a hand on Armada’s shoulder.
“Here, have another drink. I have two more bottles of this stuff. Let’s you and I finish them off, yeah?”
Jose had lowered his voice to a soothing tone. He was going back into old habits, Armada knew. Jose was becoming the commander again. He saw one of his men was in trouble and was doing what he could to help.
Armada backed away. He was not a soldier anymore. That time was long ago. The game was over. It was time to leave.
“Thank you, Señor Padilla,” Armada said, hoping the sudden formality would return a sense of normalcy to their encounter, and might also help calm his racing heart. “I ask that you don’t leave town…not until…this ugly affair is resolved.”
“Armada…” Jose said.
But Armada was already striding away from the cortijo, arms wrapped around his stomach as it churned and gurgled away from the bad brandy, hoping he would soon be ill—anything to get it out of his body.
Deep down, however, Armada knew it wouldn’t be that easy.




Chapter Thirteen



Lucas returned to the room at the inn with an armload of sopping wet clothes, fresh from the lavadero. His heart was still racing from walking so briskly up the hill, as he was trying to get as much done as possible before Armada returned, in order to keep up the illusion that he’d been working at his duties all day. He still had so much to do. The mule needed to be fed, there were still provisions to sort out, and he needed to get to the baker’s for a couple of loaves of barley bread for dinner before they locked their door for the siesta, which would be very soon.
But as soon as Lucas entered the room, his plans ended. Armada had come back, much earlier than Lucas had expected. He leaned against the windowsill, staring not at the plaza below, but at the horizon just over the rooftops on the opposite side. His eyes darted about, as if searching for something, and he breathed in long sighs, as if struggling for control of his breath. There was also a puffiness to his cheeks, something Lucas had only seen once before—on his mother at the time her sister had died. It had come from hours of weeping.
“Ah, Lucas,” Armada said. He took a deep breath and wiped his face with his hand, wiping away his expression of sadness along with it. “You’re back.”
“Yes, sir. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”
“Well, I found myself getting a bit hungry, so I came back for some lunch. Did you manage to pick up those barley loaves?”
“Um…no, sir. Sorry.”
“No matter, I can just head to the tavern later.”
Lucas had expected more of a reaction. If he hadn’t spent the majority of the morning sneaking around Jose’s field, he would have had more than enough time to finish his chores, a fact Armada was usually keenly aware of. And yet, Armada not only appeared not to mind, but seemed almost chipper.
This was not surprising to Lucas. Over the years, Lucas had learned there was another task expected of him, one that was never spoken of. It was to distract Armada from the thoughts that sometimes plagued him. More than once had Lucas been woken up by an “accidental” loud noise in the middle of the night, only to find Armada there wanting to discuss a case at length, his mind running and bouncing about like a gazelle as he poured over every detail. Frequently, there was no new information or revelation to expound upon; Armada just needed a way to come back to reality. The conversation was an excuse to get out of his head, to plant himself in the present, and take back control of his mind from the demons that had plagued his sleep.
Armada poured himself a sherry and began pacing, a sure sign his mind was off and running.
“How did you get on, sir?” Lucas asked.
“Not well. After an entire day of interrogations all I’ve managed to do is confirm my suspicions about Miguel Guillen’s innocence. It doesn’t get me any closer to knowing who actually killed Amparo Rodriguez.”
“I heard some women talking about him at the lavadero today, sir. It seems like nobody in the pueblo liked him much.”
“So I keep hearing,” Armada mumbled into his sherry. “But we have to be careful here. Holding disdain for a man is a long way from wanting him dead. His character may be distracting us and have nothing to do with his murder at all.”
“So who would want him dead?”
Armada took another sip of sherry and rubbed his chin. “Well, usually to answer a question like that it’s best to start with those closest to the victim. In this case, his wife Madalena Rodriguez, who seemed rather unmoved by the fact that her husband of twelve years had just been brutally murdered. If she were the killer, that behaviour would make sense. The odd thing was that she made no effort to cover up her apathy. She was perfectly content to let me see her lack of—what’s the word? Interest? I’ve never seen a widow not work to hide it before. It made this all the more perplexing. And then there’s the money…”
Lucas had moved to the window now as Armada paced behind him, putting the washing out on the line that had been strung up outside. This was one of those moments when it was important to let Armada spout off, his mind working through all the details.
“The dresses, the bed—all recent purchases. And despite the one wage-earning member of the family now being gone, she had surprising little concern for her financial future. Which means there is money coming from somewhere. Money that she trusts will keep coming. It can’t be from her family—she left them long ago without a real to her name. So where? And does it have something to do with Amparo’s death? And I still can’t figure why she married Amparo and came to Salobreña in the first place. The man was cruel, had no money, no prospects, nothing to offer her. So why give up a privileged life in Malaga to knowingly enter a loveless marriage with such a man, then come to live the hard life of a labourer’s wife? There is another piece to that story we don’t have yet.”
Lucas was growing frustrated. Armada spent so much time going over the excruciating minutia of the people involved. What if he put this much effort into examining evidence instead? How much faster would the case be solved? Look at what he’d discovered today by a few hours spent wandering around an empty field.
“So the next obvious question is those who were with him the day he died. Who was out in the field with our victim?” Armada said.
“Enrique Talavera, sir. And his jefe Jose Padilla.”
Armada hesitated.
“Yes,” he said with a lowered tone. “Señor Padilla. There is someone else that makes less sense the more I think of it. On the surface, it would be easy to name him as the culprit. After all, he was there in the field that day. But without knowing why he would want his friend of many years dead, it’s impossible to be sure. Besides, he couldn’t have been the killer. He was behind the fireline at the time. Jose would hardly have leapt through a blazing inferno twice just to kill a long-time friend. It makes no sense.”
Lucas’ heart sank. He hadn’t thought of how much of a dilemma it would be for him that morning when he’d set off for the delta. Lucas didn’t expect to really find anything, so he hadn’t considered the ramifications of discovering something that could help the case in any significant way. If he had, he might have realised that to reveal what he knew meant revealing that he’d disobeyed Armada in a way he’d never done before. But it also meant possibly finding Amparo Rodriguez’ killer. There was no other way to do this.
“Sir,” Lucas said.
“I must speak to Enrique.” Armada was mumbling to himself. “He knew Amparo as well as anyone. There may have been something else going on we aren’t aware of yet. Perhaps…”
“Sir,” Lucas repeated.
Armada was still locked in his thoughts. “He was behind the fireline too, but he may have known something was…”
“Sir!”
“Yes, Lucas. What is it?”
“I found something today, sir. A clue that might help.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, sir. I…I was down in Jose’s field today, sir.” Lucas stared at the ground, finding it hard to look into Armada’s disapproving eyes for the moment. He hated this feeling. It took him right back to when he was seven, admitting to his father that it was he who had thrown the burning stick into his father’s favourite orange tree. He hadn’t meant to do it. He was just playing with his friends.
His father had been unmoved by Lucas’ explanations and had only shot back a look very similar to the one Armada was giving him now. It angered Lucas. Armada wasn’t his father. What right did he have to look at Lucas like that? In all probability, it was Armada’s lack of flexibility in his approach to investigations that led to his parents’ killer going free in the first place.
“I only wanted to look around a bit, in case there were…” Lucas said, but stopped himself. He was reaching for excuses again. But he shouldn’t have to do that. He should just tell Armada what he found, and be proud of the sacrifice he’d made.
“There was a trail there, sir. It led through the cane along the back side of the fireline, through the unharvested bit. There was blood all over it, and it led down to where Amparo’s body was found. I think it means he may have been killed somewhere else and dragged to that spot.”
Armada said nothing for a long, tense moment.
“To make it look as though Miguel had killed him,” Armada finally said.
“Yes, sir.”
Armada, his sherry glass empty, contemplated this new information. For a moment, Lucas felt he just might be in the clear. This information seemed quite explosive.
“I was wondering when you were going to admit what you did, Lucas. It took you quite a while.”
“Sir?”
“I have a nose, Lucas. It smells as though you’ve set this entire room on fire. And there’s only one place you could have picked up a smell like that.”
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”
“It’s not the smell I mind, Lucas, but that you refuse to let go of the ridiculous notions professed in that Italian book.”
That Italian book. It was always how Armada referred to Riselo’s work now. It made the tome sound smaller somehow, less significant, as if it were merely a book of children’s jokes or silly songs.
“Just tell me one thing, Lucas. How close did you let the fire get to you?”
“Closer than I should have, sir,” Lucas said.
Armada said nothing. He didn’t need to. Lucas knew what he was thinking. And he resented it. Yes, things had gotten a little dangerous, but only because he hadn’t been paying enough attention. It was a mistake Lucas swore he wouldn’t make again. There was no reason for Armada to place so much importance on what was essentially a minor indiscretion.
Armada sat down in the chair opposite Lucas, the only chair in the room. Lucas suddenly felt as though he were being asked to submit, like a vassal to his lord, as he’d been left standing.
“And what do you suppose I should do about it?” Armada asked. “I very specifically asked you not to go down there.”
“I understand, sir. And I’m sorry. But I did find out something valuable. I think it proves that…”
“It proves nothing but the fact that I was right when I told you it would be too dangerous,” Armada said. “Your life isn’t worth this case. Your safety is my responsibility and it’s not one I take lightly.”
Armada considered his empty sherry glass and set it roughly on the table, as if disgusted by it.
“Now kindly go and get the barley bread you were supposed to get so we can have dinner on time.”
Lucas normally would have responded with a “yes, sir” to acknowledge he’d heard Armada. It wasn’t something he’d been asked to do, just a habit he picked up back during his earlier, more enthusiastic years when he’d been much more eager to please the man who had saved him from a life of begging in the streets. Now, however, Lucas was not quite so eager. Although it seemed like a little thing, it felt quite hostile now as Lucas left the room without saying anything.
Once down on the street, he let his anger seethe. He’d risked his life to help the case and the old man didn’t even acknowledge it. Did he not get that Lucas cared about the case too? That maybe he wanted justice for Miguel Guillen as well? He was a man now. Surely he was in charge of his own safety? He didn’t need Armada to watch over him like a baby bird anymore. He wasn’t a child, and Armada certainly wasn’t his father. He hadn’t asked Armada to take him on after his parents were killed. He hadn’t asked for any of this. It wasn’t fair.
Lucas gritted his teeth all the way to the bakery, where he was told the baker had just left for siesta and wouldn’t be back for two hours.
Lucas would have to wait.




Chapter Fourteen



Back in the room, Armada was left with a vague sense that he’d said something wrong. He’d noticed a change in Lucas over the past few months. The boy seemed less open-minded than before, and more inclined to offer his opinion, or to question Armada’s methods. And certainly not as eager as he’d once been to follow Armada’s instructions to the letter.
Lucas now seemed much more interested in finding his own way of doing things and would become defensive when Armada pointed out the flaws in his thinking. He couldn’t understand it. Lucas was just a boy; how could he not see that? Surely Lucas didn’t honestly believe that he knew better than a seasoned, experienced investigator like Armada. And yet he reacted as if Armada were almost insulting him with what was obviously common sense.
Armada wondered if the boy was finally buckling under the weight of his grief for his parents. It had been nearly four years since the whole tragic affair and Armada had rarely seen Lucas show his sadness, or even mention his parents. Armada wondered if the boy even thought of them much anymore. They had been taken so suddenly. Lucas, so young at the time, hadn’t been able to accept that they were really gone. He’d assumed they were simply on a trip and would be back for him soon. It had taken Armada weeks to convince the boy they’d been murdered. Once the reality set in, Lucas seemed to lose all hope.
With no other family to take him in, Armada had offered to let the boy stay with him. Those first few nights were long, with the boy spending hours sobbing into a pillow. Armada saw no other way to lift Lucas out of his dark abyss other than to offer him a job. It had been a desperate move, really. He hadn’t known Lucas well back then, and had no way of assessing the boy’s skills. But he felt responsible for Lucas. For it was Armada’s failure that had led Lucas to lose all hope in the first place.
Since then, Lucas had focused on doing the job as best he could. Armada knew the grief must still be under the surface somewhere. Deep within his mind, Lucas was probably still spending long nights sobbing into his pillow as he once had. Back then, Lucas had turned to Armada for comfort.
But something had changed. Lucas was turning inward, preferring instead to find a way to comfort himself without anyone’s help. Armada wondered if the boy blamed him for his parents’ death. It would help to explain his sudden disdain for Armada. But why now, after so many years? What had changed?
There was no way to know. At least not until Lucas was ready to talk to him. And by the looks of it, it wouldn’t be any time soon.
But Armada couldn’t help but wonder—was Lucas right about Amparo’s movements? Was it possible he was killed where he was working and his body was then dragged to somewhere near Miguel? Dragging a dead body through uncut cane could not have been easy or discreet. Was it possible that one of the men working there saw something? Besides Amparo, Miguel, and Jose there was only one other person working in the field that day. A person who might have more answers.
Armada was glad to be out of the smoky room and was soon back outside. He came down off the hill and felt the winds ease their assault as he crossed the delta, where once lush forests of cane were now quickly being replaced by bare-earth wasteland. He soon found himself on the beach. Armada removed his shoes, preferring to feel the warm, silky sand on his feet as he walked along the empty shoreline.
The wind was gentle today, allowing Armada to walk close enough to the waves to feel the warm, inviting Mediterranean Sea lap at his ankles, relaxing him. Armada was all by himself on the beach as far as he could see in either direction. He promised himself someday that he would come to a beach while not on a case, giving himself far more time to enjoy moments like these where one could be alone with the sea.
Turning west, Armada walked toward where the setting sun would soon be slipping beneath the hills that led to Almuñécar. On his left, he passed El Peñon, getting his first close-up look at it. It was a long, skinny pile of massive boulders that jutted out into the sea like a pier. On the east side, where the waves were calm, a gentle sloping hill, easily climbable, was covered in spikey green weeds.
On the west, however, where the winds were punishing and the waves slammed into its base every day with ferocity, the gentle slopes had been worn away into vertical cliffs, where the waves threw up violent spurts of foam into the air and the currents swirled about in massive pools, threatening to swallow up anyone who came too near.
Just beyond the Peñon Armada found a quiet cove, sheltered from the winds by a tall hill covered almost entirely by rows of almond trees. There were hundreds of them, all lapping up as much summer sun as they could, knowing in a few weeks they would have to begin shedding their green leaves and go dormant again for the winter.
Armada crossed this cove, glancing at the vegetation just beyond the reach of the beach sand. It was the usual mix of hardy, dark green weeds covered in spikes and thorns, with tufts of wild cane whose seeds were caught by the wind from the neighbouring cane fields, and the odd twisted trunk of a struggling palm tree. There were remnants of fences here, most now eroded until they were little more than rotting wood posts marking the edges of fields long ago ruined by the drifting sands of the shoreline.
Amongst these former fields, sitting just at the top of the beach, sat a four-wheeled wagon. It was large enough to be pulled by two or four horses, and had once been entirely covered by a canvas frame. As Armada got closer, however, it was plain that the wagon was of no use now.
It had been sitting in this spot for many years now, its wood-frame rotted out by the sea air and sagging in the middle. The wheels were half buried in the sand, the cast iron axles long ago rusted and probably unable to ever turn again. The original canvas top was long gone, replaced by a patchwork of tattered quilts and torn linens that had been crudely sewn together and thrown over a frame made of bits of wood and cane, and other materials scavenged from the local area.
Just off the back of the wagon was a bare patch of ground surrounded by debris that suggested someone lived here. In the middle of the clearing a ring of stones had been built, in the middle of which were a thick pile of ashes and burned wood. Over the top of this fire pit a frame had been constructed to suspend a cast iron cooking pot just above it.
Just beyond was a graveyard of bones. Small animals, probably caught in the grasses during hunting expeditions into the long weeds. Mice and rabbits made up the majority of what Armada could recognise, as well as a small wild boar skull. The rest were other assorted bones Armada didn’t recognise, some big, some small, and all strewn about the left side of the wagon as if the beach itself had vomited them up, refusing to play the role of graveyard.
Armada approached the back of the wagon and could hear someone shuffling about inside.
“Enrique Talavera?” Armada called.
The shuffling sound stopped.
“Domingo Armada of the Holy Brotherhood. Can I have a word?”
He heard more shuffling. The wagon rocked back and forth as someone inside moved about. Suddenly the bit of blue fabric that served as the door whipped aside to reveal a shaggy-haired man in a sleeveless shirt and a basic black doublet, with soiled wool breeches and bare feet. He was unshaven and looked sleepy-eyed, as if he’d just be awoken from a long nap. But the strong smell of tobacco suggested he’d been busy doing something else.
“Uh…yes…” Enrique mumbled before scrambling out of the wagon. The man seemed confused. Surely Enrique knew Armada would come to call on him eventually. He was a possible witness to a murder.
Enrique loudly coughed the last of the tobacco smoke out of his lungs and scratched the greasy, unwashed hair that fell in front of his face. The man looked young to Armada, thirties at most, and was quite skinny. He had the bronze skin of a man who worked outside, but hadn’t yet begun to wrinkle and age. His voice had a soft, delicate lilt, that of someone who rarely wanted to be noticed, and only spoke when absolutely necessary. When he did speak, Armada found he had to listen closely, as Enrique spat his words out, as if talking were a chore he wanted to finish as quickly as possible.
“Have you lived here long?” Armada asked.
“All my life.”
“You were born here? In this wagon?”
“Mother moved here when she was pregnant,” Enrique said as he shifted his weight back and forth, staring at the ground.
Armada considered pressing further, but it wasn’t hard to guess the rest of the story. His mother had become pregnant illegitimately and had come here to hide the secret, either to mask her shame or to protect the father’s honour. The fact that they lived so far outside of town suggested that people in Salobreña knew their story, and did not approve.
“I wanted to talk to you about Amparo Rodriguez. What did you see the day he died? Anything strange? Or anyone you didn’t recognise running about in the field?”
“No. Didn’t see nothing. Was just working.”
“What about someone you recognised? Was anybody acting strangely just before Amparo’s body was found?”
“No.”
“Jose, perhaps?”
He hesitated and then said no once more.
Armada watched Enrique closely, but felt nothing. It was a strange sensation, as if Armada were shouting down a well and only hearing his own echoing voice, or attempting to talk to a goat. He wondered if Enrique was as good at hiding his feelings as Madalena, or if there were none to hide.
But the mention of Jose’s name had shaken Enrique, although it was subtle. Something was there, something connected to Jose. But Enrique was shutting down. Armada had to change the conversation before he lost him.
“It’s quiet here, isn’t it?” Armada said, gesturing to the sheltered little cove that Enrique usually had all to himself. “Do you like being on your own so much?”
“I like it.”
“Yes, so do I,” Armada said. “People tend to make the mistake of thinking that living alone means you’re lonely. But it doesn’t mean that at all, does it?”
Enrique glanced at Armada, but said nothing. He seemed to be avoiding Armada’s gaze, preferring instead to stare at his bare feet.
“For some, living alone is the only way to be happy. Other people, they can be so loud, can’t they? And they make things so complicated. They’re so unpredictable. I couldn’t imagine living with anyone else now.”
Armada could see out of the corner of his eye Enrique was nodding along. He understood.
“But what galls me the most is that they pity me,” Armada said. “They think I have a hard time trusting people. But they never take the time to really listen, do they? No one ever hears me.”
“They say it’s my fault,” Enrique said. “Because I talk strange.”
“But it isn’t, is it? It’s because they don’t really want to do anything except talk about their own petty squabbles. They don’t really care about yours, do they?”
“No,” Enrique said. A half-smile was spreading across his face. He was making eye contact with Armada now.
“Yes, I can definitely see the appeal of living as you do, Enrique. Nobody notices if you don’t attend church, or join the Romería, or the Easter Procession, or any of the village fetes. You only have to talk to those you truly trust, those few people who really listen. Do you know many people like that?”
“Not really.”
“What about Amparo Rodriguez? You’ve known him your whole life, worked with him out in the fields. Couldn’t you trust him?”
Enrique snorted. “Amparo? No. Nobody likes him. He’s cruel.”
“So he was cruel to you?”
“Sometimes,” Enrique mumbled. “But then Miguel joined and it was all right.”
“Did Amparo ever have disputes with anyone else besides you and Miguel? Maybe someone else in town?”
“Don’t know. But he’d been arguing a lot with Jose lately. Especially that morning.”
“About what?”
“Jose hired him and Miguel to dig some new irrigation canals. He wanted to hire me too, but it was too late at night. I don’t like working at night. I make enough to get by already.”
“Jose wanted to dig new canals in the middle of the night? That seems odd,” Armada said.
“He said the soil would be softer then.”
“And you saw them arguing about it the morning Amparo was killed?”
“It was before we were supposed to start work. They were already in the field and didn’t see me coming. So I just waited until they finished.”
“What was the argument about? Could you tell?”
“Money. They kept shouting about money.”
Armada’s head was spinning. It was a lot of information to take in, and if true, he had a lot of work to do. But first, he needed to dig a bit under the surface.
“How did you feel when you saw Amparo had been killed? You were one of few people to see his body, weren’t you?”
Enrique shrugged. “Means Jose needs another man. Otherwise the harvest won’t get done.”
The memory of that horrible day, which had so badly traumatized Miguel, had seemed to have the opposite effect on Enrique. Was he hiding his pain? Or was it missing altogether? Armada couldn’t tell. Enrique was one of few people he’d ever met who seemed to hide everything about himself so effortlessly.
“Thank you, Enrique,” Armada said. “You’ve been very helpful today.”
Armada was about to walk away when Enrique grasped his elbow.
“Do you think Jose did it?” Enrique said as his eyes bore into Armada with an intense stare.
Armada realised Enrique’s livelihood depended on Jose Padilla. If Jose were to be arrested and charged, and Enrique lost the one solid job he got every year, his entire life would change.
And Armada couldn’t tell him anything yet.
“I don’t know,” Armada said, knowing his answer was unhelpful. “But when I find out, I’ll make sure you know.”




Chapter Fifteen



Miguel awoke to the sound of the door opening and footsteps. The dream he’d been having was nice, one he didn’t want to leave. But the moment he opened his eyes, it was gone, as was any memory of it. Just some lingering warm feelings that usually came when he thought of home.
Rubbing his eyes, he was met with the sight of Madalena Rodriguez again. Although there was nowhere to go, Miguel still leapt to his feet and pressed himself against the back of the cell.
“It’s all right, Miguel. It is just me,” Madalena said, holding her hand up. “I brought food. Look.”
That was when Miguel saw a small basket overflowing with fruit and bread.
“I felt bad for how things went before. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you. It’s not your fault what happened,” Madalena said. “I am still grieving over losing my beloved Amparo. I was hoping this might allow us to start over.”
“Do you still think I killed him?” Miguel asked.
“No.”
Madalena held the basket aloft and Miguel felt his stomach rumble at the very sight of the fresh oranges piled on top of peppers, cheese, and a loaf of bread still steaming from coming straight from the bakery.
“I thought we could have a picnic,” Madalena said.
Miguel was confused. You couldn’t have a picnic inside. Everyone knew that. It would be hard to pretend they were sitting under the shade of some olive tree in the middle of a sunny meadow. The very thought of it seemed funny to Miguel, and he couldn’t help but laugh.
“What is it?” Madalena asked.
“That’s silly,” Miguel said. “You can’t have a picnic here.”
“Of course not. I was thinking we should do it outside.”
“But I’m in prison.”
Madalena smiled and gestured to the soldier standing behind her. He approached the cell door, unlocked it, then opened it, gesturing for Miguel to come out.
“What is this?” Miguel said, beginning to panic. “I’m not supposed to leave. What if the constable comes back?”
“It’s all right, Miguel. It’s just for a little while. And we can’t leave the castle,” Madalena said. “I was thinking we could go up to the roof and have our picnic. The soldiers said it is fine, especially as I paid them so handsomely.”
Madalena gave Armada a mischievous grin. “Come on!”
Miguel leaned against the bars as he stumbled out of the cell and followed Madalena over to the door, behind which was the staircase that led to freedom. He had spent so many hours staring at the door; it felt odd to finally walk through it. His legs tingled and he needed a bit of help getting up to the stairs, but the prospect of fresh air and sunlight drove him on, through the main hall, and finally out a doorway in the back, which led them out on to an open plaza built on top of the main hall of the castle.
The sunlight splashed on to Miguel’s face and he felt his entire body come alive. The tingling sensations in his legs and arms subsided and he stretched his back, feeling the warmth return with each crack. But what was most welcome was the air—the fresh, sweet, ocean air—that had always been just on the other side of the stone wall of his cell. He’d been so close to it, and yet so far away. And now he could fill his lungs with it. Gone was the stink of sweat and damp and faeces. This air was clean and sweet and made his head feel light, as if he’d had too many ales.
Madalena giggled. “Feel better?”
Miguel nodded.
“The best view is over by the ramparts.”
Miguel followed Madalena as she led him across the open plaza toward the castle wall, which was rimmed with ramparts that looked out over the ocean. From here, soldiers could fire cannons or crossbows with ease should any Berber pirates be foolish enough to make an attempt to get to shore.
The ramparts were also an ideal spot to sit in the late afternoon sun and gaze out over the spectacular view while eating a picnic. From this dizzying height, Miguel could see just about all of the delta below, as well as the shoreline, the mighty El Peñon, and beyond that the empty horizon. A few clouds lolled about in the air, but the sky was mostly a brilliant shade of deep blue. The only pollution was the periodic waves of black smoke rising up from the burning cane fields in the east, which the wind generously pushed off toward Motril.
Miguel watched Madalena unpack the basket while two of the soldiers stood a short distance away, eyeing the food for themselves. If Miguel were here alone, the soldiers would have robbed him by now, taking everything. For some reason, Madalena commanded a respect he didn’t understand, keeping the soldiers at bay with some kind of power. They would be free to enjoy their picnic, if only for a little while.
Madalena handed Miguel some jamon slices and a loaf of bread, which he stuffed into his mouth. Anything different from the scraps and salty brine he was usually served tasted of nothing short of heaven.
But there was still one question—why? What did this woman want? She was so beautiful, especially now that he could see her properly in the sunshine. Why was she being so nice to him? She still hadn’t said, and he worried that if he asked her, somehow the spell would be broken.
“Is your head feeling any better?” Madalena asked.
“A bit,” Miguel said with a mouth full of bread. He realised the constant pulsating ache that normally sat in the back of his skull had disappeared.
“Can you remember anything yet?”
“Not really. Sorry.”
“No, don’t be sorry, Miguel. It’s not your fault,” Madalena said as she put her hand on his knee.
Miguel felt a tingle shoot through his entire body. He couldn’t remember a woman ever touching him this way before. It was probably innocent. She didn’t mean anything by it. But it was still exciting, especially as the only other human touch he’d experienced in a while had been beatings.
“But I won’t lie to you, Miguel. I do wish I knew whose fault it was that my husband was murdered. I can’t sleep at night these days, worrying about it.”
“That constable seems smart. If anybody can figure it out, he can,” Miguel said.
“Maybe you’re right. I hope so. Because if he can’t…”
Madalena put a hand to her mouth. She was upset, Miguel could tell. He wondered if she was about to cry. He hoped it wouldn’t be considered wrong of him to put his hand on her shoulder. It seemed the right thing to do.
Madalena responded by leaning her whole body into his, burying her head into his shoulder. It was a move he hadn’t been expecting and he could see the soldiers that were watching him flinch. Then they smiled at him, whispering to each other and pointing, probably making crude comments which Miguel didn’t want to think about.
Instead, Miguel focused on Madalena, whose body he could feel was convulsing on his chest. He was a bit nervous, not knowing what to do next.
“I just worry,” Madalena said between the sobs. “That maybe my Amparo’s killer is still out there. What if he comes after me?”
Miguel hadn’t considered that. He suddenly felt angry at Amparo’s killer, whomever he was. Did he not consider what the effect would be on such a beautiful creature as Madalena?
“I just want this whole thing to be over with,” Madalena said as she sat up on her own again. She wiped her eyes with a little kerchief. “No more secrets. No more hiding. Once everything is out there, then I might feel safe again. But only then.”
“You…you deserve that…” Miguel said. “Once that constable Armada does his job, maybe…”
“Oh, that constable! I’m tired of hearing about him. It’s all anyone can talk about in town. Some of the mothers are even asking around if he is single so he can marry one of their daughters. Because he has a government post they think he’s rich. That sort of thing is all anyone in this town can think of, it seems.”
“Really? He seems nice…” Miguel said and instantly regretted it.
“He seems nice now, but I know those Brotherhood men. It won’t be long before he starts hanging people. Then we’ll see how nice he is. No, I don’t trust him. I think he’s just waiting for someone to pay him a bribe, and then he’ll hang the first person he sees and be on his way. If we want the truth, we’ll have to find it ourselves. That’s what I think.”
“What are you saying?”
Madalena shook her head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I just want to know the truth. And it has something to do with that digging job you and Amparo did for Jose. Can you remember anything about it?”
Miguel felt a chill down his spine. This was twice now that Madalena had asked him about the murder. He wondered if that was normal. All he knew was that his own instincts were telling him she seemed overly interested. Could he trust her?
“It was dark…that’s all…” Miguel said, trying to remain vague.
Say nothing. Not even to her.
“Jose was worried about something,” Miguel said. “But it’s all so unclear. I can’t remember much more than that. I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t be sorry. Just try to remember. I think it’s important,” Madalena said as she cast a sideways glance to the soldiers. They were becoming edgy. Madalena knew her time here was coming to an end. “How about where it was? It might help to remember that first.”
“It was dark. I don’t know the delta very well. I wasn’t sure where we were,” Miguel said.
Madalena gave a short sigh. Miguel felt he had let her down, and after she’d gone through all the trouble of bringing him a picnic and paying off the soldiers to come up for some fresh air. And now she was disappointed, possibly even regretting ever having come.
“I want to help…I really do…”
Madalena leaned over and kissed Miguel on the cheek. “I know you do. You just need a little more time. It’s all right.”
Miguel was left confused for the rest of that night, even after he was put back in his cell, not sure if she’d ever come back.
He thought he would dream of that kiss all night, but he didn’t. What he dreamed about was Francesca, and how she never confused him. He wondered where she was that night, or if she would ever come to visit him and pay the guard to have a picnic on the roof. Probably not. In fact, he would probably never see Francesca again. 




Chapter Sixteen



It was dark by the time Armada returned to the inn. It had been a long walk back from Enrique’s cove and he was feeling quite tired. He strode into the room, unsure of what to expect. He came in to find a candle burning on the table next to a meal that had been prepared, with two loaves of barley bread that Lucas had dutifully picked up. The room had been cleaned and tidied, and Lucas was in his own bed now, fast asleep.
Famished, Armada sat at the table and began eating his dinner. The room was deathly quiet, the only sound the wind whipping past the window, giving off a soft howling sound. Armada got most of the way through his meal before realising something was wrong.
“Lucas, you might as well rise,” Armada said. “We’ve travelled long enough together for me to know the snoring you make when you are truly asleep. A sound it would be impossible for you to know how to fake.”
Lucas sat up in his bed and a tension filled the room. “Yes, sir.”
The tension was too much for Armada. He hated it. It was distracting. There was work to do.
“You’ve done good work tonight, Lucas. I commend you.”
Lucas said nothing.
“You are free to sleep, if you wish, Lucas. But I was hoping you might stay up for a few minutes. I could use your insight. It seems much of this case revolves around a job that Jose Padilla hired Amparo and Miguel to perform for him. Something about digging irrigation canals. I have little experience with such things, as you know. But it seems odd to me that it was done at night. Jose had apparently mentioned something about the soil being softer at night.”
“Softer?” Lucas said, rising from his bed. “I’ve never heard of that. Hard soil is hard soil, day or night. I would say digging at night would be harder because you can’t see what you’re doing.”
“Which means the only advantage working at night would offer would be to mask one’s activities.”
“Sounds like it, sir.”
“But what could he be digging at night that he didn’t want anyone else to know about?”
“Maybe he was burying something?”
“Possibly,” Armada said. “But why hire the other two workers? He’d be risking a lot by bringing them into his confidence. Especially Miguel, who he didn’t know very well. And Amparo was hardly likely to keep his secret. It all seems the act of a desperate man. Jose was in the army—very little can spook him. And yet he is behaving as if he has everything to lose. Unless he was setting Amparo up for a fall, but why? The motivation doesn’t make sense there either.”
“Farmers can get desperate when there’s a drought, sir.”
“Yes, perhaps. But Jose is a man who thinks bigger than that. I can’t understand why someone like him would become so spooked as to…Lucas?”
Armada realised Lucas had stopped listening. He had turned his chair around to stare at his leather shoes, which were sitting in the corner. They were singed black around the edges, with some of the laces burned away. He hadn’t worn them since that day.
“What is it, Lucas?”
Lucas didn’t answer, but instead stood up and grabbed one of the shoes. He flipped the shoe over and studied the mud encrusting the bottom of the sole.
Lucas then took a bit of the mud in his fingers, mashing it about. It was still moist on the inside and turned the tips of his fingers brown.
Then Lucas popped it in his mouth.
“Good God!” Armada exclaimed. “What are you doing?”
Lucas spat out the soil on the floor. “It’s not salty, sir.”
“What?”
“It should be salty, but it isn’t.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Sir,” Lucas said, sitting next to Armada and pointing to the shoe. “This mud. I got stuck in it when I was running from the fire. It was out in the middle of the fallow field to the south of Jose’s field. I just assumed it was seawater. But it isn’t. It’s fresh. And the only way freshwater could pool enough to create mud in the middle of a field like that is if there was a freshwater spring.”
“And so perhaps Jose was digging irrigation canals. In order to steal water from this spring.”
“It would explain why he was doing it at night, sir. Stealing irrigation water is a serious crime.”
“And also one worth performing if one were expecting a drought.”
“Definitely, sir.”
Armada stood up from the table, forgetting about the rest of his dinner. His mind was racing again. Food was never possible when the pieces of the puzzle began slotting together. For this, only one thing would do.
Armada poured himself a glass of sherry.
“Sir, perhaps I could go down to that field tomorrow. Find that irrigation canal. You know, just to make sure what we suspect is right. I could maybe find out who owns it and—”
“Lucas, how many times have I told you. You have duties to perform here. I don’t want you going anywhere near…”
Armada stopped himself. The look on Lucas’ face told him it was pointless to continue. Lucas would go there anyway. He couldn’t be stopped. There was a passion behind Lucas’ eyes that made the boy look older. It was as if Armada were suddenly getting a glimpse of the man Lucas was on the cusp of becoming and Armada wondered how he’d never seen it before. The sad, frightened eleven-year-old boy he’d taken in all those years ago was suddenly, and abruptly, gone.
Armada could have told Lucas not to go to the field. But it would have been useless. The time for trying to keep the little boy out of trouble was over. Things had changed in an instant. Perhaps they had always been changing, but Armada had refused to see. In a way, he’d never wanted Lucas to grow up. Because then things would get complicated, and eventually Lucas would set off on his own path in life, leaving Armada to fend for himself once again.
When Armada had first become a constable in the Brotherhood, this had been easy enough. Travelling about the countryside by himself had seemed romantic, allowing him the space to grow into his role, refining his investigative methods and gaining a reputation for finding justice. He’d always figured that was how he would work. And now he couldn’t imagine doing this job without Lucas at his side. It just seemed impossible.
Armada took a long gulp of his sherry.
“Perhaps you’re right, Lucas. Yes, go over to that fallow field tomorrow. Tell me what you find. But do me a favour—stay well away from the fires this time.”
A grin spread across Lucas’ face. “Yes, sir.”
“And after breakfast, of course. You still have your duties.”
“Yes, sir.”
That night, Armada found the nightmares from his past that usually haunted him remained at bay, allowing him a restful sleep he rarely knew these days.
The next morning, Armada awoke at dawn to find Lucas having already been up and returning to the room. He was flush and out of breath, saying he had already gone down to the field and confirmed it—an illegal irrigation canal, diverting water from the fallow field into Jose’s cane crop. It was well hidden with a thick layer of plant debris and weeds and in that hard soil must have taken ages to dig. And there was one strange detail.
It wasn’t completed. Lucas explained how it went most of the way toward the freshwater spring, but stopped short. One single bit needed to be dug before the water began to flow, about ten paces long, and yet it was never done. The project had stopped before it was finished, which begged the question: what had stopped it? And did it have something to do with Jose’s argument with Amparo and Amparo’s subsequent murder?
Armada, having been awake for less than two minutes, had trouble taking in the significance of it all. He dressed and went with Lucas down to the tavern for breakfast. His head now cleared, Armada realised it would be useful if Lucas could find out who owned the land, the records of which were kept at the town hall. It was an important job and one that Lucas swore many times he was ready for. Armada secretly suspected Lucas was right—a job like this meant hours of pouring through poorly-written records to pick out the little nuggets of information they needed, and was the kind of detail-heavy work Lucas had always had a penchant for. Armada couldn’t understand Lucas’ enthusiasm for such a task, but was happy not to have to do it himself.
Meanwhile, Armada was now armed with the information he needed to have another meeting with the man who seemed increasingly to lay at the very centre of the case.
And that’s when he heard the church bell.




