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Chapter One





October 1660
“The fire! The fire!”
Sancha heard someone race past her window, their footsteps shattering the stillness of the evening with the sound of leather moccasins grinding over loose soil.
Sancha was more annoyed than alarmed. It had to be Melchora, her neighbour at the top of the road who’d had a nervous disposition since they were children. But this was too much. Did that foolish woman not know what people would think? She could send the whole pueblo
into a panic. And everyone
had been through enough.
There was a murmur from her sleeping father, who had been awakened by the noise. Her mother, knitting to the dim light of the only candle in the room, put her hand on his knee to calm him. But she looked to Sancha with apprehension.
Sancha cursed Melchora. She had just gotten her two children to stop chasing each other around the wooden table in the middle of the room, and they were now quietly stacking stones on the floor. Her father, who spent much of his days complaining about his sore stomach, had dropped off to sleep. With her mother knitting, Sancha had some peace in order to bellow the fire in the firepit and start preparing their evening meal.
There was murmuring on the road outside the cloth that hung in the doorway to keep the mosquitos out. Neighbours came out of their homes to see what was going on.
From the corner of her eye, Sancha saw her older boy try to peek through the cloth, his younger sister following along behind him.
Sancha snatched them both out of the doorway. “Stay inside, you two. I’ll find out what’s going on.”
Sancha whipped the sheet aside and stepped out into the road, feeling the November air fill her lungs. It was cooling off in the evenings now, and soon they wouldn’t be able to leave the house without thicker coats to put over their shoulders. This was always the season when Sancha began to worry more for her mother, who struggled with the cold last year, as there were never enough blankets to stop her shivering.
The road outside was narrow, crowded on both sides by townhouses built right up against each other as was typical of a small Andalusian pueblo. The village overlooked the Mediterranean Sea as it shimmered in the dying light of sunset underneath a sky painted with brilliant streaks of orange, blue, and purple hues.
There were a handful of people standing around outside their doors, but they were of little help. Nobody seemed to know what was happening, and they were beginning to gossip as if it were any other day.
But Sancha didn’t have the time. She needed to get dinner going and then give her father the medicine he needed to soothe his stomach, or he’d be up all night complaining. And if there was one thing Sancha needed to keep this family going, it was a few hours of uninterrupted rest. She had a lot to do tomorrow.
“What is that woman yelling about?”
“Melchora’s always doing this. It’s probably nothing.”
“You know what she’s like.”
Everyone seemed in agreement that Melchora was getting them upset over nothing. Sancha decided she would speak to her at the market tomorrow. She knew Melchora would be there, for she was always buying far too much bread for just her and her husband and giving the leftovers to her dog, which had grown fat over the years from overeating. Even though they were both well into their forties, it seemed sometimes Melchora still needed a good scolding as if she were a child. It wouldn’t be the first time.
Sancha turned to go back inside.
“Look!” a croaky voice said.
She spun around, recognizing one of the old men who used to fish with her father. He was pointing towards the hills to the west. At the top of the highest ridge, looming over the entire pueblo through the darkness, was a tall tower made of stone. It had been there as long as anyone could remember and was manned by soldiers day and night for one purpose—to watch the coast for any sign of African pirates who liked to raid little coastal villages like this.
A fire burned on the roof of the tower, throwing off great billows of black smoke into the air.
It was the signal. There were pirates approaching.
Everyone in the road dashed back into their homes.
“Not again,” Sancha whispered.
Sancha tore inside, trying to look calm as she told her family what was happening. There was no time for packing. They had to run. As they knew from before, the pirates could already be on their way up the beach.
Her son and daughter clasped hands like they’d been told as Sancha helped her parents to their feet. She grabbed a woollen blanket for her mother, then threw her father’s arm over her shoulders and heaved him to a standing position as he groaned from the pain. Then they all shuffled outside.
There were panicking people already streaming past the house on their way up the hill towards the edge of town. Most people had sheds and cortijos
there, hidden away under layers of branches and underbrush, with bars on the windows and large iron locks on the inside.
Sancha encouraged her family up the road as quickly as they dared, getting swallowed up in the river of humanity racing up the hill behind them. With the help of her neighbours, Sancha managed to coax her family up a little dirt track that spun off from the main road. Staying on the main road another few hours would take them as far as Otivar, a pueblo of olive farmers that was larger and far enough inland to not have to worry about pirate raids. Sancha had never been there, but she envied them. She had quite enjoyed her life growing up as a fisherman’s daughter and couldn’t imagine not living by the sea. But it came at a cost, a cost that now felt much too high.
Sancha helped her parents along the rutted track towards a rundown shack squirreled away under the canopy of a large carob tree. Her grandfather had built it long ago when he dreamed of starting an olive grove there. He died before he could plant anything, and the shed sat neglected and unused for years, until six months ago when it became the most important thing in their lives.
Sancha got everyone inside and dragged the door made of thick pine branches shut. She slid the metal bar through the slots she’d made, locking them in. It wasn’t the most secure of doors, but it was the best Sancha could do without her husband, who’d died years ago.
Sancha found an old wooden bucket and turned it over, giving her father a place to sit. Then she checked to see that her mother wasn’t shivering too badly. Her children each found a hole in the crumbling bricks made of packed earth to look through, hoping to see a real pirate for themselves.
Sancha had no such wish and was instead worried about how long they would be confined. The shack was devoid of food or warmth. There were a few leftover building tools rusting in the corner, a pile of old, rotting fishing nets, and a couple of squawking geckos that skittered along the wood beams of the roof, annoyed at their home being disturbed.
After a while, the sounds of people racing past on the road outside ceased. The sun had now set, casting the entire shack in darkness. Fortunately, her son managed to find a couple of ancient candles sitting on a rotted workbench in the corner. Sancha lit one, knowing it would only give them an hour or so of light. But the light helped to calm everyone’s nerves.
They watched in silence as the first candle burned down and went out. Sancha lit the next. Before that one was gone, she saw her children had fallen asleep on a bit of hay they’d found in the corner, the combination of excitement then boredom too much for them to handle.
Her father was snoring now, and Sancha was envious. She wished she could get a bit of sleep as well. This was the worst part—the waiting. Not knowing what was happening or how much danger they were really in. There was little to do but listen through the door for any sign of movement outside. But beyond the odd twitch of a branch from a bird taking flight or hopping about on the carpet of dead leaves on the ground, there was nothing.
After nearly two hours, Sancha decided she’d had enough. “I’m going to find out what’s going on.”
“Don’t, Sancha. It’s too dangerous,” her mother whispered.
“We can’t stay in here all night. Father will need his medicine in the morning, and you need your warm bed. I have to see if we can go home. Now, after I leave, don’t open this door for anybody unless you’re sure it’s me.”
Sancha slipped out the door and heard her mother lock it behind her. Outside, the moon was full and bright, making it easy for Sancha to find her way along the track back to the main road. And she wasn’t alone. A few others had ventured out as well.
“There was cannon fire last time. Did you hear any?”
“I haven’t heard anything.”
“It’s very dark down there.”
The men were wary of going back to the village, so Sancha led the way, trying to look as though she wasn’t frightened. There were pleas for her to stop, but they were ignored.
As Sancha approached the houses at the edge of the village, her fear began to subside. It was quiet. In fact, she’d never heard the village so quiet in her life. Sancha found a chunk of wood from a broken barrel and gripped it. If she were to meet a pirate along this road, maybe she couldn’t fight him off, but she could at least get a few good hits in.
Sancha and a handful of apprehensive men with sticks continued into town, crossing through the main plaza and past the public fountain, whose trickling water was the only sound, before continuing down the slope towards the beach.
Soon they stood at the water’s edge, and Sancha tossed her bit of wood aside.
“What’s going on?” said one of the men.
“I’d like to know that too,” Sancha said, seething.
There were no pirate ships. There was no raid. In fact, by the light of the full moon, they could see the entire horizon was devoid of anything but a chilled ocean breeze.
Their attention turned to the watchtower, where the fire still blazed.
“Maybe they are still far away,” a man said. “Maybe you have to be up there to see them.”
“After two hours?” another said. “No, something’s wrong.”
“We should go see what is happening.”
Sancha nodded. She didn’t want to return to her home without being sure.
Everyone made their way to a little trail they all knew would take them up the steep hillside to the ridge at the top. The going was treacherous in the dark, as the trail threatened them with a vertical drop on one side for much of the way. And it was overgrown with thickets of sagebrush, oleanders, and various thorned weeds that were hard to see in the dark. But they had all been born here, had raced along this track as children, and knew every step of it.
They reached the top, where an area had been cleared of brush and shelters had been built surrounding a large, open firepit whose embers still glowed.
It was the camp the soldiers had made, the ones who were supposed to be manning the tower. But the shelters were empty. There was no sign of any of them.
“Esteban!” came a cry from the direction of the tower a short distance away.
The group ran over to find the eldest member of the company, Captain Salinas, standing at the bottom and yelling up towards the entrance to the tower at the very top.
“Esteban!”
“What’s going on? You’ve got the whole pueblo
in a panic down there,” Sancha said. “Everyone’s run for the hills.”
“I don’t know. My man isn’t answering me. Esteban!”
One of the men from town grabbed Salinas by the collar. “You mean to tell me you put Esteban back up in that tower? After what happened?”
“I don’t have enough men! None of you will volunteer!” Salinas yelled. “What do you want me to do?”
“Don’t tell me you’ve let him fall asleep again!” another man said.
“All right, calm down.” Sancha put her arm on Salinas’s attacker. “This won’t help anything.”
The man let go of Salinas, and Sancha had to squelch the urge to toss Salinas over the cliff. She had no better opinion of Salinas than anyone else.
“Why can’t you just go up there and get him?” Sancha asked.
“Esteban pulled the rope ladder up,” Salinas said. “There’s no other way in. I’ve sent two of my men back to town to get the spare ladder. They should be back soon.”
It was a tense half hour as everyone waited. Sancha was tempted to return to the shack to give everyone the good news. But she knew she’d be met with a barrage of questions as to what was happening, both from her family and her neighbours. And she wanted to be able to give them answers as to why their lives had been so shaken up tonight.
Finally, two soldiers from the garrison were heard grunting their way up the little trail and appeared with a long wooden ladder that had been difficult to navigate up the hillside.
The soldiers laid it against the watchtower. Salinas scampered up to the top of the tower and crawled in through the tiny entrance. Everything went quiet again. No one spoke, expecting Salinas to pop his head out the door at any moment to explain.
A few minutes went by. Then a few more. All this waiting was becoming unbearable for Sancha. She prided herself as being a patient woman, but this was too much. For her mother’s sake, Sancha decided to take action.
She grasped the bottom of the ladder with both hands, took a breath, and hoisted her body up to the first rung.
“Hey, you can’t go up there!” said one of the soldiers. “Only the army company can!”
“Sancha, get down, you foolish woman.”
“You’re welcome to try and stop me,” Sancha called over her shoulder to the men. “But I deserve to know what’s been going on tonight.”
As Sancha predicted, the men jeered but did little to stop her. So she kept climbing.
The rope ladder was worn and frayed, and the breeze made it sway against the side of the tower. Several times Sancha had to stop climbing and hold on to wait for the swaying to stop before continuing, leading her to question her decision to come up here.
But she kept going, and as she neared the door at the top, she realised she had never in her life been so high off the ground. The view that greeted her at the top was stunning. She could see the whole of the coast, from Naixa in the west to Almuñecar in the east. But that awe was mixed with terror as she looked down. She wondered why they had to make this tower so tall.
She reached the tiny opening at the top and realised she was wearing a dress and her modesty may be an issue with the men below. But she let this notion pass as she focused on getting her shaking hands to search about and find something large enough to grasp.
Sancha heaved her body inside and took comfort in the firmness of the tower. It was solid and unaffected by the wind, which had grown stronger the higher she climbed. She found herself inside a small room she could barely stand up in, built of solid stone with a conical roof. The door was one of two openings in the room and offered a stunning view to the east and over the whole of the pueblo. The other opening looked to the empty coastline to the west, allowing a soldier to see the whole of the ocean horizon without being exposed to enemy fire.
There was no sign of Salinas or Esteban, but there was a tiny staircase with a few steep steps leading up to the roof where the fire was still burning. Sancha took a moment to catch her breath, then squeezed herself into the narrow staircase where she hoped the answer of all this madness tonight might be revealed.
The first thing she saw was Salinas, who sat on the ground, his back against the barrel of a small, dilapidated cannon, looking dazed, as if he’d been hit over the head. Only the violent sound of cracking and popping of the fire could be heard.
That’s when Sancha noticed Esteban lying flat on his back, his lifeless eyes staring up at the heavens with a look of terror that must have been what he felt as he left this world. In his chest was a gaping wound, still bubbling over with blood that had drenched the grey stones under his body and turned them red.
Sancha knew how a wound like that was made, as she was no stranger to hunting wild boar in these hills—a harquebus shot.
An uncomfortable warmth spread across her face and singed its way through the front of her dress. Sancha realised it was the heat of the flames next to Esteban’s body. Someone had built the raging bonfire by using all the available wood in the tower at once, wanting to make sure their work tonight was noticed. They probably knew the story of tonight would be talked about for generations, as nothing like this had ever happened before in the quiet fishing village of La Herradura.
And hopefully never would again.




Chapter Two





The mule brayed as it struggled to pull the cart over another massive rock in an endless series of boulders. Lucas was behind, gripping the iron bars of the cage bolted onto the back of their tiny wagon, pushing as hard as he could to help the mule.
“Just a bit more, Lucas. That’s it,” Armada said, comfortably seated on the bench at the front. “It’s nearly there.”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said as he grunted and pushed again.
The wheel of the cart peaked over the top of the boulder, and the cart rolled forwards, freed of the obstacle. Lucas marched over to the front of the mule, grabbed the reins, and pulled him towards the inevitable next one.
Armada sensed the boy was annoyed, but he couldn’t think about that now. This new case threatened to be a troublesome one, and he had to think. Although between the braying mule and the braying boy, it hadn’t been easy.
Their progress had been slow along this final leg of the trip from Granada. La Herradura was not easily accessed by any road Armada knew. They had found this track, if one could call it that, by asking a local farmer coming the other way. He had told them this was the only way down by cart and warned them the going would not be easy.
What followed had been an hours-long slog down washed-out trails along steep inclines that were always falling into the sea. They battled a myriad of potholes, boulders, and deep ruts that were hidden under the canopies of overgrown pine trees and impassable bushels of nettled weeds that stood guard in the middle of the road-like sentries.
It was quite typical of an Andalusian coastal town not to maintain their roads. They were fishermen, and few would see the need for expensive mules or carts when they could just as easily get around the coast by boat. At one time the founders of this village must have thought these cliff faces would protect them from their enemies, who at that time still fought to expand their Moorish kingdom. Little did those founders know that a few centuries later those very same enemies would no longer attack from the land but from the sea.
But the town was not their ultimate destination. As the sun began to set, they passed through the town and its curious residents and continued on into the hills to the west towards where they caught their first glimpses of the watchtower. An hour later, Lucas heaved the cart over the last rise, and the camp came into view. Lucas wiped his sweaty brow, making little effort to hide his relief at having reached the end of their journey.
The camp was simple, just a few leaning shelters cobbled together from large boulders and bricks of compacted clay. Wild reeds had been lashed together and thrown over the top to make roofs that kept out the worst of the afternoon sun but little else.
A handful of soldiers in tattered clothing stared at them from where they sat round a firepit, in which a tiny fire made of pine branches did little to warm them. One of them stood as Armada and Lucas approached and held his hand up to them.
“You’re from the Brotherhood,” the man said, glancing at Armada’s green sleeves. “You must have gotten my letter.”
“Yes. I am Domingo Armada, constable of the Holy Brotherhood,” Armada said.
“Raul Salinas,” the solider said. “Captain of this company. Welcome.”
Armada got out of the cart and looked about, trying to figure out why he already felt something was off.
“I’m glad you could come so quickly. Things have been getting tense,” Salinas said.
Armada stood at the edge of the army camp, gazing at the watchtower that stood a short distance away. From the top of this ridge, there was a stunning view but one that left the camp exposed to the elements. Although it was calm tonight, Armada knew how ferocious the winds were that rolled in off the sea. Everything in camp was tied down with rope or weighted down with boulders. Nothing light and valuable was left out in the open.
Then it struck Armada what was so odd about this place.
“Why aren’t your men billeted in town?”
“Too dangerous,” Salinas said.
“Dangerous? How?” Armada asked.
Salinas smiled. “We were just about to eat. Join us.”
Lucas needed little encouragement as they all sat down to a meal of fried anchovies cooked over a campfire, heaps of fresh olives stolen from a local orchard, and ale warmed from being left in the sun all day. It was hardly gourmet, but Armada was ravenous and had little reason to complain.
Once his hunger was satiated, Armada had time to consider the company. There were two other men besides Salinas. One was Pedro Sanchez, who looked younger than his age and was quite dashing with his slender, athletic frame and soft facial features.
But his time in the army had left its mark. Scars marked his face and arms, ruining his cherubic features and suggesting he was a man whose innocence of the world had long ago been lost in battle.
Despite this, Pedro had a warm, gentle personality that came across as quite hospitable. He also had an injured arm, which had been bandaged from his elbow to his wrist with strips of soiled cloth.
The other was Barros, the tallest of the group. He had blazing light-blue eyes, an intimidating moustache, and a permanent scowl he wore like a badge of honour. He said little, and when he did speak, his words were caustic and spat at you as if every one of them was meant to insult. Armada had met many Barroses in his time, so he didn’t let the man’s rough demeanour distract him.
“So what are you hiding from up here?” Armada asked as everyone tucked into their food.
Salinas glanced at the other two, then put his tin bowl down.
“It’s that village,” Salinas said. “Most of them would prefer to see our heads on a pike and make no secret of it. We don’t go down there anymore. We have to get our supplies from Almuñecar, which isn’t easy on these roads. They’ve all gone mad. And we’re pretty sure one of them killed Esteban.”
Armada was nearly finished with his meal and was left with half a stale biscuit. He contemplated whether it was worth the hard effort to chew it or not and fought off the temptation for his first glass of sherry for the evening. He wasn’t sure he wanted the soldiers to know he had brought a full barrel of it.
“Why do you think that?”
“Six months ago, there was a pirate raid on the village,” Salinas continued. “Poor Esteban. He was working the tower that night and fell asleep. It’s a common enough mistake. He was twenty-one. He was young and foolish like we all were. He probably spent much of the afternoon in the tavern. But it meant no one in the village had any warning. The pirates ransacked the whole pueblo and took four children as slaves. We all did our best to fight them off, but there were so many. There was nothing we could do.”
The mood around the dying campfire darkened, and the soldiers stared into the fire.
“Once they take you, there is no coming back,” Salinas said. “Those children have no doubt been sold off in a market on the Moroccan coast somewhere. There’s no way to find them after that. And the life those kids have to look forwards to… It’s not worth thinking about.”
“What happened after the raid?” Armada said.
“Things got bad,” Salinas continued. “And that alcalde—Martin—well, it’s all his fault. Because he chaired the town council meetings, all he ever wanted to talk about was how the raid was all our fault. He got everyone to take their grief out on us, especially Esteban. It got to where we couldn’t walk through town without being spat on or having pebbles thrown at us. And they were especially bad to Esteban. The things they used to call him… It was humiliating.”
“Did the family Esteban was billeted with believe the same thing?”
“The Maraions? No. They really liked him. They even defended him against everyone else in the village for a while. But they could only do so much.”
“And that’s when you moved your men up here?”
“They were starting to desert. I couldn’t blame them. But my wages depend on maintaining a company of ten men. And by then I was down to Esteban, these two bellacos, and myself. I had to do something. So we came up here.”
Armada saw Lucas doing little to hide his glances at Armada’s untouched biscuit.
“Was Esteban working in the tower the night he was killed?” Armada asked.
“Yes,” Salinas said.
“Who else knew he was working?”
“I can’t see how anyone outside of us would have known,” Salinas said.
Pedro and Barros stiffened.
Armada gestured to Lucas that he was welcome to the biscuit. Lucas scooped it up and gnawed on it like a starving beaver. While it seemed like Lucas wasn’t listening, Armada trusted that he was. Lucas was a good listener when it came to details of a case. Less so when Armada had to describe for him yet again how to properly launder his green shirts.
“It wouldn’t have been hard for someone in the pueblo to figure it out,” Pedro said. “There is wild boar in these hills. Some of the villagers who hunt them can get pretty close to our camp. Maybe one of them saw Esteban climb into the tower.”
Armada gazed up at the watchtower, watching the light of their campfire flicker on the stone and mortar as the fraying rope ladder that hung from the entrance swayed in the breeze.
“And you’re sure it was someone from the pueblo?”
“Oh yes,” Salinas said. “Who else would light the signal fire after they did the deed? Someone was trying to make a point. They even pulled up the rope ladder so we couldn’t put it out right away. They wanted to make sure the whole town saw it.”
“And what of the body?” Armada asked. “Who found it?”
Salinas went quiet, staring at the ground. “It’s a sight I’ll never forget. A harquebus shot. Right up close. Esteban wasn’t just killed. He was…executed.”
“Did none of you see the killer scale the tower?”
“It was pretty dark that night. No moon or anything,” Salinas said. “So we didn’t see him go in. But Pedro saw him leave, that’s for sure.”
Salinas threw the last of his biscuit at Pedro, who dodged it.
Armada was surprised. “You saw the killer?”
“Not his face,” Pedro said. “Like the captain says, it was too dark. I was on my way to relieve myself when he ran past. I tried to stop him, but he had a weapon and got me in the arm.” Pedro held up his injured arm. “Then he ran off.”
Armada’s mind began to work, putting all the pieces together and seeing if there was any detail that didn’t quite fit. It was a process that would take all night at least, and he wanted to be alone for it.
But there was something he needed to do first.
Armada rose and looked to Lucas. “Can you grab everyone’s cup, please?”
Lucas collected the cups and brought them over to where Armada stood by their cart. Armada whipped the tarp back that had been used to cover his barrel of sherry, opened the spigot, and poured four cups of the brown oloroso.
Lucas distributed them to the men before Armada rejoined the men with his own cup. The soldiers gawked at Armada.
Armada held his cup aloft. “To Esteban. God rest his soul. No matter what manner of man he was, he did not deserve his fate. No one does.”
“He was a good man, I assure you, Constable,” Salinas said. “Salud.”
There were murmurs of “salud”
all round. Everyone drank and was then treated to another round.
It was decided that Armada and Lucas would stay the night in Esteban’s shelter. It was cramped for the both of them, and the roof of reeds did little to hold out the howling winds that would plague them all night, but it was still better than sleeping under the stars.
As they situated their things for the night, Armada caught Lucas gazing up at the watchtower. With the campfire extinguished, the tower was little more than a shadow, a vague shape so mysterious that the light of the stars could not penetrate it to reveal its secrets.
“Is there a problem, Lucas?” Armada asked.
“No, sir. It’s just…I didn’t realise it was so tall.”
Armada found this a curious statement. “It depends on what one compares it to. Next to the Giralda Tower in Sevilla, it is a small pile of stones.”
But this did little to pull Lucas’s attention away from the little door at the top of the rope ladder, where Barros was settling in for a long night.
“Come along, Lucas. We need to get some rest.”
Soon they were both wrapped up in large rolls of blankets, trying to wards off the cold long enough to get some sleep. Armada knew it would be difficult tonight as he stared at the reeds above his head, glimpsing the moon in the gaps between the stalks.
That’s when it occurred to him. Salinas had said it was a moonless night, but Esteban was killed a week ago. It would have been almost a full moon. And quite easy to see someone moving about the camp who didn’t belong. Was Salinas mistaken? Or lying?
Armada knew his mind would chew on the question throughout the night, much as he had chewed on that stale biscuit during dinner.
And in both cases, the reward was probably not worth the effort.




Chapter Three





It was the smell that brought the memory back. The salty brine of seawater, heavy with seaweed and fish. A scent that overwhelms after having been trapped somewhere, barred from being carried off by an ocean breeze and instead imprisoned, forever fated to swirl about in a small cove full of rock pools and growing ever stronger.
It was pleasant at first. But soon Armada could smell something else. A sour smell lurking under the surface. It was the smell of rot, of putrefying flesh, just under the water’s surface and masked by the serenity of the waves.
It was on a beach that smelled like this, surrounded by an angry jungle full of menace and fear, that Armada had held the harquebus aloft and waited for his order. He looked down the barrel at the frightened man in front of him. He was a native of a tribe none of them had bothered learning the name of. For they were not there to stay. They had to move on. It wasn’t worth the effort.
The man stared back at him, tied to a post and crying. Helpless and at Armada’s mercy, just as the rest of his companions were. The order was given, and his fellow soldiers did not hesitate. Shots rang out, and the heads of the men in front of them fell.
Then Armada felt his own harquebus go off.
Armada woke in a sweat and realised he was out of breath. There was pain somewhere, intense pain, and it took him a moment to realise it was his right hand. It was clenched so tightly that it felt as though his fingers were about to break.
His past was visiting him again. Peru. It was always the ghosts of Peru that haunted his sleep. But that memory had not visited him in so long. Why now?
Armada considered trying to go back to sleep, but in the darkness, he could feel the past was too close. His ghosts would not leave him alone tonight. So Armada unwrapped the blankets and rose, leaving Lucas to continue snoring away in the shelter.
It was the coldest part of the night. Sunrise was an hour or two away, and Armada felt the cold sting on his face. He found his overcoat where he’d left it hanging on an olive tree and pulled it tight over his shoulders. Then he went to the cart to pour himself a sherry.
It was the smell. Something about the smell of the bay here. It was similar to that little cove where all the horrors had happened in Peru. That’s why the memory had returned. But it begged a frightening question. Would it ever leave him while he was on this case? Or was the prospect of sleep a distant fantasy until he returned to Granada? Armada spent the rest of the morning hours trying not to think about it.
A few hours later, after everyone else had awoken and breakfasted, Armada pretended he’d slept well before leaving Lucas to get on with his duties. He headed into town, eager to get on with his investigation and away from his thoughts of the night before.
After a quick scamper down the hillside, Armada found himself in the little village of La Herradura. Despite just a few hundred people living there, the centre of the village was densely built, with houses piled on top of one another and crowded over narrow lanes to help keep the town in shade during the hot summers, a trick learned from their Moorish predecessors.
In a small square, a water fountain trickled with water from an unseen spring. As with most towns, it was a place that was rarely deserted. There were people everywhere, milling about and chatting, as there was a lot to chat about today. A stranger was a rare sight in the town, especially one with green sleeves. Many had their opinions of the Holy Brotherhood, few of them good, so Armada smiled but did not stop for any of them.
It was a short stroll to the beach, where several large fishing boats had been pulled up onto the sand and moored to wooden posts.
Around one of these fishing boats was a team of men who loaded supplies in preparation to go out fishing for the day. The oldest of them encouraged the men to hurry.
“Martin Figueroa?” Armada asked the elder man.
The man glanced at him with contempt. “Keep loading. I’ll be just a minute,” he said to his companions as he climbed out of the boat. “That’s me.”
“I am Domingo Armada, constable of the Holy Brotherhood,” Armada said.
“A buenas horas, Greensleeves,” Martin said. It was a common phrase, meant to poke fun at the Brotherhood’s reputation for taking ages to prosecute crimes. And it was one few had the courage to say to the face of a constable.
But Armada let it pass. “I was hoping to have a word about the murder of Esteban Marañón.”
“I am about to head out for the day,” Martin said. “So I hope we can make this quick.”
“Then I will get to the point,” Armada said. “I need to know who the families were that lost children in the pirate raid six months ago and whether any of them possess a harquebus musket.”
“You’re mad,” Martin said. “You think it was someone in this pueblo who did it?”
“I don’t think anything yet. But Esteban
Marañón was killed by a harquebus shot in the chest from quite close range. So I am looking into anybody in town who owns a harquebus and might be aggrieved enough to use it.”
Martin scowled at Armada. “You can’t imagine the grief those families are going through right now. To have your child ripped out of your arms like that. Their lives were shattered by this tragedy, and now you want to go into their homes and accuse them of murder?”
“I want to ask them questions, alcalde. Nothing more.”
“They are good Catholic people who abide by the law. I should know. I grew up with them and know them as well as my own family. And they should be left alone to mourn the loss of their children in peace!”
Martin was spitting his words now as he opened his shoulders towards the boat to ensure his fishing crew could hear.
He was performing, Armada realised. Word of their conversation would reach the pueblo
soon, and Martin wanted to make sure he was portrayed accurately as the alcalde fighting for the dignity of his pueblo. It was not hard to see how this man got his post.
And Armada didn’t have the patience for any of it.
“They abide by the law?” Armada said. “So if I search each one of their houses, I won’t find a single illegal harquebus? Not one?”
Martin lowered his voice and stepped closer, halting his performance for his fishing crew. “You know as well as I do, Constable, that there are plenty of harquebuses circulating around the countryside. We all do a bit of hunting, don’t we? There’s wild boar up in those hills, which helps a lot when the fishing isn’t so good.”
Harquebus muskets, despite being illegal to own for all except the wealthiest of nobles, were as much a part of the Andalusian landscape as olive trees and dust.
“Now, if you want the true criminals,” Martin continued, “then you need to speak with that Captain Salinas and his company. It was a day worth celebrating when that gang of borrachos and thieves
left our pueblo in peace. If you ask me, it is far more likely one of them did it over gambling debts or a prostitute or something. It is just the sort of thing they got up to when they were staying in our town. Now, excuse me, Constable. I need to return to work.”
Martin spun on his heels and marched back towards the boat. How was it Martin was so sure everyone in his town was innocent? They had been through quite a traumatic experience, so it wasn’t hard to imagine one of them letting their anger drive them to murder.
And yet Martin was trying very hard to steer him away from the pueblo by directing his attention to the army company. It suggested that either Martin might know something about the murder he wasn’t saying or he had something to hide. Or both. There was no reason yet to even rule out Martin as a suspect, for Armada had little doubt Martin owned a harquebus.
“You leave me no choice, alcalde,” Armada said to Martin’s back. “I will have to interrogate the families who lost children as well as perform a village-wide search for illegal firearms. This may take some time, however, so perhaps you can suggest somewhere my page and I can rent a room from?”
This got Martin’s attention, and he turned to scowl at Armada.
“Do you have any idea what it is like to have a constable from the Holy Brotherhood in your town? Your brothers have a nasty reputation for abusing their power. Cutting off hands or feet, hanging people for the slightest offence. The stories we’ve all grown up with are frightening. And these people have been through enough.”
Armada was well aware of the Brotherhood’s reputation. It had proven to be an obstacle in almost every case he had ever worked.
“It is unfortunate,” Armada said. “But I’m still the only chance you have of stopping a killer in your town.”
Martin sighed. “All right. If you insist on intervening into these people’s lives, then I think the best thing is to collect them altogether at the town hall so you can interview them there. It’s how these things are done anyway, right?”
It wasn’t the result Armada had been hoping for. Martin was right in that many constables of the Brotherhood, most law enforcement officers in fact, interviewed suspects and witnesses in a very public way. It involved the whole family or the whole pueblo gathered around to hear the proceedings, with each shouting their own contributions in the process.
And Armada hated it. He never got any useful information from such a spectacle. It almost always descended into an airing of grievances between neighbours and family that would go long into the night.
It was why Armada preferred to have conversations privately, away from shouting neighbours, where the person being questioned could relax and not worry about what might be heard. The truth came much easier this way.
But it was a start. He could get to know the families well enough to perhaps follow up later if he needed anything else. The disadvantage was it also gave Martin time to tell the families what to say and what not to say. But Armada saw little way around that. He would have to do his best to see through it.
“Very well,” Armada said.
“I’ll be in touch,” Martin said as he walked back towards the boat. “They’re good people,” he said over his shoulder.
“Most of them, yes,” Armada said but was doubtful Martin had heard it. 




Chapter Four





Lucas had more than enough to do that morning. There were clothes to wash, a mule to feed and care for, and provisions to sort out, as well as meals to keep on hand for when Armada returned.
But it was tedious work. Armada couldn’t expect his mind not to wander a little. And when it did, it went to the watchtower. There was something almost mythical about the killer lighting the signal fire after a dramatic murder as if they were a Greek god from the underworld, seeking vengeance after being wronged by a lover.
Lucas would have given anything to climb up there and have a look round. There could be clues up there. But something about the height made him hesitant. It was dizzying just to stand at the bottom and gaze up at the entrance. The rope ladder looked old and frayed, having been left baking in the sun for so long that thick strands of it were sprouting away. And the noise it made was unsettling, all that creaking. The thought of being up there made Lucas feel queasy even though the soldiers seemed to have no fear at all.
Lucas returned to his duties, pushing the prospect from his mind. But the thought wouldn’t leave him alone. Eventually, his instincts told him, he would have to climb that ladder. There was no other way.
A few hours later, after all his chores had been completed, Lucas found Armada still had not returned. It was getting towards midday, and the camp had little in the way of shade. Pedro had begun his shift in the tower that morning, relieving an exhausted Barros who now snoozed in the crook of a dead olive tree. Salinas had gone hunting, leaving Lucas with little to do except find a way to escape the merciless afternoon sun.
Lucas could stand it no more. For the good of the case and his own sanity, he marched to the watchtower and gazed up the rope ladder. It seemed to grow taller before his eyes.
Lucas wasn’t sure what his plan was. He knew he wasn’t allowed up there, but Pedro seemed the sort of soldier who wasn’t concerned about rules. He just wanted a quick look, maybe up to the roof as well. Then he would come back down before Salinas returned from hunting. No one, including Armada, need ever know he was there.
Unless, of course, he found something useful.
Gripping the rope ladder, Lucas put one foot on the bottom rung and hoisted himself up. The stones in the wall were becoming hot to the touch, causing Lucas to sweat under his tunic.
Lucas took it slowly at first, one rung at a time and trying not to look down. He was not yet halfway up when the wind caught the rope and it swayed against the stone wall. Lucas’s heart raced, and he regretted having come up. He locked his elbow around the rung in front of him and tried to calm his breathing.
But the wind wouldn’t stop. It was cool and carried with it the smell of the beach, which would normally be soothing. But it blasted him in powerful gales that made the ladder sway more. Lucas glanced down to the ground and felt as though he’d climbed up into the clouds. A fall from here would mean instant death.
Lucas’s throat tightened. He couldn’t breathe. He was growing dizzy and had to shut his eyes tight to keep his balance. He was in no condition to climb anymore, and he found himself stuck. There was nothing left to do.
“Help!” he cried.
A head popped out of the entrance above him. Pedro stared down at him with a confused smile.
“What are you doing, joven?” Pedro said.
“Help! I can’t…I can’t get down.”
“Hold on.”
Pedro swung his body out of the entrance and shot down the ladder until he was just above Lucas, hanging by the crook of his elbow.
“It’s all right. I’m right here,” Pedro said. “I’m going to climb past you, then we’ll go down together. You ready?”
Pedro manoeuvred his way until he was clinging with one hand next to Lucas, and he put his arm on his shoulder. “Nice and slow. Don’t look down. There’s nothing to see down there. Go on.”
Lucas could feel his hands shaking and worried they wouldn’t be able to grip the ladder. But he focused on Pedro’s voice, and he went down one rung and then the next until he found himself back on the ground.
Lucas planted his feet on the dusty earth and felt a huge relief sweep over him. He found himself shaking and had to sit.
Pedro smiled at him. “What were you doing up there? You know you’re not allowed in the tower.”
“I’m sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have…I shouldn’t have tried…”
“Don’t call me ‘sir.’ I hate it. Call me Pedro. And you need some water.”
Soon Lucas and Pedro were relaxing in front of Esteban’s shelter as Lucas drank most of a bucket of water.
“Thank you, but…” Lucas began, “I shouldn’t keep you from the tower.”
“Salinas won’t be back for hours. And no pirate would be foolish enough to come in the daylight. So it’s fine. Now answer my question, joven.”
Lucas drank more water while Pedro sipped from a clay jug of something pungent that made him grimace with every mouthful.
“I just…wanted to see if there were any clues up there. Something that might help Armada with the case.”
Pedro grinned. “But you’re just a page. Armada doesn’t pay you for that kind of work.”
“No. But I like to help.”
“You are mad, joven. I saw the fear in your eyes up there.”
“That’s never happened to me before,” Lucas said. “I knew I was a little nervous about it, but I thought I could make it.”
Pedro took a sip, wiped his mouth, then sat up. “Look, I know that tower better than the men who built it. Just tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll tell you if it’s there.”
Lucas hesitated. Armada had impressed upon him once how it was important for an investigator to look upon the evidence with their own eyes. But if there was a clue to be found up there, was it not better to risk trusting Pedro than to not know about it at all?
There was always the possibility that Pedro had been the one to kill Esteban, but Lucas saw this as unlikely. The man didn’t have the motivation.
Besides, any suspicion of Pedro was eclipsed by his desire not to admit to Armada what had happened here today. How could he look the old man in the eye again, knowing he was so frightened from something as simple as climbing a ladder? It was humiliating.
“Well...one part of the story doesn’t make sense,” Lucas began. “Salinas said in his letter that the night Esteban was killed the rope ladder had been pulled up. Is that right?”
“Barros and I had to run to town to get the other ladder. I remember well.”
“But before that, you ran into the killer on his way back through the camp. Which I’m assuming happened somewhere around here?”
“Just over there under the trees,” Pedro said, pointing off to a grove of eucalyptus trees swaying on the hillside just under the western face of the tower.
“Do you see? That’s what doesn’t make sense. How did the killer get out of the tower if the ladder was up? Is there another ladder on the other side?”
“No.”
“How about stairs? Or footholds? Maybe they scaled the wall?”
“That tower was made so no one could ever do that,” Pedro said, taking another mouthful of his drink. “And there are stairs, but they are inside. They go up to the roof and down to the shed below. That’s it.”
“There is a shed below?” Lucas asked. “You mean in the bottom of the tower?”
“Yes. It’s full of provisions in case the tower comes under siege,” Pedro said.
“Could someone hide in there?”
“Perhaps, if the captain wants them to. The door is locked, and he has the only key. There’s a rumour there is rum in there, and the captain doesn’t trust us. Probably for the best.”
“You see? So how…?”
Lucas was lost in his thoughts. He stood and marched back to the base of the tower, gazing at the top. He walked all the way around it, braving the prickly weeds and jagged boulders it was built upon, letting his eyes wander over every bit of it, looking for anything that stood out to him.
Pedro came up behind him. “You are a strange one, joven. Why does this concern you so much? Come, have a drink with me. Let’s have some fun before Salinas gets back. Usually there is nothing for me to do on an afternoon like this except listen to Barros snore. I have cards in my shack.”
Lucas’s attention remained focused on the top of the tower. “What about that observation port?”
He pointed to a tiny window at the top of the tower on the western face that he could barely see. It looked out over the coast that stretched west towards Ponte Torres, the tiny town of Naixa, and a bit beyond, hidden by the haze that was always rolling in from the sea, the sprawling city of Malaga.
“What about it?” Pedro asked in a cool tone.
“Could someone have gotten out that way? Perhaps they jumped onto something below or had a rope…”
“No, no way,” Pedro said. “The port is too small for a man to fit through. Especially the big man I tangled with.”
Lucas stared at the port, but it was too far away to judge how big it was for himself.
Lucas sighed. “So how did he get out?”
“I don’t know, joven. Perhaps if we played cards for a while, it would help. And maybe a bit more of that sherry from your master’s barrel too.”