Chapter Seventeen



It was just after midday when Armada emerged from the Our Lady of the Rosary church. The bright sunlight hurt his eyes, even under the protective shade of the two ancient olive trees situated in the small bare-earth plaza in front of the church doors. Behind him he heard the massive, oak-planked doors swing open and the din of boisterous conversation from the hundreds of people that had filled the pews of the church for mass. After two hours of silence and quiet prayer, everyone was eager to get on with the events of the afternoon. It was Sunday, a time for rest and to be with family. Squirrely children shrieked and ran circles around the gnarled, twisted trunks of the olive trees while their families collected in large groups to talk, something that would go on for the next few hours. Eventually, the families would begin to disperse, meandering back to their homes or elsewhere for large family dinners that would go long into the night.
And Jose was no exception. Armada remained discreet, pressing his body against the outside wall of the church and watching the people mill around as if waiting for someone. But his eyes firmly locked on Jose Padilla, who was in the centre of his very large family and appeared to be having several conversations at once, including one with an energetic young girl who insisted on grabbing his wrists, standing on his toes, and dancing with him. Jose took this in good stead, making faces at her while speaking to the older man just over his right shoulder before being interrupted by several women who frowned and gestured down the hill, wanting to get a move on.
Armada had been worried about standing out in such a crowd. Many times he’d gone to mass in a small pueblo and found himself the only stranger, with wary glances cast toward him to let him know he was not trusted. But in Salobreña during the harvest, he was not alone in being a stranger here. There were many men standing about who obviously knew no one, labourers mostly, seasonal workers who came through every year to help with the harvest, but had no real ties to this place. It meant Armada could blend in with them, although his clothing did make this somewhat difficult. Most of these labourers were poor, too poor to have anything other than work clothes. Many stood about sheepishly, clad in soiled clothing stained black from the soot of the cane fires.
The church itself was a handsome structure. There were few flourishes, as with most churches in smaller towns. But it boasted a commanding view as it was built on top of a small rise, and could be seen from nearly everywhere in town. The construction was fairly new, no doubt dating back only as far as the Reconquest, when the town was taken back from the Moors and made Catholic once more. Many mosques across Andalucía had been torn down or converted into churches like this one. It wasn’t hard to spot the origins of Salobreña’s church, as one remnant of its time as a mosque was the doorway. It towered over the plaza, rimmed by brightly-coloured tilework with an alternating red and white pattern, all leading one’s eye up to the familiar mushroom-shaped archway over the door, which made its Moorish roots unmistakable. Throughout most of the old Moor kingdom, these kinds of things had been removed with immediate effect. And yet here on Salobreña’s church, it had been allowed to stay, probably as a memorial by the morisco builders of this church as a reminder of their religion, which had now been thoroughly trampled in the dust of history.
Jose’s family began to slowly move out of the plaza and back into town and Armada moved with them. He needed to speak with Jose, but trying to get his attention while surrounded by his entire family only meant their conversation would be public, and discussed at great length by family members, an eventuality he wanted to avoid if possible. He needed to wait until Jose was alone, but by the looks of it, that would be awhile.
Armada discreetly followed the family as they sauntered their way through town in no particular hurry on their way to partake of the most ancient of Spanish customs—the Sunday family meal. All over Andalucía, and even throughout the whole of Spain, families like Jose’s were gathering round on patios or terraces or wherever there was room for a large enough table, and cobbling together as much of a feast as could be afforded. It would be eaten slowly, over the course of hours, with generous amounts of wine and perhaps a bit of music, and it would stretch on long into the night.
Armada found that he admired Jose and actually envied him. He had seen some of the same horrors of war that Armada had, and yet here he was, the patriarch of a large extended family. It was baffling to Armada how he’d managed to accomplish this, for Armada couldn’t imagine the same for himself. It made him feel almost angry, the way a child felt when a toy was taken away by another child. A silly thought, and one Armada quickly put away.
Eventually, the family meandered through their way out of town and back down to the delta, where they crossed Jose’s field and arrived at his cortijo alongside the dry riverbed that bordered his field on the east. Upon arriving the women in the group leaped into action in the kitchen, lighting the fire pit and sorting out the various utensils and deciding which of them would do what job. Meanwhile, the men milled around outside on the patio, chatting away about farming while the children opened the gate for the horse and squealed in delight as it neighed and pranced around the muddy field, happy to escape the cramped stable.
Armada found a spot behind some tall weeds, not ready yet to approach. He wanted to watch them, to see what kind of world Jose had sprung from. Soon the air was filled with the scent of cooking food and the women were snapping at the children to start helping to set the table. Jose scooped up the young girl in his arms, obviously his daughter, and encouraged her to do as her mother told her. The girl agreed and was popped back down to her feet. Once on the ground, she began staring at something just over Jose’s left shoulder.
Jose turned around to find Armada standing there behind him.
“Armada…” Jose said, surprised.
“I’m sorry to intrude. I was hoping I could have a word.”
“No,” Jose said, his tone becoming serious.
“Excuse me?”
“I’m not letting you come to my cortijo, with my entire family here, just to have a quick word and leave. I’ll talk, but you have to do something for me first.”
Jose reached over and grabbed a bit of bread that had been put out on the table already and handed it to Armada.
“Eat.”
A broad grin spread over Jose’s face, which turned into a chuckle, and finally a laugh. He wrapped his arm around Armada’s shoulder and introduced him to an uncle, a brother-in-law, and two cousins. The men saw Jose’s reaction and warmed to Armada, treating him as if he were a dear friend.
And so the afternoon began. Armada was eventually treated to a seat at the table as the food was being put out and was served a plate of jamon, cheese, figs, and handfuls of plump, ripe olives. He was hesitant about the wine at first, but a few cautious sips told him it had been transported properly in oak barrels, and contained no hint of the bitter pitch that usually accompanied it. Armada allowed himself to indulge a bit, purely for the sake of ingratiating himself into the family, of course. And not at all because he had become quite hungry.
Armada found he was required to do very little talking for the next hour, and mostly listened. He met Esmerelda, Jose’s wife. She was a plump woman, with large green eyes and cheeks flush with wine. Armada never saw her once sit down, always flitting about to make sure everyone had food and drink if they wanted it, and always with one eye on the children who raced about. Their cheeks were flush as well, but mostly from chasing each other or seeing how close to the bonfire they could get before chucking in bits of cane they’d found on the ground. It seemed to be a favourite game of theirs, as the cane inevitably made the fire roar and spit, which was always followed by squeals of glee.
There were various grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins, some of whom attempted to engage Armada in conversation, barraging him with personal questions about his own family, background, and the Brotherhood. Armada kept his answers short, vague, and courteous and found the wine did much of the work for him. Everyone was more interested in talking than in listening to him, which suited Armada just fine.
As the afternoon wore on, Armada watched as Jose bounced between all the members of his family, playing the role of a proud host. He refilled glasses, helped Esmerelda clear the table, then would wrestle a bit with an uncle, or laugh uproariously at a story a young cousin told before rushing about with his daughter around the fire.
Whatever Jose’s game was, this was what he was playing for. Armada found Jose Padilla was not an ambitious man. The many ambitious people Armada had met over the years could not have enjoyed a night with family as Jose did. They were always far too wrapped up in their own thoughts of how to enrich themselves, or how to gain status and titles. They would have talked all night of little else, especially as the wine began to flow. Many of the cafes back in Granada heaved with such tiresome people every night, which was why Armada now avoided such places when he could.
But Armada heard little of this sort of conversation. Jose seemed a man content to simply enjoy the life he’d been given by the virtue of his birth. He spoke mostly of his family, of those who had passed on, or of those who he worried were in trouble, and told endless stories of those he had not seen in many years. It all meant that his recent criminal activities were all the more confusing. Armada couldn’t help but wonder—why would he risk so much?
There must have been cunning behind Jose’s actions. He was making a big effort to appear the congenial, hospitable family man inviting a stranger into his home in that typical Spanish way. To go against this cultural norm would be to invite suspicion and rumour as to why a stranger was being rejected for no apparent reason, something Jose didn’t want to invite conjecture on as he was too close to it all. So what choice did Jose have but to put on the ruse? And as long as Armada played along, he could stay, and patiently wait for his opportunity to get what he’d come for.
A bit later, the decision was made to collect more cane to stoke the bonfire as the evening air was turning chilly. Jose volunteered to search the riverbed for a bit more scrap wood and Armada realised his chance had come. He quickly volunteered to help and soon both men were swinging their legs over the knee-high crumbling stone wall that had been built long ago to separate Jose’s land from the riverbed that remained dry for most of the year. They gingerly scrambled down the incline made of mostly loose boulders, and began searching the chalky-white stone bed for bits of wood to burn.
“Are you going to tell me what you’re doing here, Armada?” Jose asked, the suspicion and wariness returning to his voice. The role of genial host had now been cast off like an old coat.
Armada found a mangled bit of old olive branch and tucked it under his arm.
“To ask you about irrigation. Specifically, about your night-time project. The one that has you stealing spring water from the field to the south of you.”
“I didn’t steal anything.”
“That’s true. You stopped before you finished the canal. Why? Especially during a drought year?”
Jose reached down to pick up a grey bit of dead root. It was thick, and pointy at one end, and fit into his hand well. It would make an ideal weapon, Armada noticed. And one he kept a close eye on.
“Because it was…” Jose said. It sounded odd for him to hesitate. “It was too risky. I got frightened we’d be found out.”
“By who?”
“You know what farmers are like around here. They’re a petty, jealous lot. If they found out I was stealing water, it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew. I couldn’t risk it. I don’t have the funds to fight off a lawsuit right now. Like you said, it’s a drought year. I’m barely going to make enough to get Esme and me and the children through the winter.”
“Had you not thought of that when you started?” Armada asked.
Jose sighed. “You make it sound so easy, don’t you? So logical. Well you may know what it is to be a soldier, but not a farmer. One bad harvest, just one, and your family starves during the winter. And you have to watch them, wondering if there was something else you could have done. Do you know what that feels like? Do you?”
Armada said nothing, keeping his eye on Jose’s branch.
“No you don’t,” Jose said. “But my father did. He’s the one who taught me everything I know about farming, including how much we could grow if only we had a freshwater spring. And for years now I’ve had to watch that spring just drain into the ocean, wasted, through drought after drought. I know it’s not mine, but this year…well…I was weak. I’ll admit it. But I stopped before the water started flowing. So I didn’t actually steal anything.”
“How did Amparo feel about that?” Armada asked.
“He wanted to keep going, obviously.”
“Is that what you were arguing about the morning he was killed?”
Jose glanced at Armada, surprised. He hadn’t counted on Armada knowing about that, which meant he hadn’t known Enrique had seen them.
“Yes. Amparo felt cheated out of a night’s work. He was counting on that money, apparently.”
“How long had the job taken?” Armada asked.
“A few days, maybe.”
“And did you pay Amparo well?”
“I paid him the same as what he was making during the harvest season. No more. I like to keep things fair.”
It didn’t make sense. From what Armada had seen in the home Amparo and Madalena shared, there was far more money spent than what Amparo would have made in a few night’s work. It couldn’t be the source of the Rodriquez family’s newfound wealth. Their money had to be coming from somewhere else.
“Who owns that field? Do you know?” Armada said.
“No. Probably the Cardona family. They seem to own everything around here these days.”
Armada wondered if Amparo was foolish enough to try and blackmail Jose. It would require Amparo knowing who owned the land, and would possibly implicate himself in the process. Plus, he wasn’t sure Jose could pay Amparo enough money to support the lifestyle his widow now seemed to be enjoying. The whole thing seemed unlikely, but Armada had nothing else to go on.
“Did Amparo know who owned the land?”
“I don’t think so.”
Armada approached Jose and handed him the scraps of wood he’d picked up.
“Thank you,” Armada said. His midsection was now vulnerable to Jose, who could have easily shoved the sharp-edged branch through him. They were also alone in the riverbed, with no witnesses. Meaning if Jose wanted to kill and bury Armada, now was his chance. But something told Armada that wouldn’t happen.
Instead, Jose took the wood from him.
“I have to return to town,” Armada said. “Please, thank your wife for the wonderful food. And tell everyone I’ve enjoyed meeting them today. You have a fine family, Jose.”
“I hope so,” Jose said. “Because I’m stuck with them.”
“Buenas tardes,” Armada said, then turned and walked down the riverbed. It would eventually lead him down to the beach, where he could pick up the trail that would take him back into town. All the way there, only one thought rattled about in his brain.
Why did it seem like Jose was lying?




Chapter Eighteen



Miguel awoke to the sound of the door clanging open. His heart skipped a beat. Had Madalena returned to take him on another excursion outside? Now that he’d tasted it, there was nothing else he wanted more. He had never slept so well as during that night. Even the cramping in his arms and legs hadn’t seemed so bad. Sleeping with a full stomach allowed him to wake up feeling refreshed, although he wasn’t sure what time it was as the torch had been allowed to go out, leaving him in almost total darkness.
It hardly mattered as he’d simply used his imagination to pretend as though it were morning. He had spent hours focusing on what the sunlight felt like on his face, the smell of the fresh air, and how it had been to walk about with full strides, stretching his legs out, being able to go anywhere he pleased.
A soldier came in through the darkness and lit the torch on the wall. There was someone else with him and for a moment Miguel could make out the long locks of a woman. It had to be Madalena!
But as the torch splashed its usual orange, flickering light on the walls, it was clear that the long locks instead belonged to the constable named Armada, who now approached his cell.
“How are you, Miguel?” Armada asked.
“I’m, I’m fine.” Miguel said.
“I just wanted to ask you a few more questions, if that’s all right.”
“What time is it?” Miguel blurted out. He hadn’t meant to, but he needed to know if the sun was shining. In a strange way, he felt he’d be able to smell it on Armada. His clothes were slightly warm, somehow, with a sprinkling of dust on them.
“Late in the afternoon, I think,” Armada said. The constable gave Miguel a friendly smile, instead of one tinged with the usual caustic sarcasm. Armada seemed to understand why he’d wanted to know, and sympathised. “A beautiful sunny day, as always.”
Miguel smiled. He could picture it so easily now.
“I wanted to ask you about your work for Jose,” Armada said.
“Harvesting the cane?”
“No. Digging the irrigation canals.”
“Oh. That.”
“You didn’t mention it to me before.”
“I didn’t want to get in trouble,” Miguel said. “I knew we weren’t supposed to be doing it. Jose said it was all right, but I knew it wasn’t. He was trying to steal that water.”
“But you did it anyway.”
Miguel shrugged. He couldn’t think of an answer for the constable. Even Miguel wasn’t sure why he’d done it. Maybe he didn’t want to disappoint Jose. Or maybe he was hoping Jose would be his friend if he complied. Jose had been so friendly when he’d asked Miguel if he wanted to earn a bit of extra money during the harvest. How could he have said no?
“You needed the money,” Armada said. “That’s fine. I’m not here to get you in trouble over it. I just wanted to know how Amparo felt about it.”
“I tried not to talk to Amparo,” Miguel said. “I didn’t like working with him.”
“He was a cruel man, I know, but…” Armada began.
“No, it was because he and Jose were always arguing.”
“About what?”
Miguel tried to cast his mind back to those long nights he spent in the muddy field. He’d hated the work. It was cold, and he knew he would be tired the next day. And the shouting. He’d sensed Amparo and Jose were old friends who had known each other a long time, but those nights, when there was no one else around, they seemed so mean to each other. The sound of their shouting still sent shivers down his spine.
“Money.”
“How so?” Armada asked. He seemed particularly interested in Miguel’s answer. Miguel suddenly realised he was important to the case, and this made him slightly nervous.
“Amparo wanted more. He was always arguing about it.”
“But Jose didn’t want to pay him?”
“I don’t think so. He mostly called Amparo a lot of bad names.”
“Was Amparo threatening him as well?”
“He said he was going to tell.”
Armada’s body stiffened and he leaned in closer to the bars of the cell. “Tell what?”
“Tell who we were stealing from.”
“This is very important, Miguel, so I need you to think back very carefully. Are you saying that Amparo Rodriguez knew who owned the fallow field you were digging on?”
Miguel’s nervousness increased and he began to mix up his memories. He was desperate to not to pass out again like he had with Madalena. He could feel how important this was to Armada and he didn’t want to disappoint him.
But Armada was patient and willing to wait. Miguel could sense that and he was able to calm himself and hold the dizziness in his head at bay for a moment.
“Yes,” Miguel whispered.
“Did he say who it was?”
“No. At least, not while I was around.”
Armada turned around and leaned against the bars, taking in what he’d just been told.
“What is it?” Miguel asked.
“Just a crazy theory that is looking more and more to be true,” Armada said. Then he smiled. “I’ll be right back.”
Armada left the room for a moment, then returned with one of the guards, who proceeded to unlock the door and swing it open for Miguel.
Miguel stood inside the cell, not daring to move.
“It’s all right, Miguel,” Armada said. “I’m releasing you.”
“You are?”
“Yes. This isn’t a trick, I promise,” Armada said, gesturing for Miguel to come out. “I don’t believe you had anything to do with Amparo Rodriguez’ murder. And I don’t see a reason to keep you in here any longer.”
Miguel cautiously stepped forward, and wouldn’t have been surprised if the guard pounded on him and proceeded to beat him again. It was just the kind of trick they would have played when he’d first arrived.
But instead, Armada escorted him out of the room, up the stairs, and all the way out of the castle. If it were a trick, he was going to a lot of effort to fool Miguel. And Miguel didn’t care anymore. He was outside, feeling the warmth of the sun on his face and head again. It was worth a beating, just for a few more minutes of sunshine.
Armada escorted Miguel down to the tavern where he bought a menu del dia. Miguel scarfed up the food the moment it was served, as well as the warm, watery ale accompanying it. There was only a scattering of other men at the bar, and they now glared at him. Miguel realised he must have looked quite a sight. But he knew that wasn’t why these men were staring. It was because of the stories that had been circulating around town about why he had been imprisoned. Miguel shuddered to think about what they’d been saying, but going by the men’s faces, it wasn’t good.
Armada didn’t seem to notice this. He appeared too wrapped up in apologising for Miguel’s incarceration and reminding him not to leave town as long as the case was still pending. He offered to put Miguel up for the night, then saw Miguel was tensing up and decided without asking to get another round of ales to put his mind at ease.
Finding himself momentarily alone, and seeing Armada wrapped up in a conversation with the barman, Miguel rose from the table and quietly snuck out of the tavern. He would apologise later, but he just couldn’t stand those cold hard stares of the other men any longer.
Without knowing where else to go, Miguel went back to the room he’d rented in a small house at the back of El Brocal when he’d first arrived. Jose had told him about it. It was a place that always rented to labourers who drifted into town for the harvest season, and the woman he’d rented from seemed nice enough. She even gave him a good price.
But that all changed when he returned. The landlady was not as nice as she’d been, and to his horror all of his things had been removed and sold to pay his bill. And he was certainly not allowed to rent a room again. The landlady knew he had no money and accused him of being a morisco and she said she didn’t rent to such people. Miguel had tried to tell him he wasn’t, but his protests fell on deaf ears.
With nowhere else to go, Miguel wandered out of town and down to the delta where he found a stable with a door he could slip through. Inside, he found a flea-ridden blanket and a pile of straw, as well as a mule who seemed grateful for a bit of company.




Chapter Nineteen



Lucas arrived back at the inn shortly after Armada did, his eyes wide with excitement. It made Armada suspect at first, since not once in the history of Spain had a person fresh from a town archives, having spent the day culling through poorly-written records, ever returned in such a state. It seemed a waste of youthful energy, but Armada was hoping it would be useful. And going by how Lucas seemed to bounce off the walls, it was promising.
“I went to the town hall like you said, sir, to try and look up who owns that fallow field,” Lucas began. “I dug through their archives and apparently it hasn’t changed hands for a long time. The only mention I found of it was a declaration of inheritance for tax purposes. It looks like the previous owner died and left it to his son.”
Armada let his eyes glance over the notes Lucas pointed to. To him, it seemed a jumble of random words, phrases, and unidentifiable scrawl that made little sense.
“There wasn’t much information in it, sir. Mostly just some vague descriptions of boundary markers, and some calculations of possible crop yields used to calculate the taxes, which I noted here in case we need it.”
“Yes, yes, get on with it, Lucas. How does any of this help us?”
“Well, it took me a while to find the name of that son who inherited it, sir. But I did. And you’ll never guess who it is.”
Lucas ran his finger down to the bottom of his notes where a name had been written and circled several times.
Pablo Ortega, alcalde of Salobreña and the most powerful man in town.
Armada let his memory roll back to when Ortega had come to visit him at the inn. The man had seemed so eager for Miguel to be charged and for the case to be resolved. Not eager. Worried. The man had come looking for reassurance the case would play out as he’d planned. At the time, Armada hadn’t been able to figure out why. Was it out of concern for the town’s welfare? Or was it something more personal? He didn’t know Ortega well enough to tell.
“Do you think Jose Padilla knows, sir?” Lucas said.
“Perhaps. But that’s not the question on my mind. No, I’m more curious to know if Amparo Rodriguez knew.”
“Why?”
“We know that Amparo Rodriguez was an ambitious man. He constantly fought with Jose over money, which means we can assume that was a clear motivation in his life. But Amparo couldn’t get what he wanted from Jose simply by asking. So what if he tried to force Jose to give it to him?” Armada said.
“Blackmail.”
“It certainly fits. Jose has a lot to lose if Ortega found out he was stealing water from him. Ortega is a wealthy man and could easily have ruined Jose, either through criminal charges or a civil suit with the Royal Chancery. Either way, Jose couldn’t possibly afford to defend himself. If Amparo knew that, he would simply have had to threaten Jose with exposing his crimes to get whatever he wanted.”
Lucas looked over his notes.
“But sir, look how difficult it was for me to find out who owned that field. Nobody had looked at those records in years. So how would Amparo have known?”
“A very astute question, Lucas. And there is only one way I can think of getting the answer. Which I will, first thing tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, I’d like you to return to the archives and continue your work.”
“What am I looking for, sir?”
“I’d like to know if Pablo Ortega owns any other fields around here. And more importantly, what he’s doing with them.”
“That might be difficult, sir. The archivist there was already a bit wary of letting a young person like me see sensitive records like that. I’m not sure he will,” Lucas said.
“Then there is a life lesson to be learned here, Lucas,” Armada said. He grabbed a small purse from his jacket pocket and plopped it on the table, causing the coins inside to jangle.
“There will always be people in this world who require a bit more convincing,” Armada said.
The next morning Armada walked along the ancient cobbled street just up the hill from the plaza that ran west, along a route that had once been the location of the medieval wall that had surrounded Salobreña so many years ago. The wall was considered obsolete after the last of the Moorish rebellions had been quashed. Any threat to Salobreña’s hilltop fortress now would come from the sea, not the land. The ancient wall had been allowed to fall into ruin, with large sections having been pillaged for building materials and the rest allowed to erode away with each successive rainstorm.
The section of the wall that Armada now followed, however, had been preserved as it created a main thoroughfare into a large open square where buildings had been forbidden. It was here, in the part of town called the Medina, where the monthly market was now taking place. Armada was far from alone, as the road heaved with townspeople and overloaded carts pulled by exhausted mules who brayed in protest as they clopped their way past Armada. Merchants and traders from all over the region had come, some with fruit and vegetables of every variety, others with nuts or spices. Some specialized in clothing and came with carts stacked high with merino wool or dyed fabrics from Seville, while others brought leather goods and animal hides, freshly tanned, or wooden farming tools, as well as barrels of iron scrap.
Salobreña had become a very noisy, crowded place as the streets filled with shoppers from town, as well as the myriad of little villages in its municipality including Ítrabo, Molvízar, and Lobres. Adding to this din were the local residents who stood about on their front stoops, chatting with neighbours and watching the parade of carts slowly shuffle past their doorsteps.
Armada pushed his way through the throngs of people and came to the Medina, an open bit of land just beyond the wall that was now overcrowded with stalls, each with merchants haggling over prices with shoppers.
Armada searched the narrow lanes between the stalls of the market, ignoring the wares on offer and eyeing the people. Many brought baskets made of reeds or wicker to carry their freshly-bought goods, while others filled canvas sacks thrown over their shoulders. A few women were content to hold up the front of their long dresses and fill them with carefully selected produce.
She had to be here. And if he could catch her, the setting would be perfect. If she’d been here long enough, it would tell him everything he needed to know.
After a bit of searching, Armada finally spotted her. She was in the far corner of the market, dressed in a modest grey dress, her hair tucked under a matching coif with a white neckerchief folded into the collar, her shoes simply a pair of mules. This was a woman dressing not to be noticed in a crowd of peasants and Armada had nearly missed her.
Madalena was looking over a trader’s selection of bodices he had brought from Seville. Many were made from fine silk and kept in shape by the whalebone embedded in the fabric, designed to wrap tight around the woman’s middle, keeping her back straight and holding her bust up.
Armada watched Madalena for a moment, finding that the crowd of shoppers allowed him to stand quite close to her without being seen. She was holding a modest basket, which held no food, but instead a few bits of silver jewellery, some red satin fabric, and now a new bodice, for which she had just paid the merchant and now placed in her basket. Madalena drifted away and Armada took a closer look at the bodices for himself. Very fine silk indeed, he could tell, likely from Granada. And with the whalebone inserts quite expensive, and more than she should be able to afford.
Seeing the confused stare the merchant was giving him, whose buyers were exclusively women, Armada moved on.
He soon caught up with Madalena, who was now browsing a stall filled with a selection of pungent brown spices displayed in old wine barrels.
“How long are you planning to follow me around today?” Madalena asked over her shoulder.
“I apologise, Señora,” Armada said. “But I had a few more questions for you. Is there somewhere more private where we can speak?”
“I don’t have time for this, Constable. I’ve just bought some very expensive flower bulbs, which I must plant in pots as soon as possible.”
“Just one question then. It’s all I require. Do you have time for that?”
“Of course,” Madalena said.
“Why are you here?”
This took Madalena by surprise. She turned and raised her eyebrows, looking straight at Armada. “That is your one question?”
“You have no family in Salobreña. And given Amparo’s reputation in this pueblo, no friends either. Your neighbours must know about your money,” Armada said, gesturing to the new bodice in Madalena’s basket. “They can smell the meat you cook,” he continued. “They’ve seen your bed, they know about your new dresses and linens. In a place like La Loma, jealousy must run very high. Especially toward a stranger in town like you, whom you will always be in their eyes as you weren’t born here. Anyone else in your position would be sad, having just lost her husband, looking at a long life to be spent in spinsterhood, an outsider in her own pueblo. You have the means to return to Malaga, away from the petty jealousies of a town like this. And yet you remain. And plan on remaining here long enough at least to find it worth your while to plant a garden of expensive flowers.”
Madalena seemed little affected by Armada’s words, and simply continued perusing the spice merchants’ supply as casually as if he had been discussing the weather. Armada had meant to wind her up, to upset her, which would reveal volumes.
Madalena, however, remained a closed book.
“I told you. I like it here.”
“And you’re not worried about earning money? Not an easy thing to do in Salobreña.”
Madalena sighed and turned to Armada. “This may be hard to believe, but I have money because I saved it. Amparo was a fool, I won’t argue that. If I’d have let him, he would have drunk away everything he earned long ago, which is why I didn’t allow it. Everything he earned he gave to me. And with a bit of frugality, I was able to save up a bit. With him gone, I find having nice things helps me to mourn. I’m sorry, Armada. I feel like you were hoping for a different answer.”
Her tone had shifted somewhat, especially with the mention of mourning. This suggested to Armada she was indeed in mourning, but it was buried very deep below the surface.
“All I’m hoping for is the truth,” Armada said. “And I believe the truth has something to do with Amparo’s late-night job he worked for Jose.”
Madalena had turned her back to Armada, so he couldn’t see her face. But there was a hesitation, that much he could tell. She was being very careful to remain casual, and it had been easy. Until this moment. Now it was forced. She was trying too hard.
Madalena turned around and smiled for Armada. “I admit the extra money he earned from that job helped.”
“How much do you know about what he was doing?”
“We never discussed it. I was mostly concerned that he wasn’t resting enough. Amparo worked too hard sometimes. It wasn’t good for him.”
Madalena stopped at a fruit seller, looking over a selection of oranges. They were too old, as the season for them had passed weeks ago. A few were already covered in green fuzz that meant soon the whole crate would be off. It was an odd bit of merchandise for Madalena to show interest in. She picked up one of the oranges, looking it over for far too long. Armada could sense, even from behind, she wasn’t really examining it. She was trying to think, and finding it more difficult to continue her ruse.
“Did it not seem suspicious to you that he was working at night? Were you not concerned he was doing something sinister?”
“I trusted my husband,” Madalena said with little conviction. She was rattled, Armada knew. The time for politeness had passed. He had no more patience for this.
“You shouldn’t have. I’m sorry to speak ill of the dead, Señora, but your husband was committing a crime for Jose Padilla. And getting paid far more than he should have for it.”
“I don’t see what any of this has to do with me, Constable. I wasn’t aware of any of it, as I said.”
“Was it your idea to blackmail Jose Padilla?” Armada asked. “It seems unlikely Amparo would have thought of it.”
There was a sudden change in Madalena. She put down the orange and turned to face Armada, her face brightening.
“Yes,” she said, as if proud of herself. “Yes, it was my idea to blackmail Jose.”
“So you admit it?”
“Of course,” Madalena said.
Armada couldn’t understand her reaction. She seemed almost giddy at the prospect.
“As you said, Amparo was being asked to dig those canals illegally,” she continued. “It seemed fair to me that he get paid extra for the risk he was taking. So we blackmailed Jose.”
Dig those canals, she’d said. So she had known what Amparo had been doing, and now seemed unconcerned about revealing the lie to him now. What else could she be lying about? Despite her admission, Armada still found her impossible to read.
But what she said did fit in with what Enrique had told him. If Amparo was blackmailing Jose, it would explain the argument Enrique had overheard. The pieces fit together.
“How did you know who Jose was stealing the water from? My page found it difficult to cull through the records in the town hall.”
Madalena laughed. “Who uses records? It’s just common knowledge around the pueblo. You just have to listen to the farmers around here. They’ve all been complaining for years about how the alcalde wastes that field. Some of them even remember his father.”
“I wouldn’t seem so proud of yourself, Señora Rodriguez,” Armada said, annoyed at how Madalena always made him feel as though he were a mouse being batted about by a cat. “What you are admitting to me constitutes a crime, one that you can be arrested and charged for by the Brotherhood.”
Madalena moved in close, lowering her voice. It was the first time she seemed at all worried about the swirl of people that had been coming in and out of earshot of their conversation.
“Yes, but you’re not going to do that, are you?” Madalena said. “Because you didn’t come all this way to investigate illegal irrigation. You came here to arrest Amparo’s killer. And it wasn’t me. In fact, it sounds like you think it was Jose. So I suggest you go find him and let me get back to my flower bulbs. They need to be in water soon, and I’ve paid good money for them. Very good money.”
Madalena turned and strode back into the crowd of shoppers on her way out of the Medina. Armada let her go, not feeling the need to press the issue any further. He had met cold-blooded strategist types before. But Madalena was different. There was some degree of empathy behind it all, but Armada couldn’t quite put his finger on why he sensed that.
On the surface, it seemed Armada had everything he needed to move forward with the case. A large part of the puzzle had fallen into place, probably enough to prosecute Amparo’s true killer.
And yet he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that despite that, he still felt he had absolutely nothing.




Chapter Twenty



It was in the later afternoon that Armada arrived, perched on front of his wooden cart, the one with the ominous iron cage bolted to the back. Lucas sat beside him, neither of them speaking. This was not a time for conversation, but a time for something neither of them enjoyed. For Armada, it was the worst part of his job. He had done so many terrible things in his life, things he struggled so hard to forget. And he’d never understood why God saw fit to continue performing such unpleasant tasks. But it had to be done, especially if there was to be any justice for Miguel Guillen. And it was Miguel’s face he now kept in his mind as he dismounted the cart and walked up to the oak-planked front door.
They were deep inside the Albaycín neighbourhood, a quiet street where families lived mostly inside, having little contact with each other, and feeling almost quite a world away from La Loma. For here lived those with means—the councilmembers, the lawyers, the business owners, and those lucky few farmers who owned their own land. Here, all the windows and doors were made of wood. There were no lines of laundry flapping in the wind, and some homes even had small plots of land in back with vegetable gardens, or areas to keep small animals. There were no pots overflowing with colourful flowers or shrubs decorating the front stoops. No chatting neighbours, no children running about in the street. Here, the street was still, lonely, and bereft of life.
Inside one particular house, however, voices could be heard. Many voices. People talking over one another. Not shouting or arguing, but in more joyous and playful conversations. It was upon this door Armada knocked firmly.
A few moments later the door opened to Jose, a smile on his face, but one that quickly faded.
“Armada!” he said. The sight of Armada had surely startled him, but he tried to mask his surprise with hospitality. “Come in, we were just preparing a bit of supper.”
Armada’s dour expression must have told Jose that this was no social visit. Armada had hoped to catch him alone, away from his family, in private. But those hopes were soon dashed as Armada entered the house to find Esmerelda, Jose’s two children, and several other relatives he recognised from the meal at the cortijo. All of them welcomed him warmly, asking him how he was.
Armada answered no one, keeping his gaze firmly on Jose. If this was the way God demanded it be, then so be it.
“Is there something you want to discuss in private?” Jose asked.
“There is no need,” Armada said. The entire house had gone quiet, watching the two with rapt attention. “Jose Padilla, I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Amparo Rodriguez.”
Armada heard gasps. Esmerelda held her hands to her mouth, then embraced her young daughter, who was more focused on a small wooden toy in her hand, oblivious to the gravity of the situation. The boy, who was older, standing in the corner, stared at Jose with a look of contempt. For he knew what Armada was there to do, and would probably hate Armada the rest of his life for it.
“Now come on, Armada. Where did you get that idea?” Jose said. “I didn’t kill anyone.” Jose laughed and glanced nervously about the room. Armada began to doubt himself. Should he have pulled Jose outside? It would have avoided embarrassing him in front of his family. But the alternative seemed worse— clasping Jose in irons and hauling him away in private without his family being aware. It seemed somehow cowardly. There was just no easy way to do this, Armada concluded. Best to get it over with quickly.
“Now is not the time to discuss it,” Armada said. “Please don’t resist. It will only hurt your case.”
Esmerelda, in tears, ran to embrace her husband. “You can’t. You can’t take him away. He wouldn’t hurt anyone!”
Armada wondered if her words were meant more for herself than for him.
It was painful for Armada to watch the warm hospitality fade from their faces, slowly turning to anger and hatred. Armada knew the hospitality would never return. It saddened him, and he wished he could convey that to them. He would have loved nothing more than to sit at the table with these people and enjoy another uproarious supper with them, telling stories, drinking wine, and enjoying life. But it would have been impossible—Miguel would have never been far from his thoughts, casting a heavy dark cloud over his mood.
“At least let me enjoy one last supper with my family,” Jose said. “We were just about to sit down.”
In the middle of the room was a large wooden table covered in tin platters that held various breads, cheeses, and slices of meat. He could smell the smoke of a cooking fire burning away somewhere in the back, and as well as the aroma of stew.
“Come on, Greensleeves, be a human being for once. Let the man eat with his family,” said one of Jose’s brothers.
“Yes, it’s only right,” said another man.
Armada had expected this. It was in every man’s nature to delay paying the consequences for one’s actions. And as a younger man Armada might have agreed to such an innocuous request. But hard experience had told him it would only make the eventual arrest worse. Besides, he couldn’t risk giving Jose’s family a chance to think about what to do. He knew from the party that Jose had not been the only one to have fought in the army. With enough time, someone might even try to make an attempt on Armada’s life. It was too risky, and only put off the inevitable.
“I’m afraid not. He must come with me immediately. My cart is waiting outside. I’ll give you a few minutes to say goodbye.”
Armada felt the tension in the room rise. He had brought a small dagger, hidden beneath his coat in his waistband. There may have been a few in the room who had already spotted it. He hoped desperately not to have to use it.
Esmerelda embraced her husband tighter. “No, no.”
“No, Esme, I must,” Jose said. “It’s all right. Armada’s a fair man. He’ll see the mistake he’s making soon enough. I’ll be back before you know it.”
Jose went around the room, trying to calm the others’ anger toward Armada, telling them not to make things worse.
Soon Armada was escorting Jose outside, where Lucas waited with the heavy metal irons they’d brought.
“I normally lock my prisoners in the cage for the ride to their jail cell. For you, however, I offer the choice of riding up front…in irons, of course,” Armada said.
“I can’t figure you out, Armada,” Jose said. “You break into my home, arrest me in front of my family, and only now you are concerned for my dignity.”
“Do you wish the irons or not?”
Jose held up his wrists and Lucas clasped the irons on him, locking them tight. He helped Jose on to the bench and gave him a blanket to hide the binds. Armada saw little need to announce what was happening by dragging Jose past the entire pueblo in irons. There were Brothers who enjoyed such spectacle, and found a kind of sick glory in it, but Armada had always found it unnecessarily demeaning.
Not that it mattered, as the once-quiet neighbourhood had suddenly become aware of what was happening. As Lucas pulled the reins and beckoned the mule to turn the cart around, Armada was aware that eyes from nearly every house were now watching them from behind slightly-opened shutters. Word would soon spread to the entire pueblo.
The ride to the castle was discreet, their movements hidden by the stream of merchants heading for the road that would take them out of town. The market had ended, and many had already loaded up their carts and making their way down to the delta, heading for the coastal path that would take them to Motril, where the next market would open in a few days.
Jose said little as they arrived at the gates and were met by a blond-haired soldier. It was hard to see faces in the encroaching darkness, and he only recognised Jose after coming up to the cart. There was shock, as Armada had only told him a new prisoner would be arriving this night, with no mention of who it was. Armada couldn’t risk the soldier plotting anything, which was always a concern, no matter how much Armada would pay him.
The soldier helped Jose off the cart and Lucas released him from his irons. The moment his hands were free, Jose turned and lunged for Armada, his hands reaching toward Armada’s neck, his eyes wild with fury. Armada was able to move quickly enough to thwart Jose’s grip. Jose instead threw a wild punch toward Armada’s chin and knocked him backward.
Armada stumbled, but was able to stay on his feet. He looked up in time to see Jose coming straight for him, using one of the unlocked irons as a weapon. In a flash, Armada unsheathed his dagger and instinctively brought it close to Jose’s neck, holding back the urge to slash his throat. He needed Jose alive.
Jose gave the dagger little notice and forced Armada up against the castle wall, then stopped, looking He looked down at the blade Armada now held tight against his neck.
“I knew it, Armada. I knew it!” Jose said, loosening his grip. “You’re just like me. You pretend to be something else on the outside. A lawman. I pretend to be a family man. But we both know the truth. Underneath we’re nothing but soldiers. We kill. That’s what we do. And it’s all we’ll ever be, no matter what we tell ourselves. You think arresting me is going to redeem you? You can catch a thousand killers—it won’t do anything.”             
Armada pushed Jose off him, grabbed the irons, and quickly re-clasped Jose’s hands. Jose seemed unaffected by Armada’s rough handling, an apathy born of experience. Armada tried to do it calmly, but found it difficult as his hand was trembling again. Memories were returning. He was not only fighting to control the irons, but his own mind as well.
“The war never ends for men like us, Armada. Never.”
Armada lost his patience. He felt a fury build in his stomach toward Jose and knew the faster he got this man in prison, the better. He had so wanted to keep his dagger sheathed. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d brought it out, and was proud of how long it had been. He always tried his best to never resort to violence. He especially didn’t think he would have to use it against Jose. But perhaps that was the point Jose was trying to make. They were men for whom violence tended to follow, no matter how far they tried to run from it.
Armada finally managed the irons and pushed Jose into the castle. He caught Lucas’ stare, which was one of deep concern. For a moment, he saw himself through Lucas’ eyes; just an old man, struggling to control himself. He must have looked a bit silly, not much different from the haggard old beggars they’d periodically meet on the roads that sat at the base of olive trees muttering to themselves, shaking their fists, or shouting at a stone, unaware they were being watched by passers-by. How different was he from that?
The thought helped to clear the rage from Armada’s mind. He decided it was best to remain at the gate and let the blond-haired soldier handle the prisoner. For he doubted Jose would give him much trouble now. The man had made his point to Armada. There was no more reason to fight.
The soldier made sure that Jose went without further struggle into the castle. Armada and Lucas were left alone now and Armada waited for the inevitable asking if he was all right. He could see the question in Lucas’ eyes. The boy burned to ask him. And what kind of an answer would he give? His hand was still trembling, his heart was racing, and he was fighting off the sudden desire to take a large stick and beat the iron cage of their cart while screaming at the top of his lungs. His hatred for Jose was overwhelming. But somewhere underneath, he knew it wasn’t really about Jose. It was hatred for himself.
Much to his surprise, Lucas said nothing. Perhaps the boy was growing up, realising it was better to wait until Armada was ready to tell him how he felt. Or perhaps the boy was too frightened to say anything, sensing Armada was on edge. Either way, Armada was thankful. He worried about what he might say in such a state.
“Should we head back, sir?”
“Actually Lucas, I was more thinking of heading to the tavern.”
“A bit of food then?”
“Yes, And ale. To celebrate our arrest.”
“Ale, sir?” Lucas said uncomfortably. Armada knew he was acting out of character but didn’t care. He wasn’t sure what his character was at the moment.
“Yes, Lucas. I nearly killed a man tonight. I feel a drink is in order.”
“But you didn’t, sir.”
Armada looked back at Lucas, unable to hold back an uncharacteristic intensity.
“You have no idea how close I came to it.”
Armada wrestled his gaze away from Lucas, staring at the horizon instead. An old instinct had come bubbling up from the depths for just a moment when he’d felt the blade against Jose’s neck. He could picture so easily how much force would have been required to slash open Jose’s throat. The feeling of resistance against the blade, the sound of slicing flesh, the blood, spilling over his hand. It had been so vivid, so easy to imagine, an ease born of experience. It frightened Armada how easily Jose had exposed the struggle within his soul, one that he had spent his entire adult life trying to hide.
“It’s also to celebrate. The end of the case, and the arresting of a murderer.”
The memories were now boiling up from below. Memories, which like a trodden viper, turn and fix a fang in me not sharp enough to slay at once, but with a lingering death infect my life.
A quote from Calderón’s Painter of His Own Dishonour and one that was never far from Armada’s mind. Although he’d never said it out loud to Lucas. Nor would he ever. For this one was too personal to share. This one was his and his alone.
Armada then turned and headed to the tavern. For once, he hoped Lucas would not follow. He silently pleaded for Lucas to head back to the inn and have a quiet evening. Armada was in no mood to be in control.
But the footsteps over his shoulder told Armada that wasn’t going to happen tonight.