Chapter Five





October 1562
Mencía Marañón knew she should stop wringing her hands. Her knuckles were beginning to ache from the constant squeezing. But she couldn’t help it. She was too angry.
The storm outside was getting worse and pelting the thin glass of the window of her cabin with water whenever the wind changed. She could feel the hull of the massive galleon being shoved back and forth by the choppy waves, always ending with a violent lurch as it tugged at the anchor chain.
Outside it was dark with just a bit of moonlight peeking out from behind the rain clouds to reveal the faint outlines of the twenty-seven other ships in the fleet. Above her head, Mencía heard the shouts and frantic footsteps of the sailors racing about as they pulled the sails down before the storm had a chance to rip them.
Mencía hoped the storm would never pass. Then they would never have to leave this place, never reach Oran and the fate that awaited her there. She’d overheard the men call this bay La Herradura, a Spanish name, which meant they hadn’t yet crossed the Mediterranean. They were still on the Andalusian coast. She was still close enough to…
Mencía fought to push those thoughts from her mind. She was weary from fighting the battle. There was nothing she could do now. She was just making it harder on herself.
Mencía rubbed her belly, which had grown a lot in the past few weeks. It was really starting to show now. Her baby was coming. And it was a boy. She could feel it.
But what kind of a life did he have to look forward to? And what would he think of her? Would he ever understand why his mother wasn’t in his life?
Mencía fumed at the thought of having to give him up. It wasn’t fair. Why wasn’t she allowed to make this decision? Her father said it was because of her attempting to get away from him.
Mencía smiled. She’d made it almost a year this time. She had gotten better at it. But her father’s trackers had still found her. But she’d made it harder for them. All the tricks she’d learned since her first attempt when she was fourteen had begun to pay off. She’d stuck to using disused roads, clambering over large boulders when possible to leave fewer footprints, crossing streams to throw dogs off her scent, not letting passersby get a good look at her face, and travelling at night. It was a miracle how those men found her so far out in the countryside outside Valencia in that rundown little finca she shared with the only man she’d ever loved.
Less than a year. That’s how long she’d had with Anton. Just long enough to get pregnant. And then her dreams of happiness were shattered once again. And it wasn’t fair. Her parents, although far from happy, had been married over ten years before her mother died. Why couldn’t Mencía at least have that? Just ten years? Enough so her baby would at least remember her.
Mencía knew why. Her father was an ambitious man. Coming from noble stock, having long ago made his fortune as a landowner and having been made a knight of the prestigious Order of Santiago, he dreamed of increasing his wealth and status. When Mencía was born, he saw her as just another opportunity to grow his empire. While she was still a baby, he was already negotiating with a local duke for her to marry his eldest son, who was also a baby. Contracts were signed, agreements were made, and expensive sherry was drunk. Her entire life planned out.
And now the very year she was contracted to marry she went and ruined his plans by getting pregnant by a man she felt true affection for.
She had intended to marry Anton. How she wished she had! Then there would be nothing her father could do. Why had they waited? If she had just known those men were coming and that her time was so short. She could have been so happy.
The wind threw itself against the window, making it bulge and listing the ship again, as if echoing the rage that boiled in the pit of her stomach.
A nunnery in the tiny Spanish colony of Oran. That was the fate her father had chosen for her. That would be her punishment, her prison cell. It was somewhere on the African coast, but she wasn’t sure where. But she knew it was far away from anybody who could damage her father’s impeccable reputation. Mencía had heard what life was like in a nunnery. It meant long hours spent scrubbing floors, washing linens, cooking, and cleaning. She would be expected to use all her spare time praying while boarding in a tiny stone room where the door was locked from the outside at night.
And what of her baby?
Her father said if it was a girl, the nuns would raise it. Which meant a childhood of servitude. And once she was too old to be of use to the nuns, what then? Cast out into the street to be a beggar or a prostitute, which was how most orphans ended up.
And what if it was a boy? Her father had offered to put him up with the family of one of the workers in his silk factory in Seville. Mencía had seen how those workers lived. Crowded into rat-infested hovels, working long hours, never having enough to eat, and paid a pittance. Little more than a slave.
Her father never considered the idea of her raising her own child. He was too worried about saving her honour, by which he meant his own. Mencía knew he couldn’t risk letting her escape without punishment. What would people think of him? No, there had to be atonement. She had to pay for her mistake. And he’d allowed no more discussion on the issue.
Weeks later, she was here in a tiny cabin on a galleon, part of a twenty-eight-strong fleet. One of the soldiers on board had told her Oran had been under siege by the Ottomans for months and they were on their way to relieve them. One sight of this fleet and the Ottomans would give up, he’d said. For the first time in many years, Mencía prayed that night. She prayed the Ottomans would not be impressed by the fleet and that her arrival to the nunnery would be indefinitely delayed.
Apparently her prayers were heard, for a few days later, the storm hit and forced the fleet to take shelter in this tiny bay with the very Spanish name of La Herradura. It wasn’t clear why the locals called this bay “horseshoe,” but Mencía didn’t care. It was Spanish. They had not left home quite yet. She could still…
Another smattering of rain on the window broke Mencía from her thoughts. She became aware of the racing about up on deck. It had gone on for quite some time now. Was this normal? She didn’t know. But she was starting to get nervous.
Mencía peered out the window, trying to see past the sheets of rain, and could just make out the murky shapes of the hills that surrounded them. If the storm passed, and they continued on, this could be her last glance of Spain ever.
Unless, of course, she found a way off this boat.
The thought excited her. She could take back control of her life. Perhaps even return to Anton. It sounded like there was a lot of confusion up on deck. Her father had left the cabin half an hour ago to see if the captain could use his expertise. From the sound of it, he wasn’t coming back anytime soon. If things were frenzied enough up there, perhaps it would make a good enough distraction for her to slip away.
Mencía grabbed her father’s large black overcoat and threw it on, hoping it might help her blend in a bit better. Then she went out into the tiny corridor and up the creaky wooden steps that led to the deck.
The freezing rain was a shock as it hit her face. The coat was not thick enough to hold out the wind blasting across the deck, and she was already shivering.
Mencía looked around. Everywhere sailors raced about, and she saw no sign of her father or the captain. She went to the railing on the starboard side and saw the other ships in the fleet bobbing about on the choppy waves, held in place by their anchor chains that snapped taut and then went slack again. The waves were larger and more violent than she’d imagined, and all the rain made it difficult to judge how far they were anchored from any kind of shoreline. She would need a better view, and for that she would have to climb the ladder that led to the rear deck.
Mencía stumbled over to the ladder, keeping her feet wide apart to steady herself as the deck continued to list one way and then the other, threatening to throw even the seasoned sailors off their balance.
Mencía was quite proud of having stayed on her feet as she grabbed the lower rung of the ladder and steadied herself.
A hand grabbed her shoulder. “Mencía! What are you doing up here?”
Her father glared at her from behind the dripping-wet moustache that took up much of his face.
“I…I just wanted to see what was going on.”
“This is no place for you! Get back inside!”
“I don’t want to!” Mencía screamed over the howling wind. “I deserve to know what is going on!”
“You have a baby to think about! You should be resting!”
“What do you care about my baby?” It was an old argument and would change little. She hadn’t meant to say it.
“We don’t have time for this. Now get back—”
Her father was interrupted by a very loud snap from above their heads. He gawked at the sail, then looked at the others.
Mencía’s anger drained away as she gazed across the deck to see most of the sailors doing the same thing.
“What’s happening?” Mencía asked.
“The storm…” her father said. He had never let his fear show to Mencía. Not once. But there was little he could do to hide it now. And it frightened her.
“It’s changing direction. The ships are anchored on the wrong side. We’ll be thrown into the rocks…”
Several more snaps could be heard as the sails that hadn’t yet come down filled with air. The deck exploded into panic. Sailors dashed about, pulling on ropes to bring down the sails amidst a hailstorm of orders being shouted at them by the captain.
Mencía became aware of the desperate cries of the sailors on the other ships in the fleet that pierced their way through the rain and darkness. Then the sound of breaking wood, as if a large tree were being felled in a forest. Then splashes like cannonballs landing in the water, followed by more crunching.
“Get inside!” her father yelled.
This time Mencía knew not to argue.
But it was already too late. From the darkness, the outline of something loomed off the larboard side. It grew larger as the moonlight touched the uppermost tips of the sails. Then the hull of the beast came into view. It was a galleon, the sails full of a powerful gale that pushed it straight into their ship. The anchor chain slapped against its hull, slack and useless to stop the vessel from ramming them.
“It’s going to—” her father squeaked out.
The ship hit their midsection with its bow, pushing the galleon
over to the starboard side so far that Mencía saw there was little to stop her from falling into the water below. Her cries were drowned out by the sound of wood being crushed. She dropped to her knees, attempting to reach for her father’s hand, for she could see through the sheets of rain that he’d managed to grasp a large metal mooring pylon and was now trying to grab her.
The rain had made the deck so slippery that Mencía started to slide down towards the port railing, which was now underwater. She grasped for anything to grab hold of as her ears filled with the sound of sailors falling into the water below. The ship continued to list to the port side until the deck was almost vertical. Mencía felt the deck slide and then drift away from her, followed by the sensation of falling.
Her body plunged into the freezing water, the shock of which made her gasp and take in a mouthful of salty ocean. She gagged, trying to cough it out, but there was just more seawater to replace it. Mencía knew she had only a few moments to get to the surface.
But she’d become disoriented, having no idea which way to swim. Sailors and debris were now exploding into the water all around her, and the hull of the dying galleon
groaned and creaked as it sank farther into the depths, forming strong currents that grabbed at Mencía, as if the ship itself were clinging to her in a futile attempt to save itself. Mencía clawed at the water, desperate to get out of the way, desperate for air, desperate to survive any way she could.
For a moment, all seemed lost in the murky darkness.
Then Mencía felt the cold sting of air hit her cheek. Her lungs took large gulps of it in between the massive waves that still pummelled her with water from above.
Mencía fought to keep her head above water but found it difficult. She had to kick her legs to overcome the massive weight of her father’s overcoat that threatened to pull her under. And her long white dress, the one her father had chosen to protect her modesty during the voyage, was now getting tangled up in her legs and making it hard to propel her body through the water.
Someone grabbed her right arm. She turned to catch the eyes of a gaunt, slender man with black hair, dark olive skin, and little clothing, which made it obvious he was a galley slave. He said something in Arabic and pointed off to the distance.
“Can you get to shore?” she yelled over the wind, knowing he probably didn’t speak Spanish.
The slave grabbed at her dress.
“Stop that!” Mencía said, pulling his hand away and offended at his attempts to rip her dress off.
The slave pointed at her dress and overcoat again. That’s when Mencía understood. She had to get rid of the weight if he was to save her. Otherwise, it would pull them both under.
Mencía shed her father’s coat and ripped off the white dress he’d had made for her, leaving them to float away as more bits of debris. Now just in her underdress but much lighter, she felt the muscled arm of the galley slave wrap around her middle. He pointed his body into the darkness and swam for both of them.
She had no idea how long it had taken them to swim across the bay, for she’d lost all sense of time. But suddenly she felt soft sand beneath her feat as the slave heaved her tired body up the beach out of the reach of the waves.
Mencía caught her breath and thanked her saviour over and over. The slave smiled and bowed his head to her.
Behind the man, Mencía saw the bay was now filling with the broken masts and shattered hulls of ships still being thrashed about in the water by the storm. A thick carpet of debris was already being washed up on shore along with the lifeless bodies of drowned sailors.
Without the slave who had saved her, Mencía knew her own lifeless body would have been among them. The slave’s time in the galleys had made him well suited to survive a night like this. His body made slender from starvation and his arms strong from long hours spent rowing meant he could slice his way through the waves and get to shore without tiring, unlike most of the commissioned sailors in the fleet.
Something moved past her ear, and Mencía saw the Arabic man dive back into the water along with a few of his fellow slaves towards the destruction to bring back more survivors.
At the moment, Mencía was alone on the beach. A group of sailors had come ashore a bit farther on, but they were busy pulling each other from the water.
Mencía wanted to know if her father was still alive. But if he was, and they were reunited, how long before he made new arrangements to send her to Oran? She knew her father. He was not a man who gave up on his plans so easily.
Then a thought struck her—had her prayers been answered tonight? Had she been given one final opportunity to get away? She might never know if her father survived or not. But it meant freedom. A chance to stay away for longer than a year this time. Perhaps for life. Perhaps even with Anton.
Mencía turned away from the destruction in the bay and towards the hills behind her. They were pitch black, as the moon was behind the storm clouds. Considering what happened tonight, it would be so easy to disappear into that blackness. Never to be seen again.
Her heart pounding, Mencía raced up the hillside before she could be spotted. As far as anyone would know, she had drowned in the disaster tonight along with everyone else. And it was true. Mencía Marañón, beloved daughter of Alonso de Marañón, knight of the Order of Santiago, had indeed died. For she would never be that woman again.
Who she would be instead she had yet to find out.




Chapter Six





October 1660
Armada stood in front of a door made of olive branches fastened together with rusty iron nails. He was on a narrow street just off the main plaza that was crowded with single- and two-storey townhouses built of piled boulders and clay bricks, twisted wooden beams, and crumbling plaster. It was still late in the morning, and there were people chatting in the street and wives walking around with piles of clothing to and from the lavadero, most with squirrelly children hanging from their grey, undyed dresses.
Armada could feel them watching him, leaning out of windows, listening for any clue as to what he was doing there. It would have been impossible to hide anything from them here.
“Excuse me,” he said through the door. “Is there anyone home?”
There was shuffling about inside, and moments later, a large woman opened the door, wiping her hands on the soiled apron that spilled over the front of her dress and looking annoyed at the intrusion.
“You’re that constable.”
The woman was short and quite wide, with rough, calloused hands and hand-stitched clothes. Her greying hair bobbed about on her head in large curls that little effort had been made to control. She looked to be somewhere in her fifties, although a life of hard manual labour meant she might be younger.
“Domingo Armada of the Holy Brotherhood. I’ve come to talk to you about Esteban Marañón.”
The woman grunted, pulling herself away from the door and returning to her cooking pot. She stirred it, gave it a sniff, and did not look happy with the result.
Armada entered to find the house was a typical Andalusian style. It was quite small, with two tiny windows facing the street that cast two squares of white-hot sunlight on the floor, which gave off enough ambient light to see by. Much of the main room was eaten up by the large firepit in the corner and a long wooden table against the wall around which were four chairs.
A small wooden crucifix was attached to the cream plastered walls. Everything else was austere and functional, the house of a family who lived much of their lives outside, thus making a cool, dark house like this a welcome relief from the sun.
“You must be Señora
Quiteria
Maraion,” Armada said, noting there was one bedroom in the back he couldn’t see because the door was shut.
“If you’re looking for my husband, he’s out fishing. Won’t be back until tonight.”
Quiteria spoke in a cropped, shortened manner, as if she hadn’t time for luxuries like proper diction. Armada watched as she popped a few more bits of chopped cabbage into the stew and stirred it again.
“I can speak with you if that’s all right.”
Quiteria gave no response, so Armada continued.
“As I understand it, Señor Marañón was billeted here before the raid six months ago.”
Quiteria let a snort of disapproval escape her nose, then she crossed to the table.
“How did it go?”
“He was a lovely boy at first,” Quiteria said. “Helped out with the chores when he could. Never ate too much. And he had an interest in our family. Never got tired of hearing my Juanma drone on about aunts and cousins and grandparents. My husband can talk anyone’s ear off when it comes to family. And that boy never seemed to get tired of it.”
“Did something change?”
Quiteria glanced at the bedroom door. “Well, the raid happened, didn’t it?”
“Were you here for it?”
“I certainly was! There was shouting and screaming from the other side of the plaza, and I figured something was up. So I locked my Isabel in that bedroom there, and my husband and I grabbed the biggest sticks we could find. If any of those monsters had tried to get in here, they would have gotten quite a beating.”
Armada had little doubt this was true.
“Fortunately for us, those bellacos
didn’t make it this far inland. It was everyone on the beach side of the plaza who got the worst of it. That’s where all the children were taken.”
“So Isabel, she is your daughter?”
“Yes. Just turned sixteen this year. And ripe pickings for those pirates. I’ve lost two other children in my life, God rest their souls, and I couldn’t take losing her too.”
Armada sensed Quiteria was talking more now because she was nervous. She kept glancing to the bedroom door, as if worried someone back there might be overhearing. Isabel, Armada assumed. It was possible the raid traumatized her more than her mother was willing to let on.
“What about Esteban’s family? Did he ever discuss them?”
“Told us he was an orphan. Was a beggar until he was old enough to join the army. Maybe that’s why he was interested in our family so much. He didn’t have one of his own,” Quiteria said, shoving her way past Armada to get an onion. She seemed to be avoiding eye contact with him and using her movements about the house to hide it. This was not a woman who was used to being nervous.
“How about after the raid? Did things change after that?”
“I remember Esteban didn’t say much to us. Just holed up in that back bedroom all day. He hadn’t much to do, really, as he’d been relieved from duty. Everyone in the pueblo was more focused on mourning than on placing blame. They were hard times. I knew every one of those families who lost someone. What they went through, you can never know…”
Quiteria’s voice cracked. She chopped the onions and tossed them into the stew before giving it a good stir.
“So what changed?” Armada asked.
“Martin, that’s what changed. He started giving all these speeches at the ayuntamiento about how the army men were ruining our town. We put up with them because they were supposed to keep us safe. But if they can’t do that, then we shouldn’t let them stay. That’s when everyone around here started turning nasty towards Esteban. They even gave Juanma and me trouble for keeping him in our home. They said we should throw him out.”
“But you didn’t.”
“I felt sorry for the boy. He fell asleep. An honest mistake. But later, I…”
“Later?” Armada asked.
“Well, Martin proved himself right. The boy was a disgrace, just like all the rest of them. I was happy that night when Salinas came to collect him. They left so fast Esteban didn’t have time to pack. All his things are still here.”
There it was again. Vagueness. Quiteria always spoke in short, sharp sentences that were specific. So once in a while when she became vague, it seemed odd. Especially as it was the only time she allowed her voice to trail off.
“May I see his things?” Armada said.
Quiteria snorted again, then went over to a corner of the room and grabbed a small box and handed it to Armada. “You can take them. I don’t have the time to haul these all the way up that hill to that army camp. I have supper to make.”
Armada dug through the box to find little of value. There was a small, worn Bible, some bits of metal he’d found while out walking in the hills, a few coins, some interesting feathers and oddly shaped stones, and a bit of paper on the bottom. Armada unfolded the paper to find it full of names, all connected by various lines and circles, as if trying to organise them somehow.
At the bottom were two names he recognised—Quiteria Maraion and Rodrigo Maraion. Their names were linked with a line.
It was a family tree, tracing the genealogy of the Maraion family back several generations.
“Did you know he was working on this? That is the Maraion family, isn’t it?” Armada showed the paper to Quiteria.
“He never showed it to me.”
Armada found that odd. Why would Esteban have such a fascination with the Maraion family? From what he could tell, there were no nobles in their history. Just a long list of fishermen going back three generations. Which means he’d been writing down the results of his conversations with Quiteria’s husband.
But why?
“You said everything was fine at first,” Armada said. “What went wrong? Did your own relationship with Esteban sour somehow?”
“Sin and vice, Constable. That’s what Esteban and all the rest of those soldiers have brought to our little pueblo. The sooner they leave, the better off we’ll be.”
Quiteria was staring at Armada now. The nervousness from before was gone. She had given her answer, and her body was telling him she would give him no more.
“Thank you, Señora Maraion. You’ve been very helpful.”
Armada turned to go, but something caught his eye through the back door. A wild boar, skinned and left to dry out in the sun until it was ready to begin the long, laborious process of curing and drying it into a jamon serrano that would help feed the family through the coming winter.
Armada’s attention was drawn to the stomach area, which contained the mortal wound that had taken the creature down.
A harquebus wound.
“Congratulations,” Armada said. “It’s a lovely creature.”
Quiteria stared at him until he was safely back out on the road. All around him was the sound of murmuring neighbours, each coming up with their own theory as to what was happening and how Quiteria was involved. Unavoidable in small towns like this, Armada knew. Soon the rumours would begin to circulate and could make things more difficult.
But Armada had learned that rumours worked both ways. There had to be gossip about what had soured Quiteria’s opinion of Esteban so quickly.
And whether it was enough to drive her to murder.