Chapter Twenty-One



Lucas was tempted to drink his ale, but didn’t dare. Not yet. It was a rare moment. Armada had been careful not to let Lucas loose in a tavern, lest he be swayed by the vice of drinking. He’d dreamed about it, as all young boys had. It seemed like a great deal of fun. And now here he was, sitting in a tavern, unsupervised and with a bit of money in his pocket. And an ale that was purchased for him, ready to go.
And yet, he couldn’t. Not because he didn’t want to. But because he worried for the man who bought it for him.
The next table over, the conversation had become gregarious indeed. Armada was seated in the middle of one of the long tables, surrounded by many other men. They were all shouting, or laughing, while Armada showcased his skill with a dagger. He flipped it about with his fingertips, from one hand to the next, and ended his demonstration by tossing the dagger into the air and having it land in his cup.
The dagger wasn’t Armada’s, of course. It had been anonymously produced when he’d asked the room for one after boasting for half an hour about his skills. Everything about Armada tonight was unsettling. He was trying too hard, it seemed to Lucas. He knew what it looked like when Armada had fun, and this wasn’t it. The best time he’d seen the old man have was during Corpus Christi in Madrid, when he’d taken Lucas to see the auto sacramental, the biggest theatre production of the year, a lavish, church-financed one that told the story of the Virgin Mary. Lucas had been told about several of the very famous actresses involved, all of whom were buried under what appeared to be several hundred layers of makeup and costume, so that there was little chance of Lucas recognising them in real life.
But to Armada, it had been pure heaven to watch. Very little sherry, or anything else, had been drunk that day. And Armada had spent weeks finding excuses to bring up the production in conversation, driving everyone at the Brotherhood offices crazy. There had been a twinkle in his eye that Lucas had rarely seen.
Tonight, there was no hint of a twinkle. Instead, there was shouting, and laughter, and pats on the back of strangers, treating them as if they were the very closest of friends. Armada spoke of many things he usually despised, such as money, status, or the experience of being in the Brotherhood. Many barbs and insults were traded around, which Armada returned in kind before the table erupted into another round of laughter.
And the drinks kept coming as the night wore on, the laughter becoming louder. Lucas knew it would turn ugly soon. How could it not? There was nowhere else for the fun to go.
Just before midnight, it happened. One of the men said that familiar phrase that every Brother was greeted by wherever they went these days – a buenas horas, mangas verdes! All in good time, Greensleeves. A reference to the reputation Brothers had of taking so long to show up to investigate a crime such that the matter had either been resolved by the locals or had become irrelevant, as well as referring to the sleeves of green dye that every Brother was required to wear, identifying them wherever they went.
It was a gentle barb, to be sure, but one that had become so incessant over the years that some Brothers had little patience for it. Armada usually ignored it, telling Lucas once it was a way for the townspeople to push back against what they saw as an organisation over which they had little control. It was an important feeling, Armada said. It released the anger, so that it didn’t build up into outright rebellion.
Tonight, however, this was somehow forgotten.
Armada’s face broke out into a broad grin. “Is that all you see when you look upon me?” he said to one of the men in the group. “The sleeves? Nothing but a nameless, faceless member of the Holy Brotherhood? Do you not see a man underneath them? Because there is one. Here, I’ll show you.”
Armada ripped off his leather jacket, then tore off the signature green shirt he always wore, the buttons jangling as they hit the stone ground. He was now shirtless, the many scars of his skin plain for all to see.
“I am a man. You see?! The sleeves have come off!” Armada shouted. The other men were unsure of how to react. One man laughed and the others took the cue to join him, trying to find the humour. But Lucas wasn’t laughing. Armada wasn’t doing this as a joke. In fact, Lucas wondered just how much control Armada had at this point. Something Jose had said had wounded him somehow, and this was Armada feeling the pain. But how far would it go? How deep did the wound really go?
The barman watched closely, pushing his way slowly through the crowd, ready to jump in if needed.
“They have come off!” Armada shouted.
“Sir,” Lucas said quietly. “Perhaps we should leave.”
Armada moved toward the man again, coming within an arm’s length of him. “Tell me that again. Only use my name this time. Domingo Armada. Not constable, not Greensleeves, and especially not soldier.”
This received a confused look from Armada’s opponent.
“Just my name.”
“You’re mad,” the man said. He was a labourer, as many of the men were. And quite large, with a great deal of muscle piled on top of his shoulders, muscles built up from years of cutting cane. The same muscles that could be used to throw a punch.
“Go on.” The fun had seeped away from Armada’s expression. There was only hostility now. Confrontation. Armada wasn’t about to let this man off the hook, not for anything. Lucas counted up how many ales Armada must have had, an amount he wasn’t used to. Was it the drink, Lucas wondered? Or was he seeing a more honest side to Armada that he rarely, if ever, displayed? Was this the man that was always bubbling away below the surface of Armada’s calm exterior?
The labourer glanced around the tavern to see everyone’s eyes on him. The tavern had gone almost completely quiet.
“A buenas horas…” the man said as the tension built in the room. “Greensleeves.”
Lucas wasn’t sure what happened next. He saw a flash of movement and suddenly Armada and the man were wrestling on the ground. The room erupted into shouting and the barman shoved Lucas aside to get to the heart of the action. A chair broke in two, there was blood on the floor, and Lucas saw the glint of metal in the middle of the melee.
Before Lucas knew it, he was being grabbed and shoved outside along with Armada. The barman was ruthless with his grip and didn’t let go until they were stumbling about in the dark near where the cart was parked. The barman then tossed Armada outside, who fell to the ground like a sack of flour. Lucas raced over to him as the tavern inside exploded into laughter and shouting.
The crowd inside was now calling out the phrase out over and over, as if trying to keep the confrontation going. But Armada was in no condition to take them on. Lucas gathered his shirt and leather coat from where the barman had tossed them on the ground, then put a shoulder under Armada and helped him into the back of their cart. The drink now seemed to weigh heavily on Armada, and he had trouble focusing, stumbling about as if he were blind.
Lucas managed to get Armada into a sitting position on the back of the cart and went to help him put his shirt back on.
But Armada held up his arm in protest. “Keep that shirt off me, Lucas. Never put it on me again.”
“Sir, it’s the only one you have right now. Maybe just wear it until we get back to the…”
“Never again!” Armada screamed, then his head bobbed back and forth, his whole body threatening to topple over.
Lucas left Armada bare-chested, hopped into the front of the cart and pulled away from the tavern, where some of the drunk patrons stood about in the doorway, laughing and taunting Armada with insults.




Chapter Twenty-Two



Early the next morning, Lucas awoke to a rustling sound. He sat up in bed to see Armada standing at the window, possibly having been there for hours, gazing at the people moving about below.
Lucas couldn’t help but notice that Armada was wearing his green shirt and sleeveless leather jacket, and had combed back his long locks of grey hair, smartening himself up. Considering his condition the night before, Lucas was surprised to even see Armada standing. But there seemed to be no hangover, no headache, none of the usual maladies one felt the morning after a heavy drinking session. Instead, there was just melancholy. Lucas wondered if Armada had slept at all.
“Good morning, sir,” Lucas said.
“You know, it’s very strange, Lucas. I have been standing here for so long trying to think of the perfect quote to summarise all this—Calderón, Molina, Lope de Vega. For the life of me, I can’t think of a single one.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Lucas said, unsure of what else to say.
“I’m so tired, Lucas. I feel as though I haven’t slept properly in twenty years. Every night, I spend running. Running from the memories, running from who I was…who I am… And I don’t know how much longer I can do it. You saw Jose. He stopped running. And he became a murderer.”
“You’re not Jose Padilla, sir.”
“I wish I could be sure,” Armada said, more to himself than Lucas.
“Sir, perhaps you could—”
Lucas was interrupted by a loud knocking at the door.
“Armada! Wake up in there!”
Lucas opened the door to find Pablo Ortega glowering at him. “Is Armada in there?”
Without waiting for an answer, Ortega pushed his way into the room and marched over to Armada.
“Tell me it isn’t true,” Ortega said. “Tell me you didn’t let that morisco go.”
“Of course I did. He is innocent,” Armada said.
“The barman told me all about your little incident at the tavern. He’s an old and very dear friend, and is thinking of suing you for damages. A lawsuit, by the way, I’d be happy to support him on.”
“I can only apologise and will, of course, take full responsibility for any damages,” Armada said. “It was a joyous celebration that got out of hand.”
“Celebration?” Ortega asked.
“Yes. The right man has been arrested for Amparo Rodriguez’s murder.”
“You arrested someone else? Who?”
“Jose Padilla,” Armada said calmly.
“Jose Padilla? Are you mad, Armada?! Jose Padilla is a respectable member of this pueblo. My family has known his family my entire life. He is an Old Christian and a family man. There is no way he would do something like this. I demand you let him go right now!”
“Would you like to know why I suspect him?”
“I don’t really care, Armada! Because I already know who killed Amparo. It was that morisco! Everything in this pueblo was fine until that filth came to town! How do you not see that? You hang this man by the neck in front of God and everyone and you’ll see! Everything in this town will go back to normal! And the quicker you do it the better!”
“You may be interested in hearing this, alcalde,” Armada said. He poured two glasses of sherry from his barrel in the corner.
“Sherry?”
Ortega said nothing as Armada handed him a glass.
“The conspiracy involves you, as it happens. You see, Jose was stealing water from land that you own just to the south of his field.”
Ortega drank from his glass.
“And Jose killed Amparo Rodriguez to keep him from telling you about it. Amparo was trying to blackmail him, you see.”
Ortega considered this for a moment, then let a smile creep across his face.
“That’s your theory? That’s why you’ve arrested my good friend Jose Padilla?”
“It is.”
“Well, that shows how little you know about the people in this pueblo, Armada,” Ortega said. “You see, Amparo is too stupid to blackmail anyone. If you’d ever met him, you’d know he couldn’t think things like this through properly. He was never one for political strategy. There is no way he could have pulled that off. And Jose I’ve known my entire life and have never, ever known him to mistreat or kill anyone or anything. That comes from experience. Same goes for everyone in this town. Which leaves only one suspect.”
“A suspect I’ve gotten to know better than you, alcalde.”
“I know these moriscos better than you know, Armada. I’ve met enough of them. Now listen to me. The corregidor in Granada is an old friend of mine. We went to university at Salamanca together. He’s a good man. And also the one in charge of disseminating tax revenues collected in Granada, including those that your chapter of the Brotherhood depends on. And I would hate to have to inform him of how those funds are being abused. So I would appreciate it if you do your job, charge that morisco for murder like you were supposed to, and stop causing so much trouble in my town. Am I clear?”
Ortega threw his sherry glass across the room, then stormed out, slamming the door behind him.
“Well now, that was interesting,” Armada said.
“Sir?” said Lucas.
Armada found the glass Ortega had thrown, amazed it had not broken.
“Surprisingly little reaction by the alcalde to being told he was being stolen from,” Armada said. “Which means either he already knew about it, or cares very little. In either case, it begs the question –—why would Jose Padilla kill a man to keep Ortega from finding out?”
Armada wiped the glass clean and carefully put it away in his bag. “Lucas, did you ever manage to find out if he owned any other lands besides the fallow field?”
“Oh, yes, sir.” Lucas had nearly forgotten in the events of the last two days. He raced over to his satchel and pulled out some papers. He shuffled through them, then spread them out on the table.
“He owns two other fields besides the one with the spring, both of which he bought about twenty years ago. It was hard to pinpoint exactly where they are as the records aren’t very good. But they’re all nearby.”
“Did you find out what he’s doing with them?”
“He’s kept them leased out to local farmers the whole time. And it’s been very lucrative for him,” Lucas said. He pointed to three names he’d scribbled down. “These are the current leaseholders.”
“And yet his original inheritance he lets grow fallow. A field with that most precious of commodities — its own supply of fresh water. A man like Ortega, who is ambitious and always on the hunt for ways to enrich himself leaves it be all this time. Nor does he mind that it’s being stolen. And, wait, Lucas. How long ago did you say he bought those newer tracts?”
“Twenty years, sir.”
“That’s another curious number, isn’t it? Do we know who Ortega bought these tracts from? Who were the previous owners?”
“The records were missing, sir.”
“Missing?” Armada said. “Destroyed by accident, would you say? Or removed?”
“Definitely not destroyed, sir.”
“Well, Pablo Ortega’s life certainly took a turn for the better twenty years ago, didn’t it? I’d be curious to know what happened.”
Armada paced until he returned to the sherry barrel. He was tempted to pour himself a glass, but resisted, setting the glass on the table.
“You could ask his wife, sir.”
“No. There is a more important question to be answered first,” Armada said. “And that is whether blackmail truly was the cause of all this, or if there was something else. If Jose really was on the edge of losing everything he loved, that is a worry that would have been difficult to hide, especially from those closest to him. He would have behaved strangely. He is a lot of things, but not a good actor. I need to confirm what he was thinking in the days leading up to the crime. And there is only one person I can think of who can tell me that.”
Armada put down his empty glass and picked up his coat.
“Sir,” Lucas said, catching Armada at the door. “Are you feeling all right?”
Armada stared at the ground and sighed.
“Of course not,” Armada said. “I feel ill from all the ale last night. My elbow is throbbing, which I can only assume was an injury sustained after being tossed from the tavern, an event for which I have no memory. I am embarrassed at the fool I made of myself and deeply regret having let you come along to see it all. I am, however, thankful you saved the shirt.”
“Really, sir?”
“It’s the only one I have left.”
Lucas nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Armada then disappeared out the door.




Chapter Twenty-Three



A short while later, Armada stood in front of the door to the Padilla home, ready for anything. On the other side was Jose Padilla’s wife Esmerelda, whose family Armada had just torn to shreds. In a small pueblo like this, rumours of Jose’s guilt could taint all of their lives for generations, no matter how the case turned out. Her children would be grappling with them, and possibly their children.
And it was all because of Armada, who was now about to march back into the family home and ask more questions. It wouldn’t matter to Esmerelda; the damage had already been done. What possible reason would she have for cooperating with him now?
But he had to try. If there was any possibility that Jose was innocent, then he needed answers, and Esmerelda just might have them. There was no other way.
Armada took a deep breath and prepared to duck. It wasn’t unusual for a distraught widow to pick up the closest thing to her and fling it at his head in a moment of despair. It was fine if it was a wooden spoon, but not so fine if it was a carving knife. They rarely were out to kill, it was just an expression of grief. But one had to be ready.
“Esmerelda Padilla? This is Domingo Armada.”
“Come in!” came a bright, cheery voice from within. It hadn’t been what Armada expected and he wondered if it was a trick. Would there be a harquebus barrel waiting for him on the other side? Or had he perhaps gone to the wrong door?
Armada checked the door. It was definitely the right house. So cautiously, Armada pushed the unlocked door open and peered inside.
He could see Esmerelda Padilla inside in the back, sitting at a table with her two children. It was dinner time, and both children were tucking into wooden bowls filled with a steaming broth, with stains of broth on the sides of their mouth. The youngest girl grinned at Armada, showing how the broth had also stained her teeth and a bit had dribbled down the front of her dress. But Armada kept his eyes firmly on Esmerelda, waiting to see how she would react to his presence.
“Señor Armada, please come in,” she said without malice. Esmerelda went back to negotiating a truce between her children, then stood to greet Armada as he entered. She was wearing a very modest grey dress with a white apron, a large white neckerchief tucked into the high collar of her dress, and her hair entirely covered in a veil tied behind her. None of these were items one typically wore during times of mourning, or great family upheaval. These were the clothes a woman would wear when nothing out of the ordinary was occurring.
Armada walked in and gave the two gawking children a smile. “I’m sorry to interrupt your meal.”
Armada kissed Esmerelda lightly on both cheeks as was the custom.
“It’s no bother, really. We were just having a bit of lunch. You’re welcome to join us if you like.”
“Thank you, but no. I’ve already eaten.” Armada watched Esmerelda closely. Her body wasn’t tense, her tone was calm, and she seemed to have little trouble making eye contact with him. It was as if the events of the past two days had never occurred.
“I hope you don’t mind me dropping by unannounced.”
“It’s no trouble.”
There was no hint of darkness in Esmerelda’s expression. No seething anger underneath the sunny expression.
“I was hoping to ask you a few questions about your husband. If it’s not too difficult.”
“Of course. Oh Isabel, please stop making such a mess.”
Esmerelda tried to soak up a bit of the dribbled stew on Isabel’s dress as Isabel stared back at the stranger that had entered the room.
“You don’t have to worry, Constable,” Esmerelda said, sensing Armada’s uneasiness. “I’m kind of glad you did what you did. It made me realise that perhaps I don’t know my husband as well as I thought.”
“How so?” Armada asked.
“Well, what if he did do what you say? I have my children’s safety to think about. So I’ve told Jose not to come around until this whole mess is sorted out. That goes for his family as well. You never know. I pride myself on being a very sensible woman. A mother has to be practical about such things. Isabel, please, stop messing about with your olives and eat them.”
Armada was confused. This woman seemed to not blame him in the slightest for arresting Jose. She had just gotten on with the business of living her life.
“Of course,” Armada mumbled. He was a bit flustered, for Esmerelda had the one reaction he hadn’t been prepared for—acceptance. Normally he would have left a grieving widow alone during a difficult time such as this, but he was sensing he was fast running out of time.
“I did have a few questions that you might be able to answer for me. Do you mind?”
“I’m happy to help.”
Esmerelda smiled at Armada, then proceeded to wipe the spilled olive juice from the off the front of Isabel’s dress while Isabel continued staring up at Armada with awe, her mouth open.
“Did your husband behave strangely at all in the days leading up to the murder? Did he seem particularly worrisome? Or prone to anger?”
“Not that I can remember. He seemed normal.”
“Did he ever mention anything to you about something he was worried about? Money, perhaps?”
“Well, we struggle with money like any family. But nothing out of the ordinary.”
“What about his relationship with Amparo Rodriguez? How did that seem to you?”
“As contentious as ever, I suppose.”
“Contentious?”
“Jose and Amparo, they weren’t what I would call friends. Jose has known Amparo since they were children. Amparo used to follow him around everywhere, like they were brothers. Then after his father killed himself, that’s when Amparo turned sour, started bullying people, and Jose just stopped associating himself with him. Amparo was so unpleasant, nobody wanted to be around him.”
Turned sour. Those words rang in Armada’s ears. Amparo had changed. He hadn’t always been the man everyone knew. What was the turning point, Armada wondered?
“What was Amparo’s relationship with his father? Do you remember?”
“They were very close, up until those last few weeks. That’s when they started fighting down at the tavern constantly, until they couldn’t be in the same room together.”
“How long ago was this?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe around the time that horrible Pablo Ortega started talking all that nonsense about moriscos returning to the country and getting their revenge for being expelled fifty years ago. Suddenly everything that went wrong in the pueblo was a big Muslim conspiracy. Well, I didn’t see anything of the sort, but Ortega managed to get people so wound up he ran that poor woman and her little girl out of town. It was a shameful time, I can tell you. Oh, Isabel, don’t do that. You’re making a mess!”
Isabel was now digging her spoon into her soup and laughing while shaking it over her head, getting bits of soup in her hair that Esmerelda was now trying to wipe away with a wet rag.
“Teodoro, please help your sister with her soup, will you? She’s getting it everywhere.”
The older boy sighed and reluctantly took Isabel’s spoon to help her with it, all while giving Armada sideways glances.
“Tell me about this poor woman,” Armada said. “Who was she?”
“Cristina, I think was her name. Cristina Lopez,” Esmerelda said. “And she had that gorgeous little girl with the cutest curls. Celestina, I think her name was. She was three or four at the time. Anyway, Ortega accused Cristina of being a morisco. And I’m embarrassed to say it worked. Some people became so hostile to her that they ran her out of town. And Ortega just took her land after Cristina left, citing some ridiculous old laws. He said it was legal, but people here knew he stole them. There was no other word for it. Ortega didn’t seem to mind the rumours, but poor Federico Rodriguez. It was too much for him. He hanged himself, and just after Ortega had secured him a spot on the council.”
“So Ortega owns Cristina’s lands now? The one’s he is leasing out?”
“Yes. That Ortega is not one to be trusted. I don’t know what that wife of his sees in him. Of course, no one ever knows. Ines hardly ever says a word. Maybe it’s because she knows her husband is a very shifty character. God knows how embarrassed I would be.”
If only you knew, Armada thought. Now it made sense how Ortega went from being a poor farmer with one bad field to being a wealthy landowner and alcalde. He’d stolen it, and he’d done it in a very clever way— by using a set of old laws that few people remembered existed. While Felipe III was expelling the moriscos from the country earlier in the century, laws had been drawn up in each of the kingdoms that detailed how any land left behind by fleeing moriscos must be put up for sale, the proceeds payable to the local town council.
Considering the expulsion of the moriscos had ended over fifty years ago, and the laws were long obsolete, Ortega’s claim to the lands was dubious at best. Any civil court judge at the Royal Chancery in Granada would have invalidated Ortega’s claim, had a lawsuit ever been filed. Ortega’s only chance to keep that from happening was to intimidate the woman so badly that she left without ever returning. For that, he would need the whole town’s help, which it sounded like he had received. Especially from Federico Rodriguez. It made Armada wonder if Pablo Ortega really did have a problem with moriscos, or if his hatred was just a part of his plan to leave the peasant life behind.
“Where did Cristina Lopez go?”
“Well, Ortega said he booked passage for her back to North Africa on a ship in Motril, but the rumours at that time were that she went to Motril, but never got on the boat.”
“So she may still be there? Has anyone heard from her?”
“Not that I know of,” Esmerelda said.
“Did Jose know Ortega well? Did you ever see them argue?”
“Jose had nothing to do with Ortega, as far as I know.”
Isabel had her hand in the soup, dipping her fingers in, then jamming them in her mouth and licking the soup off while her brother distracted himself at the window. She then reached up for a clay jug full of water and pulled it off the table.
It landed on the stone floor and shattered, throwing water everywhere.
“Teodoro!” Esmerelda screamed, jumping to her feet and startling everybody. “You were supposed to be helping your sister! I know you heard me!”
Armada saw fear in Teodoro’s eyes now as Isabel began to cry. Esmerelda hopped to her feet and grabbed a rag from a nearby table. She began picking up the broken shards of clay and wiping up the water.
“Now look what you’ve done! Now I have to go out back and get another. We only have one left. Do you know how heavy these jugs are to carry all the way down here from town? Do you?!”
“I’m sorry, Mother,” Teodoro squeaked as Esmerelda got on her knees to clean up the soup.
“Please,” Armada said, sensing an opportunity. “Please, allow me. You go and get a new jug. I can clean this up.”
Armada took the rag.
“I can’t let you,” Esmerelda said, still breathing heavily from the sudden outburst.
“I won’t hear of it. Go on.”
Esmerelda nodded, stood up, and left out the front door.
Armada picked up the last of the shards and wiped up the water. He made eye contact with the boy, who was too shaken to glare angrily at Armada any longer.
“What about you, Teodoro? Did you ever hear your father and Amparo argue?”
Teodoro stared quietly at the ground, not wanting to answer.
“You can hate me, boy. Lots of people do. But just know if your father is innocent, I’ll be the only one who can prove it. I may be the only one who can bring him back. So help me. Help me find out for sure,” Armada said. “For both of us.”
Teodoro glanced up at Armada. “Leave the past in the past. That’s what my father said to Amparo.”
“The past in the past,” Armada repeated. “What did he mean?”
The boy shrugged.
“Did they not discuss it?”
“My father said something about a pacto de silencio. He warned Amparo not to break it.”
A pact of silence. It was not the sort of agreement made between those who are innocent of wrongdoing. But was Jose referring to illegal canals? If so, what did that have to do with the past?
Armada stayed with the children a long time, eventually cleaning up the mess and giving little Isabel a new bowl of soup. This time he gave her closely-supervised spoonful’s, which she enjoyed now that she was being fed by the stranger. Teodoro was now free to gaze out the window. It was likely that he wasn’t sure he could trust Armada. Possibly he never would. Armada didn’t feel he should push too hard. The boy would have to work all this out in his own time.
Nearly half an hour went by and Armada left the children for a moment to go around the back to see how Esmerelda was getting on. He had grown worried for her, as she’d only come back here to grab a new bowl. It had been far too long.
Then he spotted her, sitting in the far corner of the tiny patch of back garden on a wood stump. A hand over her face, sobbing quietly to herself.
Armada wished now Esmerelda had hated him. She should have thrown things at him the moment he arrived. She should have rained blows on his chest with balled up fists, screamed insults, and kicked him out of her house while waving a harquebus. He had to admit he’d gotten a lot of valuable information from Esmerelda remaining calm and cooperative.
But somehow, watching her now, it still felt wrong.




Chapter Twenty-Four



Armada walked the road from the Albaycín, on his way back to the inn where he hoped to run into Lucas. He had a job for the boy and was eager to get started. After that, he would head up to the castle to speak with Jose once again and confront him with the new information he’d gleaned. Maybe Jose would talk, maybe he wouldn’t. But at least it would be clear to Jose how much more Armada knew about his curious relationship with Amparo, and that Armada would not stop until he found out everything, including what it was that Jose was so desperate to leave in the past.
From this quarter of Albaycín, it was easier for Armada to return to the main plaza using a narrow little lane that led off to the left, which would save him having to backtrack all the way to the main road and take him to the far side of the church’s bell tower. However, as this lane took him past the back doors of many of the houses where numerous women were hanging out their washing, he garnered a lot more attention since this was a road that rarely, if ever, saw new faces.
It shortened his trip considerably and soon Armada popped back out on the main road just a few steps from the main plaza. As he approached the fountain, however, he felt a hand grab him by the elbow and wrench him to the side. Armada swung round, ready to defend himself, when he saw the wide-eyed stare of Lucas.
“Sir!” Lucas said, beckoning him to hide around a corner.
Armada followed Lucas a short way down one of the many alleyways that fed into the plaza, before Lucas stopped and turned around to see if anyone was watching. At the moment, they were alone.
“What is it, Lucas?”
“Look, sir.”
Armada carefully looked toward the main plaza where Lucas was pointing. Craning his neck, he could just see where a man on horseback had dismounted and was speaking to the innkeeper at the front door of the inn. He was a tall man, with a wide face and missing several teeth, which he attempted to hide with a large moustache that curled slightly at the edges. He was wearing a large brimmed cavalier hat with a feather in the band, one side of the brim curling upward.
He also wore a sleeveless jacket, made of leather, just like Armada’s. And just like Armada, he too wore a green shirt underneath, marking him as a fellow constable of the Brotherhood.
“Bresson,” Armada whispered. “What is he doing here?”
“I don’t know, sir. But he’s already been to the castle. He released Jose Padilla. And now he’s asking about you.”
Armada clenched his fist in frustration. If only the man had waited! He could have cleared up so much if he’d just gotten a chance to talk to Jose one more time.
“You think Ortega wrote that letter to the majordomo of the Brotherhood?” Lucas asked.
“I suspect that is exactly what happened,” Armada said. “And now Bresson has been dispatched, no doubt, to drag us off this case and back to Granada. What about Miguel? Have you seen him arrest Miguel?”
“I haven’t seen Miguel at all, sir.”
“Good. Hopefully the man has the good sense to stay out of sight until he leaves.”
It was all so frustrating. Of all people for Bautista to send to collect Armada, it had to be Bresson. Arnaud Bresson was French, with a thick accent to his Spanish that he had never bothered to soften. The accent had been the instigator of countless fights in taverns, in which Bresson was only too happy to partake. He’d been a good soldier, having volunteered for the Spanish army when the French army had chucked him out for stealing from a church. And thanks to his service and his ability to track fugitives, the Brotherhood had been only too eager to recruit him after the war.
But men like Bresson didn’t care who they fought for, as long as their wages were paid and there was an opportunity for a bit extra on the side. And he had quickly turned into a constable of the worst sort, taking bribes, and only too happy to hang people, or lop off limbs, if it meant getting to the tavern a bit faster. He was rarely interested in the truth of a case, which made him unpredictable. Armada avoided working with him whenever possible. Given that Bresson was also stationed at the Brotherhood in Granada, it was sometimes difficult. And he knew Armada only too well, and that it was not going to be easy to avoid him for long.
“We need to get somewhere safe,” Armada said.
Armada and Lucas crept their way down the lane until it deposited them on the main road leading down to the delta, and far enough away from the plaza so as to not be spotted. From there, Armada led Lucas down the path out of town and to the cane fields. It was a dangerous place, as most of the cane was now gone and the two could be spotted from quite a distance away, especially by someone standing on the hill.
But Armada was betting that Bresson had yet to orient himself. That would take at least a day or two, by which time hopefully he and Lucas would be well hidden enough to finish the case.
Armada led Lucas to the one place he could think of where they wouldn’t be seen by anybody in town. El Peñon rose up in front of them as they approached it. The seas had become stormier over the course of the day, and the waves thrashed themselves against the vertical cliffs on the western side, creating great echoing thunderclaps and the spraying of sea mist everywhere.
“Where are we going, sir?” he heard Lucas ask between waves, but didn’t answer. The boy would soon see.
It had been something he’d noticed that day he’d come to visit Enrique Talavera; a cave entrance, just behind some rock face on the western side, overlooking one of the many deep pools that the waves had carved out over the millennia. It looked small, but big enough for both of them to get into. And because the entrance looked out over the cove to the west, it couldn’t be seen by the townspeople nor by any of the farmers working on the delta nearby.
Armada and Lucas stepped their way gingerly over the stones until they reached the entrance. Armada was the first to crawl inside. It was damp, and the ground was quite stony and jagged. The roof was quite low, forcing them to bend over or kneel down in order to fit. But it was long enough for them both to find a spot to curl up in for a bit of sleep that night. And more importantly, it was a place they knew that Bresson knew nothing about.
“I could sneak back to the room, sir, and grab some supplies. Some food, at least.”
“Yes, I was hoping you would, Lucas,” Armada said. “We’re both going to be quite peckish soon.”
“How long do you reckon we’ll have to stay here?”
“We don’t have much time, I’m afraid. It won’t take Bresson very long to discover my sherry in the room and finish it off. And at that point, we’ll have no choice but to return.”
Armada smiled at Lucas to help relax him. He had to show Lucas everything was under control, even if clearly it wasn’t.
“What about the case, sir?”
“The case…the case…” Armada said, letting his thoughts drift. “The case seems to revolve around this Cristina Lopez. Her land getting stolen seems to be at the heart of this somehow, although I’m not sure how yet. And I would give anything to speak to her.”
“Why not go to Motril then, sir? It would get us away from Bresson. I could steal the cart back tonight, and…”
“No, Lucas. I can’t in good conscience leave Miguel to be found by that baboon. Bresson would have him hanged and be on his way back to Granada before we ever got back. No, I must stay. I have to frustrate Bresson’s efforts at finishing this case, if only to buy us a little more time. And hopefully I can find Miguel before he does. Besides, I want to know more about what Jose meant when he told Amparo to ‘leave the past in the past.’ It just seems to me the past is playing a very large role in this case, so I need to learn more about it.”
Lucas was quiet for a moment, as they both contemplated the next moves. From the mouth of the cave, they were treated to a spectacular view of the sun as it made its way west, where it would eventually settle behind the hills. The waves continued their assault on the rock, the sound echoing off every bit of the cave, and promising to continue its symphony of violence long into the night.
“I could go to Motril, sir,” Lucas finally said.
“You? I don’t think so, Lucas.”
“Why not?”
“You’re much too young. You’re hardly able to travel by yourself safely.”
“I’ve been travelling around with you for years, sir. I know how to do it.”
“Yes, but alone? That is far too much responsibility for such a young boy.”
“Sir, I know how to do it. I could find Cristina Lopez. If she’s there. I’m good at finding people.”
Armada knew that was true, but he couldn’t bear the thought of sending Lucas alone to a city as shady as Motril.
“I know you think I’m too young, sir. But I’m fourteen now. I can handle myself. And what if I can do it? What if I can bring her back with me? Or at least talk to her? What about the case?”
“Lucas,” Armada said. “I’m not letting you go and that is the end of it!”
Lucas went quiet, but it was a rebellious quiet. He had not acquiesced. Far from it. Armada could almost hear Lucas forming his next argument in his head. Why wasn’t Armada’s word good enough anymore? Why couldn’t Lucas just listen to him? Why did everything these days have to be such a fight?
“Besides,” Armada said, trying to diffuse the tension. “Who would speak to you? Who would answer your enquiries? You have no authority. You’ll simply be ignored.”
“Not if I was wearing one of your shirts, sir.”
“No one would believe a fourteen-year-old was a constable.”
“I could say I was an apprentice. All they have to believe is that I’m somehow connected to the Brotherhood. They’ll be too afraid not to speak to me.”
Armada had tired of Lucas’ reasoning. The boy could make anything sound logical with enough time to argue it.
“Lucas, what I would prefer you do is head back to our room at the inn and see if you can steal back some of blankets along with our provisions. I have a feeling these caves will get cold tonight.”
“What about the case, sir? Can you solve it without talking to her?”
“That’s not for you to worry about,” Armada said with an angry tone. “All you should be concerned with now is doing as I have told you. And not enraging me further!”
Lucas shot to his feet, barely able to bring himself to look at Armada. His body tensed, and he hunched his shoulders as he always did when he became frustrated. Armada felt himself tense as well as his mind continued their argument on its own. Why was Lucas so ungrateful lately? Had he not provided Lucas with clothes? Food? Wages? And yet when he asked the boy to do something that was an expected part of his job, why did he resist?
Strangely, as Lucas began to slowly make his way along the slippery, wet rocks that would lead him to the beach, Armada felt his anger drain, as if the haze of rage suddenly subsided and allowed him to see things clearly.
Perhaps the boy had a point. Could he solve the case without talking to Cristina Lopez? What if he never found out what had happened to her? Could he still piece this altogether? There was a chance she had little to do with this, but the timing of everything just coincided too perfectly.
And it was the timing of it all that bothered Armada more and more. All the important events in the past seemed to have happened simultaneously. Twenty years ago, the balance of power in Salobreña had gone through a seismic shift, the reverberations of which eventually led to Amparo’s murder. Everything was connected, all the way back to a single point twenty years ago, a point where Cristina Lopez was at the centre. This was a case about the past, about history that had bubbled up somehow into the present, and a failed attempt to bury it once again.
And that past seemed to start and end with Cristina Lopez.
“Lucas,” Armada said just before Lucas slipped out of view.
Lucas stopped, but did not turn around.
“If you can manage it, try to grab my extra shirts, and a few loaves of bread from the bakers.”
“Why, sir?”
“Because you’ll need something to eat if you’re going all the way to Motril. It’s half a day’s ride. You’ll get hungry. And the shirts, well…”
Lucas turned around and stared at Armada in shock.
Armada still felt reluctant, but now that he’d said it, realised there was little he could do to take it back.
“Get going!” Armada said.
Lucas smiled, then nipped out of view, leaving Armada alone at the cave entrance with his thoughts. Thoughts that, without sherry, would probably hound him throughout the night.




Chapter Twenty-Five



Miguel was in the middle of a dream when the shouting started. A woman, with long blond hair, tied back with a scarf and wearing a blue and grey dress, had slipped through the cane. She was less a vision, and more a glimpse from the corner of his eye. And he tried to hold on to that image as his sleep became interrupted and he was dragged back to reality.
This took a while, as Miguel found he had been sleeping quite deeply. After a few nights in the stable, he had moved the hay around until it made a sort of bed in the corner. The mule, after some initial nervousness, had gotten used to his presence and had actually formed a bond, preferring to kneel down at night and sleep on its side in order to be closer to Miguel.
It had been a quiet few days like this. Miguel subsisted on whatever he could steal at night from the nearby orchards, and occasionally sneaking into town for a bucket of water. Then he spent much of his time locked away in the stable, waiting for news that the case was over and he could go home. Although he felt badly that Armada didn’t know his whereabouts, Miguel also felt safe, and that was the most important right now. He would check in with Armada soon, and see if it was all right to return home.
It was sometime before sunrise when he was awakened by the sound of approaching footsteps, crunching over the loose soil and pebbles toward the stable door. Something deep within Miguel knew he should quickly hide himself, but it was too late. A moment later, he was discovered by a startled old farmer, who began shouting at him.
Miguel and the mule both scrambled to their feet while the farmer found a large stick and waved it at Miguel. Miguel made his way out of the stable to the sound of the old farmer’s shouts of morisco and ladron. Miguel couldn’t understand why the farmer thought he was a ladron; he hadn’t stolen anything.
Once Miguel was out of earshot of the man, he realised he was hungry. He had no money and no way of getting any. He considered begging, but thought of his father, who was a very proud man and had taught Miguel never to beg, it being beneath a man’s dignity. There was always a way to eat if one was hungry. Then Miguel thought of Armada and his page Lucas, who seemed like decent people. Perhaps they could spare a bit of bread.
Miguel began making his way up the hill back toward town. He kept his head down, not wanting to catch the gazes of the farmers who were just starting to come down the hill, their shoulders loaded with farming implements and large cutting knives, ready for another day’s harvest.
Instead he kept his focus on the weeds that lined his path. They grew just on the edge of where the path had been worn into a smooth, hard crust by years of farmers walking it every day. Many months ago, these weeds would have been green and lush, bursting with life, with bushes of little purple-and-blue flowers that were Miguel’s favourite. But the summer heat had killed them off weeks ago, as it did every year, and they now waited for the spring rains that would come in a few months to bring them back to life again.
Miguel reached the main plaza, but saw it was still quite early. He didn’t want to wake the constable quite yet. But he knew that the longer he stayed, the more he risked being noticed by the townspeople who were now crisscrossing the plaza as they went about their morning business. It was mostly farmers on their way down to the delta, but there were also a few of the wives holding large baskets of linens on their way to the lavadero and giving him cursory sideways glances as they chatted to each other. A couple of the more elderly men in town were already sitting on the wall next to the fountain, which was where they sat every day, as they were far too old to work and hobbled about town leaning heavily on walking sticks. Every town had a collection of these men, who would greet people they knew as they passed through the plaza, and complained amongst themselves about the changing face of the pueblo, or the sorry state of the kingdom as a whole.
These men now eyed Miguel as he stood in the plaza, feeling ill at ease and unsure what to do. His stomach rumbled again and he knew he had to eat. Seeing no other choice, Miguel went to the fountain and dipped his hand into the pool of water under the rusted iron spigot where the water perpetually trickled out from some unseen underground spring.
The water was sweet, and quite cold. Miguel took several handfuls and continued drinking, ignoring the glares of the old men. He could hear them whispering “morisco.” It wasn’t fair. He hadn’t asked for any of this. He’d just come to Salobreña to work. And now he was being treated like a criminal, though he had done nothing wrong.
“Miguel!” came a voice from behind.
Miguel whipped his head around to see Jose.
“How are you?” Jose asked.
Miguel didn’t know what to say. He did not express anger well. It was an emotion that didn’t fit him, like a pair of shoes that were too small. But he was angry with Jose. It was because of him that he’d been locked away in that castle. He would have preferred to hide his anger, but it was impossible. Jose was too smart.
“You can hit me if you like,” Jose said. “I deserve it.”
Miguel considered the possibility, but couldn’t work up the nerve.
“You wouldn’t be the first today,” Jose said, cautiously stepping closer. “Esme slapped me so hard this morning my cheek still stings. I told her I was innocent, but she started screaming about the children and how could I let everything get so out of control. I’ve never seen her so angry. So, I guess I’m staying in the cortijo for a while.”
Miguel still felt thirsty and went back to drinking from the fountain, not knowing what else to do. Jose sat next to him, staring off at the horizon.
“I want to apologise, Miguel. You didn’t deserve to be accused like that. It’s my fault. I was a coward. When Amparo was killed, I thought the Brotherhood would come here and start stomping around that field and they would figure out what we were doing out there —you understand why I got worried. But I still shouldn’t have done what I did.”
Miguel felt his anger toward Jose start to melt away, but didn’t want to quite let it all go. Not yet. The memory of those long nights in the castle were still too fresh. He said nothing.
“I was impressed with you, Miguel. All those nights spent in the castle, and you didn’t say a word. Just like I asked you. Most men don’t have that kind of courage, especially when they’re sitting in a prison cell. And because of that, not all is lost. The Brotherhood still doesn’t know anything, and we can still take care of this situation ourselves, the way it ought to be done.”
Miguel was intrigued enough to let himself make eye contact. Jose had a twinkle in his eye, a realisation that he’d finally gotten Miguel’s attention.
“Let’s get something to eat,” Jose said. “You must be famished. Come on, I’ll buy us a couple of menu del dias.”
And before Miguel knew it, he was walking with Jose to the tavern, sitting at a table across from him, eating a plate of food Jose had paid for. He felt his anger subside, gradually replaced with the more familiar desire for Jose’s respect. Miguel wondered if he should stay angry with Jose. Perhaps never talk to him. He’d seen feuds between families back home that went on for years over much less than this. Is that what he was supposed to do here? Was he disrespecting his family by talking to Jose again?
At the tavern, they both gobbled down their meals. Jose talked about his wife and how unfair it was that she still refused to speak to him. Miguel heard about the early, turbulent times in their marriage and how Jose felt Esmerelda judged him too harshly. When the children came along, it only added to the pressure, as well as to the pressure of making money with his one field. Miguel felt privileged that Jose chose to confide such personal things, but it also frightened him. His mother had told him for years that he should take a wife of his own. Yet from the sound of it, marriage was hard even at the best of times.
After nearly an hour, the only other men in the tavern had paid for their ales and departed, leaving Miguel and Jose alone, with only the barman who seemed distracted with counting something in the back. Jose then went quiet, his mood darkening.
He leaned over the table.
“Tell me honestly, Miguel. Did you tell anyone else what you saw when Amparo died? Anyone at all?”
Miguel shook his head. He was becoming nervous now.
“Good. Then I think it’s time we did something about it, don’t you?”
“But I told you, I didn’t see their face,” Miguel stammered.
“It doesn’t matter. We both know who it was, don’t we?”
Miguel just wasn’t sure. And he worried about what Jose was planning to do. That horrible day when Amparo had died, when he’d reached the edge of the clearing, his first glance had been to Amparo. Lying on his back, the knife having just been sunk into his chest, and gurgling his last breaths.
Out of the corner of his eye, he’d seen the dress. Blue and grey. Worn by someone with long blond hair, disappearing into the cane like a flash, too fast for Miguel to have seen anything else. Then the shock of seeing Amparo dying had sunk in, and things got blurry, including that horrible moment when Jose thought Miguel had done it.
It was only days later, when Jose had come to see him in the castle, that he told Jose what he’d seen.
Say nothing, Jose had said.
Not even to her.
Back then Jose had seemed so sure of who it was. But he’d said he wanted to find out on his own what it was all about. He had to know before they said or did anything. As long as he and Miguel were the only two who knew what the killer had been wearing, they had control of the situation. They could keep it within the pueblo, which was all that mattered.
Then the constable had shown up and made everything complicated.
Only I can protect you, Jose had said.
Now Jose was staring at him, his efforts to find out more having come to nothing. That part of it all seemed over now and Miguel could tell he had something more sinister in mind.
“It’s time we took care of things.”
“But we don’t know if it really was her. Why would she kill her own husband?”
“You don’t know Madalena like I do. Amparo warned me about her. He told me what she was like, that she might try something like this. She is cunning, he’d said. Very cunning. But I didn’t think she had it in her to do such a thing.”
Miguel realised he had a difficult choice to make. No one he’d ever known had ever faced such a dilemma. And now, with nothing to guide him, Miguel had to choose whether to run away and try to get back home as quickly as possible, or to stay and help Jose. This could mean hurting someone, but doing it to protect others.
It was all so confusing and Miguel wished he had more time to think about it. If only he were smarter. Didn’t Jose realise that he didn’t think as fast as everyone else? He wasn’t ready to tackle this. Not yet. Maybe in a few years, but not now.
“What should we do?” Miguel asked.
“Let’s have another round of ales and talk about it.”




Chapter Twenty-Six



It was getting toward afternoon when Lucas arrived at Motril’s bustling shipyards. In stark contrast to the serenity of Salobreña’s shore, Motril was awash in a noisy, crowded hive of activity, which Lucas found quite exciting. He’d only ever been to dockyards like this once, in Huelva many years ago, and had been frightened the whole time. He’d heard about sailing captains taking part in something called a “press-gang,” where they abducted unsuspecting boys like himself, forcing them to be a part of their crew. Ever since, he’d avoided going anywhere near the docks, despite Armada’s assurances that such things only happened in England.
Now that he was a bit older and wiser, Lucas had little fear of press-gangs. He steered his mule along the road that hugged the shore, which was covered in a tangle of piers and docks, each crowded with small fishing vessels waiting to unload their catches, as well as two towering galleons moored next to large piles of provisions for some transatlantic trip, and the wood skeletons of several ships still under construction on the far side.
Racing about these ships were a variety of fishermen, sailors, dockworkers, excise men, and security officers, filling the air with the sound of shouting, mixed with the glop-glop of the waves thrashing against the piers, and the creaking of the ship hulls as they bobbed about, endlessly stretching and relaxing their mooring ropes. Overhead was the constant sound of screeching seagulls, hoping that a bit of fish would fall out of a crate.
All of these ships, Lucas thought, were going somewhere far off and exciting. Some were perhaps just going to Sardinia, or Naples, or perhaps north to the Netherlands, but the galleons were probably going further afield, perhaps to Africa to the Canary Islands, or about to make a transatlantic crossing to the New World. It was all very exciting to Lucas, who would have loved to go to any of those places. Travelling through the Spanish kingdoms was great, but he was hardly likely to find a lost city of gold in Andalucía. Armada had tried to convince him that a life at sea involved long hours spent performing tedious tasks like mopping and cooking terrible food, with the constant threat of storms, shipwreck, and scurvy hanging over one’s head. But Lucas didn’t care; he could only imagine a rip-roaring adventure. Certainly not every book he’d read about sailing the seas could be wrong.
Lucas navigated his way slowly over a cobbled promenade that ran along the edge of the docks. On the opposite side lay a variety of open workshops catering to the needs of the shipbuilders, including men making large coils of mooring ropes, stitching large sheets of canvas into sails, and coopers making stacks of barrels for provisions, as well as cheap hotels and taverns for the sailors constantly streaming into this port.
It was at one of these taverns where Lucas decided to begin his search. A wood sign hung above the door, squeaking as it swung in the wind. It was badly eroded from the salty air. “Horses of Cortez,” it said, a reference to the many horses Cortez had lost at sea while trying to reach the beaches of Guatemala in a storm over a century ago.
Lucas went inside to find a gaggle of sailors and dockworkers packed into the tiny tavern. The mood was subdued and friendly, and the sweaty, sunburned men who were drinking hardly noticed Lucas’ presence. This was a place where strangers from all over the world came to imbibe. It was quite different from Lucas’ experience in the tavern in Salobreña, where a visitor from outside the pueblo was a rare sight.
Lucas talked to the barman, who made it clear he would not serve the boy. Lucas explained what he was looking for and was directed toward an old man sitting in the corner. The man was drinking alone and from the way he gazed out the bevelled-glass window, he wished to remain that way. He was thin, with a razor-sharp nose, small chin, and a wide mouth with thin lips. He had grown his very fine hair long and it was stuffed into a wool hat. He rubbed his chin with long, bony and trembling fingers.
Lucas approached him cautiously.
“Don Pedro?”
The man looked at him, saying nothing.
“The barman told me you might be able to help me. He says you’re known around here for being the one to haul things back and forth to Salobreña.”
“Yes,” the man mumbled. “Been doing it my whole life.”
He turned his body to face Lucas, softening his expression. Lucas understood that the man was trying to show he was here to please, and was warming up to give his sales pitch.
“I make two trips to Salobreña a week. I can haul anything. I have a two-axle wagon, can hold twenty barrels, twenty-five for a bit extra. I’m an expert at hauling fruit and vegetables. I know all the routes so it doesn’t bump too much. Your crop won’t get ruined. I can promise that.” Don Pedro leaned over the table. “And I don’t ask questions. For most jobs, I prefer not to know what I’m hauling.”
The man was making Lucas very nervous, but somehow it felt exciting as well. He’d never done anything like this for Armada. He wanted to get it right.
“What about people? Do you haul those too?”
Don Pedro smiled. “Of course. Will they need to remain hidden?”
“Actually,” Lucas said. He felt he was stumbling, knowing that he was about to disappoint this man by revealing he wasn’t going to hire him. “I was hoping you could tell me about a job you did about twenty years ago. For a Pablo Ortega.”
Don Pedro did seem disappointed, and sat back in his chair. He drank from his nearly-empty mug of ale and gazed out the window again, making it clear he wanted Lucas to leave.
“Please. This is important. There was a murder in Salobreña. My jefe is with the Holy Brotherhood. And he’s trying to figure out—”
“The Brotherhood?” Don Pedro spat out a bit of air between his pursed lips. “I have nothing to do with those bastards.”
“It’s just…there might be an innocent man who will be hanged…and we just want to find out…”
“My boy, I don’t remember anything from twenty years ago. You know how many trips I’ve done since then? Besides, I run into those Brothers all the time and they always squeeze me for bribes. It’s robbery, I tell you. Robbery!”
Don Pedro slammed his fist on the table, getting the attention of the entire tavern for a moment.
“I’m not about to help those criminals do anything, and I’m not about to help you! Now go away.”
Lucas felt like he was five years old again. He hated feeling so young. If he only were a bit older, then men like this would take him more seriously. As it was, he would have to work harder to get what he wanted. How he wished that Armada were here. The old man was always so confident in such situations. But Lucas was here on his own; he’d have to figure this out. And by his estimation, there was only one thing that would get this man to talk.
Lucas grabbed the coin purse from his pocket, but he couldn’t just slip it to the man. He needed to make a show of it. Lucas wanted to impress upon Don Pedro that he was serious, that he meant business, and that money was the least of Lucas’ worries. He’d seen Armada do this dozens of times. Why wouldn’t it work for him?
Lucas turned the coin purse over and let the money clang loudly on the table. Don Pedro’s eyes went wide, and he glanced around at the other bar patrons, who all glared at their table now.
“I’m willing to pay,” Lucas said.
“What are you doing, you stupid boy? Put that away!” Don Pedro said in a hushed whisper. He quickly gathered up the coins and shoved them back into the purse, then pushed the purse toward Lucas’ hands.
“Do you not realise that you are in a den of thieves here? Each one of these men would happily pull a dagger across your throat for just one of these coins!”
Lucas refused to be moved. He was tired of being scolded and lectured and told what to do. And he wasn’t about to take it from this man.
“It’s yours if you tell me what I want to know.”
For the first time, Don Pedro looked flustered. He obviously wanted the money, but was wary of the attention they were attracting. Lucas considered it a victory. He had thrown the man off, and confused him. There was a sense of power in that. How far could he take this?
“Come with me,” Don Pedro said. He rose from the table and grabbed Lucas by the collar, pulling him toward the door.
Lucas stumbled along behind Don Pedro as he pulled the boy into a small alley that ran toward the back of the tavern. Here, they were surrounded by high stone walls where they couldn’t be seen by anyone on the promenade. Lucas was hit by the nauseating stench of rotting meat and old ale, mixed with the mouldy smell of the pile of fisherman’s netting, turned black and slimy with age, where he now stood.             
None of this seemed to affect Don Pedro, who now glared at Lucas.
“What are we doing here?” Lucas asked.
“I’m saving your life, that’s what we are doing here,” Don Pedro said. “Have you never been to the docks before? You never transact business like that in full view of everyone. Nobody should ever know how much money you have on your person. You hear me, boy? Never!”
Someone was scolding Lucas again and he didn’t like it. He could handle himself if this man tried anything. He didn’t need this kind of treatment. He stepped toward Don Pedro with a defiant expression.
“Do you want my business or not?” Lucas held out the coin purse again. “There are twenty reales in there. Enough to get drunk in this tavern for three days straight. And all you have to do is answer my question.”
Don Pedro considered Lucas’ offer, then snatched the coin purse away from him, squirreling it away in his pocket as he kept a keen eye on the promenade. From what Lucas could see, no one was noticing them standing there.
“I’ve only ever done one job for Pablo Ortega. He hired me to pick up some woman and bring her here to the docks.”
“Cristina Lopez,” Lucas said.
“Yes.”
“So where did you drop her off? Did she actually get on a ship?”
“She never came to Motril.”
“What?”

“I went to Salobreña to pick her up. Ortega told me she’d decided to stay and that my services weren’t needed. He paid me anyway, making me promise not to say anything. Of course, he paid me considerably less than twenty reales, which is the only reason I’m telling you now. It’s the only time in my life I’ve been paid twice not to work,” Don Pedro said.
Lucas, aghast, hadn’t expected this.
“Is that all you wanted to know?”
“Um…yes…thank you…” Lucas said.
“Well,” Don Pedro said, in a much better mood. “If there is ever anything else you want to know, you know where to find me.” He patted Lucas’ shoulder and went back into the tavern.
Lucas, now alone in the alleyway, considered this new information. Cristina Lopez had never come to Motril. So, where was she? She could have run off on her own, somewhere Pablo Ortega couldn’t follow her. It would make sense then for Ortega to pay off Don Pedro. For Ortega needed everyone to believe Cristina had left the country in order to take over her lands, according to what Armada said. As long as she was still in Spain, his ownership of them, and the source of his wealth and power, were at risk. She could return at any time, file a lawsuit, and that would be that.
But it meant finding Cristina Lopez would now be all but impossible. If she’d run off in a way that not even Pablo Ortega knew, what hope did Lucas have of finding her? The only thing he could think of was finding someone in Salobreña who might have known her at the time. At least well enough to have an idea of where she might have gone.
There were footsteps behind Lucas, who looked up to find two of the patrons from inside the tavern approaching him in the alleyway. It was clear from their faces that they were not there to talk. One man put his hand on something tucked into his belt, something that was in the shape of a dagger handle.
“Wait, wait,” Lucas said, backing away. The men were approaching from the entrance to the promenade, which left Lucas little option but to run further up the alley to the back of the tavern. He turned and ran, and could hear that the two men behind him were not taking chase.
Lucas rounded the corner into the back of the tavern and now saw why the men were not hurrying. The alley led to the back of the tavern, which was surrounded on all sides by high stone walls. Back here, the stench of rotting meat was even more powerful, as dead pig carcasses had been piled up just outside the door, alongside a pile of broken-up wine barrels being used as firewood.
Lucas tried to scramble his way up the stone walls, but it was useless. His pursuers rounded the corner, smiling and holding their daggers in the open now. For here, they were safe. There was little chance of any witnesses.
“The money, boy. Give me the money,” one of the men growled.
“I don’t have it. I don’t have it.”
“You’re a liar,” the man said as he and his companion set upon Lucas.




Chapter Twenty-Seven



As Armada made his way across the delta, he was struck by how much it had changed since he’d arrived. A week ago, he would have struggled to stay oriented on the countless twisting lanes that sliced their way between the cane fields. For they all looked very similar, lined on both sides by thick forests of cane stalks that towered over his head, their leaves so dense one could barely see a few steps into the forest.
But Armada found it quite easy to navigate now. Gone were the lush, green forests, replaced by barren, featureless swaths of empty land that now lay carpeted in a thick layer of dried leaves and other debris. The sun shone hot on his head and shoulders, and the wind dried his eyes and roared past his ears. Armada was quite far from the shoreline, but he could easily see El Peñon now, its hulking mass now the only prominent feature on this flat lifeless landscape.
It didn’t take Armada long to find his way to the cortijo. It now stood all alone in an empty landscape, vulnerable and unhidden. It meant that Armada couldn’t mask his approach as he had done before. He wouldn’t have a chance to watch the house, to get a sense of who was there and why. Anyone in that house would be able to see and hear him coming from quite a long way off. He had been warmly received the first time, but since then he’d arrested the family’s patriarch and charged him with murder. Armada had no way of knowing how betrayed they might feel.
But there was no other way.
Armada continued across the field until he arrived at Jose’s cortijo. Every step had been nerve-wracking, and a harquebus shot would not have surprised him. But he reached the cortijo without incident and strode to the front patio area, where a lone Jose sat on the edge of the table, staring off in the direction of the tip of El Peñon over the horizon, just beyond the ocean. He was again drinking that horrid brandy from before and didn’t react as Armada approached.
“I would leave if I were you,” he said without turning around.
“There are questions that need answers.”
“I don’t really care about your questions. Besides, you’re not the constable on this case anymore.”
“I’m still a constable,” Armada said. “And it’s still illegal to lie to me. Case or no case.”
Jose hopped off the table, glanced at Armada, then walked into the small locked room in the back. He returned a moment later with a harquebus, his finger hovering over the trigger. Armada had little doubt that the weapon had been cleaned and loaded and was now ready to fire. Jose was not the type for empty threats. Both men knew what was at stake.
“Right now, all I care about is getting my family back. The one you took away. At least that Frenchie constable was smart enough to realise I was innocent. My wife won’t be so easy to convince. And if I lose my family over you…”
Jose’s finger squeezed the trigger, but he stopped before the weapon fired. There was little Armada could do but hope that Jose could control himself.
“You’re right, Jose. I did take your family away, which is why I’m here now. I want to get to the truth of what happened. That way the right person can be charged with the crime. And if it wasn’t you, then tell me everything you know. Help me prove it wasn’t you.”
“I can’t trust you, Armada. Not after this. You better just get going.”
“Don’t do it for your sake. Do it for Miguel. Because that is who Bresson is looking for right now. And if he finds him, Miguel will hang. First thing tomorrow morning. Whether he is guilty or not.”
Jose’s conviction seemed to waiver at the mention of Miguel.
“Didn’t you tell him Miguel was innocent? You have proof, don’t you?”
“Yes, but Bresson has been ordered to arrest Miguel, which is exactly what he will do because he is not one to question orders the way I do.”
“That’s not my problem!”
“It is if you know something that could save him.”
Jose lowered the weapon. “I didn’t see anything. I told you. I got there after it happened.”
“Then tell me about the night you dug the canals. Why did you stop just before reaching the spring?”
“I told you. Conscience.”
Armada grinned, but it was a grin to hide frustration, a cap of sorts to hold in the anger that would boil inside him every time he heard a lie.
“I’m sorry Jose, but you’re not that stupid,” Armada said. “You are a farmer. You must think about your crops a year in advance. When to plough, when to plant, when to harvest. You watch the weather. You know the soil like your own skin. Everything you do in relation to your work is planned out well in advance. And now you’re telling me the digging of the canals was not? You can understand why that is hard to accept.”
“Yes, well, I didn’t plan that one out. It wasn’t even my idea. I didn’t want to do it.”
“Whose idea was it?”
“Amparo’s.”
The pieces of the case in Armada’s mind began to shift. That couldn’t be right.
“It was Amparo’s idea to divert the spring water into your field?”
“He’d been hounding me to do it for years,” Jose said.
“Why? He has no stake in your field, does he?”
“No. He only gets the wage I pay him, same as Enrique, same as everyone who has ever worked for me.”
“Then why was he so keen on it?”
“Work, I figured. If my field fails, he loses his job.”
“And your field was failing?”
Jose sighed and sat back on the table, laying the harquebus down next to him. He picked up his brandy and took a sip.
“I thought I could turn it around,” Jose said. “But every year, I ended up with a little bit less. Taxes go up. Then a drought. Then another drought. Then one year the seeds are no good. So you need a little loan to get by. Then another. And one day you wake up and realise this work you have devoted your life to…well…it’s all become a sinking ship. When they started talking about a drought this year…that was it.”
Another piece that Armada thought he had slotted into the puzzle once more did not fit.
“Tell me, how long have you been in financial difficulties like this?”
“A few years, más o menos.”
“How have you been getting by?”
“Luck, really. And it helps to have a large family to help you through the lean times.”
Armada needed a moment to think and began to pace, his hand outstretched as if he were holding a glass of sherry, which he desperately wished he had. He needed to re-evaluate everything. For if Jose were in such dire straits, how could he afford to pay Amparo his blackmail money? He could hardly afford to feed his own family, and with a failing crop…it didn’t make any sense. The evidence of money he saw in the house Amparo and Madalena shared was far more than Jose could ever afford to give him.
This led to one question: what if Jose wasn’t the person whom Amparo was blackmailing? This removed Jose’s motivation to kill Amparo.
A harsh truth now stared Armada in the face—Jose was innocent. And Amparo’s killer was still out there.
“What do you know about Amparo and Madalena’s finances? Were they getting by on what Amparo made?”
Jose smiled. “More than that, Armada, and you know it. He was getting money from somewhere. He didn’t buy that bed just from what I’ve paid him.”
“Any idea where it could have come from?”
“No,” Jose said, not looking at Armada.
Was it a lie? It was hard for Armada to tell. Jose’s body was still relaxed, leaning against the stone wall, the harquebus butt now on the ground, his meaty fingers wrapped around the top of the barrel as if it were a walking stick. There was no awkwardness, no shifting his weight about, no eyes darting round. Just a sorrowful gaze toward the horizon.
“Did you ever give him any money beyond his wages?”
Jose was quiet for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “You mean was he blackmailing me?” Jose said.
Armada let the question hang in the air, not wanting to diffuse the tension of the question.
Jose took in a small breath of air. “No.”
“Do you know if he was blackmailing someone else?”
“Either that or he was secretly a Hapsburg prince in line for the throne.”
Armada hopped to his feet. “Thank you.”
Armada turned to walk away.
“Armada,” Jose called to him. Armada turned around, expecting to see a warm smile. Instead, he found ice cold eyes glaring back at him.
“Don’t ever come back here again. Or I will shoot you next time, Brotherhood or no. You’ve done enough damage to this family.”
Jose didn’t wait for an acknowledgment of his threat, and instead turned and walked back into the cortijo.
Armada didn’t take it personally. Jose was used to being in charge of every situation. But in this case, he had no control, and it was a frightening feeling. His family was already taken from him once when he went to prison, a huge shock. For a man like Jose, struggling with the same demons as Armada, having a family and being a part of the pueblo helped him feel normal, and held back the flood of doubts that plagued him about whether he was a violent monster deep down inside. Take the family away, and the guilt and the memories and the doubts would probably crush Jose, leaving him open to doing anything, including violence, to protect them.
Armada knew his ability to return to this cortijo had ended tonight. And he wouldn’t have to, assuming Jose was telling the truth.
It was time to find out.




Chapter Twenty-Eight



Later that afternoon, Armada jumped to his feet as Madalena approached. He’d been sitting on the wall across the road from her house for the better part of an hour, waiting for her to return.
She seemed distressed, but tried to hide it, and ignored Armada as she passed him. She went up to her door and took out a large key.
“I’m sorry, Constable, but I’m not in the mood to answer any more of your questions,” she said over her shoulder. “You can come back tomorrow.”
“I’m not here to ask you anything,” Armada said, standing just behind her. “I’m here to search your house. So if you don’t mind…”
Madalena stopped before she unlocked the door, then turned around.
“Excuse me? You can’t do that.”
“I think you’ll find that I can,” Armada said, not being entirely sure if this were true. It didn’t matter. He hoped the threat would be enough. “You see, when a witness lies to me, it gives me the authority to search their premises.”
“You think I lied to you?”
“Oh, I know you did. You see, you told me it was Jose Padilla that you were blackmailing. But I now have proof that it wasn’t. Your lifestyle suggests that you are blackmailing someone, and if you won’t tell me who it is, then I’ll have to search your house for some kind of evidence. You leave me no choice.”
With a quick glance around the neighbourhood, Armada could tell that they were already starting to attract attention. Upon his first visit, Armada remembered that Madalena hadn’t cared about who was listening in on their conversation.
That had changed now, as she was well aware of the eyes watching them.
“Who told you I lied? Jose? Because if he did, he’s the one who is lying. Not me.”
“I don’t take the word of witnesses as sacrosanct, Señora. I’m well aware that people lie all the time. So I’ve gathered my own proof of what I believe. Now if you don’t mind, I’m in a bit of a hurry.”
“You can’t just come in and search my house. It’s illegal. I’ll sue.”
It was not an empty threat. With Madalena’s resources, she could very well file a civil suit against Armada that could drag on for months, even years, soaking up every ducat he had in legal fees and court costs, and wipe him out. It was how lawsuits worked these days. Most times, the judgement in the end was irrelevant. It was all about delaying the suit in order to outspend your opponent until he was destitute, or willing to settle. With the right lawyer who knew how to play the system, even someone like Armada could end up penniless.
Yet it was a chance he had to take.
“I imagine you will. But that will have to occur after I’ve had a look round your house. So you can either tell me the truth now or suffer the consequences.”
Madalena again nervously glanced around the neighbourhood. She was not as in control as she had seemed when Armada talked to her in the market. She was losing her confidence and she knew it.
“I told you the truth,” Madalena whispered under her breath.
“Who were you blackmailing?” Armada said.
“Jose. Now go away.”
“Who were you blackmailing, Señora?” Armada said louder.
“That’s it, I’m leaving.”
She attempted to step round Armada, but he was quicker and managed to snatch the key from her grasp.
“Hey!” she shouted, but Armada was already unlatching the bolt. It gave way instantly and he pushed his way inside. In any other situation, the owner of the house would begin shouting for help to extricate the intruder.
But Armada was betting that Madalena would keep quiet. He suspected that the idea of her neighbours being inside her house, seeing her secrets and invading her space, would be too much for her to bear. So, as he thought, she said nothing, and even closed the door behind them.
“You can’t do this!” Madalena said in a hushed whisper. “Get out of my house!”
Armada started with the bed, lifting up the sheets and pillows before hoisting up the mattress to look under the bed, where he found only piles of folded up clothes.
Madalena yelled at him to stop, but Armada ignored her. He moved to the trunk of clothes she kept by the bed, lifted the lid, and began tearing through each one of her expensive dresses, decorative head scarves, and pairs of fashionable shoes. There was far more there than he’d expected, but none of it seemed out of the ordinary.
Through the open window they could see neighbours collecting outside and whispering. Madalena was becoming agitated, and Armada wanted to make sure she felt completely helpless. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he went about his search as if he knew exactly what he sought. He hoped the ruse would work quickly, before one of the neighbours would try to come in and pull him out. It was only a matter of time.
It was under the kitchen countertop where his efforts finally paid off. Crude shelves had been built underneath it, and below them was where Armada found one of the new scarves Madalena had recently purchased. Pulling it out into the open, he could feel it was weighed down by something metallic, something that clanked as it shifted around inside.
Madalena’s eyes went wild. She rushed over, trying to snatch it back from his grasp.
Armada opened the scarf to find it filled with coins, hundreds of ducats, representing more money than many people in La Loma would ever see in their lifetimes. Armada now gripped the scarf tightly, holding it out so Madalena could see.
“It’s time for the truth, Madalena.” he said. “Where did this money come from? Who are you blackmailing?”
Madalena’s frustration seemed to turn to anger, then to acceptance, and finally defeat. Armada could tell that a thousand thoughts were running through her mind, as she tried to find a way to answer that would limit the damage. The answer was there, on the tip of her tongue. And now he would finally get it.
“Armada!!” came a shout from outside. It didn’t seem to be from one of the neighbours. This was a darker, more grizzled voice, a voice gone gravelly from too many nights in the pub, too much tobacco, and too much fighting. It had a sharp-edged pang to it, as if perpetually cackling at some off-colour joke, softened only by a French lilt.
Armada tried to hold the moment over Madalena. A name—all she had to do was utter a name and it would all be worth it. And whomever she was about to name would become the most important suspect in this entire case since the beginning.
But Armada could only watch helplessly as her expression now turned into a steely-eyed determination at the sound of Bresson’s voice from outside.
“I think your friend is calling,” Madalena said.
“Tell me the name,” Armada said, but knew it was useless. The moment had been ruined. She saw no reason to tell him anything now.
“Armada!! Don’t make me come in there and get you!”
“Tell me!”
Madalena reached up and grabbed the money from Armada, prying it from his fingers. It was obvious from the way she tensed her body she had no intention of telling him anything now.
“I can only conclude from this,” Armada finally said. “That it is you who killed your husband, Señora Rodriguez.”
Madalena laughed and Armada saw there was no more reason to stay. He turned and reluctantly went outside, and saw that the entire neighbourhood had turned out to watch. He approached Bresson, who stood outside holding a set of irons and a grin.
“Nice to see you again, Armada,” Bresson said. He was holding the reins of his horse in one hand, an overworked mare with a missing ear Armada had overheard him affectionately refer to as King Louis, and in the other, a set of irons. “I’ve heard that lately you’ve been a naughty boy.”
“Are the irons necessary?” said Armada.
“That’s up to you.”
Bresson turned King Louis around and Armada fell into step beside him, giving one last glance over his shoulder at Madalena. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he detected a worried expression on her face as she watched him walk away. It lasted only a moment, and it could have been a trick of the light.




Chapter Twenty-Nine



Armada was escorted by Bresson, who refused to dismount his horse, all the way back to the plaza and then to the front door of the inn. It was only here that Bresson finally got down from his steed and handed over the letter.
“A gift for you, from Majordomo Bautista”.
Armada unrolled it, already assuming what it would say. It was written in a large, fat handwriting he knew well. It was that of Eusebio Bautista, his long-time friend and one of two majordomos in charge of the Holy Brotherhood office in Granada. The letter was short and to the point, as was all of Eusebio’s correspondence as he so desperately hated the administrative side of his job. Reports, records, and unanswered correspondence tended to pile up on his desk for weeks, even months. Only those he deemed a threat to his job were given any kind of attention.
So, it was surprising that Eusebio had responded so quickly to Pablo Ortega’s threats. The letter detailed how Armada was to hand authority of the case over to Bresson and return to Granada two days after receiving the letter.
“You understand why this is happening, don’t you?” Armada said to Bresson. “Eusebio is bowing to pressure from the corregidor in Granada who is an old friend of Pablo Ortega’s. He is being coerced. We shouldn’t let the case be influenced by it, especially as Ortega is a suspect.”
Bresson smiled. He had been shown up by Armada before and was enjoying finally exerting power over him. It only frustrated Armada more. They didn’t have time for this. The whole case hung in the balance.
“I have my orders, Armada,” Bresson said. “Which is to make sure you leave for home in two days.”
“Bresson, you—”
“Two days, Armada,” Bresson said, his tone darkening. There would be no room for negotiation. Eusebio must have made it clear to Bresson not to allow any compromise, which only made Armada more furious. How was it that Eusebio had allowed himself to be manipulated like this? Armada had worked with the man for many years now, and trusted him to be as committed to finding justice as he was. The man had taken many risks for Armada over the years. So why bend to pressure on this one? Was their budget really so threatened?
“Come on, Armada. I have a surprise for you.”
Bresson beckoned Armada into the inn and Armada reluctantly followed. Just outside the door to his room, Bresson stopped.
“Something blew in with the wind while you were gone.”
Bresson opened the door and let Armada enter first, his eyes scanning the room before falling on the figure resting in the bed.
“Lucas!” Armada gasped.
Lucas heard his name and sat up, revealing the extent of his injuries. Going by the bruising, he’d been beaten quite badly. His shirt was caked with dried blood and mud, and there was bruising on his neck and the left side of his face, which was swollen that he could barely open his left eye. It seemed painful for him to even sit up, and Armada could only assume he’d suffered injuries to his ribs as well.
“Good afternoon, sir,” Lucas said with a pained tone.
“What happened?”
“Two sailors took him for everything he had!” Bresson said. “You should have taught that boy to fight, Armada.”
Armada sat on the bed next to Lucas.
“Is this true?”
“I’m afraid it is, sir,” Lucas said. “I lost all that money you gave me.”
“Forget about the money, my boy. Are you all right?”
“A prostitute found me in Motril and took me to a doctor. He bandaged me up enough to get me back.”
“Do you remember who the men were?” Armada asked. It was futile, he knew. Anonymous sailors from all the over the world were always crawling all over Motril. The chances of finding these two were slim. The chances of being able to do anything about it once they were found were even slimmer.
“It doesn’t matter, sir. It’s over.”
“Indeed,” Armada said, gravely concerned. “I can’t help but feel responsible for this. I shouldn’t have let you go.”
“But sir—”
“No. This is entirely my fault. And I can’t apologise enough,” Armada said. The day was going from bad to worse. The case had fallen apart, and now Lucas had nearly been killed. Perhaps it was time to cut his losses and head back to Granada willingly. It was possible that this case had defeated him after all. He had no suspects, no new leads to follow, and now peoples’ lives were in danger. Armada couldn’t quite make out how he’d gotten to this point, but here he was.
Bresson had grown bored with the exchange and headed toward the door. “Remember, Armada. Two days to make your preparations, then you head out. And I’ll be checking to make sure. I would hate to drag you back to Granada in irons, but I will if I must.”
Armada had few doubts that Bresson would follow through on such a threat.
“What will you do about the case?” Armada asked.
“What you should have done to begin with!” Bresson barked. “I’m going to find Miguel Guillen, and then I’m going to hang him.”
“But he is innocent.”
“Is that what he told you?” Bresson said. “Every criminal I’ve ever met has told me they’re innocent.”
“Bresson, you can’t. This isn’t justice.”
“Good night, Armada,” Bresson said as he slipped from the room.
Armada stood, frustrated with everything that had happened. He went over to his sherry barrel in the corner, only to find it emptied. A sticky spot on the floor just below the spigot suggested it had been allowed to flow freely, and his favourite glass to drink it in was on the floor in the corner of the room, having dropped from Bresson’s fingers and rolled into the corner. The indignity of it all was almost too much for Armada.
“Sir,” Lucas said, coughing.
“Now don’t strain yourself, Lucas. Rest. And we’ll try to get you seen by a better doctor when we get back to Granada. For now, you should try to get some sleep.”
“Yes, sir, it’s just that…well…I found something in Motril. It’s a bit of a long story, but…Cristina Lopez never left Salobreña.”
Lucas’ words were a shock. “What do you mean she never left?”
“I found the man Pablo Ortega hired to take her to Motril, where the ship was waiting. But she never arrived. And Ortega was the one that cancelled the trip.”
“It’s—” Armada forgot what he was going to say. The implications of everything had him putting together the pieces of the puzzle at such a frightening rate that his mind could barely keep up. “She never left,” he whispered. “Of course. It’s been in front of our faces the whole time.”
“Sir?”
“She never left!” Armada shouted, grinning. “Which means this whole affair is about…of course…”
Armada grabbed his coat.
“Where are you going, sir? Bresson said you weren’t supposed to—”
“Yes, I’m aware of what Bresson said. You’ve done fine work today, Lucas. Fine work!” Armada said, patting Lucas’ shoulder. “But if what you say is true, I’m going to need proof. And I think I know where to get it.”
Armada dug through the bags of provisions piled in the corner before producing a small iron spade.
“Try to get some rest, Lucas. And if Bresson asks where I am…”
“I understand, sir,” Lucas said. Without another word, Armada rushed from the room.
It wasn’t hard to avoid Bresson. He was hardly the kind of man who would stand guard at the door all night—not with a tavern only a short walk away. Bresson was an excellent tracker, one of the best, which meant even if he were full of ale, if he found Armada gone, it wouldn’t take him long to track him down. Lucas knew what to do if interrogated. They’d practiced it many times over the years. Lucas would lie with conviction, just enough to throw the pursuer off the scent and send him in the wrong direction for a while, enough to buy Armada the time to do what needed to be done. For Armada would never abandon Lucas, he would always return. And Armada didn’t worry himself about Bresson hurting Lucas. For there would be severe consequences toward such an act at the Brotherhood, something Bresson knew full well.
Armada walked out the front door of the inn and kept his hat low in the fading twilight, keeping his spade tucked up under his sleeveless coat and down by his leg, where it wouldn’t be easily seen.
All the way out of town, Armada tried not to get his hopes up. He would be using the spade in the dark. A half-moon hung in the sky, but was not terribly bright. Armada struggled to see the road in front of him as he walked out of town and down the path to the delta. All around he could see the outlines of various bushes and shrubs and trees, all whooshing as their branches caught the wind that lashed them about. Dust blew in the air as well, which caused Armada to cover his face with his hand, making it harder to see where he was walking. A few times he stumbled over a boulder, or an old branch left on the ground. He fought to stay on his feet. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to find anything in such darkness.
Armada wished he could wait until the morning light, but he was out of time. His nine-day timeline had vanished the moment Bresson had arrested him. By tomorrow he would be heaved into the cage on the back of his own cart, or lashed in irons to the front bench, and Bresson would not take his eyes off him until they reached the brick building that housed the Holy Brotherhood, just across the mulberry-lined road from the Alhambra Palace. And while he was dragged in front of the majordomo to explain what had happened, here in Salobreña they would be burying Jose Padilla’s body. It was easy for Armada to imagine the faces of Esmerelda, her children, and all of Jose’s family standing there by the gravesite. Most of them full of frustration, or rage, wondering why such a dear man had to be taken. Much of that rage would be directed toward the Holy Brotherhood, or Armada himself, and perfectly justified. Such rage didn’t dissipate easily, and he had little doubt Jose Padilla’s children would carry it around with them wherever in the world they went.
And all of it was avoidable, if he could just find the proof that he knew was there. Armada pushed on, blazing his way through the darkness of the narrow little tracks that criss-crossed the delta, on his way to what was becoming a very familiar place.
Armada rushed past Jose’s cortijo, staying as far from it as possible. He could see movement inside. A few candles had been lit. Perhaps the children were being put to bed. Was Jose there? It was impossible to tell without getting closer. Armada hoped he was. He hoped Jose had reconciled with Esmerelda and his children at least, even if it not with his entire family yet. Sadly, in such situations, sometimes one’s reputation would be ruined forever. There may have always been those in Jose’s family now that suspected he was guilty of something, and would never fully trust him. It was the risk all constables took when they attempted to untangle a crime such as this. Sometimes men like Armada got it wrong, and the damage done to someone’s honour could be permanent.
It was easy to find his way over Jose’s harvested field. What little moonlight there was, now splashed over the flat landscape and bathed everything in a cold, blue light that was strong enough to highlight the outlines of the many circular cane stumps that now littered the ground. Many of the stumps had been cut at angles, leaving sharp edges poking up that could easily pierce a shoe, or worse. Armada picked his way through this forest of stumps until he’d reached his destination.
He was now standing on the narrow, overgrown trail that separated Jose’s field from the fallow field to the south. It was here where the entire case seemed to rest. And Armada now marched out into the fallow field, brushing past an endless gauntlet of prickly vines and shrubs, attempting to use the feeble moonlight to find something he would struggle to find in the light of day.
It was funny, really. How long had it been since he’d told Lucas that trespassing around an empty field would lead him nowhere? Perhaps the boy was rubbing off on him. How was it that circumstances had led him to being the one stomping around in the mud in the middle of the night?
Armada felt the ground beneath his right foot suddenly give way. He fell into a small pit, feeling the cool rush of water swirl about his calf, soaking his shoe and his trousers. But it was a grand feeling, for it meant that he’d found it.
Armada pushed the debris away to find that he was now standing in a small canal that led out into the middle of the fallow field somewhere. Following this canal, he made his way toward the source. Or, at least, what had been intended as the source.
Remembering Lucas’ words about how the canals had never been quite finished, Armada followed the canals until he reached the spot where they seemed to just stop. Armada now climbed out of the canal to search the ground.
Lucas had said Jose, Amparo, and Miguel had stopped digging just before reaching the spring itself. Several nights’ work had all been abandoned, work that Jose had already paid for. It had never quite made sense to Armada. Jose had said he’d been overwhelmed by a sudden attack of conscience, but Armada had never believed that. Jose was a man who planned ahead. The moral implications of what he’d been doing would have been worked out long before he’d ever paid money to men to begin the work.
But now it made perfect sense. Armada went right to the very edge of where the work had stopped. He pulled away as much of the debris as he could, feeling various nettles and thorns pricking his hands and arms as he did so. Although it looked quite natural, when Armada pulled the weeds away he could see most of them had been uprooted from somewhere else and placed here deliberately, as cover to hide something.
That was when Armada found it—a large hole, freshly dug, two paces wide, three paces long, and quite deep. No one had bothered to cover it. And it was the hole the canals led to, a hole that stood between the canals and the spring. It was the reason Jose and Amparo and Miguel had stopped digging that night. It was the reason Jose and Amparo had argued about the past so virulently. It was the reason Amparo was murdered.
And whatever it was, it was now gone.
“I would have thought you’d be halfway to Malaga by now,” came the voice of Bresson from the darkness on the edge of the moonlight.
“I would have thought you’d be passed out drunk by now.”
“I can handle my drink better than that, Armada,” Bresson said as he stepped close enough for Armada to see him.
“What are you doing out here, eh?”
Armada surveyed the empty hole. “This was it. The reason Amparo Rodriguez was killed was right here.”
“It’s a hole.”
“Not a hole,” Armada said. “A grave. Of a woman named Cristina Lopez. And it lay undisturbed here for twenty years, until Jose Padilla, Miguel Guillen, and Amparo Rodriguez uncovered it quite by accident one night. It must have been quite a shock.”
“So, where’s the body?” Bresson asked.
“It seems someone is eager to keep it from being found,” Armada said. “And at this point it is pretty obvious who that someone is.”
“Let’s go back, eh?” Bresson said. “No more grave-robbing for tonight.”
“We have to arrest Pablo Ortega,” Armada said.
Bresson laughed. “You aren’t arresting anyone, especially not him. I have been given strict orders to leave him alone. And I already have someone to hang for this crime.”
“But this is what the case has all been about!” Armada shouted.
“Based on what, huh? A hole in the ground?”
Bresson was right. Armada had no proof of anything. No confessions, no body. Just suspicions and insinuation. And that was hardly enough to clasp an alcalde in chains, especially as it was clear Ortega hadn’t been joking about his political connections.
Besides, he still couldn’t be sure it was Ortega who’d plunged the knife into Amparo’s chest anyway. He’d never thought to ask Ortega where he’d been the day of Amparo’s murder. But it was unlikely he was stomping around on the delta somewhere, as he would have been noticed quite easily. Ortega had all the motivation in the world to want Amparo dead. For if Amparo were blackmailing him, and Ortega had refused to pay, he would be ruined. Even if Ortega managed to use his connections to avoid the hangman’s noose, he would be left destitute. And that, Armada reckoned, was a fate worse than death to a man like Ortega. And, certainly, one worth killing someone to avoid.
To prove anything, however, Armada needed more time. And from Bresson’s grin, he was not going to get it tonight. Armada climbed out of the hole and let Bresson escort him back to town, this time, in irons.