Chapter Seven





The sun was already setting as Armada hiked back to the army camp at the top of the ridge. He arrived to find Pedro showing Lucas a trick with his dagger that involved spinning it round the tips of his fingers without hurting himself. Lucas picked up the dagger and tried it but dropped it, nearly stabbing himself in the foot. Pedro laughed, patting Lucas on the back.
Lucas then noticed Armada arrive and stood straight up. “Welcome back, sir.”
Armada found himself a bit jealous of Pedro. He sometimes wished Lucas could feel as relaxed as that around him. There was always a formality to his relationship with the boy that would probably never change. Armada was an employer to Lucas, a mentor, possibly even a teacher.
But never a friend. Not like Pedro could be.
“I trust you got everything done today?” Armada said.
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said. “Supper should be ready soon.”
“Good. Then can you get me a glass of sherry? I’m parched.”
Lucas ran off to the cart to pour him a glass when Salinas appeared.
“Armada, you’re back just in time,” Salinas said with a smile. “Barros managed to catch us two mice this afternoon. We’ve cooked them up in a stew.”
Armada grinned, trying to look grateful. Given the conditions these men were living under, it must have been quite good fortune to have a bit of meat tonight. Armada, however, would likely go to bed hungry.
“I also got these, Captain,” Pedro said, pulling something from a bag nearby.
Pedro handed each of them what looked like a large bean pod that had turned brown and leathery. Then he took a bite of his.
“Carob…” Salinas said, taking a bite as well. “You went down to the bottom of the hill for these?”
“I found a shortcut.”
“You’re mad. I told you that was dangerous. Someone could have seen you.”
“I can be quick when I want to.”
Salinas took another bite from the carob and smiled. “Quick but mad.”
Soon the night was upon them, and everyone sat round the campfire for warmth as they ate their mouse stew. Barros and Pedro had little time for manners and gulped it down from tin bowls, while Salinas, like Lucas and Armada, preferred to slurp his with a wooden spoon.
“We have guests, tontos,” Salinas said as Pedro finished his and went to the large metal pot on the fire for another helping.
“This again…” Pedro said, glancing at Barros.
“I’ve seen you use a spoon before. You know what it is.”
“Who has time for spoons? I’m hungry,” Barros said.
“It’s just the Brotherhood. It’s not like His Majesty has come for supper,” Pedro said.
“If the king saw how you two eat, he would banish you to the mines of Almaden,” Salinas said. He looked to Armada. “I apologise for these two borrachos. I do try to teach them manners, but they ignore me.”
Armada smiled but didn’t answer. His reply wouldn’t have been given much acknowledgement anyway. No, this was more about the banter. It’s what kept these men entertained during the long months spent up here. It’s what kept their minds off how cold the nights were about to become, the long hours in the watchtower, what happened to their friend, and how hard life was becoming for them. It kept them from going mad.
“Yes, Mother. Sorry, Mother,” Barros said, which got a laugh from Pedro.
Armada remembered nights like this from his own time in the army. It’s how the men in your company became brothers. It was necessary, as you would come to depend on these men for your survival. Especially in a place as dangerous as the jungles of Peru. It was the closest thing to family many soldiers would ever have. Which was why leaving the army was so traumatic for some.
“What was Esteban like as a soldier?” Armada asked.
“Useless,” Barros said.
“Barros…” Salinas said. He turned to Armada. “Esteban never seemed interested in fighting. Whenever Barros or I tried to teach him how to handle a sword or fire a musket, he would just tell us he knew all he needed to know and walk away. A bit arrogant, but isn’t every man at that age?”
“What about his free time?” Armada asked. “What did he do with that?”
“That was the odd thing,” Pedro said. “Whenever he didn’t have watch duty, he spent most of his nights with those Maraions. We tried to get him to come out with us. This was back in the days when we could always find a card game going somewhere. And when the tavern was still serving us.”
“How much did you know about his life with the Maraions?”
Barros laughed.
“Esteban was a bit strange when it came to that family,” Salinas said. “From the moment he got to La Herradura, he only wanted to be billeted with them. And it took him a while to convince that family to take him in.”
“Did he ever tell you why he was so interested?”
“No,” Salinas said. “I figured it was because he liked that daughter of theirs. She was about his age. Very beautiful. We all would have been happy to live there, believe me. But Esteban never talked about her like that. He never talked about her at all, really.”
“And things went well while he was staying there?”
There were glances between the three soldiers.
“At first,” Salinas said. “But the last few weeks before the raid, he was…despondent. Something was really troubling him.”
“What?”
“He never said,” Salinas said.
“I caught him weeping one night. He told me he had done something unholy and disgraceful. He was ashamed of himself,” Pedro said. “But he couldn’t tell me what it was.”
“Unholy? That was the word he used?”
Pedro nodded.
Armada found this very odd. He could understand words like shameful or humiliating or even sinful. But unholy suggested something worse. Something that was perhaps illegal or against the church.
“What about the night of the raid itself?” Armada asked. “How did he seem?”
The soldiers went quiet, their gazes drifting to the flames of the dying fire.
“He wouldn’t speak to me,” Salinas said. “I asked him if he was all right to do his shift that night. He promised he was. He didn’t want to let down the company. But I could see it. There was something wrong there. I just wish he told us what it was before he…”
“Tell me about the night of the raid.”
Salinas sighed. “I was in town that night. I had just sat down to supper when I heard someone shouting down by the beach. It sounded like children playing at first, but then they ran past my window, yelling, ‘Pirates!’ By the time I got outside to see what was happening, the pirates were already on the beach. I looked at the watchtower but saw nothing. No signal fire, no warning. I went running up there, but it was Pedro who got to the tower first.”
Armada looked to Pedro.
“I was hunting,” Pedro said. “Sunset is the best time for foxes. I had just gotten back to camp when I saw the pirate ship anchored offshore. I climbed up into the tower to see why Esteban hadn’t lit the signal fire, and he was just sitting there, shocked. He must have just woken up. I ran up to the roof and lit the fire myself. But it didn’t make much difference. By the time I got the flame going, the pirates had done their work and were heading back to their ship.”
Armada was frustrated but hid it from the others. None of this was making any sense.
One big question was why Esteban had joined the army in the first place. Esteban was an orphan, a beggar in the streets. It was a very lonely existence. Joining a company such as this should have seemed an opportunity to leave all that behind. Here were men who would give their lives to defend him, who were willing to be the brothers he never had.
And yet Esteban had rejected all of it. He had done nothing to hide his disdain for fighting, refused to learn anything from these men, and had even eschewed their attempts to bond with him in their leisure time. This company was quite generous in calling him their baby brother because, from the sound of it, Esteban did not see himself in that way. He didn’t appear to look up to them at all. With so little interest in being a soldier, why join the army?
Instead, Esteban had joined the Maraions. It would be reasonable to assume he had become enamoured with their daughter, Isabel. But that didn’t explain the obsession he had with their whole family. Why would he bother with the genealogy? Hardly the kind of thing that would impress a young girl. Also, given what Quiteria was like, she would not have allowed Esteban into her home in the first place. How could Quiteria not have seen what would happen? None of it made sense.
What also gnawed at Armada’s mind was Esteban’s use of the words unholy and disgraceful. The kind of words one would use to describe some kind of blasphemy. But how did that relate to his time with the Maraions?
Armada’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a harquebus shot ringing out from the hillside below. A bit of wood exploded from the frame holding the cooking pot over the fire. Everyone jumped to their feet.
Barros plunged into the blackness of the hillside after them, following the sound of racing footsteps that crunched their way over the dried grasses.
“You are not up here hunting!” Salinas yelled into the darkness. “You’re not fooling anyone!”
Armada looked to Salinas.
“That happens almost every night now. They are trying to frighten us,” Salinas said.
“Barros will never catch them. They are too quick,” Pedro muttered.
“Catch who?” Armada asked.
“One of the townspeople. Who else would know these trails well enough to walk them at night?” Salinas said. “And they want to make it clear they want us to leave.”
“Or to die,” Pedro grumbled.




Chapter Eight





The next morning, Armada awoke to find the sun had already risen. The campfire was just smouldering ashes now, still giving off tiny wisps of smoke that caught the breeze and flew off to the east. Armada was surprised to find he felt refreshed. Was it possible that he’d actually slept well?
Pedro and Lucas still snored away next to him, while Salinas was a short distance away, having a bit of breakfast cobbled together from leftovers of the night before. Barros was missing, presumably doing his shift in the tower.
Salinas smiled. “We had a visitor this morning,” he said with a mouthful of food. “A boy dropped this off for you.”
Armada was handed a message from Martin, informing him the meeting with the families who had lost children in the raid had been arranged for that afternoon. He was to meet them in the ayuntamiento at three. And he knew not to be foolish enough to make evening plans.
Armada tucked the message away in his pocket and had a bit of breakfast before heading out. There was much to do. He’d had a thought about what had gone so wrong between Esteban and the Maraions. There was only one person who could confirm it, and Armada figured they wouldn’t be hard to spot.
Armada arrived in town to find the plaza buzzing with activity. The weekly market was on, and the entire plaza was filled with rickety stalls full of fruit sellers and other merchants selling their wares to the crowd of shoppers that ambled past. Fruit, vegetables, spices, clothing, fabrics, soap, charcoal, and used farming equipment of every kind spilled out of display crates as the air rippled with the sound of haggling and boisterous conversation. Throngs of shoppers meandered about, holding homemade baskets and sacks overflowing with their purchases.
Although noisy, the market itself wasn’t large. Armada was able to find a spot to sit at the edge of the plaza, well out of view in order to remain inconspicuous.
After nearly an hour, a young woman walked by who grabbed Armada’s attention. She let her gaze linger over a small box of odd fruit from the New World. She was no more than nineteen, with smooth skin not yet bronzed from years toiling in the sun. She was quite tall with a slender build but large hands that gripped the fruit firmly so she could sniff it.
The woman gave the fruit a confused look.
“It’s called a papaya,” Armada said from behind her.
The woman swung round, startled.
“They’re quite sweet and make a lovely juice in the summertime.”
The woman smiled half-heartedly, making it clear she was in no mood for conversation with a stranger. She put the fruit down and moved away.
“You must be Isabel Maraion,” Armada said.
The woman’s head swung round to face Armada again.
“I was hoping to have a word about…the father.”
Armada glanced down at the woman’s belly, which protruded enough to stretch the stitching of the front of her dress. She had attempted to throw an apron over it to make it more discreet, but she was weeks away from giving birth, making such attempts futile.
“I…I can’t,” Isabel said and tried to move away.
Armada followed her, keeping a sharp eye out for Quiteria or her husband, who were probably wandering about somewhere nearby. His time was short.
“Please…for Esteban’s sake. You must not feel he deserved his fate.”
Isabel hid her face. “Maybe he did,” she whispered, and then she was moving again.
Armada followed but was careful not to get too close. He couldn’t push too hard. A few words from Isabel could be the key that unlocked the whole mystery. He had to be careful not to make a scene or make her too uncomfortable. There were too many people about because of the market.
Isabel left the plaza and soon turned off the main road to head down a narrow alleyway between two houses. Armada noticed there were no windows overlooking this little lane and no one coming in the opposite direction. For a moment, they were alone.
“Please, Señora Maraion. Help me,” Armada pleaded. “Someone needs to be brought to justice for what they did to Esteban, whether you think he deserved it or not.”
Isabel stopped and kept her back turned. Her shoulders were shaking, and Armada realised she was weeping. He moved closer to her but remained a couple of steps away.
“Of course he didn’t deserve it,” Isabel whispered. “I…I loved him.”
So Armada was right. This was about a love affair.
“So it is Esteban’s baby.”
“Yes,” Isabel said.
“How did your mother feel about it?”
Isabel faced Armada, looking more confused than sad.
“She loved it. At first. She thought…we all thought…that Esteban loved me. He was so eager to be in our family. He was always helping us out with chores. He gave us most of his wages and spent all of his time with us. I thought…”
“You thought he loved you as well,” Armada said. He could already guess where the story was going.
“It’s the only thing that made sense. Why else would he be there? He loved listening to my grandfather tell him all the old stories from when he was a boy. He felt like part of the family after a while.”
“I’m sorry if this is too private, but it would help me to know if he ever told you he loved you.”
Isabel gave a tiny shake of her head.
“So how did this…happen?” Armada asked, gesturing to her belly.
Isabel hesitated.
“Please. It will help. I’m not here to judge you.”
Isabel glanced up and down the lane. She lowered her voice to a whisper.
“Esteban said he was meeting up with some of the other soldiers in the company. I wanted to go with him. So I made up an excuse to my parents and snuck out. I’d never done anything like that before.”
Isabel glanced up the lane again. Someone was talking just round the corner.
“I caught up with Esteban just as he was leaving. I told him I wanted to be with him. Alone. We’d never done that before. My parents were always around.”
Isabel put her hand to her mouth. “Esteban had stolen some of the wine my mother uses for cooking. It was the other soldiers—they told him to. He didn’t do things like that. I said I knew a spot overlooking the sea we could go to instead. I’d never seen him look at me like that before. We drank the wine…and, well…”
“I understand,” Armada said. But he was lying. None of this story made sense. “Did you tell your parents right away?”
“Yes.”
“And they kicked him out of the house?”
“No. They wanted him to marry me. They loved him by that point. They considered him part of the family. They didn’t care that he was an orphan or that he didn’t have any money. He was good to our family. That’s what mattered.”
“How did Esteban feel about marriage?”
There was pain in Isabel’s eyes. Armada was getting closer.
“He changed,” Isabel said. “He said it was sick and wrong what we did. That we should get rid of the baby as soon as possible. I told him I wanted to keep it. I wanted us to be a family. But he called the baby a demon and all sorts of horrible things. I’d never seen him that angry before.”
“Did your mother know any of this?”
“I’ve never told her,” Isabel said. “As far as she knows, he was always sweet to me. It was only in private he was like that.”
“Did he try to convince you to get rid of the baby?”
“He was obsessed with it. Every time we were alone together I was afraid he was going to try something. He seemed disgusted with its very existence. I don’t know how…how I could have gotten him so wrong. I thought...I thought he loved me.”
Armada embraced Isabel, and she wept into his shoulder for a moment. It was risky being this close to her. If they were seen like this, alone in this road, it would mean rumours, denunciation, and worse.
At that moment, Armada couldn’t help but feel contempt for Esteban. He had fooled the Maraions into thinking he loved them and yet had proven he didn’t. His attitude towards the men of his company was similar. But it made Armada wonder. What if Esteban hadn’t come to La Herradura looking for a family to belong to? What if he had come for something else?
It made more sense than anything else. Perhaps the Maraions, like the army, were just a means to find what he’d really come for.
But find what? And how could Armada be sure it had anything to do with Esteban’s murder? It left him feeling he was back where he started.
“You didn’t deserve to be treated like that,” Armada said. “Your baby is not a demon. Esteban had his own problems with what happened, and I know he got angry. But I doubt it was you he was angry with.”
Armada tried to ignore the three elderly women who were coming round the corner towards them. They were still chattering to each other but would notice Armada and Isabel soon.
“Tell me, did your father know any of this?”
“I never told him,” Isabel said, wiping her eyes. “But he may have figured it out. One night, my mother was out, and my father had to light the firepit. I had to do it for him, as he’s a bit useless at things like that. He asked me if anything was the matter. I told him no, but I don’t think he believed me. It’s hard for me to hide from him.”
“And the harquebus that was used to shoot the boar that’s drying in your kitchen…that was his?”
Isabel nodded. “You don’t think…my father…he’s a good man…”
“I don’t think anything. I just need to know if he caught that boar in the hills below the watchtower.”
“He—”
“Isabel!” came a cry from the road.
Armada glanced up to see an older man, somewhere in his fifties with a sun-scarred face and thin, floppy black hair, racing towards him. It was Rodrigo Maraion, Isabel’s father, Armada surmised.
“I’ve been looking all over for you!” Rodrigo yelled in a gravelly voice. “Where have you been?” He glared at Armada.
“It’s all right, Father. He’s just—”
“Yes, I know what he’s here for,” Rodrigo said.
“I am only asking questions related to my investigation.”
Rodrigo pulled his daughter behind him and came close to Armada.
“If I ever see you talking to my daughter again, I’ll kill you myself!”
“I would be careful with your threats, Señor
Maraion. Remember, you are speaking to a member of the Holy Brotherhood,” Armada said.
It sounded hollow to Armada’s ears. He had no desire to imprison this man. He understood Rodrigo’s desire to protect his daughter, given everything that had happened. Armada needed to establish his authority, but he hated it.
“I don’t care who you are! No man is allowed to speak to my daughter alone. And you can be sure that Martin Figueroa is going to hear about what you tried to do.”
“Father, he wasn’t trying to—” Isabel began.
“Let’s go, Isabel. Right now.”
Rodrigo grabbed his daughter’s hand and yanked her out of the alley and back to the main road.
Armada sighed. This was going to complicate matters. 




Chapter Nine





October 1562
Mencía hadn’t been ready for the cold. She wrapped her arms around her shivering shoulders and wished she had something dry to put on. The storm was passing, and the rain had ceased. But it proved to be the least of her worries.
Her enemy now was the wind. It blew in great gales, pushing the last of the storm clouds away to reveal the bright stars and full moon of the night. It was easier to see now as she slogged her way through the endless mud, but the wind was merciless. It blew through her thin, soaked nightdress and into her very bones, leading her to shiver so hard her back was getting sore.
Mencía had to give up travelling for the night and find somewhere warm to rest. She was well out of sight of the bay and La Herradura pueblo, so there was little chance someone would come across her in the night.
Besides, she had to get warm. She gathered up brush and leaves and other debris from the forest floor and bundled it up against the sprawling roots of a carob tree, which blocked the worst of the wind if she lay flat on her back.
It was a long night spent wondering if she would live to see the morning as she stared through the swaying branches of the carob tree. The wind flung the branches back and forth, often with enough force to break off a few of the numerous shrivelled bean pods. They would land a short distance away, crunching on the dried debris of the forest floor and making it sound as if someone were skulking about in the darkness just beyond. If there really was someone sneaking up on her, Mencía realised there was little she could do. Her fate, and that of her baby, was in God’s hands now.
The next morning, Mencía awoke to streams of sunlight hitting her face from the east. The wind had died down, and the landscape was allowed to warm up. Mencía sat up and rubbed her sore back, thankful to be alive. But her triumph was fleeting.
Her stomach reminded her that she and her baby were starving and very thirsty. In every direction, there was nothing but leagues of empty countryside full of bandits and highwaymen. There was only one way she was going to be able to eat today. And that was to return to La Herradura.
In the daylight, Mencía could see she was high up on a stony outcropping that overlooked the ocean. She’d had no idea the night before how close to the edge she’d come. A few more strides in the darkness would have meant a long fall to her death.
Looking to the east towards the rising sun, Mencía saw the old stone watchtower, on the other side of which lay the pueblo. The next few hours were spent picking her way back through the mud and prickly weeds that had savaged her legs the night before, and soon the bay of La Herradura came into view once again.
She could now see the full extent of the disaster of the night before. It shocked her. The bay was filled with the half-sunken hulls of galleons, surrounded by a thick layer of debris that hid much of the bay from view. And the bodies. Everywhere Mencía looked there were bodies. Most were still floating in the bay, bobbing facedown with the waves, while many had washed up on the beach in odd poses. Others had been thrown upon boulders by the storm’s violent waves and were now left to rot in the sun.
There were people milling about on the beach. A few Spanish officers had survived, and they were busy organising the large contingent of galley slaves, as well as some locals, into a cleanup operation. A few of the slaves were already swimming about in the water, retrieving bodies and dragging them up onto the beach to be identified. Barely thirty or so had been retrieved thus far, and there were thousands left to go. The scale of the catastrophe was almost more than she could handle, compounded by a smell from below that caught the breeze and was like no other she’d ever experienced. Despite her hunger, it made her want to gag.
Mencía composed herself and made her way down the canyon and into town. Everywhere people were racing about, collecting supplies and going back and forth to the beach to help out with the staggering cleanup operation that was just getting underway. Most villagers here were still dealing with the shock of what they found on their beach that morning. There was a good chance no one in town had any idea the fleet had even arrived the night before, as they were hunkered down in their homes to wait out the storm.
Mencía wandered down a small lane that led to the main plaza. People dashed past her, carrying baskets of food, jugs of water, and stacks of blankets to help the men down on the beach. There were also sailors and galley slaves everywhere. Mencía didn’t recognise most of them but knew at least a few from her father’s ship must have survived. And if they did, they would recognise her. She needed to get out of her wet nightdress and into more normal clothes so she could blend in better. She didn’t want to be spotted. Not yet.
Mencía kept her head down and pretended she was helping out with the effort until she came to a small garden area where washing had been hung up first thing that morning. On it was a dress, very simple and hand stitched, grey and tattered about the edges, with an apron and a head scarf. A modest peasant’s ensemble. It was perfect.
Mencía snuck her way through the little gate made of pine branches lashed together with twine, then kneeled behind the fence and whipped off her damp underdress. She was glad to have the wet things off her body, but she was aware that she was almost naked at the moment.
Mencía snatched the new dress off the line and pulled it over her head. The dress was large and roomy, but, much to her chagrin, it was damp.
“That won’t do you any good.”
Mencía froze, then turned to find a peasant woman staring at her. She was somewhere in her late forties, stocky and dressed in a modest brown dress with a large, soiled apron on the front. Her brown hair was tied in a tight bun on the back of her head, and she had a stern look of someone who has to work hard to survive. But there was a twinkle in her large brown eyes that suggested there was a kind heart behind it.
“I just hung that up. It must still be wet,” the woman said.
“I’m sorry. I…”
“You must be from that shipwreck down on the beach,” the woman said in a kind tone. “Come in. I have some dry clothes inside you can have. You poor thing.”
Mencía went inside with the woman, who introduced herself as Ana, and was given a dry set of clothes, which helped her stop shivering. Ana then gave her a bowl of hot onion soup, which Mencía gulped down.
“I haven’t been down to the beach yet, but from what my Hector has told me, it’s quite a mess,” Ana said. “You must have been through such an ordeal last night.”
“It was,” Mencía said.
“Well, you finish that up, and we’ll get you down there. I’m sure you’re worried sick about your family by now.”
Ana gazed at her with kind eyes, her hand on Mencía’s arm. Mencía was so grateful to this woman for what she’d done. But the last thing she wanted was to go down to the beach where she might be recognised.
“I…I didn’t come with family.”
“You’re here alone?” Ana asked. “No woman should have to travel like that on a ship full of sailors. Everybody knows what they get up to.”
“I was all right.”
“Yes, I suppose. I imagine if your father is as rich as that, none of those sailors would dare try anything.”
Mencía froze. She looked at Ana, who rose to put some dishes away.
“How do you know...?” Mencía said.
“About your father?” Ana said. “I don’t. But that gown you left in my garden says everything. Satin fabric like that is quite expensive. And that stitching isn’t the sort a young woman like you could do at your age. It takes years of experience to do that. So I assumed your father bought it for you.”
“Yes, that’s true,” Mencía said, relieved.
“Now, go on. Finish up your soup, and we’ll get you down to the beach. I’m sure someone down there is worried about you.”
Mencía wasn’t sure what to say. She had to get out of La Herradura, but she had no idea how to do that yet. She didn’t even know where her next meal was coming from.
“Ana, thank you for everything. But I can’t.”
“Can’t what, dear?”
“I can’t go back there.”
“Why not?” Ana asked.
“I just…I just can’t. Please, I—”
“Is there someone at home?” a man’s voice called in from the front door, startling them both.
“Yes. What is it?” Ana asked.
“Please open the door.”
Ana made her way to the door while Mencía hid herself in the back bedroom.
“I am Commander Alfonso Rodriguez of His Majesty’s royal fleet,” a bellowing voice said.
It was a voice Mencía knew. Alfonso was a hunting friend of her father’s who had been on the galleon
with them last night.
“Well, good morning, Commander.”
“My men and I are in search of a woman named Mencía Marañón, daughter of Alonso de Marañón. She has green eyes, brown hair, nineteen years old. She was wearing a white satin nightgown last night when one of the crew helped her to shore. And we found this on your back fence.”
Alfonso held up Mencía’s wet underdress that she’d left on the back fence. She kicked herself for not bringing it inside.
“Her father is very worried. If there is any chance she survived, he wants to know.”
Mencía held her breath. So her father survived. And he knew that she had as well. Mencía should have left La Herradura when she had the chance. She could have been half a league away by now and well on her way back to Anton. And now she’d thrown away her last opportunity for freedom for what? Some dry clothes and a bit of hot onion soup.
“No, Commander. I’m afraid I haven’t seen anyone like that here. I’ve never seen that dress before. I’m sorry.”
Alfonso sighed. “Yes, very well. Gracias, Señora.”
After Alfonso had gone, Mencía came out from behind the door.
“Mencía, is it?” Ana asked.
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“Oh, yes, I did,” Ana said. “I don’t know what is going on here, but you obviously don’t want those men to find you.”
“Why are you being so kind?” Mencía asked. It was a genuine question. She’d never met someone willing to risk so much for a stranger. It wasn’t something she’d seen, growing up amongst the titled and elite.
“Whatever your reasons for running, I’m guessing it has something to do with your baby,” Ana said.
Mencía was startled.
“Oh, don’t look like that. You can’t hide something like that from me. That dress isn’t supposed to be that tight around the middle. I should know—I stitched it,” Ana said, returning to cleaning her kitchen as if nothing had happened.
“I trust a mother’s intuition more than I trust a man with a fancy rank,” Ana said. “Whatever your reason for hiding from them, it must be right. I’ve had five children of my own, and every one of them is alive today because I listened to my instincts.”
Mencía was speechless. She’d never met anyone like Ana.
“Now, you have some more soup,” Ana said as she filled Mencía’s bowl again. “You look famished. You have to eat enough for your baby as well, you know. You’ll be safe here for a while. At least until my Hector comes back tonight. He went down to the beach to help them drag bodies from the bay this morning. He’s the one who will take a little more convincing.”
Mencía gulped down more of her soup and for the first time considered the possibility that her instincts might not have been mad after all.




Chapter Ten





October 1660
Grief had always been a strange thing to Armada. It could be expressed in so many ways as to make it unpredictable, which made him uneasy. Two people, no matter how similar, could experience grief differently. One could become suicidal, another homicidal, while others just mourned for a while and moved on. Some showed their grief on their faces for all the world to see, while others hid it with such cunning you would never know they felt it at all.
In crime investigations, it was almost impossible to deal with. But in his line of work, it was impossible to avoid as well. Perhaps it was because he had never felt grief like that for himself. Armada had bumbled through his life as a lone traveller, with few connections to anyone that were like the bond a family had. He was an outsider, peering in through the window of others’ souls, unable to understand what drove them.
The grief that surrounded him now was overwhelming. He was sitting in the meeting room at the ayuntamiento, which was crammed with people on every wall. Four families were represented here, each of whom had lost a child during the pirate raid. Each of those families had brought everyone that was even vaguely related, for each of those children had touched all of their lives.
There were almost fifty people stuffed into the meeting room. The most elderly of them sat on chairs that had been gathered around the table Armada sat behind, while just behind were the younger generation, who stood, hats in hands, pushing in shoulder to shoulder to make sure Armada heard the things they shouted at him.
Behind them were those who were not directly related but came to offer their thoughts as well. They stood against the back wall or crowded around the outside of the two doors that were open to the street, craning their necks to get a view of what was happening inside.
From the moment of Armada’s arrival, emotions had been running high. Martin had made a short speech announcing who Armada was and what he was there to ask them. Armada had barely gotten the first question out before everyone started talking at once, deluging him with the overwhelming sense of loss they were all feeling even six months later. For many people in this room, the wounds would never heal.
And it showed on their faces, for these people saw little reason to hide it from Armada. They let their grief loose to swirl about the room on a wave of glistening eyes, voices gone hoarse from anguish, and a desperation for their grief to be heard.
Armada took down a few notes, trying to go family by family to establish where everyone was when Esteban was killed. The information he got was not very helpful, as all these families claimed to be at home with each other at the time.
He heard about the Cortina family, who lost their fourteen-year-old daughter after attempting to hide her in a cupboard. They lived down by the beach and were one of the first hit. Their father, a quiet man named Jose with a large moustache, had been one of the first to see the pirates approaching the beach, as he’d come back late from a day’s fishing. He ran back to the house and attempted to hide his family, but it was no use. The raiding party broke in, ransacked the house, set it alight, then ripped his daughter from his hands while his house burned. He tried to stop them and got a dagger plunged into his thigh as a result. Despite his injury, his family blamed him for their daughter’s disappearance rather than Esteban. They said he didn’t fight hard enough, a criticism he did little to defend himself against, perhaps seeing it as a form of punishment he deserved.
Another family, the Alvarados, had lost their twelve-year-old son while attempting to flee to their cortijo
in the hills. It was bad luck that they happened upon a group of pirates who saw them as an easy opportunity. If they had taken a different path or had been a few moments earlier, the Alvarados might have made it.
As such, the reason for their son’s disappearance wasn’t placed with Esteban but with God. It was believed he must have been taken for a reason and that he would soon return to them. Despite having numerous other children, a place at the table was always set for their missing son in case of his return. None of them believed the boy was gone.
The Villanuevas also believed their son would return to them, taking his abduction as a sign of their lack of commitment to the Catholic faith. Apparently the boy’s father had been struggling with questions of his faith for many years, and this was taken as a sign he should reaffirm. His wife was quite pious, having considered entering a nunnery at an early age, and now she believed her mission was to bring her husband back to the fold. Once this was done, she believed her deal with God would be fulfilled and her son would return. With such hope in the future, Armada couldn’t see how they would resort to murder.
Which left the Encinases, whom he was interviewing now. It had been an exhausting afternoon, and Armada found his patience growing short. As he predicted, the petty grievances that always arose between neighbours and families whose lives were so entangled with each other were starting to come out. The entire meeting would soon descend into constant shouting, so Armada had to get his answers soon.
“They’ve corrupted him,” a woman wailed. It was Ines Encinas, the mother of Floriana Encinas, the fourth and final abduction of the pirates that night. But she had little desire to talk about the raid and instead focused her rage on the soldiers in the company, who in her estimation had failed the pueblo due to their behaviour.
“Martin warned us about those soldiers,” she yelled. “He warned us! And they failed us that night. My Jose, he’s too stubborn. He never listens. He ran around with that Captain Salinas all day and night. Gambling, drinking, everything! My Jose was a good man. He never would have done things like that.”
“Yes, Señora Encinas, but what about after the raid?” Armada asked again. “I just want to know what—”
“He’s a good man, that alcalde,” Ines said, ignoring Armada once again. She looked to Martin, who stood against the wall and smiled at her, nodding in acknowledgement. “He knows who our enemies really are. And it’s those soldiers up on that ridge! If they can’t keep us safe, then they need to go!”
There were cheers all around the room, which were deafening. Armada looked to Jose, who sat next to his wife, saying little. He didn’t blame Jose. Ines was feeding off the energy in the room, and there was no stopping her now.
But could it also be a bit of guilt? Ines was the first one to mention the army garrison when it came to how they felt after the raid. Her hatred, at least, was directed at the army men. Did her husband share the view? He was the one who owned, and knew how to shoot, the harquebus that injured the pirate. It could just as easily have been the one that shot Esteban.
“Sadly, the damage has already been done,” Ines shouted at Armada. “My Jose was so corrupted he was seeing another woman. Almost every night after the raid. That’s how he mourned our poor Floriana. It tore me apart!”
Ines swatted her husband on the shoulder, and Jose looked guiltier. The crowd was turning against him. His defence was to look humble.
“He is seeing her almost every night. I’m left alone with no one. This is what the army brings to our pueblo!”
“Was he seeing her the night Esteban was killed?” Armada asked.
“Yes! I told you, he sees her almost every night now.”
Armada put his quill down. There was no more need of notes. “Who is this woman?”
“It’s that gypsy woman who lives in a shack down on the beach. She’s a witch, that one!”
“Where is this shack?” Armada asked.
Armada looked round the room and saw nothing but vacant, unknowing stares.
“I don’t know. But she deserves her place in hell,” Ines said and spat on the floor.
“You don’t know?” Armada wondered. He looked at Jose, who was staring at the floor.
“Jose Encinas, where is this shack?” Armada asked. “What is this woman’s name? Tell me about her.”
Jose looked up at Armada with wide, fearful eyes.
“We aren’t here to examine anyone’s transgressions, Constable,” cried Martin from the back of the room. “Now, I think everyone has had a long afternoon and it’s a good time to call an end to this meeting.”
“Those are not all my questions,” Armada said in protest.
But the meeting was already breaking up. People were standing and starting private conversations with each other and ending any hope of maintaining order in the room. Some of the parents collapsed into tears at having to remember the events of that awful night and were surrounded by comforting families and neighbours, while others began arguing over the many petty disagreements that had come up during the meeting.
Armada made his way to Martin and tapped him on the shoulder as he comforted the Alvarados, gesturing for the alcalde to meet him outside.
“How did it go, sir?” Lucas asked, who was waiting for Armada under the canopy of a wilted ficus tree. “Sorry I left early, but there were too many people in there.”
“Yes, fine. I just have one final question I need answered before we can leave.”
A few minutes later, Martin joined Armada outside.
“I’m sorry, Constable, but I have to protect the privacy of my pueblo,” Martin said.
“And I have to protect their lives,” Armada said. “I can’t do that, however, unless you tell me who this gypsy woman is.”
“Why is this so interesting to you, eh, Armada? Are you looking for a bit of female companionship for yourself?” Martin asked.
“Don’t evade my question. Answer it.”
Martin sighed. “She’s just some gypsy who used to squat in an old fishing shed by the beach. But I moved her off a long time ago, well before this whole thing with Esteban. She’s got nothing to do with this. Now, good night, Armada. You should get some rest.”
Martin went back inside the town hall, leaving Armada fuming in the cold night air.
“What is it, sir?” Lucas asked.
Armada took a long breath. The grief in the room had been too much. The people were too loud, and they sat too close. It had affected his emotions, the sadness starting to seep into his soul as if he, too, had lost a child that night. He was thankful for the night air to help him collect his thoughts.
“Seeing, Lucas. Not saw. Ines Encinas said her husband is seeing her. Which means this mysterious woman is still there. A woman like that sleeping with someone’s husband in a town this small, and no one knows who she is or where this shack is? That seems unlikely to me. And now I’m supposed to believe she is Jose Encinas’s alibi for the night Esteban was killed? And then to have Martin lie about her…”
Armada felt his right hand shaking. “Perhaps Martin was right. We should get some rest tonight. After a sherry, of course.”
“Of course, sir.”