Chapter Thirty



Two days later, Lucas stood outside the door to Armada’s room, unsure of what he would find inside. It was early morning, with just enough cold blue sunlight filtering in through a window at the end of the corridor to see by. Lucas hadn’t seen or heard from Armada since that first night after Bresson had taken over. Armada had preferred to be alone with his thoughts, and had paid for Lucas to have his own room until they would set off for Granada. He’d given very specific instructions that he should not be disturbed until it was time to leave.
Thus, Lucas had busied himself going around town gathering supplies, making sure their cart was in good repair and well stocked, feeding the mule, and other mundane tasks, most of which were not entirely necessary. Lucas had no idea what was going on and it was driving him mad. He needed to keep busy, and with little in the way of money, that wasn’t easy to do.
But the time had finally come, after a restless night spent wondering what would happen when they got back to Granada. Armada had never been replaced on a case before. The political strings must have been pulled quite hard. And this left Lucas wondering whether he would still have a job in the end. Would this finally be the case that got the old man sacked? There had been so many times before, more times than Lucas cared to remember, when Armada had ruffled the wrong feathers politically. He’d always known that eventually Armada would take one step too far in his pursuit of absolute justice. It was inevitable. But Lucas hadn’t planned on it happening quite so quickly.
Lucas knocked on the door. “Sir? Are you up?”
“Of course, I am up, Lucas. Come in!”
Lucas hadn’t expected such a bright, cheery response. He pushed the unlocked door open to find the room completely covered in stacks of paper, all ripped from the case files they had brought, and all with random scribblings.
The opening of the door brought in a breeze that caused several of the papers to scatter.
“Close the door, Lucas! For God’s sake. These papers are very carefully ordered.”
Lucas came in and quickly closed the door behind him as Armada rushed over to rearrange some of the papers. The flat was quite small, and with all the scattered papers, Lucas found it difficult to walk without stepping all over them.
Lucas now got a close look at Armada and could tell he hadn’t slept much. Dark rings encircled his wide bloodshot eyes. It was as if he were trying his best to hold his eyes open so as not to fall asleep.
That’s when Lucas noticed the sherry glass Armada seemed to be clutching for dear life. It was half full, and Lucas noticed the sherry barrel in the corner. It was grimy and covered with moss, obviously purchased from the tavern at great expense. Lucas could tell that it hadn’t been stored properly, which meant the contents were nearly undrinkable by Armada’s usual standards. How desperate he must have been.
Armada paced about, rubbing the back of his head and breathing heavily.
“Sir, are you feeling all right?”
“Yes, Lucas. I’m fine.”
“What is all this?” Lucas asked, gesturing to the papers on the floor.
“Oh, just some notes. Been trying to make sense of things.”
“Have you had much luck, sir?”
Armada said nothing and only stared at two sheets of paper next to his right foot.
“Sir?”
Lucas gave up. When Armada was focused like this, there was no pulling him out of his trance until he pulled himself out. Instead Lucas focused his attention on the papers and saw some had names written on them, or events or clues they had found, and even passages of conversation written in quotes. Others had abbreviations that Lucas couldn’t understand and scribblings that could only be called indecipherable. It was all very unusual, as Armada had never approached a difficult case like this before. Lucas took it as a sign of desperation. Armada must have been up all this time, trying different processes and approaches, to untangle the mess the case had become.
Armada finally got down on his knees and picked up one of the sheets. It lay in the middle of all the other papers, like a plaza in the middle of a town map. Armada shook it at Lucas.
“It all comes back to Cristina Lopez,” Armada said. “Assuming, of course, those were her bones that Jose Padilla, Amparo Rodriguez, and Miguel Guillen found that night when they were digging the canals. But that is an assumption that I make with confidence at this point.”
Armada put the paper back in the middle of others.
“The way I see it, Lucas, we have three suspects that have credible motivations to kill Amparo Rodriguez. First…” Armada tiptoed gingerly over the papers, trying not to disturb them, as he hopped over toward the bed. He plucked one piece of paper up and held it aloft. “There is Jose Padilla. I thought for so long that he was being blackmailed by Amparo, but I only got it half right. Amparo Rodriguez was blackmailing someone, but not Jose. He was blackmailing Pablo Ortega. Now look at this from Jose’s point of view—if Pablo Ortega knew Jose and his men had found the bones of Cristina Lopez, he would probably pursue some sort of revenge. In this case, a lawsuit brought against Jose Padilla for stealing water from his spring. A lawsuit Jose does not have the money to fight and would undoubtedly lead to his financial ruin.”
Armada pointed to several other pieces of paper in a line that led back to Cristina Lopez. One said, “Amparo blackmail,” the next “lawsuit,” and the next “murder.”
“So, Jose Padilla is very motivated to keep secret what he and his men had found. When Amparo told him he wanted to blackmail Pablo Ortega over the bones, you can imagine Jose’s state of mind. Now the argument the two men had that Enrique witnessed makes perfect sense. What choice would Jose Padilla have but to murder his friend Amparo? It was either that or financial ruin.”
“But sir,” Lucas said. “Pablo Ortega knows the canals Jose Padilla had dug. But he never filed a lawsuit.”
“Yes, Lucas!” Armada said with wild eyes. He made his way toward the centre, picking up the next piece of paper, which read “gratitude.”
“Somehow Pablo Ortega learned of Jose Padilla’s crime, which was why he didn’t react when I told him about it. This leads me to suspect that Ortega either threatened Jose into killing Amparo, or Jose did it of his own accord to stop Ortega from suing him. Either way, it explains why Pablo Ortega cared little about Jose’s crime by the time we arrived.”
Armada moved toward another collection of papers by the window.
“Which leads us to Madalena Rodriguez,” Armada said, standing over a piece of paper with her name written on it. “If Madalena knew about what Amparo Rodriguez had found that night, which is very likely, then she could have blackmailed Pablo Ortega just as easily. With Amparo gone, she gets to keep all that money herself. Depending on the arrangement she made with Ortega, it would probably be enough to live on for the rest of her days, which would go a long way toward explaining where her money was coming from after her husband’s death, and why she showed so little concern regarding her financial future.”
“Would she really kill her own husband for a bit of money, sir?”
“A good question, Lucas,” Armada said, pointing to the next piece of paper in the trail. It read “loveless”.
“The only reason I am even considering her as a suspect is because of the nature of her relationship with Amparo. Theirs was a marriage devoid of any affection. Perhaps because she was unable to give it? Whatever the reason, it meant killing him was much easier for her than it would be for any normal wife. And if getting rid of a man she felt nothing for would mean a lifetime of security, well…there are few among us who wouldn’t be tempted by that.”
Lucas’ mind raced, trying to catch up. It was a lot of information to wrap his head around. Armada had the benefit of having been awake for nearly forty-eight hours to work everything out, but this was all new to Lucas.
“But this all leaves one unanswered question, one that burns in the back of my mind every time I think of Madalena,” Armada said. He pointed to a piece of paper that branched off from the trail leading back to Cristina Lopez. It simply said, “why?”
“Why marry Amparo Rodriguez at all?” Armada said. “He was poor. Madalena was raised wealthy and in a large city, with every opportunity that comes with that. Was she really so desperate to leave as to take up a lifetime of toil as a peasant’s wife, married to a man she detested? If she were a foolish woman and without sense, I could believe it. But that isn’t the kind of woman she seems to me. She is cold and calculating. Hers is a mind that strategizes. What possible advantage was there for her to marry Amparo? It just seems so…”
Armada got lost in his thoughts for a moment. Then he shook his head. “As I said, it may not be relevant. But it will continue to bother me.”
Lucas scanned all the other papers, the order of which made little sense to him. He realised he was seeing a map, of sorts, of how Armada’s mind worked when grappling with a case. All the ways it connected the people involved, and their relationships and motivations, were all laid out at Lucas’ feet. It was all there, the whole case, but just not in a way that Lucas could make any sense of it. It suddenly became clear to him that he would never be able to analyse things the way Armada did. He would have to find his own way, should he ever have the chance.
Armada went over to the window, where the notes were the densest, and all crowding around the largest piece of paper in the room, one that had a name written on it that was circled several times.
“And all of this, inevitably, leads us to Pablo Ortega himself,” Armada said. He looked down at the paper almost with disgust, as if Ortega’s name was getting caught in the back of his throat. “His motivation was the easiest one to work out, obviously. If Amparo Rodriguez was indeed blackmailing him, then killing the man was the only way for Ortega to be sure his secret remained safe.”
“But the others, sir…” Lucas said. “Why not kill Jose and Miguel as well? They knew his secret too.”
“Perhaps killing Amparo was a message to the other two,” Armada said. “Or, perhaps Ortega needed Miguel alive in order to take the blame for it. He could have easily coerced Jose into signing a false witness statement, using the threat of a lawsuit of course, but…”
Armada seemed to be tiring. His eyes were drooping and he had shifted his weight on to one leg, as if he were about to keel over.
“You should sit down, sir,” Lucas said.
Armada rubbed his forehead in frustration, then shuffled over to the couch, now giving little regard to the papers that had been so important just moments before. He now shoved them out of his way with his feet, and plopped down on the edge of the bed.
Lucas took his sherry glass and refilled it with the fino from one of the barrels. It was the driest, lightest sherry. And the one that had the least effect on Armada’s senses.
“I’ve been going around these same circles, over and over,” Armada said, in a heavy, exhausted voice. “If Pablo Ortega had it in him to kill Amparo to keep his secret, he wouldn’t have stopped there. Killers of that sort never stop. He wouldn’t have been able to help himself.”
“Maybe that means he is innocent, sir.”
Lucas handed Armada the glass, and he gulped down the sherry.
“Yes, yes, perhaps. Perhaps! It’s all speculation. I need more time to untangle it further. But without Cristina Lopez’ bones, I have no proof of any of this. Eusebio is a good man, Lucas. And a good majordomo at the Brotherhood. He wants justice as much as anyone. But I know him, and he needs proof. Proof that only those bones can provide.”
“Sir, why don’t we just tell Eusebio? I’m sure he would let us come back and—”
“I know my friend, Lucas. I’m afraid his mind is quite made up. What he will most likely do is pass our information on to Bresson, who is very open to bribery and may help Pablo Ortega to cover it all back up again, and hang Miguel just to close the case.”
“But sir, I think Eusebio is better than that.”
“I can’t take that risk!” Armada said. “There is nothing we can do. Now consider the matter closed.”
Lucas didn’t take Armada’s gruff tone personally. This always happened when Armada had pushed himself too far, his mind exhausted, and unable to control his temper any longer.
Lucas watched as Armada struggled to keep his eyes open. He gently pushed him down on the sofa and covered him with a blanket. Soon, Armada was softly snoring and Lucas gathered the papers from the floor and put them on the writing desk.
One piece of paper, however, caught his attention. It read, “Amparo body moved.” A clue in the case that Lucas had provided. And it was circled several times, denoting its importance.
Lucas glanced over at the sleeping old man. Was it possible that Armada was being fair after all? Lucas wasn’t sure, but he was careful to place the paper back with the others, where it belonged.




Chapter Thirty-One



Miguel gazed up at the silver moonlight pouring in through the window, and followed it as it spilled into the room. Despite the quiet and the stillness, his mind was still racing. For he felt, somehow, that he had graduated. The decision to be here had been entirely his own. No one had bullied him or talked him into it. No one had fooled him. And, certainly, he’d never known anyone who had ever faced a situation like this before.
Deciding to be here tonight, sitting in the shadows, waiting for an unsuspecting person to come home would usually all seem so shady, and something Miguel had never considered doing before. He wasn’t the sort of man to break into other people’s homes and skulk about in the dark. He wasn’t evil, was he? And yet here he was tonight. How would he have described this situation to his parents? What would their reaction have been?
For once, he couldn’t picture it. As far as Miguel knew, his parents had never had such an experience. They’d never come into contact with a killer before. Even if they were here now, they wouldn’t be able to help him. They would probably just tell him to run and get as far away from the danger as he could so they wouldn’t have to worry about him.
But what if Miguel was one of the only people who could stop the killer? After all, that was the reason why he was here. To stop anyone else from being killed like Amparo had been.
So why did it all feel so wrong? Why did he and Jose have to pick the lock and sneak around in the dark so the neighbours wouldn’t see them? And why were they now here, sitting on the floor against the back wall, hiding in the shadows like criminals, waiting to frighten someone in their own home, to threaten them, and possibly—Miguel couldn’t finish the thought. It was too much. Visions of Amparo bleeding onto the cane consumed his thoughts. But tonight, Miguel knew the moment he’d seen Jose holding the harquebus that this could be a possibility. Jose hadn’t tried to hide that. The sight of the gun had made it feel more real, and Miguel couldn’t help but question yet again his decision to help. He had laboured over it since that first afternoon in the tavern when Jose had been released. It had never sat well with him, but neither did running back home, which was the only other option.
This was one of the first decisions he’d ever made in his life where it wasn’t clear which way he should go. It was so confusing and overwhelming that it made his head throb. This was one of those adult decisions his father had warned him that he would have to make someday and it filled him with dread. He preferred when life was simpler, when decisions were easy; when there was clearly a right way and a wrong way.
Jose’s body suddenly went rigid. “Listen,” he whispered.
They heard footsteps coming up the path, then the sound of the door unlocking, the very lock Jose had taken so much time to pick when he and Miguel had first arrived.
The door swung open and Madalena strode in, walking right past Miguel and Jose, nearly stepping on Miguel’s toes. She then lit a candle, filling the room with an orange, flickering light.
The sound of Jose and Miguel scrambling to their feet got her attention and she whipped around.
“What is this? Jose?” Madalena said.
Jose lowered the gun barrel at Madalena. “Confess.”
“Confess to what?”
“Admit what you did to Amparo and I won’t shoot,” Jose said as he moved closer to her.
Madalena didn’t seem terribly worried about the gun. Instead, she looked at Miguel and seemed more shocked at his presence than Jose’s.
“Miguel? Are you in on this? I thought you were a nicer person than this.”             
Miguel’s heart nearly stopped. The guilt made him want to cry and beg her forgiveness.
“Don’t let her confuse you, Miguel,” Jose said over his shoulder. “Amparo warned me about her. He told me she’s a trickster who likes to play with your mind. Now confess!”
“You think I killed Amparo?” Madalena said with a slight smile.
“I know you did.”
“And how is that?”
“Miguel saw you,” Jose said.
Madalena looked at Miguel again. “You saw me? How? I wasn’t there!”
Miguel heard a commotion outside the house that sounded like footsteps in the street. Now that he was standing, he could see out the window that a handful of neighbours were trying to peer in without getting too close.
“Stop lying!” Jose said, not bothering to quiet his voice. “Miguel saw a woman with long, dirty blond hair, wearing a blue and grey dress. He saw her running away from Amparo’s body when he got there.”
“And you think that was me?” Madalena asked incredulously.
“Who else would it be? You wanted Amparo dead for a long time. Now admit it!” Jose said.
“I’m not admitting to anything I didn’t do. I didn’t kill Amparo, and I wasn’t there that day. I don’t know who you think you saw, Miguel, but it wasn’t me.”
“I don’t want to kill you, Maddy. I really don’t,” Jose said. “But I’m prepared to unless I get the truth!”
“You have this wrong, Jose. You have this all wrong,” Madalena said.
Jose shook the harquebus at Madalena, and for one horrifying moment Miguel thought he might actually shoot her. Miguel had to fight the urge to run out of this house, out of this town, and all the way back home. The only thing that kept him from doing so was Madalena. She didn’t seem frightened in the least. Her calm demeanour kept the tension in the room from becoming unbearable.
“Miguel,” Madalena said, keeping a keen eye on Jose. “Tell me, did you see my face?”
“Your face?”
“You saw the hair, and the dress. But did you see my face?” Madalena asked.
“Stop trying to confuse him!” Jose yelled.
“I just want to know if Miguel actually saw me.”
“Of course, he saw you,” Jose said.
“Then let him answer,” Madalena said. “Miguel?”
Madalena and Jose both looked over at Miguel, whose heart was racing. He knew what Jose wanted him to say. He wanted Miguel to say yes, he saw her, there was no doubt. Then Jose would enact the next part of his plan, which would be to drag Madalena from the house to admit what she’d done in front of the small crowd that was collecting outside, before marching her to the constable and turning her in. One word, and their whole plan would go exactly as they’d said it would, and Jose could go back to his family.
But Jose had taught Miguel a valuable lesson. Being a man meant making hard decisions. And now it was Miguel’s turn to be a man. To tell the truth and take the consequences, no matter what.
“No,” Miguel said.
The disappointment in Jose’s eyes was the first thing he noticed.
“So, it could have been anyone, really,” Madalena said.
“It was you!” Jose shouted. “Now get outside and admit to everyone what you did!”
“Why? It just as easily could have been you, Jose,” Madalena said. She was leaning against the table, arms folded, paying little heed to the harquebus barrel in her face.
“Me? Don’t be ridiculous.”
“I’m not being ridiculous. You could have had a wig made, and a dress like that is easy to get. Then when Miguel told people what he’d seen, there was no way anyone would suspect you, would they? And you had more reason than me to want Amparo dead.”
“Stop talking, you witch!” Jose screamed at Madalena.
His outburst failed to faze her. “Or what? You’ll shoot me? Go ahead.”
Surprisingly, Jose dropped his weapon. Miguel felt a rush of relief, but knew once this whole thing was over, there was a good chance Jose would point it at him.
“No, not tonight,” Jose said. He worked to calm himself, his next words coming with a more soothing tone. “I’m going to give you a chance to do the right thing. I’ll give you until tomorrow night. If by then you haven’t admitted what you’ve done and haven’t turned yourself in to the Brotherhood, then I’ll come back and do it for you. And if you resist me, then I’ll shoot you. And maybe they’ll hang me for it, or send me away to prison, but at least I’ll have stopped you from hurting anyone else.”
“Stop pretending to be so noble, Jose. Nobody is believing it,” Madalena said before spitting at Jose.
Jose wiped the spittle from his cheek and kept calm. He lowered his weapon and walked out the door. Miguel followed closely behind, not wanting to be left alone in the room with this woman, who didn’t take her eyes off of him even for a second. It was like running away from a hungry lion, one waiting to pounce at any moment.
They passed the crowd outside and Jose ignored them, walking up the road that would take them out of La Loma and back into town. From there, he and Miguel would take the road leading through the plaza and down on to the delta, and ultimately to Jose’s cortijo, where Miguel was intending to stay the night.
Now he wasn’t so sure. He was walking several steps behind Jose, who was saying nothing and marching along quite briskly.
“I’m sorry,’ Miguel said with a pleading voice.
It was then that Jose stopped walking. They were alone now, just a short distance from the main plaza. There were no windows overlooking this part of the road. No one walking past. No witnesses at all. If Jose wanted to kill Miguel, it would be very easy to do so.
“I can stay somewhere else tonight,” Miguel said, desperately hoping that was what Jose wanted to hear.
Jose kept his back to him for a long time, thinking. Then he began walking down the road again.
“Come on,” Jose said, signalling Miguel to follow. He did.




Chapter Thirty-Two



Death everywhere. Grass huts, all ablaze. The smell of burning flesh. The heat, intolerable. Inside, there was screaming. Several families huddled together. Women, children, old men. All taking refuge in the largest of the huts and hoping for mercy. None would be useful for enslaving, which was their only hope for survival.
Armada waited as his arrow was lit. The end, dipped in tar so it would continue burning as it arced through the air. Soon the orange flames were leaping off the tip, as it clawed at the air, looking for more fuel to burn.
In front of him, the largest hut in the village. Built of grass and reeds collected from the local area, all lashed together with a crude rope under the shaded canopy of the forest. It would burn quickly. Those inside had little chance.
“Go on, soldier,” Armada’s commander urged him.
Armada set the arrow into the bow and pulled back the string, bringing the flaming point closer to his face.
He had been fortunate to be given this task. Many soldiers in his company would have killed for it. A chance for glory. A chance for medals and honours. A story to tell for the rest of his life.
Then, he hesitated. He could hear the wails of despair inside. The natives knew what was coming. After weeks of raids, they were finally realising they had woken the beast of Spanish pride. What they had done could not go unpunished. They were here to tame the wilderness from such savage beasts as these.
But the cries inside were not those of savage beasts.
They were human.
And now, Armada had doubts for the first time since he’d arrived here, on the other side of the world from everything he’d known. Armada had sacrificed it all for this one moment of glory that all men yearned for from the time they were young.
“Follow your order, soldier,” his commander said.
He could hear nothing else but the people inside. He could feel their fear, their confusion as to why this was all happening. Perhaps they were angry at their pagan gods? Or regretful? Most were simply frightened. He could see it all so clearly. Why could no one else?
He heard the sound of dragging metal. Armada’s commander was drawing his dagger slowly, to make his point.
“Go on, soldier,” said the commander.
It was an order. Armada had no choice. He was helpless to resist such authority.
And he let go of the arrow.
Armada’s eyes shot open and he sat bolt upright in bed, gasping for air and covered in sweat.
A memory. Just a memory. One of many that plagued his sleep. This one had been especially vivid, the worst in a long time. He looked over toward Lucas’ bed to see him already awake and looking at him, trying to hide his concern.
Armada swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up. A glance out the window told him it would soon be sunrise. There was no need to leave this early. Armada just wanted to be out of this room, out of this town, and away from the shame it brought out in him.
“Well, since we’re both up, let’s get ready, shall we?” Armada said.
After Lucas loaded their wagon with provisions, and Armada settled the bill with the innkeeper, the two set off through the plaza along the road that would take them back down to the delta. People gawked at them as they passed, just as they did when Armada and Lucas had arrived.
Yet behind the gawking was scorn. There was pity. They were leaving in shame and the entire town seemed to know it. Every constable took this risk whenever he arrived in a strange place to investigate a new case. Armada and Lucas’ ears rang with taunts of “a buenas horas, mangas verdes” from every corner.
Failure was part of the job, but this was different. Armada had gotten so close. And he had every reason to believe the real killer was still in town. No one had fled. This was just a matter of petty politics, against which he had little defence. And it burned Armada up as they reached the edge of the delta and took one last look at Salobreña.
It was majestic this early in the morning, with the blazing orange sun lighting up the whole of the western side, and the backdrop of the green and brown hills surrounding it. The glowing orange town stood almost in defiance of the serene landscape around it. This hill that didn’t quite fit, with a town and a castle that shouldn’t be there, spoiling the otherwise perfect flatness of the delta itself. As Armada stared back at it, it seemed to glow hotter and hotter until it was almost too bright to look at. And after he closed his eyes, it continued to glow, lines of blue and red and purple, behind his eyelids, and now he knew— in his memory. One more vivid memory to keep him up at night to add to the list.
Once the town slipped from view behind the summit of the foothills, time seemed to slow to nearly a crawl. Neither Armada nor Lucas could speak, and instead listened to the sound of the wooden wagon wheel as it bumped along the pebble-strewn road, occasionally shaking back and forth as it navigated yet another pothole. The mule brayed in protest occasionally, but was happy to not be hurried, for the trip would be difficult enough. Granada was far up in the Alpujarras mountains, and from the beach it would be two days of pulling the wagon uphill along eroding goat tracks and through soft sand and mud.
The road they followed took them east toward Motril, but before it got there, just as one entered the outskirts of the tiny village of Lobres, the road suddenly turned north, following a gentle slope that would take them deep into the peaks of the Alpujarras mountains. By nightfall, they would be at Órgiva, the little mountain town that lay halfway between Granada and the sea and did brisk business with all the travellers who passed through while following the main road. There, they would procure a room at the inn and some food for the final leg of the journey tomorrow.
This was a road Armada had taken many times in his life, and yet this time, it seemed especially arduous. At this pace, it seemed that it would take a week and that bothered him. He was tempted to tell Lucas to hurry things along, but stopped himself. He wasn’t angry at Lucas, or the mule, or even the mountains.
Armada found he was angry at himself, angry for missing something. In his mind he went over and over the facts of the case, just as he’d laid them out for Lucas. Somewhere in there was a piece he’d missed. He could feel it, even though he couldn’t see it quite yet. And it made him grumpy as they passed through Lobres, along its cobbled streets and ferocious winds for which it was so famous. Gusts of dust and debris were everywhere; how could anyone live their life in such a place?
They followed the main road through town as it curved northward and took them toward the dry riverbed. They were surrounded by cane fields again, as the landscape was quite flat here as well until they reached the entrance to the mountain pass, just another hour or so ride away. The wind gusts became stiffer as they left the protection of the village walls and returned back into the fields. Armada was forced to hold his hand up to protect his eyes from the dust that swirled around him now and threatened to blow him out of the cart entirely.
He peered at the cane fields that they passed and noticed a wide lane that had been cut down the middle between two rows of cane. Here, as the cane was as yet to be harvested, there would be shelter from the winds and a bit of relief. And after what he’d been through, relief was what he deserved.
“Lucas, can we not cross through the cane field there?” Armada asked, pointing to the clearing.
“It doesn’t look wide enough, sir. It would be very difficult to pull a cart through that cane.”
Armada suddenly pictured him and Lucas helping the mule to pull the cart through the cane as the wheels grazed the stalks. Then, for some reason, the image of the cart changed to one of a body. A dead body.
Armada’s mind then drifted to the clue that Lucas had found when they’d first arrived. Something he hadn’t given much thought to until now.
“How hard would you say it would be to pull a body through that cane, Lucas?”
Lucas gazed at the field. “Very difficult, sir. Especially when it’s that mature. The stalks are quite thick at the bottom. Unless you follow the walkways between the rows.”
“But what if you didn’t? If you were one to pull the body across the rows? Thus, having to pull down the cane as you went to get through it?”
“It’s hard enough just to walk through there yourself, sir. I couldn’t imagine pulling someone else along.”
“Nor could I, Lucas. Nor could I!” Armada said. His mind raced.
“What is it, sir?”
“Stop the cart!”
Lucas had barely brought the cart to a halt when Armada hopped out and ran to the edge of the field. Lucas followed to where Armada was now running his hand up and down the edge of the cane. At the base, the cane was mature enough to turn from its young green colour to a solid wooden brown, indicating it was ready for harvesting. At the risk of angering the farmer who owned the field, Armada took one stalk near the base and attempted to push it over and break it. But he found it quite difficult, as it was too big for him to wrap his fingers around.
“Damn near impossible, I would say,” Armada said.
“To what?”
“To drag a body through here. You remember that path you found, Lucas? The one that ran through Jose’s cane rows, crosswise, from where Amparo was supposed to be working to where he was killed?”
“I do, sir.”
Armada was finally able to break the stalk of cane off and held it up, examining its thick wooden base.
“Jose’s cane was similar to this before he cut it. How on earth could someone have pulled a dead body through it? And why go through so much trouble? Why not leave Amparo to die where he was working? All that to implicate Miguel? Seems like a lot of work just for that, don’t you think?”
Armada put his hand to the wall of cane and pushed on it. It bent under the force of his strength, but not by much. It was quite solid.
“We’ve never considered the alternative,” Armada said. “What if Amparo’s lifeless body wasn’t dragged through it? What if he made his own way through the cane?”
“Why would he do that, sir? It wasn’t where he was supposed to be working.”
“Exactly. Which was why he took so much trouble to hide his movements. You said the path was a route that couldn’t be seen by anyone else who was working that day.”
“That’s right, sir,” Lucas said.
“Of course it was!” Armada cried out. “Suddenly this all makes sense! If only I’d thought of it last night. It would have saved us the trouble of coming out here.”
“What makes sense, sir? I don’t understand.”
“I’ll explain on the way. We need to get back to Salobreña. Quickly! Before anyone else figures it out.”
Armada raced off back toward the cart with Lucas a few steps behind. They quickly turned the wagon around and rushed back toward Salobreña.
“Can I ask why we’re heading back, sir?”
“To get the proof we need, that’s why,” Armada said as he felt the wind at their backs, almost as if it were pushing them along, trying to hurry them back to the delta. “It all goes to motivation, Lucas! It’s always about motivation. And we should not have let ourselves get distracted from that.”
“Whose motivation, sir?”
“Amparo’s! What would motivate him to move across Jose’s field like that, in the middle of a work day, without wanting to be seen? We always assumed the killer moved him, but we were wrong.”
Lucas thought about it for a moment. “Maybe he was going to meet someone?”
“Or he was going to collect something. Something he didn’t want anyone to know he had.”
Lucas’ eyes went wide. “The bones?”
“Exactly. And what would motivate him to hide those?”
“Blackmail, sir.”
“Now you’re getting it, Lucas. If Amparo was blackmailing Pablo Ortega, he would hardly want to leave the bones where they’d found them. He risked Jose, Ortega, or possibly even Miguel digging them up, thus losing his leverage. So it was Amparo himself that must have dug them up and hidden them.”
“Are you saying, sir, that he hid them…”
“Let’s go find out, shall we?”
Armada and Lucas sped across the delta. Suddenly time was moving very fast, and Armada felt it was rushing past him too quickly. The endless fields of cane whooshed past them as they left a wake of dust and pebbles behind, annoying the occasional donkey train with large bushels of cut cane strapped to their backs.
As they reached the road that would take them back up to town, Lucas turned off it just before and took a smaller road, the one that led down to the beach toward El Peñon, which could be clearly seen now as the cane that once hid it was gone.
They reached Jose’s land and had little trouble cutting across the bare earth, the wheels clattering loudly over the cane roots that mottled the ground. They soon reached the very spot where Amparo Rodriguez had lost his life.
Armada leaped out and kicked the soil about with his foot, looking for the spot. It was harder to find now as the cane had all been cut and taken away. There was only now a thick carpet of dead cane leaves and other debris, turning brown and brittle in the hot sun.
Lucas brought the spade over, which he’d retrieved from the cart, and began to dig. Furiously at first, stripping away the topsoil that had dried and was turning from a dark brown to a light beige. The top layer was the most difficult, as it had dried and turned hard and compacted. But soon he was through into the softer, more moist earth below.
It didn’t take long to find it. Lucas had only dug a short distance down when the spade became entangled in a bit of rotted linens. He carefully dug them out and lifted them from the hole.
Armada stepped forward and threw back the corners of the linens until they lay flat on the ground, revealing the contents that had been carefully wrapped inside.
Human bones. They were brown and black, greasy with mould and the stench was awful.
But to Armada, the bones meant the fight had not yet been lost.
“I believe we’ve solved the mystery as to the disappearance of Cristina Lopez,” Armada said.
“So Amparo moved the bones here. And he must have been coming to collect them the day he was killed.”
“Yes, it seems that way, Lucas. Only the killer got to him first. And that killer made the same mistake we made, and didn’t think hard enough about why Amparo had come to this spot in the first place.”
“So, the killer—” Lucas began.
“Had no idea these bones were here.”




Chapter Thirty-Three



Miguel had gotten very little sleep with the events of the night before playing out in his mind. What could he have done or said that would make him feel better?
But it was always the same conclusion – nothing. He had been a spectator. That was all. None of it was his fault, really. So why did he feel so guilty? He’d made the hard decision, just like Jose had said. Had he not been a man? Had he not helped to protect the village?
Yet Miguel was still afraid of what Jose might do. He should have known things had gone wrong when he saw Jose with the harquebus. Guns had always made him nervous and he avoided being around them. They were loud and they were fast. One moment someone was all right, and the next moment he was dead. At least with a knife you could defend yourself. But not from a harquebus shot. Once someone pulled the trigger, there was no defence.
And Jose had very nearly pulled the trigger on Madalena. That was the most frightening moment for Miguel, and the one that stood out in his memory. And it still wasn’t over. What if Madalena refused do what Jose had wanted her to?
So, of course, Miguel hadn’t been able to sleep. He’d spent the whole night at Jose’s cortijo tossing about in bed. Jose had been very nice to offer him a place to stay. And it had been quite comfortable. The cortijo itself was very quiet, with no one else around, and he’d been given the back bedroom all to himself since Jose said he always preferred to sleep in the front room. He didn’t like to be closed in when he slept, or locked in a room. It was something to do with his time in the army.
And normally Miguel would have slept well. It was rare when he had his own room. He’d grown up always sharing a bed with his parents, or with various cousins and other family that were always visiting. Even by the time when he was twelve or thirteen, there had only ever been one bed in the house.             
At the first sign of morning light, Miguel rose and cautiously listened through the door. He didn’t hear anything, so he opened it just enough to peek through. He could see Jose sleeping in his bed in the far corner, rolled up tight in a white sheet, his back to Miguel. His breathing was slow and rhythmic, and with a slight snore. An empty bottle of spirts lay on the floor just under where Jose’s hand draped over the edge of the bed.
Miguel knew that sight well from his own father. It meant Jose would probably be asleep for some time yet. He quickly dressed and slipped out of the cortijo, being sure to grab an old large-brimmed hat of Jose’s in order to hide his face just in case he came across the new constable. He wasn’t sure what he would tell Jose about why he left, but he would figure that out later. For right now, there was something else he needed to do.
Miguel crossed the delta and was soon back in Salobreña in time to see many of the farmers on their way to the fields. With hand tools slung over their shoulders, the farmers pulled along sleepy donkeys, all the while discussing the harvest and how it had gone. As Miguel passed by, he pulled his hat down low, covering his face so that he wouldn’t be recognised, keeping an eye out for anyone wearing the green sleeves. It was just one more reminder that he would never truly be welcome in this pueblo.
But Miguel had bigger things to worry about. He had made a decision the night before and it hadn’t been an easy one. In the dead of the night, when there was nothing around him but darkness and his own feelings of guilt, he had decided to go against Jose’s wishes. He had thought long and hard about what he was risking. Jose might never respect him. And that would hurt Miguel. And maybe Miguel was acting like a child. He couldn’t tell.
All the same, Miguel felt he needed to see Madalena. He needed her to know that he was sorry, and that he hadn’t meant for everything to happen the way it did. Miguel didn’t want her to think he was the kind of person that ran around with a harquebus, or threatened people. And he would help her run away, so that Jose wouldn’t shoot her. He didn’t want Jose to kill her. She didn’t deserve that. Nobody did.
Jose would call him a child. He was only doing this because his mother had always said you should apologise when you did something bad. His mother had always been there to help him through tricky situations like this. He should tell Madalena he was sorry. And then take whatever consequences Madalena thought were necessary to make sure he never did it again. Miguel knew that was the thinking of a child. But he couldn’t help it. He wasn’t strong like Jose. He couldn’t fend off the bad feelings and do things the way Jose did. Maybe he could never be a man like that.
It was still early morning when Miguel arrived, and the one time all day when La Loma received direct sunshine. Laundry had been put out the night before to catch as much of the morning sun as possible, and now it rolled and occasionally snapped as the wind caught it. When Miguel heard the sound, he imagined the jaws of some great serpent snapping shut. It was silly, but it still made him nervous.
Finally, he approached Madalena’s door, yet something was wrong. The lock was undone, and the door was left slightly ajar. Madalena was not someone to leave things like that. And then Miguel noticed it, there at the bottom.
A tiny splotch of blood he hadn’t seen before.
Miguel cautiously pushed the fabric aside and entered Madalena’s house. Direct sunlight was pouring in through the single window now, creating a square of white hot light on the plaster of the wall, and lighting up much of the house. What first caught Miguel’s eye was the splatter of blood across the back wall.
Something was definitely wrong and Miguel began to panic. Should he just run now and get someone to help? But he had to be sure. He had to see for himself before showing his fear.
He glanced over toward Madalena’s bed. It was empty, and the sheets were ruffled up, spilling out over the floor, as if she’d been dragged out of bed. And as Miguel got closer, his worst fears came true.
The sheets were stained with blood.
Miguel looked around the rest of the house, but there was no sign of Madalena. A chair was knocked over on to the floor, and her trunk had been kicked over as well. Someone had made a very big mess after he and Jose had left.
Then his eyes fell upon a sight that made his heart stop. A bundle of sheets was wadded up in the corner, many of them also stained. And at the bottom of this stack, sticking out, was a hand. A woman’s hand.
There was a body underneath. And it was probably Madalena’s.
Miguel’s hands shook. He remembered his shock and horror upon seeing Amparo’s body. And now he was about to see another.
Miguel slowly pulled the sheets back to reveal Madalena. She was lying on her stomach, her cheek to the floor, her eyes closed, not moving. As Miguel pulled the sheet back further, it snagged on something on her back. Miguel yanked the sheet a little harder to reveal a cane knife sticking out. It had been plunged in just under her right shoulder and had gone all the way through.
Madalena’s eyes suddenly fluttered and she groaned, startling Miguel and he fell back on his haunches. She groaned again and moved her right arm. She opened her eyes and seemed to have trouble focusing at first but then settled on Miguel.
She was alive, but just barely.
“Señora…Señora…” Miguel muttered.
Madalena reached out and Miguel took her hand. Madalena’s expression calmed. A look of steel determination came over her and somehow, Miguel knew she was fighting to stay alive.
Miguel froze with fear. He had to go get help. But who? He knew he should go get Jose. He would know what to do. The whole situation was Jose’s making anyway, so he should be given a chance to make this right. Maybe Jose felt bad last night as well. He had been drinking quite a lot. That was usually a sign.
Or should he go get the constable from the Brotherhood instead? They were the ones who handled situations like these. They were professionals. They would know what to do. And maybe they could find the killer as well. But at one time they had thought Miguel was a killer and had nearly hanged him for it. And now Miguel was here, where a killer had struck again. They would probably think he did this one too.
It was all so confusing, and Miguel couldn’t stop his hands from shaking.
Madalena groaned. She was trying to say something, but didn’t have the strength. She squeezed Miguel’s hand and winced.
“Jose…” she whispered to him as blood appeared at the sides of her mouth.
“What?” Was she saying Jose had done this? Was it possible? He had threatened to kill her the night before. Had he come back after Miguel was asleep? If so, Miguel had slept at his house all night. He could have killed Miguel as well!
“Jose…” Madalena whispered again. She was struggling to say more.
“Did he…did he do…this?”
Madalena groaned again. Miguel scrambled to his feet and was about to race out the door. He would shout in the street if he had to. He couldn’t be alone here anymore. It was too frightening.
“Get…Jose…” Madalena said.
Miguel stopped at the door.
“You want me to bring Jose here?”
Madalena had to take a moment to work up the strength to speak again. She nodded.
“No…one…else…” she whispered.
And Miguel raced out the door.