Chapter Eleven





Lucas could see the night was threatening to be a long one. He was sitting amongst the ruins of a cortijo whose roof had fallen in long ago. The ground was covered in bricks and broken roof tiles choked with weeds that made it difficult to walk around in. What was left of the room was bisected by the greying, rotted remains of fallen wood beams that had become wrapped in predatory vines, while the crumbling remains of the old stone walls did little to protect from the breeze.
But it was the best Lucas could do. It was the only structure around that gave him a decent view of the little house at the end of the road where the Encinas family lived. From here, he could almost see the candle inside whose flickering light cast dancing shadows on the curtain. When the wind wasn’t howling in his ears, Lucas could hear the family talking as they ate their supper, unaware they were being so closely watched.
“Do not make contact, Lucas,” Armada had warned. “Jose Encinas should never know you are there. After he leads you to this gypsy woman, you come straight back.”
Lucas assured Armada he would. He was grateful to be trusted with a job like this. It had taken a lot of hounding of the old man. He couldn’t understand why Armada had been so reluctant to let him do anything important. It’s not like he was still that naïve eleven-year-old he’d been when Armada had first taken him on. He’d grown up since then. He could handle himself. Why couldn’t the old man see that?
Of course, Armada didn’t yet know what had happened to him on the watchtower ladder. Lucas considered not telling him. How could he? It was too humiliating. But it made him wonder if there were other tasks that might send him into a panic in the same way. What if one day he got frightened going up a set of stairs? Or riding a horse? What if the old man’s life depended on it?
It was so confusing. He had worked so hard to convince Armada to trust him with jobs like this one tonight. Lucas had felt so sure he could handle it. But what if he couldn’t? What if at any moment he was going to start panicking again? Could it be that he was a coward at heart? Perhaps he was delusional in thinking he could handle this and that he should do what Armada was always saying and focus on the tedious chores required of a normal page. Perhaps he should be grateful to be getting wages at all and leave the investigating to Armada before he ruined a case.
But something didn’t feel right about that. When he’d first started out in Armada’s employ, he’d been much younger and had never travelled outside his home village. He hadn’t minded the endless cooking, cleaning, washing of clothes, tending to the mule, procuring provisions, and all the rest of it because it had been so exciting to be able to travel around to other pueblos and other parts of the kingdom and to meet so many new people. He’d already met more new people in the past few years than most ever met in their lives.
As Lucas got older, however, he became more aware of what happened to his parents. Lucas watched as Armada caught killer after killer over the years, and he began to ask some difficult questions. Why hadn’t Armada been able to find the killer of his parents? Why was his case the one Armada couldn’t solve? It wasn’t fair.
These questions burned in Lucas’s heart and led him to become interested in Armada’s work. He was always hounding the old man with questions, always wanting to know more. Armada understood where this desire came from, and it made him reluctant to share what he knew at first. Armada somehow knew Lucas would want to someday return to his home village to use what he had learned and track down his parents’ killer.
This had made Armada worry Lucas would leave before he was ready. Finding criminals took the kind of patience that comes with age and experience, he’d said. Young boys like Lucas tended to want to jump into things much too early.
But Lucas felt he’d been patient enough. It was time to start learning, and the way to do that was with jobs like this. But how long could he go before panicking again? He didn’t know, and that was the worst part of it all.
The sound of a door opening distracted Lucas from his thoughts. A man was coming out of the Encinas house. The candle had gone out, and the house was quiet. The Encinas family must have gone to bed, and this man was Jose, sneaking away while his family slept.
Jose began to hike up the hill towards the cortijo, following a small trail that led past it and over the ridge on the far side. Had Jose known he was there? Lucas had been careful when he’d come to this cortijo. But maybe he hadn’t been careful enough. Perhaps Jose had seen him and was now coming to kill him and bury him there.
He may also be using the trail to get over the ridge. But there’d be no way to know until Jose got there. If he was just passing by, however, he would see Lucas sitting there against the wall. It was dark but not dark enough to hide Lucas from view. And the worst of it was he couldn’t move. The floor was covered in broken bits of clay tile, which Lucas knew from experience were very noisy when pushed around by the fleeing shoes of a frightened page.
Lucas decided to chance it and held his breath as Jose arrived at the cortijo and continued walking up the hill.
As soon as Jose was out of view over the ridge, Lucas sprang to his feet and scrabbled his way out onto the trail to follow. He found it difficult to mask the sound of his footsteps on the dried gravel of the path, so he kept his distance, always stopping to listen for Jose’s footsteps in the darkness ahead.
The path took Lucas over the ridge to reveal a steep drop into a deep canyon on the other side. The path criss-crossed its way into a fold of the earth where the moonlight couldn’t penetrate and the sound of crashing waves echoed. It was somewhere in the midst of this dark canyon that Lucas picked up the sound of Jose’s footsteps crunching their way down to the bottom.
Lucas took it slow as he followed the treacherous path into the darkness. The echoing here was louder with the sound of the ocean, which Lucas found masked the sound of his own footsteps. However, it also masked those of Jose, and for a while Lucas had lost track of him. The path, however, offered no alternative routes, so Lucas trudged on.
Eventually the path led all the way down to the bottom of the canyon where Lucas’s shoes sank into the soft beach sand. Ahead of him, the stony walls of the canyon opened to reveal a tiny bit of beach, just ten paces wide, that glimmered in the silvery moonlight.
A small shack had been built from stacked stones glued together with patches of crumbling mortar along one side of this tiny beach. Lucas realised this was the shack of the old gypsy woman he’d come to find that night. He’d done it!
Jose Encinas was just in front of him, making his way across the sand towards the door of the shack. As he approached, another man stepped out from behind the shack and greeted him. Lucas tried to determine who the other man was, but the moonlight was behind him, casting his face in shadow. And their conversation was lost in the din of the ocean waves crashing up on the beach and echoing through the whole of the canyon.
Lucas needed to get closer. He needed to find out who this man was and what they were talking about. Perhaps catch a glimpse of the gypsy woman who lived inside if he was lucky. The whole case could rest on what he found out tonight, and Lucas got excited. He knew Armada would want him to return now. He’d done what he’d come here to do. But there was so much more to learn. Lucas couldn’t go back. Not yet.
Lucas realised the soft sand of the beach masked his footsteps well. He could get quite close, and the two men would never know he was there. So he waited until the time was right and began to creep closer, poco a poco, until he was standing just on the other side of the shack from the two men. It was here that he could pick up pieces of their conversation between the waves.
“It’s taking too long,” the other man whispered.
“Going as fast as I can, but…” was all Lucas heard from Jose.
Lucas peered through the darkness, hoping to see the other man’s face. But the man had his back to him now. Lucas figured if he could get round the back of the shack, perhaps that would give him a good enough angle to see the man’s face.
Lucas took a step and was horrified to hear the cracking of wood under his foot. He looked down to find a rotted wooden floater from a fishing net that had been left on the ground under his foot.
Jose and the other man had gone silent, looking in his direction.
“Who’s there?” the other man said and began marching over.
Seeing he had no other choice, Lucas left the safety of the shack and made for the trail at full speed. It meant revealing himself in the moonlight for a moment, and he could hear the shouts of the men behind him as he raced across the soft sand.
Lucas reached the edge of the trail and was thankful for the harder ground that he could run much faster on. His elation was short lived, however, as he became aware that there were a myriad of other trails that crossed the pathway he’d taken to get down here. They all looked very similar, and soon the landscape began to look unfamiliar. He had taken a wrong turn, as the trail he was on now was not heading back to the pueblo but farther into the canyon. The inclines were getting steeper, and the vertical drops led straight down to the ocean. If he lost his footing now, there would be little he could do to save himself.
The gravity of the situation hit Lucas, and real fear filled his heart.
A chilling sound erupted from behind. A loud crack and the sound of something exploding next to his foot.
A harquebus shot.
It was clear what the men intended to do if they caught him. Lucas felt his heart leap in his chest, and he kept running. The trail he was on was still unfamiliar, but it seemed to be rising towards the top.
Lucas was soon above the level of the pine trees that hugged the pathway and reached a spot where the trail petered out into open countryside that led north. The pine trees opened up into empty terrain that was flat and lit well by the moonlight.
But there was no cover. Lucas would be an easy target for someone with a harquebus. He had to get out of sight.
Then he noticed it. Just beyond the edge of the trail he stood upon, the edge that overlooked a vertical drop all the way back to the beach below, was a ledge. It was very narrow, but something in Lucas knew that if he could climb down to it, he would be out of sight of the men long enough for them to believe he went running into the open countryside. He would have to wait until they left, then return down the trail that would take him to La Herradura.
But the ledge was narrow, just large enough for him to plant his toes on. And if it didn’t hold his weight, the fall would kill him.
Not giving himself time to think about it, Lucas crouched, swung his legs over, and lowered himself onto the ledge below.
Panic seized his heart. The ledge was smaller than he’d thought, and there was little but soft earth to grab hold of. He felt as though his body was sinking down the cliff face while memories of being on the watchtower ladder filled his mind.
Lucas had to calm himself. The men were still coming. He had to stay quiet. But he couldn’t seem to catch his breath.
The men arrived. He heard them scrambling about on the trail above, trying to figure out which way he’d gone.
“I don’t see him. You think he kept going?” Lucas heard Jose say.
“That would have been foolish,” the other voice said.
“What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. Let me think.”
There were footsteps. The other man was walking towards the edge of the trail. Lucas saw the tips of his shoes just over the edge. Lucas panicked and jerked his body. The ledge under his feet began to break loose.
Then the man’s face came into view as he gazed out into the ocean.
It was Martin Figueroa. And he had no idea the boy he was chasing was just an arm’s length below him.
“Forget him,” Martin said. “Whoever it was, we’ll soon find out. We have work to do tonight. Venga.”
Martin stepped away from the edge, and Lucas heard both men go back down the trail towards the beach. Soon their footsteps faded into the hush of the crashing waves below.
Lucas let himself pant now as he felt the ledge slowly falling away under his weight. He plunged his hands into the earth, searching for anything to grab hold of, but it was no use. It all came away in clumps.
One part of the ledge collapsed from under his left foot. Lucas cried out, his right hand grasping for a small root protruding from the soil above. He managed to grab it with two fingers just as the rest of the ledge fell out from under his feet.
Now Lucas’s life depended on that root, as it was the only thing holding him up. Below him was the sound of soil and pebbles cascading their way down to the beach. And if he moved too much in any direction, he would join them.
He was trapped. He could call out for help, but it would be Jose and Martin who would get to him first. There was nothing to do now but hope someone came by before the root gave way or he became too exhausted to hang on.
But most frightening was how when he closed his eyes, what he saw wasn’t this cliff or Martin Figueroa or the shack on the beach or even Armada.
It was the watchtower.




Chapter Twelve





Armada sipped his sherry, but it had long since lost its effectiveness. Despite two glasses, he had never felt more sober.
Armada wrapped his aching fingers around the mug, trying to get them to relax their painful grip. The pain was getting worse, having spread up his arm and into his shoulder this time, making sleep impossible.
But it wasn’t his hand that had awoken him. That had been Peru. A harquebus. A native’s dying expression. The sound of the shots. Always that one memory. Out of all the ghosts of his past, why was it this one that had come back to haunt him tonight?
Armada stared at the dying campfire, listening to Captain Salinas snore away as if mocking him. It was hours before sunrise would bring the welcome distractions of the day. So he tried to concentrate his thoughts on Lucas, who had not yet returned. It was worrying. The boy might be in trouble somewhere. But there was little he could do until morning.
Footsteps approached from behind Armada, which annoyed him. Then Pedro plopped down beside him.
“Nice to know I’m not the only one who can’t sleep,” Pedro said.
Armada didn’t respond and stared off into the horizon, hoping Pedro would get the message that he wanted to be alone with his nightmares.
“Not sure how much longer we can keep camping up here. Not with winter coming.”
Pedro had two thin blankets, full of holes and tattered on the edges, wrapped around his shoulders, and he leaned in to be close to the pulsating embers that were all that remained of the fire.
“Not much to do up here during these long, cold nights except think, is there?” Pedro said. “For soldiers like us, that’s the last thing we want.”
Armada still didn’t respond, although he was beginning to feel petty. Something about the lonely morning hours brought out the worst in him. He was used to being alone at this time of the night, for a volley of cannon fire couldn’t awaken Lucas at such an hour. He had gotten used to letting his darkest, most private thoughts run wild, and it wasn’t something he wished to share with anyone else.
But from how Pedro was settling in next to him, it was not going to be an option.
“Indeed,” Armada said.
“It’s the nightmares that get me,” Pedro said. “Sometimes I feel like it’s not even worth trying to sleep anymore. I just get by on occasional naps now. I can’t remember the last time I felt well rested.”
Armada flexed his hand, unable to hold back a groan as he felt the stiffness in the fingers. Pedro glanced at the marks on his palm.
“It comes out in my teeth,” Pedro said. “I used to gnash them so bad at night my jaw would ache. My wife, Angela, had to cook nothing but soup for a week, and she…”
“Your wife? You’re married?”
“I was,” Pedro said.
“And she left?”
Pedro didn’t answer, but for a moment, he looked as if he were offended.
“A commander of mine once said talking about it helped him through the worst of the long nights,” Pedro said. “The things he told me about his time fighting in Catalonia turned my blood to ice. But it worked. He slept better. At least for a little while…until he hanged himself.”
“There is more distance between the soul and the tongue than between Earth and heaven,” Armada quoted.
“I like that,” Pedro said.
“It’s from a play. Lope de Vega. Theatre, that’s how I survived. It saved my life. Reminded me there was still beauty in this world. That and sherry, of course. But they both have their limitations.”
Armada flexed his sore hand. “It’s the scent of this place. There’s something here that reminds me of…darker times.”
“It’s the ships,” Pedro said.
Armada looked at him.
“Twenty-five of them, all rotting at the bottom of this bay. They were part of a fleet that sank one night during a bad storm a century ago. They say there are still bodies down there, trapped in the hulls that sank too deep for anyone to retrieve. It gives these waters a smell of death that I don’t think will ever go away. This place isn’t a bay. It’s a graveyard.”
It made sense now. That little bay in Peru—it was where they dumped the bodies. The smell of it after that…was that same smell of death. The same one as here.
“There’s bits of those ships that wash up on the beach all the time. Everyone in town has something. Esteban was interested in that stuff for a while. He was always asking people to see what they’d found over the years. He laid eyes on every piece in town by the end.”
Pedro threw another log onto the fire, then stoked it until the flames were enough to give a bit of warmth.
“The bones sometimes wash up too. As if God were always reminding us those men are still down there just under the surface.”
Just under the surface, Armada thought. Just like the memories.
Armada’s hand ached. His fingers were digging into the palm again. He picked up his empty sherry glass and held it, trying to give his hand something to clutch, something to numb the pain.
“We were sailing down the coast,” Armada said, more to himself than to Pedro. “We had spent months fighting to put down a rebellion in the territories to the north. We were exhausted and hungry and just wanted to go home. But we got caught in a storm, and our commander had us take shelter in a bay that was uncharted.”
The memories began to flood Armada’s mind, and he had to take a breath.
“It was Spanish territory, but I don’t think the native tribe knew that. My commander demanded they provide us with provisions for our journey home, as we’d lost most of them in the storm. They refused, and my commander decided to make an example of them. Having just put down a rebellion, he had no desire to let another flare up. So he had us arrest all of the elders, line them up on the beach, and execute them.”
Armada thought of the wide, fearful eyes of the man whose life he had taken that day.
“The tribe gave us all the food they had, and we sailed back to our barracks two days later. I found out the next year that the tribe had died out over the winter, as my commander hadn’t allowed them to keep any food for themselves.”
The flames of the fire were catching the new logs and reaching higher into the air, warming Armada’s face. But he couldn’t feel it.
“We slaughtered them,” Armada whispered. “And the worst of it was the rest of the men didn’t think much of it. They said the natives should have known better. That’s how easily they swept away their responsibility.”
“It’s not that easy,” Pedro said, stoking the fire with a stick. “You can’t be the only one from your company huddled around a campfire tonight, wondering if you’ll ever sleep again.”
Armada felt the glass slip from his fingers and smash onto the ground, startling them both from their thoughts. Armada realised his fingers had relaxed somewhat, although the stiffness was still there.
Pedro looked to Armada and the broken glass, then began to laugh. For reasons he didn’t understand, Armada joined him, then kicked away the broken shards into the darkness beyond.
“So,” Armada said, “what is keeping you up tonight?”
The smile faded from Pedro’s face. “There’s so much of it, it all blurs together. Battles, faces, death. The ghosts, they just come at me from all sides.”
“How do you endure?” Armada asked.
“You have to put it all away somehow, don’t you? Otherwise, it drives you mad. That’s the problem with watchtower duty. You have too much time to think. So you learn…you learn to put it away…put it all away…”
“Why stay doing watchtower duty?”
“His Majesty ended his wars. There is no one left to fight. Posts like these are the only way a soldier like me can earn a wage. I’m not made for the life of a vagabond, wandering around, looking for work during the harvest. All I know how to do is stay here and hope another war comes along soon.”
Armada wasn’t sure what made him do it, but he wanted to see how genuine Pedro was being. He risked ruining what could be a new friendship, but Armada couldn’t help himself. There was more to learn here.
“Perhaps you could return to your wife. Angela, was it? It’s never too late for—”
Pedro shot to his feet. “Maybe another night. I have watchtower duty in the morning and want to try and get a little rest. Goodnight, Constable.”
Pedro stomped back to his shelter, leaving Armada a bit confused. He had told this man so much about himself, but the favour had not been returned. What was he hiding?
Armada wondered if he was being overly suspicious. He tended to see everything in the manner of a murder investigation. There were times it felt like the only way he knew how to relate to anyone anymore. Was he being unfair to Pedro? Had Pedro simply come for a friendly chat?
Or was it possible Armada had something to be suspicious about?