Chapter Thirty-Four



Armada stood staring at the smooth oak planks that made up the door in front of him. They fit together well and were sanded until smooth, then painted. Iron rivets had been used to lash together the outer structure, and each one was forged with the design of a small rose. Very intricate work that could only be done by an expert blacksmith, and one that was well-paid at that.
Armada was stalling. He knew that. On the other side of this door lay a future that could lead to being discharged from the Brotherhood, as well as his incarceration. Nobody knew he was standing here. He was on a quiet street in the middle of Albaycín, just around the corner from the main road that led up to the plaza. No one had seen him yet. He could just walk away, head back to Granada, and there would be no consequences. It was a tempting thought.
But something had led him here, to stand in this spot, and contemplate his future. He had come here in anger, which he was now trying to quell. It was an anger that usually came from conversations with Arnaud Bresson, the Frenchman. He’d spent nearly an hour that morning trying to convince Bresson of what needed to be done next in this case. Even showing him the bones of Cristina Lopez, proof of what Armada had suspected, didn’t sway him. Bresson seemed intent on hanging Miguel Guillen for a crime he didn’t commit, and Bresson’s drunkenness was the only thing keeping Miguel alive at the moment. As was usual for Bresson, he began by visiting the tavern far more than he should first. But once his wages ran out, and the drunken fog would clear, he would set to work and probably have Miguel in his clutches within hours. How much money did Bresson have left to drink away? There was no way to know.
Armada had argued his case in every possible way. He’d tried appealing to Bresson’s inner sense of moral purpose. Failing that, he’d argued the glory of it all that would come with exposing a criminal such as Pablo Ortega, and with solving a crime that had happened so long ago.
But Bresson had remained unmoved as he stuffed his face in the tavern, barely giving Armada a passing glance as he passionately argued his case. It had only frustrated Armada more, which was the point. He had known Bresson for five years now, and given he was a constable working out of the same office of the Brotherhood as Armada, their paths crossed quite often.
Bresson had told him about his years spent fighting in the army all over Naples, Sicily, and then ending up in the Dutch Indies. War was all he’d known since he was a boy, and after the Treaty of the Pyrenees finally ended the last of Spain’s conflicts the previous year, he spent a short time as a hired mercenary, where he performed deeds that he chose not to discuss in any great detail, even when Armada pressed him. Bresson had lived a long time in a world where people were savage, corrupt, and self-serving. And this was why, Armada figured, he chose to keep them away. Bresson had few friends Armada was aware of, and only knew women in brothels. The man wore a permanent scowl, designed to intimidate everyone around him. But it was only a mask, Armada knew, that hid a great loneliness that was not uncommon in most ex-soldiers.
But Bresson had given up his lonely life of wandering and joined the Brotherhood, a surprising move for a man of his character. And since then the Brotherhood had given him no end of headaches with its ethics, its paperwork, and mind-numbing bureaucracy. But five years later he was still there, which made Armada suspect somewhere under that battered, grizzled old exterior beat the fragile heart of a man who still dared to hope.
It was this heart Armada had spent the morning appealing to, but to no avail. Even when he’d shown Bresson the bones of Cristina Lopez as proof, Bresson would not be moved. Instead, Armada received the threat of being chained up in the castle if he didn’t return to Granada that afternoon. Armada had then agreed.
But it was just to buy time. There was too much at stake. He couldn’t leave now. And this was why he now stood at the door of Pablo Ortega, contemplating his future. The consequences of going inside would be severe. He could be sacked, possibly even incarcerated, and his long-time friendship with his majordomo Eusebio Bautista would also be at stake. Eusebio was one of the reasons Armada had stayed on with the Brotherhood for so long. The two men shared a dedication to finding justice for those who needed it most, even if it meant ruffling the feathers of the elite with their wealth and titles. It always fell to Eusebio to smooth those feathers, something at which he’d become quite adept.
Eusebio Bautista was also getting older, and had six children to feed. Majordomos in the Brotherhood were expected to keep themselves fit for when the occasion called for them to join their constables in the field. But Bautista was a large man and only getting larger as he got older. He was a few years older than Armada and soon many would see him as too old for the role. Although he rarely said so, Armada knew Eusebio worried for his future. His family depended quite heavily on his wages. As a young man, he could afford to be reckless and to anger the Pablo Ortegas of the world to follow his ideals. But when a man got older, such decisions became harder to make.
This was why Armada couldn’t blame Eusebio for sending Bresson to replace him.
It must have been a very difficult decision for him, and one made only with his children in mind. And this meant Ortega was well connected indeed if he could follow through on the threats he’d made to Armada after he’d first arrived.
But none of that made it easier to walk away. Armada wasn’t sure there was anything he could do to stop Bresson from hanging Miguel, but he had to try. And even if he failed, there would be at least some degree of justice in letting Pablo Ortega know that he knew the alcalde’s secret. And that soon everyone in town would know what he did. His crime would remain buried no longer, whatever the consequences for Armada.
“Pablo Ortega!” Armada shouted through the door.
The door swung open to reveal a short woman with a kind face who looked a bit startled.
“Yes?”
“I am Domingo Armada, constable of the Holy Brotherhood. You must be Señora Ortega.”
The woman leaned in so Armada could lightly kiss her on each cheek. “Yes, but you can call me Ines. None of this Señora nonsense for me.”
“Very well, Ines. Is your husband Pablo here?”
“Oh, I’m afraid Pablo has gone to a meeting with the council at the ayuntamiento.”
The woman smiled warmly at Armada in a way that suggested she felt genuinely bad for his predicament. She was a bit older than him, somewhere north of sixty, the same as her husband, with greying hair that was tucked up neatly underneath a small black coif with only a few strands left to blow wild in the breeze. She wore a long flowing dark blue dress in a modest style, with a sheer black wrap just over her shoulders, and a white neckerchief tucked into the neckline, and brown mule shoes with red socks. She made an attempt to dress modestly, but those efforts were not enough to hide the wealth that stood out in a town like this.
“When will he return?”
“I’m not sure. A few hours perhaps. He sometimes goes to the tavern afterward, so it might be quite a long.”
“Is that Armada?” came a voice behind her.
Ines’ face suddenly turned red, but she kept her hospitable smile.
Pablo soon appeared at the door behind her. “Thank you, dear. Sorry, Armada. But sometimes I don’t like to be disturbed when I’m working.”
Ines smiled at Armada one more time before turning and going back into the house. Pablo kept his own smile until she was out of earshot, then his expression darkened.
“Whatever you came here for, you’re not going to get it,” Ortega said. “Now I suggest you do what that Frenchie constable said and get out of town. Quickly.”
“I found her,” Armada said.
“Who?”
“Cristina Lopez.”
“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?” Ortega asked.
Armada struggled to keep down the anger that was already brewing. He was tired of the lies. Tired of the secrecy.
“Yes. The woman you had murdered.”
“Murdered? What are you suggesting? I don’t know this woman, and I certainly didn’t have anything to do with any murder. And you can rest assured I’ll be bringing charges against you for even suggesting that.”
“Is everything all right, Pablo?” came Ines’ voice from inside.
“Yes, everything is fine. Don’t worry, dear.”
“Very well,” Armada said, not hearing anything that surprised him yet. “If you’re going to bring charges, then we might as well make it count for something.”
Armada pushed his way past Pablo and found a small house that was lavishly decorated with rugs, expertly-crafted furniture, and even a crucifix made of pure silver mounted on the wall.
“What is this? Get out of my house!” Ortega said.
“You won’t be saying that when I show you what I’ve brought,” Armada said and took the pouch off his shoulder. He opened it and let the contents slide out on to the floor.
Ortega’s eyes widened, hardly able to contain a small gasp while his wife said nothing.
On the floor were the bones of Cristina Lopez, including her crushed skull that now smiled back at them in that sinister way all skulls did.
“What the hell is this?” Ortega asked.
“This is what you’ve been so worried about lately. The bones that Amparo Rodriguez, Jose Padilla, and Miguel Guillen found on your land that fateful night when they were attempting to dig a canal to divert your spring water. But I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”
Ortega gave his wife a worried look. “Go on, dear. Go in the bedroom. I’ll take care of this.”
“I’d prefer to stay,” Ines said quietly, and calmly sat in a decorative chair in the corner of the room. Ortega made no other attempt to convince her to leave and turned to Armada instead.
“I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but I want you out. Right now!”
“Not until I get the truth,” Armada said. “What happened to Cristina Lopez?”
“I don’t know who that…”
“The truth, Pablo! I’m not leaving here without the truth! Tell me what happened the night you and Amparo’s father murdered Cristina Lopez and I will leave here willingly.”
Ortega let his gaze drift a bit toward Ines, but didn’t look directly at her, as if embarrassed. Ines had no reaction, at least none that Armada could see.
“I hired a cart to take Cristina Lopez to Motril and booked passage for her on a galleon bound for Algiers. I hired a man to take her away and she left. That was the last I saw of her.”
“That man was a cart driver in Motril,” Armada said. “Don Pedro was his name. He remembered that job. And he remembered very distinctly you not needing his services after all and paying him to keep his mouth shut. Try again.”
Ortega smiled. “You’re a resourceful one, aren’t you Armada?”
“I don’t like being lied to.”
“All right. The truth is I don’t know what happened to that morisco woman. I just figured someone in town took it upon themselves to eradicate a bit of vermin from our town. But I have no idea who that could have been.”
Armada stooped to pick up Cristina’s skull and cradled it in his hand.
“Let’s try this another way,” Armada said, interrupting Ortega. “I’ll tell you what happened and you just nod if I get it right. You were a poor farmer with a bit of land you couldn’t grow anything on because it was too salty. You were ambitious and wanted to move up in the world, tired of starving through drought after drought with all the other labourers in town. You wanted more.”
The skull was fragile, and a tiny bit broke off in Armada’s hand. He held it more delicately this time, out of respect.
“Somehow you learned about the laws that dictate the taking of lands vacated by moriscos who had been expelled by His Majesty’s father decades ago. Laws that were long obsolete, but still technically in effect. So you picked a woman, a widow, someone who could do little to defend herself, and began rumours that she was a morisco, inventing an entire conspiracy around how they were secretly returning to Salobreña. Some in town believed you, some didn’t. It didn’t matter. You only needed the suspicion to exist.”
Armada put the skull back in the leather pouch and began cleaning up the rest of the bones as he spoke.
“Once the rumour took root, you went out one night with plans to scare her into leaving her lands. You even enticed your friend Federico Rodriguez to come with you with the promise of purchasing him a lucrative government appointment if all went well. You told him with Cristina gone, you could claim she was a true morisco and seize her fields. Who would dare contest it? Lest they be accused of being a morisco as well? But Cristina didn’t want to leave, did she? Something happened, and you and Federico ended up killing her. Perhaps you hadn’t intended to. You had already paid Don Pedro to take her away, after all. But what was done was done, so you buried her in your field and sent her daughter off to live with friends in Malaga, and both went ahead with your plan anyway.”
Soon all the bones were back in the bag, and Armada tied it closed.
“And it was successful. After taking possession of Cristina’s lands, you leased them out and got very wealthy, even buying yourself a post as alcalde to increase that wealth and status even more. Amparo’s father became a member of the council, but the guilt became too much for Federico and he ended up hanging himself. Which meant the only witness to your crime was gone and you had gotten away with it. Until the day Amparo Rodriguez approached you and said he had found Cristina Lopez’ body. He had the bones now, hidden safely away where you couldn’t find them. Federico had told him everything. So, you paid Amparo to keep your secret. But he got greedy, didn’t he? He started asking for more and more and now he was threatening to leave you penniless.”
Armada stroked the leather pouch, trying to contain his anger. How disrespectful for this woman’s body to be hidden away in a bag in an unmarked grave.
“You realised Amparo hadn’t told anyone else what he knew,” Armada continued. “If he was gone, then nobody would know. So, you snuck down to Jose’s field that day, waited until he was somewhere where he couldn’t be seen, and stuck a knife in his chest.”
Armada looked up at Ortega, who was smiling smugly at him. “Now, do I have that about right?”
“That is quite a story, Armada,” Ortega said as he walked over to a shelf near the window. There were several bottles next to a small collection of books, one of which he took down and popped the top off. He poured a bit of the brown liquid into a glass, then took it in his hand, not bothering to offer any to Armada.
“Now how about one that is truthful?” Ortega said. “My father died just after I married Ines. We were young and hungry to start a family of our own. My father had spent his whole life working that field. He could grow anything on it. Wheat, barley, cane, vegetables, you name it. And when I inherited it, I was all ready to live a nice, modest life on whatever that field could provide. It was all I needed to get by.”
Ortega took a drink, rubbing the rim of the glass with his finger.
“I knew Cristina’s husband. He was a nice enough fellow, but my father warned me he was one of those moriscos and therefore a bit lazy. The soil on his land was pretty poor and needed a lot of extra work and irrigation to keep it going. He and his wife envied Ines and me. And when he died, Cristina was left on her own to work those fields, and she hated us even more. So, one day she conjures up a bit of black magic and puts a hex on our field. Suddenly, despite our spring, we couldn’t get anything to grow on it. Nothing at all. And Ines and I are looking at starving through a long, cold winter.”
Ortega spoke louder, as if he now wanted his wife to hear them. He even took a few steps toward the door.
“I figured it was my duty to warn the rest of town what she was like, how vindictive. And that’s when she put a hex on Ines. Made it so she couldn’t have children.”
Ortega went to comfort his wife, who looked rather embarrassed.
“It’s all right, dear. Don’t worry about me,” Ines said, not seeming to want the attention. Ortega left her and glared at Armada.
“Well, that was it for me. Amparo’s father and I marched down there and demanded she leave town. We made it clear we were not going to tolerate her kind in our God-fearing town any longer. She realised she was beaten, and the last I saw her she was on her way to Motril. I took her lands as recompense, really. Ines and I deserved that much after what we suffered at the hands of that woman. We never were able to have children, so to make up for it I worked hard for years to make Cristina’s old lands fertile again. The wealth that came later, well, we deserved that, didn’t we?”
Ortega looked down at the pouch of bones.
“I don’t know what lies Amparo’s father told him, but he hated me ever since. Never spoke to me again. I don’t know whose bones these are, Armada, or what they were doing in my field. But I had nothing to do with them.”
Armada was feeling sick. Ortega had a gift for storytelling, and he’d used it to his own advantage throughout his life. He could twist facts and tell them back to you in a calm, educated tone that suggested he knew more about what was going on than you did. There was a warmth to his gravelly, baritone that came out when he was telling a tale, and he couldn’t help but use it even when speaking to someone who angered him as much as Armada. With someone like Ortega, a story’s usefulness was not measured in how factual it was, but in its ability to connect emotionally with the listener. It was little wonder this man had been able to convince so many in town of a conspiracy of moriscos, despite how utterly ridiculous an idea it was.
“Then my next question should be an easy one for you,” Armada said. “Where were you the day Amparo died?”
“I don’t have to answer your questions, Armada. You’re not the constable on this case anymore.”
“Where were you?!” Armada shouted.
“I will sue, you understand? I have lawyers who will drag the case out for years, all the time soaking up court fees until you are completely dry.”
“Where were you?!!” Armada shouted even louder.
“I’m having you removed!” Ortega shouted. “Your job is over! And when I’m through with you you’ll be in prison as well. You are harassing me, and the corregidor will not…”
“Where…were you?!!” Armada shouted again.
Ortega seemed to realise that his threats were falling on deaf ears. He glanced back at Ines, who had at some point discreetly left the room and gone into the back bedroom, the door now shut.
“Fine. Fine, just keep your voice down, for God’s sake. I was having a bit of fun, that’s all.”
“Doing what?” Armada asked.
“I like to have a game of cards occasionally. There’s usually a game going on most Friday afternoons behind the candle shop on the Medina. It’s the only one in the pueblo. Run by a woman named Luciana.”
“And this Luciana will remember you?”
“She should. I lost everything but the clothes I was wearing that night.”
“I hope they do remember you, alcalde. For your sake. Because I will be going straight over there today to speak with her. And if she lies to me, I’ll know. And I will come straight back here and we will have this conversation all over again. And again. And again. As many times as it takes to get the truth.”
Armada made a big gesture of glancing at the bedroom door, to impress upon Ortega that his cooperation in not telling Ines would end there.
“Don’t threaten me, Armada,” Ortega said. “You have any idea what I’m going to do to you when this is over? Your career as a constable is officially over. Everything that has happened here today will be reported, I can promise you that. And another thing—”
Armada realised the usefulness of his visit was over, and he grabbed the leather pouch, turned and walked toward the door as quickly as possible.
“You’ll be sorry you ever came here, Armada? You hear me?!” Ortega shouted from the doorway as Armada walked down the street. “Those are all vicious lies and rumours! And shame on you for believing them! You should think about where they came from, and go after the real enemy! The real enemy!””
None of this was aimed at Armada particularly. This was Ortega being fully aware that his neighbours had seen Armada go in and was now dramatically walking away. This was Ortega desperate to take control of the rumour mill, to begin spinning his own tale before anyone could make up their own version to spread. This was Ortega the storyteller, working his craft, the magic he’d used to become as successful as he had.
This was Ortega, knowing Armada had gotten closer to the truth than he’d realised. And if nothing else, there was finally a bit of justice in that.




Chapter Thirty-Five



It sickened Miguel every time the cart went over a rut and he heard Madalena behind him cry out. But there was no way to avoid them. And they had to be quick. Jose had said the faster they got her to the cortijo the better off Madalena would be. But the faster he made the cart go, the more painful it was for her. Miguel didn’t know what to do.
He glanced over his shoulder at the pile of hay in the back of Jose’s cart. In two places around the edges, he could see two small pools of blood, for a bleeding Madalena lay beneath that pile, thrown hastily over her in an attempt to hide her condition from anyone they might pass in the delta. No one could know what happened, Jose had said. It would only cause a panic. They had to get Madalena out of sight and to a place where they could take care of her.
Miguel had been panicking to the point where he couldn’t breathe, but Jose had stayed calm, and gotten Miguel’s help wrapping Madalena in a sheet and quickly loading her into the cart outside. They had gotten away before any of the neighbours could tell something was amiss.
Miguel could sense Madalena was fighting to take her next breath, and fighting to stay conscious. Jose had said that was good. It meant she wasn’t done for yet. But they had to hurry.
The plan was to take Madalena to Jose’s cortijo and wait there while Jose went back to his house to fetch Esmerelda. She was the only one he knew who could help Madalena and be willing to remain quiet about it. She would understand. Esme always understood, Jose had said. Miguel wasn’t sure she would help, given she had kicked Jose out of their home, but Jose said not to worry about that. He would sort it out.
Jose took off on foot toward his house and Miguel picked up the reins and got the cart moving again. Suddenly, it was as if the roads were bumpier than they had ever been before. He hadn’t remembered so many potholes and boulders. The cart seemed stiffer, as if it were designed to rock back and forth as violently as possible, making it painful for Madalena every step of the way.
Eventually, Miguel got Madalena to the cortijo and into the house, where he laid down as many blankets and soft things as he could find on the large table, then lifted Madalena out of the wagon as carefully as he could. Once on the table, he pulled it inside where she would be protected from the wind that was constantly buffeting across the delta, and wrapped her up in some warm wool blankets he’d found.
After all this, she was still breathing, but wasn’t moving around as much. The amount of blood left behind in the cart frightened Miguel to the point where he no longer could look. Instead, he focused himself on taking care of Madalena, who asked for a bit of water, but said little else.
It seemed an eternity before Jose arrived with Esme in tow. There was no time for greetings and formalities, and Esme rushed over to Madalena as soon as she saw her.             
“What happened?” Esmerelda said.
“She was attacked last night. Can you help her?” Jose asked.
Esmerelda peeled back Madalena’s blood-soaked blouse to have a look at one of her wounds. It was a small cut, just below the shoulder. She wiped it with a dishrag and for a moment the wound looked to Miguel like it was rather minor. But from the blood spurting forth, it seemed to run deep and was quite serious.
“I’ll try. Get me some water. And the bandages from the back,” Esmerelda said. “Quickly!”
Jose and Miguel ran off to the kitchen to gather the buckets for water. That was when Miguel caught Jose looking at him. For the first time since he’d known the man, he saw Jose frightened. It was a shock, almost as big a shock as discovering Madalena. Miguel hadn’t known that Jose was even capable of feeling scared. But he did. And it changed Miguel’s impression of him.
“She’ll know what to do. Esme is good at this sort of thing. Don’t worry,” Jose said, but Miguel wasn’t convinced. Jose’s tone had wavered, as if he were more trying to convince himself.
Jose and Miguel gathered the buckets and water and the bandages and all the towels they could find and raced them over to where Esmerelda was busy removing parts of Madalena’s clothing in an effort to clean the wounds and press towels to them. Soon the table was surrounded by blood-soaked towels and Miguel wondered just how much more blood Madalena could lose.
Esmerelda found three of the biggest wounds, all just under Madalena’s right shoulder, and focused her efforts there. Washing and dressing and telling Jose and Miguel to press hard in certain places in an effort to stem the flow.
After a while, the flow did stem. But Madalena had stopped moving, and soon she had stopped breathing. Esmerelda, who now had Madalena’s blood on her dress, her hands, and splotches of it on her face, bowed her head and everything went quiet.
That’s when Miguel knew. She was gone.
No one knew what to say at first. Jose went to comfort Esmerelda, who had begun crying, but Esmerelda pushed him away. Instead, she washed up as best she could with the water left in the buckets, then went into the back bedroom to be with her children.
Jose watched helplessly. When he was finally alone with Miguel, he kicked the table hard and swore under his breath.
Then he turned a suspicious look to Miguel.
“What were you doing there?”
“What?”
“You found her. This morning, right? Why did you go back there? Eh, Miguel? Why go back?”
Miguel expected to be intimidated by Jose. It was his usual response. So much of his relationship with Jose before had been about pleasing him, to avoid this kind of thing altogether, because he was too weak to handle it.
But after seeing Jose frightened, everything had changed. Suddenly he saw Jose not as a confident man to be respected, but as someone who could feel hopelessness and despair. He felt about Jose the same as the drunkards his father used to drink with in the tavern. Jose was as flawed and weak as everyone else. He had no answers either. And like that, his power to intimidate Miguel was gone.
“To apologise. For what we did,” Miguel said. “It was wrong. We shouldn’t have gone there. We shouldn’t have done that to her. It’s not right to threaten people.”
Jose stepped toward Miguel as if he were about to hit him, but Miguel held his ground. He was done backing away.
Jose looked even angrier, then went into the kitchen, presumably to grab a weapon. But Miguel didn’t care. He was ready for anything. After his treatment in the castle, he knew Jose could never really hurt him. No matter how Jose attacked him, he’d be able to defend himself.
Jose came back with two glasses, filled with some kind of brown liquid that smelled vaguely of brandy. He handed one to Miguel, who was confused.
“You are right, Miguel,” Jose said. “We shouldn’t have. I couldn’t sleep that night, you know. It tore me up inside. What was I doing? I was acting like a madman. I just didn’t know what else to do.”
Jose looked over at the body of Madalena, splayed out on the table.
“And we got it so wrong. That poor woman. She didn’t deserve this.”
Jose raised his glass.
“To Madalena, and Amparo. Whoever did this, may they rot in hell.”
Miguel didn’t feel much like joining Jose as he watched Jose down his drink in one gulp. It didn’t seem a good thing to toast to.
“We should bury her,” Miguel said.
“I’ll talk to the pastor tomorrow,” Jose said. “We’ll find a way to explain this somehow that…”
A cough erupted from the table and Jose and Miguel’s head swivelled round.
Madalena’s body convulsed and she took a large gulp of air, then coughed it out again.
“Madre mia,” Jose said rushing over to Madalena’s side. “Esme! Esme!!”
Esmerelda appeared at the doorway and saw Madalena gasping for breath as everyone crowded round the table.
Suddenly Madalena opened her eyes, panting, struggling to get her breath back, and this time being successful.
Esmerelda made the sign of the cross. “It’s a miracle.”
“No,” Madalena whispered, focusing her eyes on Esmerelda.
Madalena cried out in pain as she struggled to sit up on the table, with a bit of help from Esmerelda.
“You shouldn’t sit up. You should rest!” Esmerelda said.
“No!” Madalena shouted, waving Esmerelda off and sitting up anyway. “This isn’t over.”




Chapter Thirty-Six



It didn’t take long for Armada to find it. He was standing on the edge of the Medina where the road emptied out. It was almost completely deserted now, in stark contrast to the last time he’d been here when it had been crowded with people during the monthly market. Now it was once more an empty, barren patch of soil bordered by a steep vertical drop-off on one side, and a small row of workshops on the other.
Armada crossed the Medina and studied the shops. Most were little more than crumbling sheds, and far too small. So, the merchants here took advantage of the space available and allowed their work and tools to spill out into the square. The first on his right was a coopers, where an old man with thick spectacles and a soiled apron hunched over a circle of long thin slats of wood, hammering a metal ring around them. Soon, those slats would be turned into a water-tight barrel and added to the three others that stood nearby.
Next along was a blacksmith, where a man stoked the fire in a small forge in the back while his two young apprentices stood out front, hammering away at pieces of metal held with long iron tongs, beating them into the shape of horseshoes, and filling the square with the sound of clanking.
But it was the last shop that attracted Armada’s interest. It was the smallest of the three. Out front was a large iron pot suspended over a small fire emitting the smell of boiling animal fat. A wooden plank, cut into the shape of a long spoon was propped up against it, seemingly used to occasionally stir the fat as it slowly simmered away to eventually become tallow for candles.
Inside, the space was barely large enough for a basic set of tools, and Armada saw a woman wearing a soiled grey dress and white apron, her hair tied back into a bun and loosely covered with an untied coif whose ties hung over her shoulders. She wore a bodice, also untied, and was entirely focused on pouring the tallow into long, cylindrical moulds. She then set them aside to cool and solidify before returning outside to check on the pot of boiling fat.
It was here she met with Armada, who was inspecting the contents of the pot. She looked at his long green sleeves and stiffened.
“Who are you?”
“Domingo Armada, of the Holy Brotherhood. You must be Luciana.”
The woman looked defensive and said nothing, the long wooden stirring spoon still in her hand. Armada could see she had dark brown eyes that looked almost black, with straight black hair that had grown so long it went below her waist and strong, broad shoulders from years of stirring tallow as it cooled into a thick syrup.
“I wanted to ask you about the card game that takes place here on Fridays.”
“Gambling? I don’t know anything about any gambling.”
“I was told you run the only card game in the pueblo. Every Friday afternoon. Is that not true?”
“Who told you that?”
“I’d like to know first if it’s true.”
The woman was careful not to let too much show on her face, her body completely frozen. Only the hesitation in her voice gave away the fact that she was panicking.
“I have some friends over sometimes. That’s all.”
“Is one of those friends Pablo Ortega?”
This time, Luciana could not hide her shock, but she quickly composed herself. “He told you there was gambling going on in my candle shop?”
“Is there?”
Luciana seemed to be taking time to think. “Yes,” she finally said, but with little conviction.
“Just on Friday afternoons?”
“That’s right.”
Luciana put the long wooden spoon into the tallow, and gave it a good stir. Armada could see the white blobs of fat as they simmered away, releasing the smell of rotten animal carcass into the air. For those unable to afford real wax candles, these would be their only source of light during long dark winter nights, and the smell would be a permanent fixture in their houses.
“Who attends these games? Can I speak with any of these friends?”
“They come from all over,” Luciana said. “Most are just labourers, drifters who come here for the harvest. I don’t know any of them.”
“And yet Pablo Ortega also attends?”
“Sometimes,” Luciana said. There was a hint of disgust in her voice, as if someone were holding a knife to her ribs, forcing her to say these things against her will.
“Was he here the day Amparo Rodriguez was killed? Sometime around midday?”
“I think so.”
“It’s important that you are exact. Can you remember if he was here that day?”
Luciana put down her stirring spoon and returned to the inside of her shed to check on the candles. Armada knew the candles would not be ready yet, as it sometimes took hours for them to cool. Luciana just wanted some way to hide from him, to give herself time to think. But he wasn’t about to give it to her.
“Yes. He was here.”
“What time did he leave?”
“I don’t know. Maybe around six.”
“How well did he do? Did he win?”
“I don’t remember,” Luciana said, annoyed.
“Didn’t you play as well?”
“Yes.”
“So you must have remembered. Did he win?”
“I guess so.”
“How much?”
“How am I supposed to remember that?”
“How much?”
“A few ducats, maybe. It was a while ago now.”
“Did he win those ducats from you?”
“What difference does that make?” Luciana said. She cowered this time, her body revealing to Armada that she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.
“It makes a big difference. Especially to a woman who is subsisting with only a small candle shop. A few ducats could make the difference between eating for a week or not.”
“No. He didn’t win it from me. There were other people there.”
“What other people? What were their names?”
“I don’t know. I told you, they were just drifters. I don’t ask their names. And I don’t know where they are staying or if they are still in town. Or how much they won or from who. Now I’d like you to leave, please. I have work to do.”
The woman was clearly frustrated, trying hard to focus on inserting wicks into the candles, which took a steady hand to get them to set exactly in the centre.
But the cylinders had not yet cooled, it was too early. The wicks would not go in straight. The candles were by this time mostly ruined, but Luciana continued the pretence that they required her full, undivided attention.
“Very well,” Armada said. “But I would like to see where the game took place before I leave.”
“What?”
“Show me the table that was used. And the room.”
“What good would that do?”
“It will settle my mind. And if it is settled, then I can leave here having received the answers I wanted. And never come back.”
Luciana sighed and got up from her workbench, escorting Armada out of the workshop and around to the back. Here, a small room had been built, which contained only a single door and a window that faced toward the castle.
This was where the woman seemed to live when she wasn’t working, and it was barely large enough for the both of them. Along one wall was a small shelf with a few books, and some stacks of clothing and fabric for sewing. On the opposite wall, a mattress made of hay was stuffed into two quilts sewn together and placed on the bare earth floor. The door took up much of the third wall, while some basic cooking implements lined up on a crooked shelf, along with an assortment of chipped jugs and broken pieces of pottery that made up the final wall.
With the addition of a table in the middle of the room, there would be no room to walk about. Add chairs to that, none of which Armada could see, and it would be completely impossible.
“I have a friend who is…borrowing the table…at the moment,” Luciana mumbled.
“I see,” Armada said. “Well then, one final question and I will go.”
“What?”
“Show me the cards.”
“The cards.”
“The cards you use to play. I want to see the deck of cards. That is all.”
“Why do you want to see those?”
This time, it was Armada who allowed a long pause, staring at Luciana, letting her know what he was thinking.
“Humour me.”
Luciana didn’t move from her spot. She glanced about the room without saying a word.
“Well?”
“I can’t remember where I put them.”
“Is it possible, Luciana, that there isn’t a game of cards that happens here every Friday afternoon?”
“You think I’m lying?”
“I stopped by the tavern on the way here. I asked the barman about it. You see, every drifter, wanderer, and labourer who comes through here eats and drinks at that tavern eventually. So the barman would be the one man in town who knows about any card games, especially a regular one. And he knew nothing about a card game here. He told me it’s at the blacksmith’s next door. I can’t help thinking this is all a hoax. Is it not?”
Luciana’s breathing quickened, her eyes darting around the room. “What are you going to do?” she asked with just a whisper.
Armada let out a deep sigh. “Why, you?”
“What?”
“Pablo Ortega lied to me about where he was the day Amparo Rodriguez was killed. He needed someone to cover for him. And he sent me to talk to you. If you don’t run a card game here, then why would you do such a thing?”
“He’s the alcalde. Anyone would do it for—”
“No,” Armada said. “Very few in town would protect him like that. But you would. You were willing to lie to a constable of the Holy Brotherhood, knowing the consequences if you got caught. And yet you did it anyway. Why?”
“We’re friends.”
“I doubt that.”
“Well, it’s the truth.”
Armada moved further inside. Luciana stood her ground, like a mother bear protecting her cub. And she was lying again.
“Perhaps,” Armada said. He held his arm out and pressed his hand lightly to her, politely moving her aside.
Luciana didn’t want to move at first, but she finally gave in and stepped toward the wall.
Armada then focused on the stack of fabric. He moved a few pieces aside, then found something that didn’t fit. A black book, its cover unmarked with any title or engraving. He heard Luciana gasp.
Armada opened the book and recognised it instantly. A Quran. The Holy Book of the Muslim faith. And a death sentence for anyone caught in possession of one, assuming of course one was not handed the worse sentence of being turned into the Inquisition, where months of horrors awaited before being burned at the stake.
And there was no doubt in Armada’s mind that Pablo Ortega knew full well about her faith. He wondered how he had found out, but it didn’t really matter. What was important was how Ortega was using that knowledge. This poor woman, living alone in a town brimming with anti-Muslim hysteria, was now dependent on someone as vile as Ortega to keep her secret. And Armada was fully aware of how she was expected to pay Ortega back for his kindness.
Armada closed the book and put it back under the fabric, careful to place the stack exactly as had been with the book obscured.
He turned to Luciana, who stared back at him with the first honest expression Armada had seen from her. She was frightened, and saw little reason to hide it now. Her eyes were teary now, but she did not cry. There would be no begging, no pleas for mercy. If she was to be executed, she would be one of the few Armada had seen that would keep her dignity until the end.
“No more lies, Luciana,” Armada said. “Just tell me if Pablo Ortega was here last Friday afternoon. I don’t need to know more than that.”
“Yes,” Luciana said.
“When did he leave?”
“Just before six.”
“You are sure this time?”
“He always tries to get home before Ines. She goes to Motril every week to shop and always gets back around seven. He doesn’t want her to know.”
Ortega’s nervousness about Ines hearing their conversation earlier suddenly made sense.
“And he was here all afternoon?”
Luciana nodded. Armada suddenly felt guilty for forcing her to remember what must have happened on that Friday, or all the Fridays before that. He wished he could help her somehow. But there was little he could do at the moment, for his own freedom was now at risk.
“Thank you.”
Armada bowed his head, then walked toward the door.
“You’re not going to…” Luciana began.
“No. I won’t.”
“Thank you.”
Armada turned and walked back out to the Medina a defeated man. Pablo Ortega had an alibi. He wasn’t in the fields murdering Amparo. How could he be if he was here with Luciana? But it meant that although he had all the motivation in the world to kill Amparo, he didn’t. The possibility existed that he could have hired someone to do the deed, but then his alibi would be important to set up. But he was here with this woman instead, an alibi he couldn’t use without serious consequences to his standing in the pueblo. It meant he was probably here that day, not thinking about alibis and such, suggesting he had no idea Amparo was being killed in the fields at the time.
So that left either Jose or Madalena, neither of whom he had any proof on other than speculation, and neither of whom he could arrest even if he did have proof. Bautista’s letter had been clear. His authority had been taken away. There was no reason to continue investigating.
But that wasn’t what bothered Armada. It was that he felt in his bones that Ortega had been guilty. The man behaved just as a guilty man did. Was it possible that Ortega had behaved that way simply because he felt bad for cheating on his wife? Was that all it had been?
If so, Armada had gotten it wrong. And he was back to the beginning. In fact, it was even worse than that: he was back to Granada.




Chapter Thirty-Seven



“Go on, soldier,” Armada’s commander urged him. And once again, Armada felt the arrow leave his hand. He watched as it arced through the air and nestled amongst the branches and twigs that made up the thatched roof of the hut.
Glowing embers soon spread out in all directions, embers that quickly turned to flames, and suddenly the entire roof burned in glittery orange and red, sending up ashes and smoke in every direction.
He heard screaming from inside. Natives began running, desperate to get away from the flaming roof as it sagged, and finally fell to the ground.
From all around Armada heard the excited shouts of his fellow soldiers as they let loose a barrage of arrows and harquebus fire, picking off the natives as quickly as they could reload.
Armada could only watch the slaughter happen in front of him, his entire body becoming numb. It started in the tips of his fingers in his right hand, where the feeling of the string from the bow still reverberated. Soon he couldn’t feel his hand, then his right arm, and the warm numbness soon spread across his shoulders, his chest, his back, and finally to his head.
As he watched death explode all around him, Armada found he felt nothing. The soldiers around him soon broke the line and chased the natives who had escaped the fire into the bush. A few would make it, but not many. Most lay in lifeless heaps, littered about the landscape. Armada didn’t have enough in him to feel badly for each one. There were too many. He viewed them the same as the trees, or the stones, or the tufts of wildflowers. They were just part of the landscape, another part of this forest. Nothing more.
Armada’s eyes were open and he became aware that he was staring at the cold, stone wall of his cell. Behind him, a dying torchlight threw a pale, flickering light into the room, a light that barely penetrated his eyes. It was hard to tell what was real anymore, the memories were so vivid. They had haunted him all night, exhausting his already tired mind.
Armada tried to focus. He was locked in the castle in Salobreña. He tried to picture the town, with the castle on the hill overlooking the shoreline. This was where he was. This was what was real.
But Peru always returned. Soon he was back in the Andes, back on the trail leading into the forest, surrounded by his company as he felt his heavy boots sink into the mud of the trail that led to the native village, thinking about the attacks the natives had been making on their men. How they needed to pay for the life they’d taken. And soon he was reliving the slaughter all over again, feeling the numb warmth envelop his body, trying desperately to hold it off, to keep his feelings, but failing. He always failed. He always went numb. It was the only way to survive.
Armada had never felt so exhausted. His mind would not let him sleep, not until he solved the greatest mystery of his life —how to recompense for what he’d done.
“Sir.”
Armada had barely heard it, the sound of his memories still ringing in his ears. Then it came louder. A voice behind him, moving closer.
Armada found he was sitting on the floor, his back against the bars of his cell. He was staring at the stone wall behind him, watching the shadows dance on over its bumps and ridges as the torch burned. He tried to turn to face the voice, but his neck was sore, as were his legs. How long had he been sitting like this? How long had it been since Bresson had tossed him in here like a sack of flour? A few hours? A few days? It was impossible to tell without sunlight.
Armada managed to twist his body round enough to see Lucas’ face staring back at him.
“Lucas…”
“Good morning, sir.”
It was morning! Although it was impossible to tell in this windowless room, Armada still felt a rush of relief.
“Is it time, then?”
Lucas looked behind him, which Armada found curious. No soldier had escorted the boy in here. Was he here alone?
“Not yet, sir. I’m actually not supposed to be here. But I thought you might want to know. I spoke with Miguel this morning.”
“Miguel Guillen?” Armada struggled to his feet, feeling the stiffness in his body forcing him to lean heavily against the bars. As he grasped them, he could see that his right hand was trembling quite badly. He gripped the bar, trying to make it stop. But it wouldn’t. It was impossible to hide from Lucas any longer.
Lucas glanced at Armada’s trembling hand, but said nothing about it. “Yes, sir. He found me in the stables this morning while I was loading up the cart.”
Armada realised Lucas was whispering. He didn’t want the soldier to know he was here.
“Miguel Guillen is free? Bresson has yet to find him?”
“That’s right, sir. But that’s not what I came to tell you.”
Armada felt a rush of relief. So, Miguel hadn’t yet been hanged. Bresson hadn’t even tracked him down yet. There was a chance, however remote….
“Someone tried to kill Madalena Rodriguez last night,” Lucas said. “She survived, but she’s in bad shape. They have her at Jose’s cortijo at the moment. Miguel wanted me to tell you personally. He didn’t want Bresson to know.”
The relief Armada had felt before quickly dissipated, replaced by exhaustion, anger, bitterness. And underneath all of that—helplessness.
“What is it he expects me to do?” Armada asked.
“I don’t know, sir. But it sounds like the killer has struck again.”
Questions filled Armada’s head, but he pushed them away. “Tell Bresson.”
“Sir?”
“I said to tell Bresson what you have told me. He is the constable in charge. It is up to him to decide what to do.”
“But he’ll hang Miguel, sir. And Miguel is innocent.”
“That is not our determination to make, Lucas!” Armada shouted, not caring if the soldiers upstairs heard him. “I have been removed from this case. I have been given an order and I intend on following it. Now leave me until we are to return to Granada. I’ll be happy to be out of this damned cell!”
Lucas didn’t hide his disappointment. “Sir, I thought we could at least find out what happened. I think I know a way I can break you out of here. It’s not difficult. There’s a passage way that leads—”
“You are a child, Lucas,” Armada said, rage building up inside him. “A petulant child! And your naivety is exactly the reason why I’d been so foolish to send you to Motril, where you were almost killed. This is a world of men you are in now, Lucas. And men with honour respect their duty and follow their orders. And my orders were clear. To hand over jurisdiction of this case to Arnaud Bresson and return to Granada.”
Lucas looked hurt, but Armada was too angry. He was so tired, his mind could barely function. He just wanted out of this jail, and a break from his memories. Armada removed his right hand from the bars, letting it tremble in front of Lucas. He wanted to show the boy, there was no hiding it now. He was too tired to continue the charade. It was time the boy understood something about mortality, for old age would visit him one day too.
“Sir, you can’t.”
“I must! It is my duty.”
“I thought your duty was to justice, sir. That’s always what you told me.”
The memories surged through Armada’s mind again. The floodgates had opened—there was no stopping them now. He eyes filled with tears as he relived them all over again in an instant, further exhausting him.
“No, Lucas…”
“But sir, if I had followed orders, I never would have found that path through the cane. We never would have learned about Amparo’s movements the day he was killed. We never would have found Cristina Lopez’ bones. No one would have ever known what had happened to her.”
“Leave me,” Armada said.
“Sir—”
“Leave me, you stupid little boy!” Armada shouted as loud as he could. Anything to get Lucas away from him.
Lucas’ sour look made it seem as though he was about to spit on Armada. Armada wondered if this was the end of their friendship. Lucas already blamed him for not catching his parents’ killer. Why would he not blame him for not catching Amparo’s as well? If Lucas were smart, he would give up on Armada and go off to find his own fortunes, and stop letting himself get weighed down by a tottering old man who was losing his mind.
“I’m not a little boy anymore, sir. And maybe I’m not a man yet, but I know enough to see that catching Amparo’s killer is all that matters. Not honour, not duty. Justice. Nothing else. I learned that from you, sir. From you.”
“Forget it, Lucas. You’re too young to see….”
“See what, sir?”
Armada felt himself get angry again and he pressed his body against the bars. But the words were not there. Armada realised he didn’t have an answer to Lucas’ question. He struggled to find something to say, some way to release the rage he felt at the boy at the moment, to shout one more hurtful thing before Lucas stormed away from him, possibly forever. His fury had reached a boiling point and he wanted to lash out.
But he wasn’t angry at Lucas. Armada was angry at himself, for not admitting Lucas was right. What use was there in following orders now? It only meant certain defeat. It meant giving up on justice, giving up on what he’d devoted his life to after all he’d sacrificed to return to Spain all those years ago.
His mind rolled back to Peru. What if he hadn’t followed his command then either? What if he had been that naïve little boy who thought he knew better? Who was brazen enough to follow his own instincts, even if it meant court-martial or death at the commander’s hand?
Armada’s anger turned to ashes, replaced by an overwhelming sense of failure and helplessness. Justice was what he’d come back to fight for. He’d told himself it was to recompense for what he’d done in Peru, some small way to repay God for his sins. But over the years, it had become more than that. So much more.
Armada realised his right hand had stopped trembling.
“See what?” Lucas repeated.
“How easy it is to make a fool of oneself,” Armada said. “That failure, and doubt, and regret will always be your constant companions, no matter how far you travel. And that sometimes, even as a wise old man, you always have much to learn.”
Lucas looked confused now, and Armada couldn’t blame him.
“You are correct, Lucas. Justice. That’s what we have to fight for. And if it means being foolish and immature, then that’s what we must do.”
“Yes, sir.”
“However, leaving here seems to be a bit of an obstacle.”
“Actually, sir, I’ve already thought about that,” Lucas said, holding up the key he’d stolen on the way in.