Chapter Thirteen





October 1562
“You’ve been working too hard today, Hector. You need to rest. Maybe don’t go down to the beach tomorrow. Rest yourself. This won’t do you any good to keep working like this.”
“I can’t. They need all the men they can get right now,” Hector said.
Mencía tried to keep quiet as she hid in the back bedroom, but her stomach was rumbling and the scent of the broth Ana had made had been wafting into the bedroom. She considered revealing herself before Ana was ready, but Ana had been very clear. She was to hide herself when Hector came home until Ana told her it was all right to come out. This had to be done right if Mencía was going to be able to stay.
But Hector had come back a broken man. It had taken him half an hour before he calmed enough to eat, recounting to Ana how he had spent the day using his fishing boat to retrieve bodies, many of which were already being picked at by the swarms of predatory birds that circled overhead. What he had seen that day would forever haunt him, Hector had said.
Mencía knew this wasn’t the best day to ask him to take in a fugitive. But what could she do?
Ana eased into telling Hector about her day while he gulped down hot soup. She told him about Mencía.
Upon hearing her name, Mencía found she couldn’t wait any longer and burst from the door, desperate for a bit of soup. The startled glare of both Hector and Ana meant she had come out too soon, but Mencía didn’t care. She and her baby were starving.
“Why are you running away?” Hector asked after being explained the situation. “Your father must be worried sick.”
“I can’t go back to him,” Mencía squeaked out.
“Why not?”
“I just can’t.”
Hector glared at Mencía, who knew her answer wasn’t enough. But it seemed overwhelming to try and describe it all to him now. He was either going to be kind to her or not, regardless of her circumstances. And she still wasn’t sure he deserved to know. It was a private affair.
Mencía knew she was being defensive. It was the way Hector was looking at her with stern judgement in his eyes. It reminded her of the way her father looked at her, and she hated him for it. Although she couldn’t blame Hector for that.
In fact, he looked nothing like her father. Where her father had a long, regal face with deep, sunken eyes, this man’s face was round with big, expressive eyes layered over with folds of skin above the eyebrows. He was short and quite wide, with the bronzed, leathery skin of a fisherman who’d spent his whole life on the ocean in the open sun. Some of his teeth were missing, but his face still lit up when he smiled, or so Mencía had been told. Ana had described Hector as a joyful man who was unambitious and just needed a bit of food on the table, a bit of wine, and a bit of company to enjoy his life.
But the man in front of Mencía now was quite different. This man looked haunted, and his shoulders sagged, his head hung low. His experience today had changed him, perhaps forever. And on the very day when Mencía needed his kindness most.
“She’s in trouble, Hector. That’s all that’s important,” Ana said. “And she needs our help.”
“No, she needs to return to her father, which is why first thing tomorrow morning I will go down to the beach and tell him—”
“I’ll run,” Mencía said. “If you don’t let me stay here, I will. I can’t go back to my father. You don’t understand.”
“Don’t be silly, woman. You have a good life with him. What are you going to do in La Herradura? Learn to fish?” Hector said.
“I don’t know. But I won’t go back. I’ll take my chances in the wilderness.”
“Now, don’t talk nonsense, Mencía,” Ana said. “You have a baby to think about. You can hardly have it out there in the countryside without any help.”
“I don’t care,” Mencía said. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Hector, wanting him to understand her conviction. “I won’t go back.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Hector said, raising the tension in the room.
A chill went down Mencía’s spine. She knew Hector was right. She knew Ana was right. She couldn’t leave La Herradura. Not on her own. She was pregnant with no money and no water, and the nearest village was days away on foot. She could try to depend on the kindness of passing strangers, but what would she be when she arrived anywhere? A beggar. Nothing more. What kind of life was that to bring a child into the world?
But she couldn’t admit that to Hector. She didn’t want him to know he had the power of reason on his side. What she was doing was irrational and mad, and she had no plan. She admitted that. But she hadn’t had time yet to think about any of those things. Not if she was to make use of the last opportunity she would ever get to escape the fate her father had planned for her.
She had to stay in La Herradura until the cleanup operation was finished and all the sailors went home. Until then, she couldn’t risk anyone else in the village knowing she was here. No, she had to make it work with these people tonight.
“Maybe you’re right,” Mencía said, trying to speak in a soothing voice to ease the tension. “Maybe I don’t have a choice. But you do. You can choose to help me.”
“No,” Hector said.
“Just give me a few days. A few days! I just want to figure out what I’m going to do. Then I’ll leave and never trouble you again. I can stay in the back bedroom. No one will know I’m here,” Mencía said.
“I think it’s the right thing to do, Hector,” Ana said.
Hector stared at his wife, and Mencía held her breath. Everything depended on his response.
“What about her father? What about how he feels?” Hector said. “Remember feeling like that about our children? Ripping ourselves apart with worry? And now you want to help her do the same to her father?”
“I wouldn’t, of course, but, Hector—” Ana began.
“No! This discussion is over! She goes back to her father in the morning. She can sleep here tonight. That’s it.”
Hector marched towards the back bedroom. Mencía felt a bolt of panic go through her. How could he cast away her freedom like that? What right did this man she didn’t know have to decide what the life would be for her and her baby? It made Mencía angry. She was so tired of having her future decided for her. She couldn’t take it anymore.
“You’re already in trouble,” Mencía said, stopping Hector at the bedroom door.
“If you tell them I was here,” Mencía said, “they’ll know you were hiding me. They’ll arrest you anyway no matter what you say. My father is very unforgiving. He’ll make sure you go to prison for it. And he has a very good lawyer.”
This got Hector’s attention, and he glared back at Mencía. She knew her father was unforgiving, yes, but only when it came to her. With other men, he was much more open-minded. And he had never before taken anybody to court, so she wasn’t sure he even knew a lawyer. But she was desperate.
“I told you I didn’t want any trouble,” Hector said.
“And you won’t have any,” Mencía said. “Just let me stay a few days. Then I’ll leave, and no one will ever know I was here.”
Hector said nothing and stormed into the bedroom. Mencía knew she’d won for now, but she would never be sure she could trust Hector entirely.
Ana began cleaning up the dishes from the table.
“Thank you,” Mencía said. “It’s kind of you to do this.”
“Of course,” Ana said but with less conviction than she’d had before.
The next few days were tense but quiet. Mencía found herself relegated to the back bedroom, but she came out to help Ana do the chores as much as she could. There was so much washing and cleaning and sewing, much of which Ana had to teach Mencía how to do. She’d never been taught such domestic tasks before, as there were always servants at home to take care of such things for her. But Mencía was happy to learn, as it meant she would be more independent once the baby came.
Little by little, Ana warmed to Mencía again and even began sewing clothes for the baby while discussing with her all the more intimate details of what would happen during the actual delivery.
Hector was gone during this time, as he was required to keep working at the beach with the other men in town. He avoided contact with Mencía whenever possible, making his contempt for her clear whenever they were in the same room together.
It was the evening of the fourth day when everything changed. Hector was away at a town hall meeting at the ayuntamiento while Ana began making another pot of her onion soup. It was long after dark, so Mencía decided it was safe enough to come over to the firepit and learn how it was done. Ana showed Mencía all the tricks of chopping onions, what kinds of herbs she used, and how much of each herb to add, as well as the trick of adding a tiny bit of flour to help thicken it up. To Mencía, it was nothing short of sorcery. The smell of onion soup soon filled the house, and both women found themselves with a bit of time as they waited for the water to boil before throwing everything in.
“Do you miss him?” Ana asked Mencía out of nowhere.
“Who?”
Ana pointed to Mencía’s belly. “The father.”
Mencía thought of Anton. What she wouldn’t give to be with him again. She hadn’t had a chance to think of him much in the past few days, and she wished there was some way to let him know she was all right and that she had survived the shipwreck and was now fighting for a better life for their baby. It horrified her to think Anton thought she might be dead. Someday she would make her way back to him and tell him everything that had happened. Someday.
“Yes.”
“Well, wherever he is, God will bring him back to you. Families are supposed to be together.”
Mencía wasn’t sure if it was the heat from the fire, the sense of security the little house brought her, or her mind playing tricks on her in the darkness, but for a moment, Ana bore a striking resemblance to Mencía’s mother.
There was a loud rapping on the door. Mencía bolted to her feet and dashed into the bedroom.
“Is there someone inside? Please open the door,” said a man outside. It was an order, not a question. From the sound of it, the man would have little hesitation to barge his way inside if need be.
“Yes, I’m coming,” Ana said, waiting for Mencía to be hidden away before opening it.
Peering through the gap in the slats of the bedroom door, Mencía could just make out the chest and hips of the man talking to Ana. He wore the tattered remnants of a military uniform, soiled and blood soaked. Another man stood next to him, wearing peasant’s clothes that were much cleaner.
“What is your name?” the man asked.
Ana told him. Then she was asked about everyone who lived there and the size of her house. Ana mentioned she lived there with her husband and pregnant daughter.
“There is a fleet arriving in a few weeks from Malaga to pick up the survivors of the disaster and take them home,” the man said. “Until that time, every household in this pueblo
will be required to billet as many sailors as they can handle.”
Ana murmured something to the other man before he stepped inside and took stock of the house. Mencía stepped away from the door and got into bed, turning her back to the door and pretending to be asleep.
“We only have the one room, which we all share. We haven’t the room for another.”
“Every household is expected to take at least one,” the man said. “This man is being assigned to you. You are expected to house him and feed him as long as is needed until the fleet arrives. Is that understood?”
“I suppose,” Ana said.
“Thank you, Señora Aguilar,” the man said and left.
There was an awkwards silence.
“My name is Ana Aguilar,” Mencía heard her say.
Mencía couldn’t quite make out the sailor’s response. She slipped out of bed and went to the door, peering through the slats to get a look at him. But he was standing with his back to her.
Twenty-eight ships, Mencía reminded herself. Her father had said the fleet was made up of twenty-eight ships. The chances of this sailor being someone who knew her were slim if not impossible.
The sailor walked round the house, ignoring most of Ana’s attempts at introductions and formalities.
“What’s that soup I smell?” the sailor said.
“Onion soup. I’ve just made it. Would you like some?”
“Yes. Two bowls. I’m starving. Where is this daughter of yours, then? Is she back there?”
The sailor walked up to the bedroom door and put his hand out to open it.
For the first time, Mencía got a good look at the man’s face. She gasped and stepped back.
She needn’t have overheard it when he said his name. She knew it full well. Salvador Torrini, quartermaster of the ship she and her father were on. A good friend to her father, a stern authoritarian to his men, and someone who would recognise Mencía.
“Yes, but I beseech you to let her rest,” Ana said, trying not to sound alarmed. “She is with child, and she has had a difficult day.”
Salvador attempted to peer through the slats of the door, but Mencía had moved out of the way, holding her breath.
“Come have some soup, Señor
Torrini,” Ana said. “Here, I’ve prepared it for you.”
Salvador huffed, then walked over to the table by the firepit and dug into his soup.
Mencía was trapped.




Chapter Fourteen





October 1660
Fear jolted Lucas awake as he realised he had nearly let go of the hillside he was clutching. It was getting harder to stay awake. He found his thoughts would begin to drift, and before he knew it, his eyes were closed. He wasn’t sure if he’d slept or not, but he couldn’t risk it happening again. Sleeping meant letting go of the hillside and his life.
Earlier Lucas had tried climbing back up to the trail above him. But his movements caused the ledge under his toes to give way a little bit, sending tiny balls of earth rolling down the hillside to the crashing waves far, far below. The panic he felt while climbing the watchtower had returned and threatened to start his hands shaking again, which would make things worse. So it took all his concentration to try and ward it off.
That’s when Lucas’s mind began to buckle under the pressure. Visions began to swirl about his consciousness, his mind determined to conjure up a cocktail of nightmares and memories, all seeking to emulate the terror he was feeling right now. Lucas could make little sense of it, for whenever he focused on one vision, it would distort and corrupt itself into another.
But one particular vision kept coming back to him. It was a memory of a tiny bedroom just an arm’s length wide. He was lying in a bed, bundled up in blankets, all by himself. Moonlight streamed in through a tiny window above his head, and it was splashing on the wall opposite. The wall had a rough texture made of cream plaster that created patterns in which frightening images began to appear.
It was the most afraid Lucas had ever been in his life. A memory he had pushed so far back into his consciousness he’d forgotten it was there.
Eleven years old, just hours before having come across the bloodied bodies of his parents. He had grappled with the thought of how someone could do something like that all night. It was the night his innocence had died. The night he become aware of what the dark heart of the human animal was capable of.
After that, a confusing blur of events. He was whisked out of the only pueblo he’d ever known to stay with distant relatives for safekeeping. He was told the Brotherhood would be contacted, which gave him little comfort.
Lucas had never met the relatives he stayed with that night and didn’t remember them now. But he remembered that first night in their house. He knew why he was there. There was someone in this world who wanted him to die just like his parents. And that person could come for him that night. He could die, something he had never considered before at eleven years old.
There was a call from above his head, and Lucas looked up. Faint rays of sunlight peeked over the ridge. How long had it been? Had he slept?
There were people on the ridge above. A farmer and his son. They were racing about, calling to him and waving their arms. Soon a rope was lowered, and Lucas grabbed it, so grateful his ordeal was over. He was hauled up, put in the back of a cart, and taken straight back to the watchtower.
“Lucas,” Armada said, racing over to him. “Where have you been?”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Lucas said as he got out of the cart. His legs were still numb from the night before, and he felt the ground slap him in the face.
Pedro and Barros helped him up. Armada directed them to take Lucas to Esteban’s old shelter, where Lucas could do little to hold off the temptation of sleep.
When he awoke again, the sun was high in the sky. He sat up. The feeling had returned to his legs, but his head was pounding.
Armada was there next to him. “Good morning again, Lucas. Or should I say good afternoon?”
“How long have I been asleep?” Lucas asked. He realised his hands were shaking, and he couldn’t stop them. And he felt so cold all of a sudden.
“A few hours. I was hoping you would sleep the rest of the day, really. Although since you’re up, you can tell me what happened to you last night.”
Armada gave Lucas some water, and he told the whole tale to Armada, leaving out his experience on the cliff face, of course.
“Martin? Martin Figueroa, the alcalde?” Armada said.
“Yes, sir.”
“And he was with Jose last night?”
“I’m sure of it.”
“Well…this does change things, doesn’t it?” Armada said. “This shack you saw. Could you find it again?”
“I think so, sir.”
“Well then, it sounds like we have a bit of a hike ahead of us.”
A few hours later, Lucas was leading the way down the hillside where he’d followed Jose the night before. In the light of day, the going was much easier, and they were soon standing in front of the shack where he’d seen Jose that night.
In the daylight, Lucas could see there were no windows. Just a large wooden door in the front secured by a rusted iron lock.
Armada gazed at it, his eyes sparkling. “Not the sort of cottage a gypsy woman would be interested in, wouldn’t you say? Let’s say we meet this woman.”
Lucas wasn’t sure if Armada was being serious. Armada then rapped on the door a few times.
“Is anyone there? Is anyone home? No?”
Armada backed up a few steps, found a large stone, and used it to break the rusted lock that secured the front door.
Armada ripped the door open to find the shack was packed to the ceiling with large barrels.
“Now, that’s curious. I don’t see a gypsy woman anywhere,” Armada said.
It was rare when Lucas heard him use sarcasm.
“What are they, sir?” Lucas said.
He inspected the barrels. They were quite large, and each had a hole drilled into the top that was stopped by a cork. Armada popped one off and gave the contents inside a sniff.
“Brandy,” Armada said. “About thirty barrels of it, I’d say. And no sign of an excise stamp. Which means these haven’t been imported. They’ve been smuggled. But I don’t understand…”
Lucas’s attention was drawn to the floor of the shack. There were spaces to the left of the door marked by round circles of spilled brandy, suggesting barrels had been there recently.
“Sir, look here. Four of the barrels are missing. It must have been what they were doing last night,” Lucas said.
“Here,” Armada said.
He strode out of the shed towards where a small fishing boat was tucked into a small cove and covered in a net made of seaweed. Armada ripped the netting away, dipped his finger in the sludge at the bottom of the hull, and smelled it.
“Brandy. Which means they took four barrels of it somewhere last night. They must have been transported somewhere.”
“I don’t understand, sir.”
Lucas trudged out to the edge of the sand until the waves lapped at his ankles. This was the spot where, if he looked off to the west, he could just see the top of the watchtower peering at them from over a nearby outcropping.
“There’s no way to approach this beach by sea where you aren’t seen by the watchtower,” Lucas said. “So how did they get it out of here?”
“There’s only one way that could have happened, Lucas. Come on.”
A short while later, they were back at the army camp. Salinas, Pedro, and Lucas looked on while Armada began to make Barros angry.
“No,” Barros said. “I didn’t fall asleep. I never do.”
“I’ve never known him to, Armada,” Salinas said.
“Then how did you miss it?” Armada asked.
“There was nothing there.”
“There was a ship!” Armada barked. “Just off the coast! It was loaded with four barrels of contraband brandy, taken to it by a small oared fishing boat, an operation that would have taken at least an hour or two. And despite this, you somehow saw nothing during your shift last night?”
“That is right,” Barros said.
“No, it isn’t. It’s impossible.”
“There was nothing there, Constable,” Pedro said. “You and I would have seen it too.”
Armada looked like he wanted to keep arguing but stopped himself. “Very well. Thank you both.”
Lucas followed Armada back to Esteban’s shelter. Once he was sure they couldn’t be overheard, Lucas leaned over to him.
“Do you believe them, sir?”
“I’m not sure yet. We need to find out more about what Jose Encinas and Martin Figueroa did with those four barrels last night. Because if there is any chance someone in this company has been paid off to look the other way when it comes to smugglers…”
“You mean Esteban Marañón might have been involved?”
“Possibly, or he at least knew about it. If that’s true, then it would give them the motivation to kill him.”
Lucas couldn’t help but wonder if Esteban had known what was coming. If so, did he have his own loss of innocence that last night in the watchtower? Did he wonder, as Lucas had all those years ago, if there really was a killer out there who wanted him dead?
The difference was that in Esteban’s case, he was right.