Chapter Thirty-Eight



Armada and Lucas arrived at Jose’s cortijo by late afternoon, preferring speed over discretion. Their escape from the castle had been straightforward, as Lucas had found a way where the soldiers didn’t bother to guard. It was rare that they had prisoners, and even rarer when those prisoners tried to escape. It was a simple matter of climbing over a part of the castle wall where a row of houses had been built on the village side, making it easy to climb down from the ramparts and on to the roofs. They’d attracted a bit of attention, and a few annoyed neighbours had shouted at them as they scampered down the walls and out into the street, but there had been no trouble.
It had been a brisk walk, almost a dead run, all the way here. It was imperative, Armada figured, that he speak to Madalena before Bresson caught up with him, which was inevitable. Time would be limited.
Armada arrived at the front of the cortijo to find Madalena resting on a chair under the protection of the patio roof. Jose was there, his harquebus at the ready, but he put it down when he saw Armada enter.
It was an awkward exchange, one which could have ended in violence if the events of the day hadn’t required both men to put their petty squabbles aside for the moment.
“Armada…” Jose said.
Armada could see Esmerelda behind Jose. This was no heartfelt family reunion. Esmerelda kept her distance not only from Armada, but also from her husband. It seems they had not come together out of love, but out of necessity. And now the man that Esmerelda blamed for breaking up her family was here too. She proceeded to the back bedroom, slamming the door behind her.
“She’s just a little shaken. I think we all are,” Jose said, more to himself than Armada. It was then that Armada noticed Miguel standing in the shadows in the back, hunched over, as if wanting to somehow curl up into a ball from the guilt that showed all over his face.
Armada went straight to Madalena, who was sitting up in the chair, her right arm wrapped tightly in bandages against her chest, with more bandages around her left shoulder.
“Señora Rodriguez. It’s me, Armada. I heard what happened.”
Madalena tried to shift her position, but it pained her. She looked gaunt and pale, as if she’d lost a lot of blood. Armada could see signs of it everywhere. On the wood table, on the ground, on the pile of blood-soaked clothes in the corner. How Madalena had survived was nothing short of astounding, but it had taken its toll. She seemed dizzy, and it pained her to move at all. She tried sitting up.
“No, don’t move. It’s not necessary,” Armada said. “Would you like a bit of water?”
Madalena nodded and Lucas ran off to get some.
“Tell me what happened,” Armada said. “If you have the strength. Who did this?”
“I don’t know…I’m sorry…” Madalena said. It hurt to speak as well, but Armada could see the determination in her eyes. She wasn’t about to let her injuries stop her.
“He was too fast. He came in the night. I tried to fight him off.”
“Was he armed?” Armada asked. “What did he use to do all this?”
“I didn’t see. A dagger, probably. That’s what it felt like.”
“And he came in the middle of the night?”
“He just came rushing in. I didn’t have any warning,” Madalena said as Lucas arrived with the water. She sipped a bit, but had difficulty swallowing. “I had already gone to bed. Before I knew what was happening he was already attacking me.”
“Did any details stand out to you? What he was wearing? What he smelled like, perhaps?”
“Yes,” Madalena said, but she seemed to be getting dizzy again. Armada helped her into a position where she wouldn’t have to hold her head up.
“The hair,” Madalena said. “He had very long, blond hair. It must have been a wig. And a dress. He was wearing a blue and grey dress.”
Armada saw Jose and Miguel look at each other.
“How do you know it was a man?” Armada asked.
“He was too strong to be a woman. I fought back…felt his chest…he could not have been a woman.”
“But he wanted you to think he was, dressed like that,” Armada said.
“I think so.”
Miguel was staring at Jose, looking guilty.
Armada stood up and confronted Miguel, positioning his body so his gaze couldn’t catch Jose’s.
“You might as well tell me, Miguel. I’m going to find out anyway. And it will make my job much easier,” Armada said.
“The killer I saw…Amparo’s…he was wearing it too…”
Armada gave a disappointed sigh. “Anything else that you should have told me from the beginning?”
Miguel shook his head. “I’m sorry. I was…”
“It’s all right,” Armada said, then turned his attention back to Madalena. “I only have one question, Señora. If you have the strength.”
Madalena smiled meekly. “Of course.”
“It’s the only question I’ve ever had for you. You still haven’t answered it.”
Madalena tried to laugh, despite her pain. “You are a determined cabrón, aren’t you?”
“If you want to help me find out who did this, you’ll answer it.”
“Pablo. That is who I am blackmailing. Pablo Ortega. All the money came from him. All of it. The dresses, the bed, everything. Are you satisfied now?”
Although Armada had finally gotten the answer he’d wanted, it felt hollow. There was little chance she was Amparo’s killer. The motivation didn’t make sense. Even if she did kill Amparo out of greed for the blackmail money, why had she been attacked? Were there two bloodthirsty killers in Salobreña? Killers this savage would be rare anywhere. The chances of there being two here were slim. Whomever had attacked Madalena had also killed Amparo. It couldn’t be Madalena.
“So you blackmailed Pablo Ortega with the knowledge of the bones Amparo had discovered.”
“That’s right,” Madalena said. “But before you go thinking I’m a greedy woman, I’m not. This was never about the money.”
“You sure lived like it was,” Jose said.
“Why not? All that money was stolen to begin with. I might as well have a bit of fun with it. Especially since Ortega was forced to watch me. He would give nothing but annoyed looks as he watched me go about town frittering away his hard-won fortune on dresses and expensive flower bulbs and other trifles. And it drove him mad to not be able to say a word. It was worth it.” Madalena put her head down, seeming to have another dizzy spell.
“Wait,” Armada said. “What do you mean this was never about the money? What was it about?”
“Justice,” Madalena said. “If it was up to me I would have thrown all that money into the sea. It was dirty money, tainted with sin.”
“I see,” Armada said. “It wasn’t that you wanted to be rich. It was that you wanted him to be poor?”
“I wanted him to bleed,” Madalena said. “He didn’t deserve any of what he had. He’d killed for it. Split this town apart with all that morisco nonsense. All so he could become wealthy.”
“No,” Armada said. “That’s not justice. That’s vengeance. There is a difference.”
“I don’t care. I wanted him to pay,” Madalena said. “Once we found those bones, that’s all that mattered.”
Jose kicked the ground. “I told him to keep quiet about it. I told Amparo not to say anything to anybody. If he had just kept his mouth shut, none of this would have happened.”
“Coward!” Madalena said. “You knew what those bones were! And you would have let Ortega get away with it just to save your own life?”
“No, it’s because I knew this would happen! You think Ortega is just playing around? He’s going to ruin all of our lives to keep what he’s got! Especially mine! I told Amparo to stop with that blackmailing. He was going to get us all in trouble, but he was just too greedy, wasn’t he? He didn’t care what happened to the rest of us!” Jose shouted.
“I see,” Armada said. “Hence your argument with him that Enrique witnessed. You were trying to get Amparo to stop blackmailing Ortega, not you.”
“Ortega would have figured out what happened pretty easily,” Jose said. “He would have known it was my crew that dug those canals. He would have ruined me. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done such a thing. I’ve already lost my family,” Jose said, looking toward the door where Esmerelda had squirreled herself away from the drama. “I can’t lose my field as well.”
Then Armada saw it. There was sympathy as Madalena gazed at Jose. She understood his plight. She felt badly for him, which was why she let the matter drop. The empathy that Armada had felt from their very first meeting, buried so deep below, had been unearthed. Armada was careful to conceal his relief at that.
“I don’t understand,” Armada said to Madalena. “Why is it you care so much about this? You said you didn’t care about the money, so why is it you care so much for justice? Did you know Cristina Lopez?”
“Yes,” Madalena said. “She was my mother.”




Chapter Thirty-Nine



Armada and Lucas approached the door with trepidation. It had been left open slightly, its solid metal lock now useless to keep any valuables inside from being stolen. Jose and Miguel hadn’t given much thought to closing it again, as at the time they were more concerned with getting Madalena to the cortijo. It had been a wise move on their part, but it also left Madalena’s possessions vulnerable.
But there was little chance anyone in the neighbourhood would have stolen anything, not with the gruesome scene that awaited inside. It was the kind of scene Armada had seen far too many times in his life.             
Armada looked at Lucas, who was becoming pale. He had seen his own fair share of blood, including that of his parents, a sight that Armada knew would haunt Lucas for the rest of his life. For it had been Lucas who had found his parents after they’d been murdered, something no child should ever have to witness. Lucas never spoke of it, which suited Armada fine. But someday, Armada knew, he would have to reckon with what he’d seen. Perhaps it wouldn’t be for years, but eventually Lucas would have to let himself remember it, to speak of it, if he wanted any hope of it not destroying him.
And what lay behind Madalena’s door would remind him of everything.
“You don’t have to go inside, Lucas,” Armada said. “I’m happy to do this alone.”
“No, sir. I think I should. There might be clues in there.”
“And there may not be. If it’s too much…”
“Sir,” Lucas said, looking at Armada. The boy wanted to go in. He had his own reasons, reasons that Armada couldn’t understand at the moment. But Lucas looked determined to face it. Armada was not going to stand in his way.
Armada took the lead and pushed open the large, crafted wooden front door. The scene was as gruesome as he’d expected. Blood was everywhere, much of it having turned a burnt amber as it dried in the summer heat. Much of it was pooled on the bed, and on the floor below. There were swatches across the white plaster wall, and two handprints on the wood frame of the bed. The flies had arrived and now buzzed about Armada’s head, while the smell nearly made him ill. Dried blood mixed with dusty soil was one of the worst odours Armada had ever experienced, and yet it seemed to follow him everywhere. He could only put a rag to his mouth and nose, but that did little to help.
In every corner, the house looked as though it had been robbed. Furniture had been turned over, and clothes and smashed pieces of pottery littered the floor.
It must have been quite a struggle, Armada thought, trying to picture it in his head. Madalena could be fierce. He had always sensed that. And the killer had forced the worst out of her. It must have taken every bit of strength for the killer to get the job done, and he’d still failed.
He could hear Lucas enter just a few steps behind and gasp. Then a strange gurgling sound erupted from Lucas’ stomach. The boy turned away, facing the wall.
“You should get some air, Lucas,” Armada said.
A box of letters had been kicked about from deep under the bed. The box was old and had broken apart, sending the rolled-up letters everywhere. Armada hadn’t seen them before as they’d been wrapped carefully in a sheet so as to appear like a stack of clothes. Someone had gone through a bit of effort to hide these, so they grabbed Armada’s attention.
One of the letters had Amparo’s name written prominently at the top.
Armada knew he shouldn’t read it. They were only here to collect information about Madalena’s attacker, not to rifle through her personal things. There was a moral question involved, and one Armada knew he might feel guilty about later. But given the extent of Madalena’s injuries, anything he could find that might help would ultimately be justifiable. At least, that’s what he told himself.
Armada peeked at one of the letters. They were all from Amparo, dated from before Madalena had come to Salobreña. At first glance Armada assumed they were love letters and hesitated to read them, but soon realised that they were written in a very practical language. The words contained no terms of endearment for Madalena, no affection. Just discussions of their living situation and money, as if they were negotiating a contract with a lawyer. There wasn’t even a mention of Amparo looking forward to seeing her.
The other letters were mostly the same. All from Amparo to Madalena over a period of several months, each one written in a hasty scribble and responding to endless requests for information about where they would live, how money would be earned and other practical matters. Armada would have given anything to have read Madalena’s letters to Amparo, to get the other side of the conversation. But going by these, it wouldn’t have been much different. There had never been any love between these two, these letters proved it, and yet quite a lot of discussion had gone into planning their union. Only one letter contained anything intriguing, a sentence scribbled at the end in which Amparo wrote, “Happy to finally be doing the right thing.”
The note made little sense to Armada, given the couple had no children, and Madalena had never been pregnant as far as he was aware. Could they have been talking about something else?
There were no more answers to be had in the letters. Amparo had been careful not to reveal too much, probably believing they would be found someday. Little did he know they would indeed be found after his own gruesome death.
Armada gathered up the letters and stuffed them back into the box, then shoved it back under the bed. There was no reason to leave them lying about should her neighbours decide to come in to clean, or to steal.
For a few minutes, Armada kicked the debris about with his toe, hoping to find something else that might shed a bit of light on Madalena and her motives, but found little else other than expensive clothes, fitted shoes, and slices of jamon that had been ruined by being stomped into the earthen floor by a bloody shoe.
Armada looked over to where Lucas stood by the open door with his back to him.
“It is fine if you are ill, Lucas. No one will blame you for it. Very few people have the stomach for scenes such as these,” Armada said.
“It’s not that, sir. Look.”
Armada went over to see Lucas playing with the large keyed lock on the door and inspecting the door frame.
“It’s the lock, sir. It was open.”
“Yes, I imagine it was.”
“Well, why?”
“What do you mean?”
Lucas ran his hand over the outside edge of the open door. “The door is undamaged, sir. So is the frame. The way Madalena Rodriguez described it, I just pictured the killer kicking the door in and attacking her.”
“As did I.”
“But look, sir. He couldn’t have. The door is fine. So is the doorframe. And when we got here, the lock was unlocked. So either she left the door open the night she got attacked…”
“Or the killer had his own key.”
“It’s the only way he could have gotten in,” Lucas said.
“Could he have picked his way in? I’ve heard of those who are talented enough to do that, sometimes with just a rusty nail.”
Lucas kneeled down and peered into the lock. “Possibly. But I doubt it, sir. Watch.”
Lucas went outside and closed the door behind him. Then a loud clanking sound came from the lock. A moment later, Lucas opened the door again.
“That’s what it would have sounded like,” Lucas said. “And it takes a few minutes to do.”
“She would have heard it quite clearly,” Armada said. “Let’s get back.”
A short while later, Armada and Lucas were back at Jose’s cortijo just as Esmerelda was feeding Madalena a bit of broth. Some colour had now returned to Madalena’s face, but she still appeared dizzy and had trouble standing. Her bandages required constant changing as she was still bleeding. Yet she seemed in good spirits, though she needed constant rest.
“Are you certain you didn’t hear anything before you went to bed? No strange noises from the door?” Armada asked her.
“I live alone. I would have heard something.”
“And you’re sure you locked the door?”
“I always do. I don’t trust those others. Especially Melchora. She’s had her eye on my dresses all year. I wouldn’t put it past her to steal them if she could,” Madalena said as she sipped her broth.
“When you locked the door that night, where did you place your key?” Armada asked.
“Under my pillow, where I always put it.”
“And you’re certain of that?”
“Of course. I’m a very meticulous person when it comes to such things.”
“Is that the only key?”
“No. Amparo had one as well.”
“Where is that key now?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t seen it since he was killed.”
Armada stood, his mind racing. He picked up a glass of cheap brandy that Jose had poured for him and took a swig. The taste was harsh, and burned the back of his throat. It was a poor substitute for his sherry, but it would have to do.
“So, we can be sure you were attacked by the same man who killed Amparo. We have solved the mystery of how he got into your house, but sadly not his identity.”
“No, you haven’t,” Jose said. He’d been standing in the back by the kitchen. He supported himself against the wall with a wobble to his gait, of which only drunkenness could be the cause.
Jose tossed a key to Armada.
“What is this?” Armada said half-heartedly.
“That is a key to my shed.”
“We don’t have time…” Armada began.
“It is one of three copies I made. One for me, one for Esme, and one to keep under a stone in case I lose one. The blacksmiths made them for me. It’s easy.”
Armada felt the key in his hand, turning it over and over in his palm. “A copy, you say.”
Armada turned to Madalena. “Did you ever loan your key out to anyone? For any length of time?”
“No. Never. I keep it on a bit of string round my neck so I don’t lose it.”
“What about Amparo?”
“Not that I know of,” Madalena said. She took a deep breath and lay her head back.
“Think back. This is important,” Armada said. “Did he ever mention anything about losing his key? Or giving it to someone for even a day?”
“I don’t remember,” Madalena said.
“Leave her alone. She needs to rest now,” Esmerelda said as she emerged from the kitchen. She took the bowl of hot broth from Madalena so it wouldn’t spill.
Armada ignored this and kneeled in front of Madalena, whose eyes were beginning to flutter and close.
“This is important, Madalena. Please. The answer lies in there somewhere.”
“Amparo never…oh wait…wait…yes…he did. He loaned it out…once…so they could sleep here one night…wasps…had to get rid of the wasps…took a few days…had to sleep here awhile…it wasn’t a problem…”
“Who? Who slept at your house? Who did Amparo loan his key to?”
“Constable, I’m going to have to insist you leave her…” Esmerelda began.
Armada held up his hand. He was not about to give up now.
“Who was it that Amparo loaned his key to?”
Madalena whispered the name, just as she drifted off to sleep. Armada exchanged a curious look with Lucas, who looked equally perplexed.




Chapter Forty



The journey hadn’t taken long. Armada led the way, with Lucas, Jose, and a reluctant Miguel following behind. Armada was not sure the weapons were necessary. Although Jose looked sober enough now, and he was quite well trained, the sight of him carrying the long barrel of his harquebus still made Armada feel uneasy. He’d argued virulently with the man, but to no avail. Jose was bringing the weapon, like it or not.
And Bresson was on his way. And once he showed up, the case would be halted. Armada couldn’t let that happen: he was so close to bringing this to fruition. The truth had to be exposed, whether it made sense or not.
The men finally arrived at Enrique’s half-sunk wagon on the beach. They wasted little time in approaching.
“Enrique!” Armada shouted as they approached. He didn’t want to startle the man, especially as a posse was coming straight for him and the sight of an armed Jose might jar him into action. If he was the killer, Armada didn’t want to provoke him. Going by the savagery he’d shown Madalena, there would be no limit to how hard he would fight back. And it was more important that Armada speak with him. There were aspects of this case that still didn’t jell, and only Enrique could provide the answers.
The men approached the wagon cautiously, with Armada and Jose up front.
“Enrique! It’s Domingo Armada! I want to speak with you!”
They stared closely at the wagon, looking for any sign of movement inside. The wind was whipping stiffly through their hair, blowing sand and the tufts of weeds. It sent ripples through the patchwork canvas that had been stretched over the top of the wagon, making it hard to tell if anyone was inside, or possibly getting ready to strike.
Armada and Jose moved closer, one small step at a time, toward the rear door. The bit of canvas fluttered, offering glimpses inside the wagon, but there was no sign of Enrique.
“Enrique!”
“If he’s in there, he’s getting ready,” Jose said out of the side of his mouth. “We shouldn’t wait too long.”
“I want him alive.”
“That’s not up to you now,” Jose said. “That’s up to him.”
Jose stepped forward, taking the lead.
“Enrique, if you are in there, I suggest you come out now. Don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be,” Armada shouted.
Jose stepped up to the wagon, harquebus barrel first, then in a flash moved his body so that he was staring into the wagon, ready to fire.
A moment later, Jose lowered his weapon and thrust the canvas door aside.
“He’s not here.”
Everyone relaxed and Armada wasted little time in leaping into the wagon. It was untidy, but it looked like Enrique’s things still remained. Armada’s instincts told him the man had not tried to flee.
“You see anything, sir?” Lucas asked from the open door.
Armada pushed the clothes and blankets aside, looking for anything that might have blood on it. Without some kind of confirmation of what he suspected, he would be stuck.
“I’m afraid not. Damn!” Armada said. He kicked Enrique’s bed out of frustration as he stood, having to bend his head down to keep it from dragging across the top of the wagon.
That’s when he heard it. A scraping sound under the bed. Something metal.
Armada lifted the bed, which was little more than a bit of linen with hay stuffed into it, to find something shiny underneath.
A key. With fresh, shiny scrapes showing it was recently used.
“Is that it, sir?”
“Let me see,” Armada said, gesturing to Lucas. Lucas fished Madalena’s key out of his pocket, which they’d borrowed before they left, and handed it to Armada.
Armada held Madalena’s key up next to Enrique’s. A perfect match. It was indeed Amparo’s key.
“Dios mio,” Jose said, making the sign of the cross over himself. “How did I not see this? All this time, he was walking with the devil...”
Armada kneeled and began searching through the clothes.
“It has to be here then. It has to be…”
Armada poured through Enrique’s clothes, holding them up, then tossing them aside. He searched under the bed again, and searched between the planks of the wagon, looking for any secret compartments or loose boards.
“Where are you hiding it, eh?” Armada mumbled to himself. He knew it was here. There was nowhere else it could be. And if he could find it, it would be all the proof he needed to prove his theory. The key could be argued. All the witness testimony could be argued. But there was one thing that was fool proof.
“What are you looking for, sir?”
Armada didn’t answer Lucas. He’d rather show him.
And there it was. Armada knew it as soon as he grabbed it. The cut, the shape, the colours. They were all exactly as he’d imagined.
Armada tucked it under his arm and leaped outside of the wagon. He walked over to Miguel, letting the dress unfurl in front of him. It caught the wind slightly, but it was still easy to tell it was a dress, made of blue and grey fabric.
“Is this the one, Miguel?” Armada asked. “The one you saw Amparo’s killer wearing? Is this the dress?”
Miguel looked with wide eyes, then nodded.
“Sir…” Lucas said behind him. Armada spun round to find Lucas having with something else. A wig, made of long dirty blond hair.
“We have to find Enrique. And quickly,” Armada said to Jose.
A flash caught Armada’s eyes, and a loud clanking sound erupted at his feet. A set of irons had just landed on the earth in front of him.
Armada spun around to find Bresson approaching slowly on horseback, having thrown the irons from quite a distance. Armada knew it was the type of dramatic touch Bresson always enjoyed, especially if he could catch someone off guard.
“How strange, Armada,” Bresson said as he approached. “I seem to remember locking you in a cell last night. And yet here you are, playing around on the beach.”
“I’m chasing a killer, actually. And if I don’t find him, he’s going to kill again.”
“Looks to me like you found him,” Bresson said, eyeing Miguel. Bresson dismounted his horse and walked over to Miguel.
“What are you doing?”
“Arresting you. For the murder of Amparo Rodriguez,” Bresson said as he put Miguel’s arms behind his back.
“That’s not your killer,” Armada said.
“And this isn’t your case, Armada!” Bresson shouted. Armada could smell brandy on Bresson’s breath. “You’re lucky I don’t hang you and your little puppy for breaking out of prison last night. I’ve hanged people for much less.”
“The killer is Enrique Talavera. I have proof. Irrefutable proof. And if you hang Miguel Guillen while ignoring my evidence, then what you are doing is tantamount to murder!” Armada shouted. “Help me, Bresson. Let’s find the real killer tonight. And if we don’t, then Miguel will still be here. There is nowhere he can run where you can’t find him tonight. You know that. So you win, either way.”
Bresson stared back at Armada and looked as though he was about to lunge at him. No one would have been surprised. But there was hesitation, something Armada had not expected. Could it be Bresson truly had a soul, somewhere down below the black abyss behind his eyes?
Bresson sighed and released Miguel, shoving him forward causing Miguel to stumble. “Why do you have to make things so complicated, Armada? We could have finished this by now. We could be in the tavern, enjoying ourselves, getting drunk and putting this whole sorry town behind us by morning.”
“We will, Arnaud,” Armada said. “As soon as we find Enrique.”




Chapter Forty-One



They began that afternoon. It was Bresson’s idea to form the search party. His usual tracking methods would take too long, he reckoned. He could find Enrique much faster if they flushed him out instead, the way hunting dogs flush out water fowl during a hunt. He, Jose, Miguel, and Lucas would all search every corner of the town, starting from the eastern entrance and pushing west until they ended up at the castle. They would search every house, every garden, every shop, every little corner of Salobreña where a killer might want to hide. Bresson agreed with Armada that Enrique had not yet fled, as he’d left all of his provisions behind. He might have had a little money, but that was all, and hardly enough to get him very far into the wilderness, no matter how resourceful he was. With no clothes, fleeing into the mountains was not an option; he had to still be in town somewhere.
They’d figured out a pattern, with each man taking a different neighbourhood, and set off. Meanwhile, Armada headed for the ayuntamiento to speak with the town council. He wanted to inform them of what was happening and make sure rumours wouldn’t get out of control. The last thing needed was for the people in the pueblo to panic.
But there was another reason Armada wanted them to know. Word would soon reach Pablo Ortega of what was happening. Armada was close to exposing his secret. The entire pueblo, the whole of Andalucía really, would realise what he’d done. There would be nowhere for him to run. Nowhere to hide. Nowhere to start over. He would be ruined; his past finally having caught up with him. Armada wanted Ortega to know that, he wanted the man to sweat and worry, and understand that he would soon have to pay for what he’d done.
After his meeting with the town council, Armada joined the search and the men spent the entirety of the afternoon and evening turning the town over. But as the last rays of sunshine disappeared over the western hills, casting long shadows and finally darkness covered the streets of Salobreña, each man met up in front of the castle—the rendezvous point—and spoke of his failure to encounter anything other than suspicious glares.
The next day it was decided that the delta needed to be searched as well, a much bigger undertaking. Enrique was quite good at living out on the delta, and had done it his whole life. Thankfully, the harvest had made things much easier as it had taken away the cover the cane usually offered. Only a few remaining fields on the outside edges remained to be cut, with much of the centre having already been cut down to the soil.
At daybreak, Armada and Bresson went to the tavern and took on a group of ten labourers who had finished their work for the year, and offered a few coins if they helped out on the search. Now armed with twenty or so men, Armada left it to Bresson to organise the search and soon they were all sweeping across the delta, checking old cortijos, searching trenches, and every tree and bush that a man could conceivably hide behind.
The work was exhausting, as Armada was not made for wandering about in the hot sun. He took it upon himself to search El Peñon, mostly as he knew much of it would be cast in shade, and he found himself back at the cave he’d once hidden in to stay away from Bresson. He marvelled at how things had changed in such a short time.
But by the end of the second evening, they were still no closer to finding Enrique. Darkness was falling again, and most of the men they’d hired were now in the tavern spending their wages. The atmosphere inside quickly turned boisterous as the ale began to bite.
Armada sat in one corner table across from Bresson and Lucas, far removed from the festivities, not wanting to speak to anyone. Seeming to sense this, Bresson sat across from him, reeking of ale and joviality, something it appeared he knew would annoy Armada.
“Come on, Armada,” Bresson said, slapping Armada hard on the shoulder. “We tried, huh? He got away. Even the best trackers lose their prey occasionally. You have to learn to let these things go.”
“Very difficult to do if he kills again,” Armada said, wishing Bresson would go away. But he knew the harder he tried to get the Frenchman to leave, the more he would want to stay. “Especially as I should have seen it. The evidence of his true nature was right in front of me, and I ignored it. This is my fault.”
“What evidence?” Bresson asked. “This isn’t more of your nonsense about everything being in the brain. You think too much, you know that?”
“The bones. That’s what I missed. All those animal bones lined up beside his wagon. They weren’t food. I should have realised. They were animals he caught and killed for sport. For fun. He was feeding his appetite the only way he knew how. It’s why he’s always lived so far outside of town. He doesn’t trust himself around people. His urges are too strong. Enrique knew what he was and took steps to keep himself under control.”
“So why kill Amparo?”
“That is the ultimate question, isn’t it? What was it about Amparo that made him worthy of killing, when for everyone else Enrique stopped himself? I don’t know, but I suspect that I should by now.”
“You should drink, Armada. That’s what drink is for. It helps you let go of such things. You think too much anyway. Come on, more ale for both of us.”
Bresson rose and went to the barman. Armada wondered how Bresson was able to let things go so easily. For him, killing and death were such an accepted part of life, he saw no reason to react to it. And that meant he was never afraid of it, nor did he see the reason behind fighting to stop it. Oddly, this made Bresson good at his post, when he chose to be, and when he was sober enough. Armada suddenly found himself envying Bresson. It meant he rarely, if ever, felt guilty or ashamed. He just cast away bad feelings, or drank until they became lost in a drunken mist. Armada found himself suddenly attracted to such a philosophy.
“Are you all right, sir?” Lucas asked.
“Of course not, Lucas. I don’t like it when they get away from me. Especially when I get so close!”
“I know.”
Lucas stared down at his ale. Armada felt badly. He hadn’t meant to bring up the subject of Lucas’ own parents. But it was unavoidable.
“I’m sorry for Madalena Rodriguez. I’m sorry for Amparo Rodriguez. And I’m sorry…”
“You don’t have to say it, sir.”
“I’m sorry to you, Lucas. I always will be.”
“Can we not talk about it, sir? If you don’t mind.”
“It might help, Lucas,” Armada said.
“I know. It’s just…it’s a bit loud in here.”
“Yes, I understand,” Armada said. He was happy to have a reason not to bring it up again. Lucas wasn’t the only one who would have to reckon with what had happened. Armada found he was also putting it off. And now he would have to someday make his peace with his failure here in Salobreña as well. Armada wondered just how much failure he could deal with before it would finally break him.
“I suppose we should get ready to go back to Granada tomorrow,” Armada said.
“Yes, sir.”
There was shouting and laughter erupting from the bar as Bresson told a joke and slapped a man on the back.
“You sure it wouldn’t help to stay one more day, sir?”
“I very much doubt it, Lucas. Enrique is good at hiding. He’d done it his whole life. We won’t find him until he wants to be found. I can only hope his moral conscience gets the better of him.”
“If he has one, sir,” Lucas said.
“Indeed,” Armada said. “I hate to admit it, but Bresson might be right. There may be nothing left but to join the festivities. The man certainly knows how to cast away the stresses of life.”
“I’m not sure I’m in the mood, sir. I think I’ll just go back to the room and turn in early.”
The doors to the tavern suddenly burst open.
“There’s a fire! Down on the beach!” a man shouted, the very same man who was tasked with watching over the wagon in case Enrique returned. The very same man who undoubtedly had fallen asleep during his duties.
Somehow, Armada knew exactly where the fire was. He was the first one out the door, followed by Lucas and Bresson just a few steps behind. At once, the whole of the tavern came out to see what all the fuss was about.
Armada took a few steps beyond the doors of the tavern and could just see over the rooftops a shining, brilliant orange light erupting from the beach. It lit up the dark, moonless sky, casting a strange light on El Peñon a short distance away.
Armada began to run. Down the road, through the plaza, and down the hill toward the delta, hearing the thundering roar of the feet of the men behind him. Not caring that he couldn’t see the road very well, he ran past Jose’s field, past his cortijo, past the fallow field, and straight to the beach. Then he ran past El Peñon, feeling his lungs burn and starve for air, feeling his heart race faster than it had in years. He felt his feet send shockwaves of pain through his knees and his hips, felt his arms swing wildly through the air, anything that would propel him to go faster.
And upon arriving at the serene little cove, his eyes cast upon the sight that he had been expecting. Enrique Talavera’s wagon, erupting into flames. He had arrived just in time to see the last of the canvas top burn so bright that it hurt his eyes, sending a shower of glowing embers into the sky to catch the wind and blow down the beach. The wagon was now a bonfire as it gobbled up the wooden frame, burning the contents inside in a flash of white and orange light. The flames spread to the surrounding weeds, burning so hot Armada couldn’t get much closer than a few steps and could only watch helplessly with his hand over his forehead to stave off the worst of the intense heat that radiated in every direction. Not even the cool ocean breeze was a help.
Armada choked on the thick plumes of black smoke as he got as close as he could to the wagon, trying to see inside.
Around him, men had begun carrying buckets of ocean water from the sea and heaping it on to the flames. The flames hissed and spat angrily as they poured more and more seawater over them.
The blaze was soon tamed, but the damage had been done. The wagon had burned hot and quickly, leaving little more behind than blackened ashes in the vague outline of what had once been Enrique’s wagon.
“Sir,” Lucas said as he approached from behind. He was carrying a bit of burned wood that still had a flame on the end of it. He offered it to Armada to use as light, as the fires had dimmed now making it difficult to see in the darkness.
The crowd that had worked so hard to put out the fire now crowded around as Armada approached, his burning plank of wood now the only light except for the faint silver from the stars above their heads, which shone so brightly on this clear night that one could make out the cloudy bands of the Milky Way.
Peering into the ashen remains, Armada made out the outline of a body. The smell of burned flesh hit his nose and he covered it to keep from being ill. There were gasps behind him as he showered the light over the body that had been inside.
Much of the flesh on the left side had burned away, leaving large chunks of the charred skeleton to poke out from underneath. Little remained of the clothes or the outer skin, but there was one undamaged bit of the face, on the left, where the victim had tried to turn his head away from the flames, which offered little protection.
From what flesh was left, it was clear who the victim had been.
“Enrique…” Lucas whispered behind him.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. It seems our search has come to an end.”
“You think it was an accident, sir?” Lucas asked.
Armada let his gaze fall over Enrique’s body and stopped at his head, where a large red hole had been punctured into the back of his skull. It was obvious Enrique had been knocked unconscious with something before his wagon was set alight.
“It appears not, Lucas. It seems someone had taken it upon themselves to bring an end to Salobreña’s troubles on their own.”




Chapter Forty-Two



Two days later, Armada sat down on an outcropping at the very end of El Peñon, where it stuck out into the sea like the bow of a ship. From here, when Armada looked due south, for an instant he felt as though there was nothing but him and the sea and the sky. All of the land, the towns and villages, all signs of mankind and his deeds, all of it could be blocked from his view, a reminder that the world was large and that man’s undertakings did not encompass the whole of it. In fact, the longer Armada stared at the distant horizon, the more he got a sense of its vastness and insignificance. Here, where he could see nothing but sea and sky, where he could hear nothing but waves and the squawking of birds nesting in the caves below, where he could smell nothing but seaweed and saltiness, he felt at one with nature. This calmed Armada, and nearly brought him some sense of peace. This place, this connection, had been here all the time. All the while that he’d been chasing a killer, this vastness had existed—patient and waiting—and offering a sense of eternalness that helped to quell his nagging doubts.
But Armada’s mind wouldn’t let things go for long. Soon, the doubts and fears crept their way back in and Armada’s peace was shattered. There was no remedy and Armada felt obliged to turn around and take in the view behind him.
What Armada saw was a landscape that had been scarred by man’s hand. The rock that the town of Salobreña had been built upon was as natural and innocuous as the rock upon which Armada now stood. But on top had been built a castle, an intimidating structure meant to frighten off pirate ships that approached from the sea, hungry for slaves and pillage. The soaring walls, the ramparts, the cannons all pointed out this way. This, which had once been a landscape so serene and peaceful, had been remade into something frightful and violent. For wherever castles stood, wars and sieges soon followed, as well as death. Why was it, Armada wondered, that man seemed so intent on bringing death to wherever he came?
There’s some organ in man that seems to need death. As the heart needs blood, as the lungs need breath.
A passage from Calderón’s Life’s a Dream, and one that seemed particularly apt. It seemed Calderón was as frustrated by his fellow man as was Armada at this moment.
These thoughts led him to think about Enrique Talavera’s fiery death. He had spent the better part of the last two days at the site of the charred remains of Enrique’s wagon. Not much had survived the blaze. Despite this, Armada couldn’t help but pick through what was left. He wasn’t sure what he was searching for, but something within him wouldn’t let him stop looking. There was unfinished business here, questions unanswered. It felt desperate to Armada. He knew that. But nothing else could be done.
His efforts, however, had come to nothing. He had gone over every bit of debris left behind, but hadn’t found anything that could help him understand what had happened. Or why. Sleep was a distant dream now, and he was driving himself mad.
Armada turned toward the horizon, trying to return to the moment of peace he’d stumbled upon. But his mind was too worked up now, going over and over the case, remembering everything he could about Enrique, trying to see what he’d missed.
“Sir?”
Armada was startled by Lucas’ voice from behind.
“Sir, are you all right?”
“Yes, Lucas. Fine,” Armada said without turning around.
“Bresson wanted me to find you. He said he’s ready to go when you are.”
Armada was quiet. Lucas made his way over to the little outcropping with him and sat down, staring out at the horizon.
“He wanted me to tell you it was urgent, sir.”
“Yes, I suspect he did. Although it probably has more to do with wanting to get back and collect his wages. The man has little patience for anything except drink.”
Lucas dragged his toe through the dust, working up courage.
“Do you not want to go home, sir? Everybody in town thinks you’re a hero. You found the killer. They feel safe again.”
“They shouldn’t,” Armada said, standing up and walking just to the edge of the outcropping. It was a precipitous drop to the waves below. “For there is still a killer amongst them.”
“Is there?” Lucas asked. “But I thought it was Enrique that killed Amparo. And tried to kill Madalena. We found physical proof.”
“Does it not bother you, Lucas, that we don’t know why he wanted them dead?”
“Does it matter, sir? We proved who the killer was.”
“Of course it matters!” Armada shouted. “It is the most important aspect of this case! Enrique Talavera had no motivation I can see to kill our two victims. None at all. So, I have to ask—why? Why do it? It is no easy task to murder someone, especially in the manner Enrique did. He looked Amparo right in the face and plunged the knife into his chest. That could not have been easy.”
Armada stared at the horizon again, but it did little to calm him.
“Enrique wasn’t involved in the digging of the canals. He wasn’t there that night. And there is no reason to believe he was even aware of what they’d found that night. Why would Jose tell him? These killings had little to do with Cristina Lopez. And as far as I can tell he had no contact at all with Pablo Ortega, nor any connection to him or his past crimes. So why? Why murder two people like that?”
“We may never know, sir.”
Lucas’ answer cut straight to the heart of what Armada feared most. That he would never know. That Enrique’s motivations were random, and would never make any sense to anyone. Armada wasn’t sure he could live in a world like that. At least with his time in the army, there was some effort made to justify the horrors they enacted upon the people they ended up destroying.
But in cases like this, there was no explanation. And that bothered Armada.
“I can’t leave it at that,” Armada said. “I can’t live in a world where this sort of thing just happens, where I’m not able to spot someone who is capable…”
Armada took a deep breath.
“There is a motivation, Lucas. There is. I can feel it. We just have to find it.”
“Sir, we need to head back to Granada.”
“You are free to do as you wish, Lucas. Especially if it is to do the sensible thing and follow your orders. I, however, still have unfinished business. I refuse to leave this place until this case is resolved to my satisfaction.”
“Sir, are you sure you’re not just…”
But Armada wouldn’t hear anymore. He brushed past Lucas and followed the footpath back down the eastern slope of El Peñon, which quickly took him to the beach, where he began following the road that would lead him into town.
As he began striding up the incline, Armada became aware of another set of footsteps alongside of him. Armada turned to see Lucas.
“I just feel like being a bit immature again, sir.”
Armada smiled.
Soon he and Lucas were back in their room at the inn. He grabbed one of the bags Lucas had packed and pulled out the blue and grey dress inside, as well as the dirty blond wig. Armada didn’t have a good explanation of why he’d kept them. They were evidence, technically, and there was a sense that the case had not yet been resolved. He couldn’t bring himself to give them away. Not yet. Not until it was over. Now he was glad he’d held on to them.
Throwing the dress on the table, Armada considered it.
“What is it, sir?”
“Motivation, as always. In this case, why did Enrique have this dress? Where did it come from? It obviously wasn’t made for him. So who was it made for? And by whom? I imagine if it was stolen, someone would have complained quite loudly. And yet, no one has, which suggests to me it was given to Enrique.”
“He could have bought it, sir.”
“Perhaps, but that would have been quite conspicuous. Everyone in town would have been talking about how the strange man who lives outside of town without a wife was buying a dress. And this would have ruined its use as a disguise.”
Lucas took a closer look at the dress, running his fingers over the stitching. “This dress is expensive, sir. Dyes like these aren’t something peasant women can afford. And the stitching is done by a well-experienced seamstress. Not an amateur just sewing clothes for herself.”
“So this dress was sold?” Armada asked.
“Obviously by someone who does it for a living, sir.”
“Excellent!” Armada said. “Then take this dress to the lavadero, Lucas. Ask the women there if they’ve ever seen anyone in town wearing it. Something tells me a dress of this quality will have stood out in their memory if they have.”
“Yes, sir. What will you do?”
Armada stared at the dress and the wig, tapping the table with his finger.
“Start from the beginning.”




Chapter Forty-Three



Armada entered the main room of the cortijo under the watchful eye of Esmerelda.
“She is still weak. Go easy on her. And when I tell you to go, you go,” Esmerelda had commanded him.
Armada had assured Esmerelda he would not push Madalena too far and was allowed to go inside, where he found her against the back wall, running her hand over a wooden box. It was a small coffin, cobbled together by Jose over the past day, to give Madalena something in which to bury the bones of her mother. They were now safely stored inside, where they would soon be buried.
“Señora Rodriguez…” Armada said, not wanting to startle Madalena.
Madalena turned and looked at him and Armada was surprised at the change in her appearance. She was skinnier, and still looked quite gaunt. One of her arms was wrapped up tight against her body in bandages, and blood was still appearing through them on the back of her shoulder blade where the killer had struck.
“Constable,” Madalena said and gave him a weak smile. She began to cough and Armada helped her into a chair, where she finally managed to get it under control. Armada quickly poured her a glass of water, giving Madalena all the time she needed to drink.
“You should go easy, I’ve been told,” Armada said, glancing toward where Esmerelda was watching them closely. She was distracted by her children in the back, who were running about with sticks and causing a bit of chaos. “You’re still recovering.”
“I’m fine,” Madalena said with a hint of her previous determination. “I’m just happy to have my mother back. It’s been so long. Thank you again, Armada. For giving my family back to me.”
Armada said nothing. He didn’t feel he deserved the praise and thus had no idea how to respond.
“I only wish I could bury her now,” Madalena said.
“Why can’t you?”
“That pastor, that’s why. Ortega’s conspiracies have infected him as much as anyone else. He thinks my mother might have been morisco and says he can’t bury her in the church cemetery. He wants to bury her down on the beach so her soul doesn’t infect this whole…”
Madalena slammed her fist on the coffin. She then seemed to wobble and Armada tried to make sure she wouldn’t fall. But Madalena waved him off. She wanted to stand on her own two feet.
“My mother deserves to be buried here. She was an Old Christian, same as everyone else. She was born here. She died here. Salobreña was her home until that Ortega took it away from her.”
“Tell me what happened,” Armada said. “The night your mother died. How much do you remember?”
“I remember everything! Everything!” Madalena collapsed into a coughing fit again, but refused the water Armada offered.
“Please, don’t strain yourself. I can come back,” Armada said, but Madalena kept on talking. She was not about to stop now.
“I saw it happen. The whole thing. Ortega, and Amparo’s father. They came in the night. My mother had just put me down. I hadn’t yet gone to sleep. I heard them force their way in. I heard my mother’s screams. I heard the accusations. I heard everything. They tried to get her to leave, but she wouldn’t. She said this was her home. Then there was a crash and I peeked out of my bedroom. That’s when I saw Federico hit her with the axe. One blow, that’s all it took. And my world was shattered. And Ortega, he just stood there, worrying about how they were going to bury her.”
Tears streamed down Madalena’s face. “That’s when they saw me. Four years old, shivering in my little nightdress. Ortega said not to worry, my mother was just having a sleep. But I knew what blood was. I knew something was wrong. I think I knew, even back then, that she was dead. And the next thing I knew I was being shipped off to live with strangers in Malaga. Ortega tried to say it was an accident. Told the people in town I would have a nice life with some distant relatives he had in Malaga who couldn’t have a baby of their own. So everyone thought I’d be taken care of and forgot about me.”
Madalena coughed again and winced in pain. Armada could see Esmerelda busy in the back. He had a little more time. And Armada could see Madalena needed this catharsis. She was unburdening herself in a way that she hadn’t done in her whole life. This was why she had come across as so cold and ruthless: to protect the scared, confused four-year-old girl underneath, the one who was still struggling after all these years to make sense of the horrors she’d witnessed.
Armada debated with himself whether to ask the question that had been simmering in the back of his mind. He knew he should leave and let Madalena rest. Continuing to delve into the past now could possibly make her worse. But he had to know.
“So why marry Amparo? Especially knowing what his father had done?”
Madalena smiled at Armada in a way she hadn’t done before, as if he should have already figured out her sordid little tale.
“It was the only way I saw to get revenge. If I married him, I had a legitimate reason to return to Salobreña. I wouldn’t have to reveal who I was. Then I could start figuring out how to make Ortega pay for what he did. Who else except Amparo could relate to that? He felt guilty for what his father had done. I think it ruined him in many ways. So it wasn’t hard to convince him to help me.”
“And that’s why you left everything you had in Malaga.”
“The people raising me were kind, but they had no idea what had happened. They couldn’t understand why, when I got older, that I became so angry, so bitter. I had no friends. People said I was possessed by the devil as I was never nice to anyone I met. How could I tell them what had happened to me? I felt ashamed. They would never understand. That’s why I had to do something to make all this right.”
Armada couldn’t help but pity Madalena. Ortega’s greed had destroyed any hope she’d had of having a normal life. And to have it taken away so young was such a tragedy.
“I see,” Armada said.
“I knew we had to find my mother’s body first. Once we had that, we could blackmail Ortega until he was bled dry. It took years. And all that time we had to pretend to be a happily married couple, as normal as anybody. There were times we wanted to kill each other. But that night they finally found my mother, it made it all worth it. I knew we had Ortega by the throat then.”
“So what went wrong?”
Madalena seemed to be out of breath, but then regained her composure. “I don’t know. Amparo made contact with Ortega, told him what we had and how much it would cost to stay quiet, then he re-buried the bones somewhere where Ortega couldn’t find them. Jose wasn’t happy about it, but it was always part of the plan. The money started coming in, and everything was fine until Amparo was killed.”
“And he hadn’t told you where he re-buried the bones, had he? Hence your reluctant to leave town after he was killed.”
“It wasn’t over. I couldn’t leave until it was over.”
Madalena wiped away the tears on her cheek with her hand, trying to maintain a stern expression. Obviously, she felt none of this was worth crying over now. She wanted to show strength, that she was tough enough to overcome any adversity.
Armada needed a moment to take it all in. He got up, and paced about the room, trying to fill in all the missing links.
But there was something that still puzzled him.
“Did Enrique know any of this? Did he know who you were? Or what Amparo was up to?”
“I rarely spoke to the man. Or ever saw him, really. He was just someone Amparo worked with. I don’t think Amparo told him anything.”             
“Did he ever have a dispute with Amparo? Did you ever see them argue?”
“No. There was one time when Amparo let Enrique stay here because he had wasps in his wagon. He only slept in our house a night or two, and then he was gone. We barely noticed him while he was here.”
“Were there any rumours going around about his behaviour? Anything odd?”
“I’m sorry, Constable. Enrique just wasn’t a part of our lives.”
“That’s what’s so odd,” Armada said. “He isn’t a part of anyone’s lives, nor a part of this story. So why…”
Armada saw that Madalena had sat down again, looking fatigued. She would fall asleep soon.
Esmerelda came into the room. “I think it’s time you left her alone, Constable. She needs her rest.”
Armada sighed. “Yes, thank you, Señora Rodriguez. For everything. I’m sorry this all had to end up…well…”
Armada realised his words would be of little comfort to Madalena now, after everything she’d been through. It seemed insulting to continue.
“I hope you feel better soon,” was all Armada could say, as he moved toward the door.
“Armada…” Madalena said, slurring her words as she began to drift off into sleep. “The blacksmiths…Amparo said he saw Enrique up there sometimes…loved horseshoes, maybe? Don’t know…Amparo said…”
With that, Madalena had fallen asleep, and Armada left the cortijo smiling. Horseshoes, indeed! He bounded up the hill two steps at a time, feeling like he was finally getting close to the answer.




Chapter Forty-Four



Lucas wasn’t having much luck. He sat aside from the little pool, watching as groups of wives came and went, scrubbing their washing in the water while they chatted on about the case and the silly rumours that now swirled around it. By now, Lucas had heard them all: Enrique was an angel here to punish sinners; he was secretly working for the Inquisition; he was a hidden part of this family or that, depending on whose family was being vilified; and, lastly, that Enrique was the devil himself.
Two hours after arriving at the lavadero, Lucas was feeling like he was wasting his time. He showed the dress to everyone who arrived and no one recognised it. It was as if the dress had appeared out of thin air.
It was getting toward afternoon when Lucas finally left. Siesta time had begun and the lavadero was emptying out as the wives were leaving the last of their washing for early evening, when the heat would again subside. Lucas felt the hot sun on his skin and saw it starting to turn red, a sure sign that it was time to head for shade. He hated to disappoint Armada. He knew how much the old man wanted this and how much he’d sacrificed for this case.
Lucas rolled up the dress under his arm and headed back toward the room at the inn. From the road, he could see Armada had already returned and was sitting solemnly at the window, gazing out into the clear blue sky. The smoke from the delta had mostly cleared and all of Salobreña now seemed especially clean and vibrant. Gone was the grey and black haze that coated everything, that gave the air a burning wood smell, and that burned his eyes as he walked. Now, he could see things much more clearly. The white plaster of the houses and walls seemed to gleam, the flowers hanging from pots and trellises shining brightly with vivid reds, yellows, oranges and purples.
Inside, Lucas expected the worst. Armada would probably already be in a bad mood from not having found anything, and Lucas would only make it worse.
He stepped inside the room and the first thing he noticed was the sherry barrel set up in the corner. It was fresh, just purchased from the tavern. That was a surprise. He looked over at Armada, who bounded up to his feet, holding a freshly-poured glass.
“Ah, Lucas,” Armada said cheerily. “There you are. How did you get on at the lavadero?”
“I’m sorry, sir. No one recognised the dress.”
“Yes, I suspected so,” Armada said, taking another sip of sherry. Armada seemed in a chipper mood, despite their setbacks. Lucas couldn’t tell if it was only because of the alcohol. It didn’t matter. He was happy to see that the old man had sprung back to life.
“How did you get on, sir?”
“We can speak along the way, Lucas. Come along. I need to show that dress to one more person before we give up on this.”
Lucas was suddenly racing to keep up with Armada, who was crossing into Albaycín with large strides.
“Did you find something, sir?”
“I most certainly did. It seems Enrique Talavera enjoyed going to the blacksmiths on the Medina quite a lot while he was alive. And it wasn’t for horseshoes, I can tell you that.”
“No?”
“I think he was much more interested in the gambling den. It seems he was a frequent visitor there, which explains why he’d never been able to afford a house of his own. Apparently, the day after Amparo’s murder he went there with quite a lot of money and spent hours gambling it all away. A hundred reales, possibly more.”
“A hundred reales?” Lucas asked. He’d never seen that much money in his life. “How did Enrique get that much?”
“A very good question, Lucas. Very good indeed! It is what I’ve been pondering all afternoon. And yet the answer was staring me in the face this whole time.”
Armada paused a moment, giving Lucas a moment to figure it out for himself. Lucas never did. He failed this test every time and wondered why the old man kept testing him like this.
“I don’t know, sir.”
“Think, Lucas! What is the one thing Enrique could have done that someone would want to pay him for?”
“He was paid to kill Amparo?”
“And Madalena too, I suspect,” Armada said. “Suddenly this all makes sense! He was the perfect killer because he had no motivation to do the killings. It was why I couldn’t see it!”
Lucas stumbled along, trying to keep up with Armada as they walked along.
“Now, assuming Enrique was paid the same for both killings, that means it couldn’t have been someone poor. No, this would be someone with means who had the money to pay him. And someone with enough authority to make sure he would keep his mouth shut about what he’d done. Which he did quite effectively, I might add. But it leads us to the real question—who would be motivated to hire Enrique to do such dastardly things? Who is rich enough?”
Another pause. This time Lucas’ mind jumped to the conclusion quick enough to answer. “Ortega, sir. You’re saying Pablo Ortega hired Enrique?”
Armada shook his head. “I was tempted to think that too. But it doesn’t make sense. For Cristina Lopez, he went there himself. It was intended to be a spectacle. He was there to put on a show as much as get rid of Cristina Lopez. Nothing about it was hidden or discreet. And yet this one was done very differently. Disguises, and hiring of an assassin, all actions taken by someone who wishes to remain in the shadows. Not Pablo Ortega’s style. No, I have another idea of whom it might be…”
Lucas was now confused. It seemed so obvious.
“Who, sir?”
“We’ve been trying so hard to see a connection with Ortega where there isn’t one. Our real culprit has been standing so close to use, we couldn’t see them! Who is someone who is rich and just as motivated as Pablo Ortega? But who isn’t Pablo Ortega?”
Armada left the answer open as they reached a road where many of the town councillors had their homes.
“I don’t understand, sir.”
“You soon will, Lucas. I promise you. But first, I need to prove that I am right. I don’t want to do anything unless I am certain. And to do that, I need you to ask a question of any of the wives on the street who are available.”
“Of course, sir.”
Armada took the dress and looked it over, holding it in his hand and smiling.
“Then let’s get this over with.”




Chapter Forty-Five



Everywhere was fire and smoke. As if the whole of the forest were burning around him. There was death everywhere he looked. Bodies of natives having been left where they’d fallen, filling the air with the smell of putrid flesh.
Everywhere screaming.
Fear.
And Death.
Armada opened his eyes, focusing on the fresh sea air that was now filling his lungs as he walked. He was by the bell tower now, entering into El Brocal on his way to the Albaycín neighbourhood, hopefully for what would be the last time. The memory dissipated on its own. It had come with warning, as Armada strode through El Brocal on his way to Albaycín. His hand had begun to tremble and Armada simply let the memory wash over him, like a wave washing over a beach. And like a wave, it washed back out again. Its power to overwhelm him had diminished somehow. He wondered if perhaps fighting it had been the wrong tactic. Perhaps he should let the past intrude upon the present sometimes, to release the tension. The horrors of it were still crippling, and they would always be, but it also brought him some degree of perspective on his past.
He had Lucas to thank for that. Armada found himself admiring the boy. Somehow, Lucas had something to teach him after all. Armada wondered how Lucas would have handled being in the Spanish army, deep in the Andes mountains and depending on his own men so heavily for survival, during those fateful years. Would he have thought to question the orders he was given the way he did so casually with Armada? Lucas seemed to have an inner sense of morality that Armada had not possessed back then. Armada’s morality was something he had built himself over many years of confusion. The man he’d started out being was so different than who he was now. And yet in Lucas, his moral centre seemed perfectly formed almost from the start, despite the horrors he’d witnessed over his parents.
“Are you ready for this, Lucas?” Armada asked, glancing at the boy who was half a step behind him.
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said with a smile. “Thanks for letting me come.”
Armada still wasn’t sure he should have, but the boy had assured him he was ready. And after everything that had happened, Armada felt he owed it to Lucas. The boy had been through so much for this case. He deserved to be here for this.
Armada and Lucas crossed through Albaycín on their way to a door he had come to know well. He stood outside and announced his arrival through it, ready to barge his way in if needed.
It wasn’t necessary, however, as the finely cut oak door swung open to a very irate-looking Pablo Ortega.
“Armada…what are you doing here? What is this?” Ortega asked, glancing behind Armada. The sun had gone down, leaving behind only an orange glow in the sky, which was just enough to light up several of the men who had come here along with Armada. Lucas was a few steps behind, as well as some of the men who had helped out with the search for Enrique.
“I’ve come to make an arrest,” Armada said, stepping into the house.
“You have no right to arrest me. I’m alcalde! And I’m innocent! If you don’t leave…”
“I didn’t say I was here to arrest you, alcalde,” Armada said. He pushed his way past Pablo and went into the house. Toward the back of the front room, sitting in a chair by the fire that was blazing away in the fireplace, was Ines Ortega. Clad in a dressing gown, she now pulled it tight around herself, despite the many layers of clothing she wore underneath. She stood, dropping the book she’d been reading by the firelight, and glared at Armada.
“Can I help you, Constable?”
“I’ve come to return something to you,” Armada said calmly, and threw the blue and grey dress he’d brought on to the chair where Ines had been sitting.
Ines stared at it, saying nothing.
“It’s yours, isn’t it?”
“I don’t think so, no,” Ines said calmly.
“Are you sure? Because you’ve been seen on several occasions wearing it to social functions with the wives of the other councilmembers. We asked around town on our way here. It’s quite a unique dress, and therefore well-remembered. It’s expensive, the kind you only wear to the most important of dinner parties, which explains why none of the other women in town have seen it. And also why it made such a perfect disguise when you gave it, along with a blond wig, to Enrique Talavera.”
“I’m afraid you have it all wrong. Pablo?”
Armada glanced at Ortega, standing quietly by the front door. Many husbands would have thrown themselves at Armada to defend their wives, or at least taken the blame for what they did. But to no one’s surprise, Ortega said nothing. If his wife was going down for murder, he showed he would do nothing to get in the way. As long as he wasn’t going down with her.
“You must have hated how they were blackmailing your husband,” Armada continued as Ines’ expression began to sour. “Watching your wealth drain away like that. And Pablo didn’t seem to know what to do,” Armada said. “So you took it upon yourself to deal with the problem. Otherwise, you would end up penniless, wouldn’t you? A hidalgo, with titles and status, but no wealth to speak of.”
Armada picked up the dress again and held it toward Ines.
“So you hired Enrique Talavera to kill Amparo Rodriguez. Somehow, you knew what he was, what he was capable of. And just in case he was seen doing your dirty work, you gave him this dress and wig to wear. No one would believe it was you. You were in Motril that day, as you always were on that day. So people would naturally think it was Madalena. The Brotherhood would come and hang her, and your problems with money would be over.”
Armada looked over at Ortega again. He had turned a pale white, all the colour draining from his face. He stood absolutely still against the back wall, not making a sound.
“Tell me, Señora, were you aware of why Amparo Rodriguez was blackmailing your husband? Do you know who Madalena Rodriguez really was? Or her mother?”
Ines glanced at Ortega, glaring at him, pleading with her eyes for him to say something. But Ortega said nothing, shrinking ever more into the wall.
“Of course I knew,” Ines said. She was clenching her teeth, but not at Armada. At her husband. “Pablo’s too much of a coward to keep anything from me. I knew what he did to that morisco whore long before I ever married him. I’m no fool.”
Ines sat back in her chair, placing the open novel on her knee. She was relaxed and trying to show Armada that. Her every move was practiced and graceful, meant to be seen and interpreted. She did nothing that wasn’t for show, even in the tiniest of movements. She smiled warmly at Armada, as if he’d just arrived for a dinner party, or was an old friend she was happy to see. She folded her hands in her lap and looked very comfortable next to the fire.
“How did you know Enrique would be willing to kill for you? It must have been quite a risk just to ask him.”
Ines let the side of her lip curl, letting her sense of triumph shine through for a moment. “I’ve always known, ever since he was a boy and started killing whatever little animals he could find just for the fun of it. That isn’t something you just grow out of.”
Armada thought of the scattered animal bones next to Enrique’s wagon and the guilt stabbed him in the gut. If only he’d realised sooner.
“It wasn’t hard to convince him,” Ines continued. “Just the vague promise of new wheels for his wagon was all it took, so he could leave this place and go where no one knew him.”
“So why kill him ultimately?” Armada asked. “I can understand trying to kill Madalena. But why Enrique as well?”
“He lied. He told me he took care of Madalena, and he hadn’t. And he let me pay him anyway. That couldn’t stand. My honour was at stake. I’m not to be taken for a fool.”
“So you beat him on the head with a stone? Is that how you did it?” Lucas asked. Armada would have preferred that question not be uttered. How she did it was unimportant and it would give her the chance to boast. He had hoped to keep the conversation focused on how guilty she might have felt.
“Enrique came to the house, actually. Said you were looking for him. He was quite scared. He wanted money from me so he could flee. I told him I’d meet him down at his wagon and give him what he wanted. What I gave him instead was a beating over the head when his back was turned with the spoke from one of his wagon’s wheels. Then I set that ghastly thing alight. Cleaned up two pieces of trash at once from our beautiful town.”
Ines confessed with an ease of a hostess, as if she were relating a funny anecdote regarding a recent trip to Madrid. One could almost forget she was talking about cold-blooded murder.
“How did it feel to kill Enrique?” Armada asked. “The other two, you hired someone else to do it. No need to get your hands dirty. But Enrique, you watched him die with your own eyes. Did you feel nothing?”
Ines took in a long breath. “It’s not my job, Constable. That’s for my husband to worry about. We both have our little roles in this marriage. My husband is the showman, the loutish bore who can rile up the emotions of everyone in town, speak to their hate, their anger, their morality, and mould it into whatever we need it to be. My job is to do the dirty work. To quietly remove the obstacles that stand in our way in a manner that is not distasteful to anyone. It’s how things have always worked in civilized society and thus far, Constable, I don’t see anyone but you having a problem with it.”
Armada rose to his feet, as if he were about to go. “Then it is a good thing my opinion is the only one that counts.”
Armada grabbed the irons Lucas had been holding and held them up.
“I wasn’t going to use these, but I feel they are warranted now. Ines Ortega, I am arresting you for the murders of Amparo Rodriguez and Enrique Talavera and for your attempt to murder Madalena Rodriguez.”
“Is this really necessary?” Ortega said.
“Yes,” Armada said. “And you shouldn’t tempt me to clasp them on you as well. For it was to protect her that you were very nearly responsible for the death of another man—Miguel Guillen, an innocent man who has been to hell and back because of you.”
Armada made sure the irons were on tight.
“How could you, Ines?” Ortega said feebly. “Armada, I had no idea what she was doing. You have to believe me.”
Armada gestured for Ines to walk ahead of him outside, where his prisoner transport cart was waiting, as well as a group of neighbours wanting to see what all the excitement was about.
“Lucas,” Armada said.
“Yes, sir.” Lucas pulled out a second set of chains.
“What’s this?” Ortega asked. “You can’t be thinking…”
“Pablo Ortega, it gives me pleasure to arrest you for the murder of Cristina Lopez.”
Ortega’s eyes went wide with fear. He was sweating now, the most powerful man in Salobreña, a man who had been a paragon of power and influence. And now here he was, no different from a mouse chased into a corner by a cat.
“I don’t know who that is,” Ortega declared, as if he were already standing in front of a judge.
Armada suppressed the urge to hit the man for attempting to lie his way out of a situation once again. All he could think of was Madalena’s tears when she had finally told him about her and Amparo Rodriguez. Two innocent children, forced to spend their lives dealing with the consequences of this man’s greed.
Armada leaned in close, his words only for Ortega’s ears. “Then I suggest you find out. Because for the rest of your life, her name will forever be associated with yours. History will not record your wealth, nor your power, nor your status, nor any of the other things that you believe are so important. You will only be remembered as the killer of an innocent woman. Nothing more. I will make sure of it.”
Armada marched Ortega out the door, where Bresson and a crowd of people with torches to light the way were waiting. Ines had already been loaded into the iron cage of the cart and now her husband was pushed inside along with her. Gasps and whispers filled the air as Armada and Lucas hopped on top of the cart.
Lucas grabbed the reins, and they left Albaycín for the last time, with Bresson on horseback behind them.




Chapter Forty-Six



It was quite late by the time Armada got back to Jose’s cortijo. Despite the excitement that was now filling the town as the news of the arrest of their alcalde began to spread, it was quiet down on the delta. Only the sound of the waves on the shore could be heard, a far off distant hush that seemed almost in sync with the gentle breeze that blew over the land in small gusts.
Armada entered the cortijo to find everyone had gone to bed. The bedroom door where Esmerelda and her son and daughter were was closed, with several piles of children’s clothes just outside where they’d been dressed for the night. The door to the back shed was unlocked and open, and Armada could see Jose’s foot sticking out. He’d cobbled together a makeshift bed from the hay inside and was now snoozing away. Although he was not yet back with his wife, he was at least allowed to stay in the room next door. There was hope yet for Jose’s family, even if it did look a bit silly at the moment. Most marriages did at some point, Armada knew.
But Armada had not returned here to speak to the Padillas. He crossed over to a couch where Madalena was softly breathing. She was lying on her back awkwardly, her head propped up on a pillow. She’d once been wrapped up in a thick blanket which had now fallen on the floor, and now only a thin sheet protected her broken body from the wind that was blowing in under the patio roof.
Armada quietly picked up the heavy blanket and was about to place it back over Madalena’s body when he saw her eyes had opened.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” Armada whispered.
“I wasn’t sleeping,” Madalena said. She heaved a long sigh. Her voice was gravelly, her eyes red and puffy. The colour had not yet returned to her face and it seemed painful for her to move.
“How are you feeling?” Armada asked.
“I feel nothing. I can’t. I don’t dare.”
Armada noticed a plate of food and some water sitting on the floor next to her, food that had been left there for some time. But it was untouched.
“It might be because you are cold. Please, let me put this on you,” Armada said. He placed the heavy blanket over Madalena, who did not resist.
“I have some news that might help,” Armada said, crouching down on the floor next to her. “I have arrested Pablo Ortega tonight. I’m charging him for the murder of your mother.”
“What?”
Although the moon was only a sliver, the clear sky and bright stars seemed to light up the landscape in its absence. Armada found he could clearly see the outlines of Madalena’s face, a face that was now staring at him with hope.
“Ortega and his wife, who was the real mastermind. I’m taking them back to Granada tomorrow, where they will face the consequences for what they have done. All their possessions and wealth will be confiscated, and Ortega will of course lose his position. And my guess is that they both will eventually hang for their crimes.”
Madalena’s breathing quickened and she stared out at the night sky, her eyes becoming shiny with tears.
“More importantly, before I leave tomorrow, I will make sure everyone in town knows the truth. The truth of who your mother was, of what happened to you, what happened to Amparo, and all that Pablo Ortega did. It will all come out.”
Madalena was now crying. Armada comforted her, moving closer, and letting her rest her head on his shoulder. The cries became sobs now, her entire body convulsing, as she finally let out the pain she had been feeling for so long. It flowed out of her body, and into the room, into Armada, and out into the night sky. Wave after wave it came, everything that Madalena had kept bottled up and hidden for so long, all came rushing to the surface so fast that she couldn’t contain it. And for the first time in so many years, Madalena didn’t have to hide any of it. Here, curled up on Armada’s chest, was his first glimpse at the real Madalena Lopez.
She wept as though she were that frightened young girl again, reliving that fateful night, and watching her mother get taken from her. Armada understood. It must have felt as though the real Madalena Lopez died that night too, with only the twisted, blackened remains of her soul left behind. A soul that knew it could never be a normal person. Armada had felt that during his return voyage to Spain all those years ago and wished he could sob along with her. But his own soul had hardened too much for that.
Madalena sobbed until she had nothing left, and soon the strength had drained from her body.
“Thank you, Constable.”
“Domingo. My name is Domingo.”
“Mine is Celestina,” Madalena said and smiled, the light still reflecting off the tears that stained her cheeks. “I’m am so very tired. I need to sleep.”
“Of course,” Armada said. “I will see you in the morning.”
The next morning, Armada woke to a scream. He sat up, his back sore from having slept on a hard bench in the corner of the cortijo, just a short distance away from Madalena. Although his help wasn’t necessarily needed as Esmerelda was there to watch over her, he still had felt compelled to stay close.
Armada sat up to the sound of sobs coming from Madalena’s direction and he turned to see Jose, Miguel, and Esmerelda all standing around Madalena with shocked and saddened expressions.
It was clear Madalena had passed away. Her eyes, now lifeless, gazing up at the ceiling, still wrapped up in the warm blanket Armada had given her. Esmerelda stood a short distance away holding her hand to her mouth while Jose pulled his two children away, who tried to catch a look at the body.
Armada sat on the couch next to Madalena and gently closed her eyes.
Over the next few days, Armada worked to fulfil the promise he’d made to Madalena and began with a long conversation with the pastor. After a bit of convincing, it was decided, and Armada was able to post an announcement that the joint funeral of Cristina and Celestina Lopez would be held the next day at midday. There were people in town who had no idea who either of them were, but it was well known they were somehow connected to all the excitement that had happened recently.
The next day, the pastor told Armada that he’d never seen the church so full. It was as if every man, woman, and child had showed up. The pews had filled quickly, and the standing room against the back walls was gone as well. Even the old men, who generally milled about outside during mass, now arched their heads over the parishioners who crowded the doors, as Armada began to address the crowd.
He thanked them for coming, and then relayed the whole story, leaving out only a few of the more gruesome details. Many in town knew bits and pieces, but few knew the whole story. It seemed an odd thing to do, as Armada generally didn’t take the time to fill in everyone about what had transpired during a case. But this was personal. It was what Madalena had wanted. It was what she had lived the last week of her life for. And he wasn’t about to let her down.
When Armada finished, the pastor then began the service. Armada realised that this service wasn’t for him, it was for Salobreña. It was for a pueblo beginning the long hard process of healing. Armada slipped out a side door and found himself alone in the courtyard, under the shade of the two olive trees.
He had never experienced such stillness. A deathly silence had fallen over the town, completely emptied of its residents, nearly every last one of whom was now inside the church. There were no fires in the delta, no one in the plaza, no one in the streets. But this wasn’t the first time Salobreña had been this quiet. The last time, undoubtedly, was after the Moors had been expelled, centuries ago. Salobreña had been completely emptied of people for a time, a ghost town left to rot for fear of the Muslims who once lived here helping to reclaim it in the name of Al-Andalus, the Moorish kingdom it had once been.
But no reinforcements ever came, and soon the Catholic Monarchs saw fit to repopulate the town with Catholic settlers, selling off the vast tracts of sugar cane on the delta left behind by the Moorish farmers to anyone wealthy enough to buy them. And thus Salobreña came to life again, reinvented, with every sign of its Moorish roots buried and forgotten. Just as it probably would again now that the Ortegas were gone.
Armada realized that Lucas was standing behind him.
“It’s a nice service, sir. You don’t want to hear it?”
“The service is for the pueblo, Lucas. Not for you nor for me. It seemed rude somehow to be there. As if I were peeking in through a window I shouldn’t be.”
“I felt it too, sir.”
The two men stood on the edge of the courtyard, which offered a view of the entire north side of town, a random jumble of rooftops made of clay tiles that all overlooked the delta and the green mountains beyond. With the smoke now cleared, Armada had never seen the colours this vivid.
“At least it was one promise I was able to fulfil.”
“Yes, sir.”
Armada couldn’t bear to bring himself to face Lucas. The boy was smart, he obviously knew what Armada was referring to. He hated bringing it up. It felt so uncomfortable. So many cases, and yet there was always one he couldn’t speak about with Lucas. The one that was too close to home.
“You do know, Lucas, that… well…when it comes to your…parents…”
“It’s all right.”
“I just wanted to say, Lucas, I…” But the words wouldn’t come. And Armada was feeling awkward now, and he could see the boy was too.
“Maybe we should go back inside, sir. I’m sure it’s fine if we…”
“Now wait a minute, Lucas. Wait,” Armada said, grabbing the boy’s arms. “This is important. I…”
Armada sighed. It all suddenly sounded so empty. But something inside told him to say it anyway.
“I just wanted to say…well…I haven’t given up. Your case, I mean. It’s not over.”
Lucas stared at the ground. Armada knew that Lucas carried around a lot of emotions, emotions he had never spoken about to Armada. The boy probably didn’t trust him to understand. Perhaps he wouldn’t. He certainly had never pressed the issue. In fact, the two of them usually avoided it altogether. But the events of the recent weeks had made this necessary somehow.
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said. But the way he said it, there was obviously so much more that remained unsaid. Armada wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to hear it.
Armada then looked back out over the town, his body announcing he was through talking about it.
“Perhaps we should go back in, Lucas. I think I’ve had enough of the view.”
“Yes, sir.”
And the two of them went back inside.
After the ceremony let out, Miguel found himself alone in a sea of people. He wasn’t sure he’d wanted to go to the church. He mostly dreamed of returning home, putting the whole ugly affair behind him. He missed his parents and his home village. Being somewhere that didn’t have a castle on the hill. He never wanted to see another castle as long as he lived. Armada had been kind enough to give him a bit of money, enough to return home on. He’d only stuck around to see the funeral, to hear the whole story the same as the rest of the town. It had been curiosity. But now that he knew everything, he wished he didn’t know. He wished he’d never left his hometown and promised himself once he got home that he would stay put.
The courtyard filled with people and buzzed with excitement. Now that everyone knew all the details of the case, there was so much to discuss. Opinions and theories and conspiracies were traded around like currencies. Miguel pushed his way through the crowd toward the front of the church where it joined up with the road when he felt a hand on his shoulder.
Miguel turned to see Jose smiling at him. Esmerelda was also there, along with the two children, and they were all dressed in their finest clothes as if it were Sunday mass. But it was only Tuesday. It was a very strange day.
“Miguel, you’re not leaving, are you?”
“I want to go home.”
“Come back to the cortijo with us. We’re all having a drink to Madalena.”
Miguel shook his head. “No, I’m a bit tired.”
“Come on, come back with us. Then you can leave. I’ll even give you a ride to the other side of the delta,” Jose said.
It was tempting, as it would be a long walk back to his hometown. But the thought of being around everyone was too much for Miguel now. He’d been having strange conversations all day with people he didn’t know coming up to him, apologising. He wasn’t sure for what, but many had invited him into their homes, wanting to know more about what Armada was going to say at the ceremony. Miguel knew they were angling for inside information, wanting to know just a bit more about the murders than their neighbours. He knew how that worked and he didn’t want to get involved. Besides, he didn’t know much more than Armada could tell them anyway. He’d been in the dark about what was happening for most of it.
“Leave him be, Jose,” Esmerelda told her husband. “If he doesn’t want to come back with us, that’s all right.”
“Miguel, don’t be silly. You shouldn’t even be leaving town at all. I can still use you. You’re a good worker, and I need someone to help me. I’m thinking of pulling up the sugar cane and growing something else next year. Vegetables, maybe. I hear the price of potatoes is going to go up in the next few years.”
As Jose talked and Esmerelda argued with him, Miguel suddenly caught the eye of Francesca, the woman from long ago that he’d met at the lavadero. He hadn’t seen her since the whole incident had happened. But she had lost none of her beauty. It was as though she shone just a bit brighter than everyone around her. He had dreamed of talking to her again, but never dared hope it would actually happen.
Now she was just a few steps away. She was real, not a fantasy meant to keep him going through those long, dark days in the castle when he thought his life was about to end.
Then Francesca caught him looking at her. She did little to hide her interest. She was with her parents, who were too busy talking excitedly to their friends to notice that she had left.
Francesca began walking toward Miguel and he suddenly had the urge to run away. He wasn’t ready for this. What would he say? Was she coming over to slap him in the face? What did she think of him after all that had happened?
“I have to go,” Miguel told Jose and turned away from him. Jose tried to follow but Esmerelda stopped him and their conversation became an argument.
“Miguel.”
Miguel had heard his name being called; he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t. He turned around to see Francesca.
“It’s Francesca. Do you remember me?”
“Um…yes…” Miguel said. His entire body had gone rigid.
“I wanted to apologise to you. The way I treated you when we last spoke. It was—”
“It’s all right.”
“No, it isn’t. It was abhorrent. I see that now. It was my parents. They told me all these horrible things about moriscos and I guess I got frightened and…none of that is a good excuse. I should have been nicer. I shouldn’t have assumed you would be as horrible as all that.”
Miguel felt a joy erupting in his heart. She hadn’t hated him after all. In fact, she was apologising to him. That meant she respected him. It was all he’d ever wanted.
“Can we sit down? It’s very hot out here,” Francesca said. She grasped Miguel’s hand and pulled him over toward the wall that bordered the church courtyard, just on the outer edge of the shade.
Miguel felt Francesca’s hand in his. It was the first time, and it thrilled him. Now he didn’t want to go home. Not as long as she was here. What a confusing day this was.
Francesca sat and Miguel joined her.
“Miguel, I wish none of this had happened. You didn’t deserve…”
“Francesca, stand up right now!”
Miguel and Francesca looked up to see the contemptuous eyes of her mother glaring at them.
“Mother, he isn’t…”
“I don’t care. Francesca, stand up. If you want to marry, you can’t be seen talking to a man like that…”
“I want to talk to him, Mother.”
“Francesca, don’t question your mother.”
Miguel could see Francesca beginning to submit to her mother, just as she had in the past. There was something in her eyes that told him Francesca was about to stand up and walk away, just as she had at the lavadero. And it would all be over once again. Perhaps, this time, forever. And there was nothing he could do about it.
Or perhaps there was something he could do. It was another one of those decisions where it wasn’t clear whether it was right or wrong. The only thing that was clear was what he wanted.
Miguel rose to his feet and looked Francesca’s mother in the eyes.
“It’s all right,” Miguel said calmly. “I won’t hurt her. I like her. And I just want to talk to her. That’s all. And you were wrong before, about what I am. I’m a Catholic. I’ve always been a Catholic, my family has always been Catholic. People in town just said I was a morisco, but they didn’t know me. You had it all wrong.”
Francesca was suddenly standing too, just behind him.
“I’m not going,” Francesca said. She didn’t move, even as her mother moved closer, threatening to grab her by the arm and pull her away. But there was a conviction in Francesca’s voice, something Miguel had never heard before. And neither had her mother, given her shocked reaction.
Francesca’s mother glared daggers at Miguel, then slowly moved off, joining her husband and pretending as if nothing was wrong.
The lightness returned to Francesca’s face.
“I can’t believe I just did that!” she whispered to Miguel with a smile. “I’ve never done that before.”
“Never?”
Francesca giggled.
“I’ve never done that with my mother,” Miguel said. “But she lets me talk to whomever I want.”
“Tell me about her,” Francesca said.
And Miguel did. And they kept talking, and soon the crowd around them slowly dissipated and drifted away. But Miguel didn’t notice. He was willing to sit next to Francesca for the rest of his life, and he no longer thought at all about going home.




Chapter Forty-Seven



A week later, Lucas nodded at the alguacil who stood watch at the door of the corral. He was a broad-shouldered man with a large moustache and could be very intimidating to those trying to get in to see the play without paying. He’d heard every excuse imaginable over the past few years and was resolute in his conviction that absolutely no one could get in for free.
Except Lucas, of course. Given how often Armada came to see plays here, it was quite common to see Lucas come to get him. For Lucas rarely ever came for the productions. He was more showing up to give messages to Armada, or to run errands, and as such was given free access to come and go through the theatre’s doors almost as he pleased. For the owner knew Armada was a frequent customer, and always paid for his ticket, and was eager to keep him happy.
Lucas walked in through the door in the back to find on the other side of the corral, the actors were on stage. Lucas regarded their costumes as silly, all oversized hats, bejewelled capes, and dresses so large the actresses could barely walk in them. Despite almost shouting their lines, they could barely be heard back here, especially as most of the men in the audience were busy talking amongst themselves, giving the back part of the theatre the feeling of a noisy tavern rather than a play.
Pushing his way past these men, forced to stand as they had paid the least amount for their entry, Lucas moved toward the middle of the theatre, where long wooden benches had been provided. Here, the men were able to sit and were close enough to the actors to occasionally pick up a bit of dialogue. There were still many other conversations going on amongst themselves, and occasionally one of them heckled the actors on stage, who were experienced enough not to let this sort of thing break their concentration.
Lucas delved further toward the stage, passing the large fenced-off seating area to his left, where the women were required to sit. They watched the play quietly, speaking little to each other and remaining in their seats in stark contrast to the men. This was an illusion, however. Lucas knew from experience that when the interlude came, and the jester appeared to sing a silly song and do his silly dance, it was the women who would quickly become the loudest and least behaved of the whole theatre, especially if the jester was well known.
But for now, they remained quiet and considerate of the production in front of them. Lucas pushed past them, down toward the very front of the audience. Here, in the front rows, sat those who truly appreciated the theatre. These men were quiet and stoic, focusing on the actors and their movements, ignoring the din of noise behind them. These were the men who waited patiently for the interludes to be over, anxious to get back to the play, very much unlike the rest of the audience.
And there in the front row sat Armada, taking in the play with a quiet serenity. Lucas was aware that this was a play Armada knew well—Life’s a Dream, one of Calderón’s most famous works and one Armada was always quoting. Lucas had little doubt that the old man was running the lines in his head as if he were one of the actors on stage, having long ago memorised the entire play since he had seen it so many times.
Lucas spied an empty spot next to him and sat, not wanting to disturb the men around him.
“Sir,” Lucas whispered.
Armada held up a finger. “We are nearly to the end of the act.”
Lucas realised he had a dilemma. Bautista had made it clear he was to fetch Armada, no matter what he was doing. The new case was urgent, he’d said. It required that he and Armada head out to Órgiva that afternoon if possible. And he was to drag Armada back to the offices of the Holy Brotherhood, no matter what it took.
But Lucas knew Armada. Plays were his one escape, and from the looks of it, the old man needed it. There were dark circles under his tired, bloodshot eyes. It was quite likely that he hadn’t slept at all in the past few days. Lucas knew that look well—it meant Armada’s nightmares had returned. The smell of sherry on his breath this early in the afternoon, only confirmed it. The old man had been so hopeful when they’d finally returned to Granada. He’d proclaimed his troubles with sleep to be over. He had told Lucas that his demons had been confronted, and that because of his experiences in Salobreña, they no longer had the power over him they once had. He had accepted what he’d done in the past and it was time to move on.
Yet that had not happened. From the looks of it, the troubling dreams continued on as before, with little change. And now Armada looked exhausted, as was quickly becoming usual. Lucas wondered if his hand was trembling again as well.
Bautista had been quite insistent and had assured Lucas that Armada was ready, despite them only being in back in Granada for a short time. Armada usually liked to take some time for himself between cases, to settle his soul, as he put it. But Bautista had said Armada didn’t always have that luxury. Crime did not wait.
“But, sir. Bautista told me to tell you it was urgent,” Lucas whispered.
“For God’s sake, Lucas. Can I not enjoy one single play? Is that too much to ask?”
The actors on stage glanced at Armada, then went on with their play without missing a beat, leaving Lucas embarrassed.
“Bautista has a new case for you, and he said…”
“At the moment, Lucas, I care little about what Bautista may have said,” Armada whispered, keeping his voice low. “I am trying to enjoy a masterwork by Lope de Vega, part of which I have now missed.”
The actors on stage continued with their scene, something about one of them declaring his love for a woman he could not have and promising to marry her anyway, no matter the cost. It was the usual sort of romantic silliness Lucas had seen plenty of times in plays like these and he wondered what the attraction was to Armada.
“I don’t know what to do, sir. Bautista said to come get you.”
Armada sighed. “Yes, I understand,” he said with resignation. “I was hoping a play could settle my mind after what I’ve witnessed this morning.”
“This morning, sir?”
Armada watched one of the actors recite a soliloquy to his beloved, trying desperately to woo her not to marry another man.
“The Ortegas. Hanged by the neck in the stables of the Brotherhood offices this morning. As punishment for their crimes. And now, hours later, I am called out again to confront the evil deeds of man.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Lucas said. He meant it. Every case Armada had worked on took a toll. Armada threw everything he was into what he did, holding nothing back. And cases like the one in Salobreña sometimes left a scar. How many scars could one’s soul endure before it died, Lucas wondered.
Then Lucas saw Armada give him a smile. “Don’t be. Bautista can wait.”
“But, sir. He said…”
“Yes, I know what he said. And despite that, I am staying to see the end of this play.”
That was odd to Lucas. It wasn’t as if he had never seen this play before. But it seemed to mean that this wasn’t about the play. It was about saying no to Bautista. He had seen Armada annoy Bautista, and even intentionally frustrate the majordomo. But he had never seen Armada openly disobey him.
“I don’t understand, sir.”
Armada turned his attention to the actors. “I grow weary of feeling helpless,” Armada said. “It seems to have consumed me lately, to the point where I cannot sleep. I can’t help Amparo Rodriguez, or Madalena Rodriguez, or Cristina Lopez. They are gone forever. I also can do nothing about the hatred and discord that will live on in Salobreña, even now that Pablo Ortega is dead. I cannot stop the nightmares of my past from haunting me. I can do nothing about the choices I’ve made in the past, or the things I’ve done. Or the regret, or the horror, or the guilt that plagues my soul like a disease, a disease that will eventually be fatal.”
Armada turned to Lucas with fresh determination in his tired eyes. “But I can stay until the end of this play.”
Lucas understood.
Armada seemed relieved, his body relaxing as he shifted his weight back on the bench to get more comfortable and stretch out his legs. A serenity appeared to come over him, washing away the exhaustion that had consumed him when Lucas had first arrived.
“I blame you for this, you know,” Armada said. “If it hadn’t been for your stubbornness…”
Armada looked uncomfortable, and didn’t say anything further. It didn’t matter. Lucas knew what the old man was trying to say. His plan had been to convey the message and leave the play as soon as was possible. Lucas never understood why Armada loved these plays so much. The old man had forced him to attend many when he was younger, in a futile attempt to educate him on culture.
But the attempt had failed. Lucas just never got the point. It all seemed like overly-dramatic foolishness to him. None of it ever seemed rooted in any kind of reality and it made him just want to leave.
Yet this time, for some reason, Lucas didn’t feel the need to leave. He wouldn’t wait until the end, obviously. But he figured it wouldn’t be so bad if he stayed, just for a little while longer.
THE END
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