Chapter Fifteen





The colour drained from Jose’s face, something Armada had been looking forward to all morning.
“Jose Encinas?”
“Yes?” Jose said as he stood in the doorway of his house, shifting his weight back and forth.
It was early enough that the night chill hadn’t yet left the air, and the sun had just begun fading the dark blue of twilight.
Armada had been sure to leave off his jacket so the green of his sleeves could be seen. He wanted to catch Jose off guard, to intimidate him so he would be too rattled to think clearly and have time to make up a story about the events of the night before.
“Domingo Armada of the Holy Brotherhood. May we speak?”
Armada barged his way into the house to find it was quite a lot colder inside. The house was small with few windows and had a smell of damp coming from the back. The cold of the tiles on the floor seeped through Armada’s shoes. His breath puffed from his nostrils, which Armada regulated with long, slow blasts to resemble that of a dragon.
The effect worked. Jose was frightened, although he tried to hide it. But Jose was no actor. He was quite tall but with a long face with large eyes built for communicating fear. His mouth hung open, and he was always darting his head about when he talked, as if looking for a way out. But Armada wasn’t about to give him one.
“Where were you last night?” Armada asked.
“Um…at the…tavern.”
“Are you sure you weren’t at a small shack down by the beach? One filled with barrels of contraband brandy?”
Jose sighed and shifted his body back and forth. It was what Armada had hoped to see—resignation.
“How do you know about that?”
“Just answer my question.”
Armada found himself feeling bad for Jose Encinas. He was easily manipulated and wouldn’t have had the force of will to resist someone in authority like Martin Figueroa. Jose was being used to do Martin’s dirty work, but did that work extend to killing?
“Yes,” Jose whispered.
“There are four barrels missing. What were you doing with them?”
“Dumping them. Into the sea.”
It explained the lack of a pirate ship last night, which meant the soldiers had been telling the truth.
“Dumping them? Why? Brandy can be quite expensive.”
“Martin said I should. So no one in town would be tempted by them.”
“Does no one else in the pueblo know about the shack?”
“No! We made sure. Please…please don’t tell Martin.”
“Where did those barrels come from?”
Jose kept his head low, avoiding Armada’s gaze. “I don’t know. Smugglers probably.”
“You don’t know?”
“They just…showed up there one day. I don’t know. The shed has always been empty. My father was the fisherman, not me. I can’t catch fish. I can farm, though…wheat mostly…but sometimes onions…if…if the weather’s good.”
Jose was stalling, perhaps formulating an answer in his head. Which suggested he was lying about something. But what?
“How long have those barrels been in there, then?”
“I don’t know. A year maybe…”
“And you’re saying some unknown smugglers just put them in there, not knowing who the shed belonged to?”
“I told you, I don’t fish. I never use it.”
If anything of what Jose was saying was true, then the raid didn’t make sense. If the barrels belonged to the pirates, they would have been taken during the raid. If they didn’t, then perhaps the brandy was what had attracted the pirates to La Herradura. But it didn’t answer the question of why come in under the nose of the watchtower. The brandy was worth a lot but not enough to risk a landing in a town with an army garrison. Plus, loading those barrels would have taken time, which wasn’t something the pirates had during the raid.
“So why did you try to kill my page last night on the ridge above town?”
Jose’s head shot up to meet Armada’s gaze, his eyes ever wider. “That was your…page?”
“Yes, and I’m quite upset about it if I’m honest.”
Jose held his hand to his mouth. “I’m sorry…I’m sorry. Please forgive me…please. I didn’t know…”
Jose sank to his knees and buried his head into Armada’s stomach. “I didn’t want to kill him. I swear I didn’t!”
“You shot at him with a harquebus.”
“I was just trying to scare him, that’s all. That’s all.”
“Get up!” Armada barked and dragged Jose back to his feet.
Tears had appeared in the man’s eyes, and Armada was losing his patience. What sympathy he’d had for this man was draining away. It was obvious he’d been exploited and felt guilty for it.
“Why were you trying to frighten him? Why not speak to him?”
“I thought…I thought he might have been one of the pirates. You know…maybe they came back to get their brandy. It’s the raid. Everyone’s nervous because of the raid. Especially at night. I didn’t know who he was.”
“Have any of these pirates attempted to contact you? Ever?”
Jose took a while to answer. He stared at the ground again, avoiding Armada’s gaze. “No.”
“What about Martin Figueroa? Has he had any contact with them?”
“No! Never. I swear, never.”
“What about Esteban Marañón? Did you know him? Was he involved in this somehow?”
“No…no,” Jose whispered. It was hard to tell if that was his answer to Armada’s question or if he believed his life was about to end.
Armada decided he needed to change his tactic. Despite the pressure, Jose still seemed reluctant to give up his secrets. This man must respond to manipulation, not force. It was how Martin Figueroa must have done it.
Armada found a chair in the corner of the room and sat, bringing his eyes level to Jose’s.
“Tell me, Jose,” Armada said, relaxing his tone. “How do you feel about Martin? Would you call him a true friend?”
Jose seemed confused by the sudden shift in tone and looked back at Armada with blinking eyes. “Um…no. Not really.”
“You seemed friendly last night. Is he not someone you could rely on? Someone you would invite round to your house for a Sunday meal? Or go hunting with?”
“I don’t know. He’s just the alcalde. He’s a good man. I’ve known him a long time. I…I always wanted him to come hunting with me. He’s a good shot. He caught the largest wild boar in these hills anyone has ever seen.”
“But he’s not a true friend,” Armada said.
Jose shook his head.
“How about your wife?”
“She’s not his friend either,” Jose was quick to say.
“I mean to you,” Armada said. “Do you love her?”
Jose stared at him.
“There are those who are married but do not love their spouses. Many marry because of unexpected children or for a sizable dowry or for land. There are those who tolerate their spouse without feeling anything for them. I’m asking if your marriage to your wife is genuine.”
“I…I love her. I always have.”
Armada could see that. There was affection there. And real fear. Jose made it clear he had no desire to discuss his wife any more than necessary. He didn’t want her involved, as Armada suspected.
“Where is your wife now, Señor
Encinas?”
“Staying with her sister. She isn’t…speaking…to me.”
“If you love your wife, then why would you risk your relationship with her to do a favour for a man who you say is not a true friend?”
Armada rose now, regaining his looming presence over Jose.
“You let your wife believe that you were seeing another woman, that you were violating the sanctity of your marriage, and that you were doing so frequently as well. You told her you were seeing a gypsy woman who was squatting in your shed. You humiliated her in front of the entire pueblo. And for what?”
Jose was crying now. “Martin…Martin said…it was better if no one knew…”
“You said Martin was a good man. And this good man asked you to risk your marriage to dump those barrels for him. Is that what you’re saying?”
“Yes…yes,” Jose said between sobs.
“You are lying, Señor
Encinas. A good man would never do that. What else are you lying to me about?”
“Nothing…please…”
“Tell me the truth, Jose. Why were you dumping those barrels the other night? Why ruin your marriage over them?”
For a moment, Jose sobbed so loudly Armada worried the entire pueblo
would hear. But Jose soon composed himself, keeping his eyes locked on the ground as conviction spread across his face.
“Martin said…”
Armada stood there in silence, waiting for more, but Jose said nothing. The silence soon became deafening.
Armada knew there was no point in pushing any further. He had pushed Jose to his breaking point.
“Thank you, Señor
Encinas.”




Chapter Sixteen





Armada returned to the army camp with a vague sense that he was missing something. It was in Jose’s eyes. There was a feeling there that wasn’t quite right. But the instinct was too vague to be of any use at the moment, which was trying. Armada brought his thoughts back to the real world to find he was starving. Not useful to the case, but at least it was an instinct he could identify.
He arrived at the camp to find Lucas huddled in their shelter, staring at the horizon. None of his chores for that day had been done, which Armada was tempted to be annoyed about. He had been looking forward to a hot meal.
But it was unusual for Lucas not to have done anything. How long had he been sitting there?
“Lucas…” Armada said.
“Yes, sir…oh!” Lucas snapped out of his thoughts. “Sorry, sir.”
Lucas scrambled to his feet. “I was supposed to cook lunch.”
“It’s all right. Forget about that. What were you thinking of just now?”
There was a hesitation. “Nothing, sir. Just daydreaming.”
“You told me you were all right after last night’s adventure,” Armada said. “I wouldn’t blame you for needing a few days’ rest.”
“I’m fine, sir. Thank you.”
Armada knew that was a lie. But he had no idea how to get the boy to talk about it. The conversation would devolve into a flurry of “yes, sir” and “no, sir,” and he wouldn’t get anywhere. It was the boy’s way of resisting him, and he hadn’t yet found a way through it. So he had to let it go for now.
“Just a bit of bread and olives, please, Lucas.”
Lucas gathered together a lunch from their provisions, and soon they were eating in the inadequate shade given off by a young oleander bush growing in the corner of the camp.
“So you think there is something wrong with what he told you about the barrels?” Lucas asked.
“It’s the timing of it. If what Jose says is true, those barrels had been in that shed for a year. So why the sudden urgency to get rid of them now? What’s changed?”
“Maybe they just didn’t want you to know about them, sir.”
“Why not? Finding someone else’s lost contraband isn’t a crime. No, it’s too much of a coincidence that Martin is having Jose dump those barrels now just after Esteban Marañón was killed. There has to be a connection. Besides, there was something else that was unsettling this morning…”
Now that Armada had put words to that vague instinct he’d had it somehow made it clearer.
“Jose was afraid. More than he should have been. I understand everyone is a bit nervous when a brother of the Order arrives. But this was something else. Jose was desperate enough to sacrifice his marriage, as if his very life were in danger. And I couldn’t pinpoint where that desperation was coming from.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Armada caught something moving inside his biscuit, and he put it down. He rose and walked out from under the oleander to gaze upon the whole of the southern horizon. It was a clear, sunny day, and the Mediterranean Sea was a brilliant shade of dark blue. The waves were calm, with a slight breeze blowing past Armada’s cheeks.
“There is another question—how did those barrels get there in the first place?” Armada said, more to himself.
“They could not have just anchored in front of the watchtower, spent hours unloading them via longboats, and then sailed off again without being seen. Someone must have seen something. And why not come back for them? Thirty barrels of nontaxed brandy. It’s pure profit. Nobody would just unload them and forget about them. Not a shipment that large.”
“Maybe it was those pirates, sir,” Lucas said. “They could have shown up that night to pick it up and decided to raid the town instead.”
“Picking up their contraband would have been far more profitable. No, it seems much more likely that they came looking for that brandy and never found it. And they came on a night when Esteban Marañón fell asleep, which seems convenient...”
“You don’t think he was really asleep, sir?” Lucas asked.
It was a question Armada had been trying to avoid. He wanted to believe Esteban was a good person. It was a habit of his with every case. It gave his job more purpose somehow when the victim didn’t deserve their fate. The countryside was full of innocent people who just wanted to live their lives. Yes, they had disagreements with each other, but they never turned to murder to sort them out. It was for them Armada had taken this job, to give them a voice, to protect them, and to give their families some sense that justice would be done.
It was inevitable that he sometimes looked into cases where the victim was a criminal themselves. For those, he had to tell himself it was about stopping the perpetrator rather than honouring the victim. But it was a lie and did little to keep the feeling at bay that he was wasting his time. He’d promised himself long ago that he would not judge those he encountered in his investigations, a promise he had broken many times.
“Perhaps Esteban was asleep. We may never know for sure, Lucas. But what we can know is his state of mind on the night of the raid just before he went into the watchtower. It may provide some insight.”
“Can we, sir?”
“Oh yes. All we have to do is ask the mother of his child.”




Chapter Seventeen





Lucas waited until Armada was out of sight of the camp before putting their dishes down. The washing could wait. He wanted to keep his mind on the case. It seemed to help somewhat relieve the weight of fear that felt like a massive boulder crushing down on his thoughts. Everything seemed to remind him of last night, clutching the hillside, and then to being in that bedroom when he was eleven. The memories were so vivid it was like he was back there again, and they crushed every other thought out of his head. Lucas wondered if he had injured his mind somehow and would spend the rest of his life trying not to go mad.
The darkness in his head had spread to his body that morning. Armada had found him sitting in the shelter because Lucas was finding it hard to breathe. Whenever he tried to do his chores, it was as though someone were standing on his chest and he was about to pass out. Lucas gave up after a while and sat, but it left his mind free to contemplate the night before, which made it worse until he felt like weeping.
But talking to Armada about the details of the case had helped in a way nothing else did. He found if he focused his thoughts on how the killer got out of the watchtower, his fears subsided.
He had to focus on the case and not let his mind wander. That was the answer.
With renewed zeal, Lucas approached the watchtower and looked over every bit of it he could see from the ground. Salinas was on duty at the moment and had pulled up the ladder. But he had left the door to the entrance open in order to maintain a view to the east. It also served to let in the fresh ocean air, for Pedro had told him it was quite damp and musty inside thanks to the thick stone walls.
The only unusual feature was a small stone parapet built just above the entrance where barrels of hot oil could be placed to discourage enemy soldiers from climbing up the ladder to invade. Given no one could remember the tower ever being attacked or besieged, this medieval defence tactic had never been used.
The rest of the tower was a pile of smooth stone and mortar, built in a cylindrical shape so it couldn’t be scaled by anyone without wood or rope assistance. At the very top, Lucas could just make out the ramparts that faced out to sea. Pedro had said there was a cannon up there, but the barrel had cracked years ago, and it would never fire again. But there were still some old cannonballs amongst their other provisions.
Lucas walked round to the other side, where the only other feature was a small observation port to allow the inhabitants to see the western shoreline. Far in the distance, one could just make out the hazy outlines of the next watchtower along the coast in a place marked on the map as Ponte Torres. All the watchtowers were built so they could see each other’s signal fires so warnings could be spread across the whole of the Andalusian coastline should the Moors decide to send a sizable fleet to retake their old kingdom.
At least, Pedro had said, that was the thinking. In reality the towers were enshrouded in fog, and large fires were difficult to maintain on the rooftops because of the wind. So it was unlikely the system of towers could ever work as intended.
Despite how little detail there was to see from the ground, Lucas got excited. It was possible. But he needed proof.
“Señor Sanchez…Señor Sanchez,” Lucas whispered as he shook Pedro’s shoulder.
Pedro opened his eyes. “Lucas? What is it? What’s wrong?”
“I need to talk to you about the tower. I need more information.”
“What? Now? I was on duty last night. I need to sleep…”
Pedro rolled over to go back to sleep, his eyes squinting in the harsh daylight pouring in through the open door of his shelter.
“I think I know a couple of ways how the killer might have gotten out of the tower. But I need to know some things to see if they are true.”
Pedro opened one eye and leered at Lucas. “Yeah? You think you figured it out?”
“Possibly. Please, I’ll be very fast.”
Pedro sighed and sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. “All right. How did he do it?”
“I’ll show you.” Lucas bolted up and dashed over to the tower. Pedro followed a few steps behind, stumbling, yawning, and trying to wake up.
They reached the tower, and Lucas pointed up to the roof.
“My first theory is a rope. The killer must have taken a rope up to the tower with him, or he found it once he got up there. I think the killer expected to have more time to get away. His plan must have been to kill Esteban, pull up the ladder, and then lower himself down with his own rope to make it harder for people to get to the body before they discovered it. This would give him plenty of time to get away,” Lucas said.
Pedro looked up to the roof. “A rope…maybe…”
“But you encountered him under the trees on the other side,” Lucas said. “Which means he came out…”
Lucas ran off to the other side of the tower just under the observation port. Pedro did his best to keep up.
“On this side,” Lucas finished. “It’s a lot harder to get down over here. The killer must have been interrupted. I think someone came to the tower before he was ready. It’s why he pulled the ladder up. He couldn’t risk anyone seeing him. So the only way down would have been a rope tied to something on the roof so he could scale down this side and end up down here where he met you that night.”
Pedro looked up to the roof and down to the trees a few steps away.
“So I just need to know if you found a rope dangling on this side of the tower on the night of Esteban’s death.”
Pedro shook his head.
“That’s fine…that’s fine. Then he must have taken the rope with him. Is there any kind of a pulley or hoist system up there where the killer could have wrapped a rope around, lowered himself down, then taken the rope with him somehow?”
“There’s nothing up there that complicated,” Pedro said. “It’s just bare stone. Sorry.”
“So my other theory must be correct,” Lucas said.
“What’s your other theory?” Pedro asked, his voice growing serious.
“If there is no way he could have gotten out…then it means he is still in there.”
Pedro chuckled. “You think the killer is still up there? Where would he hide? That room is maybe two paces wide. Or does your theory involve him being a magical wizard who has powers to make himself invisible?”
Lucas was annoyed at how amusing Pedro found this.
“If he’s not hiding up there, he must be down here,” Lucas said, pointing to the base of the tower. “There’s a storage room inside, isn’t there?”
Pedro grinned. “It’s locked, I told you.”
“Could someone break in, though?”
“Not without Salinas’s key.”
It was Lucas’s turn to smile. “Then it all makes sense. If the killer somehow found a way into that room, he could hide out until the opportunity presented itself to get out. You said yourself there is food and water down there to last him months. He could still be in there right now.”
Pedro shook his head. “You woke me up for this? I’m going back to sleep.”
“Wait, Señor
Sanchez, sir, please. I just need to confirm it. If I’m wrong, that’s fine. But I need to know.”
“What are you asking me to do, joven?”
“We need to get a look inside that room. If the killer was in there and left, then we’ll see evidence of it. Provisions that were open and eaten, that sort of thing. Or if he’s still in there, then someone like you can arrest him. Either way, we have to see.”
Pedro sighed. “This is madness.”
Lucas suspected it might be. But if he was right, perhaps Armada could overlook his shortcomings when it came to ladders and heights. But if he was wrong, he would look foolish, and he couldn’t risk Armada being there for that. He had to know one way or the other before the old man found out what he was up to.
Pedro shouted up to the tower a few times and asked for Salinas to climb down to speak to him. Salinas was soon standing in front of Pedro and Lucas, looking annoyed.
“No,” Salinas said. “I don’t open that door for anyone. And there is no way anyone could have gotten in there without my key.”
Salinas grabbed his waist to show a small iron key on a metal keyring hooked through a hole in his trousers.
“It’s the only thing that makes sense, sir. What if the killer found a way past the lock? We just need to take a quick look inside, that’s all. Just a look. It will answer all our questions.”
“You mean your questions,” Salinas said. “And you aren’t the constable, are you? I don’t have time for childish games. I need to get back to my shift.”
“But, sir…” Lucas said.
It was obvious Salinas was not going to discuss the matter any further, and he watched as Salinas climbed back up the ladder.
“Well, you gave it a good try, joven,” Pedro said. He turned towards the camp.
“We’ll have to steal it.”
Pedro stopped. “What?”
“The key, sir. We have to steal the key to the storage room in the tower. There’s no other way.”
“Now, come on, boy. I’ve helped you all I can. I’m not going to get in trouble like that with my captain. I can’t risk my post here. I need these wages. They’re all I have,” Pedro said.
“I know, sir. And I wouldn’t ask it if it wasn’t important. You said Esteban Marañón was the baby brother of your company. Would you not do this if it meant finding your real brother’s killer?”
It was a move Lucas had learned from watching Armada. Appeal to the suspect’s strongest bonds, those people they value more than anything in their life, and you’ll always get them to consider your point of view. They may not like it or do what you want, but it gave you a fighting chance.
Pedro sighed.
“I should have known you were going to be trouble, joven.”




Chapter Eighteen





November 1562
Despite how bleak it seemed at first, Mencía was starting to let herself hope again. It had been a few weeks since Salvador, the quartermaster, had joined the Aguilar household. Mencía had felt trapped in the back bedroom and wondered if it was any worse than being trapped in a real prison or a loveless marriage. She could always leave…but to go where? And how long would she last, wandering around in the countryside while pregnant?
But it meant she had to deal with Salvador’s growing intrigue about the Aguilars’ mystery daughter whom he had yet to lay eyes on. He’d already made numerous attempts to open the door, stopped by her foot planted at the bottom. He would call to her through the door and attempt to draw her out with compliments about how beautiful she must be and badly remembered soliloquys he’d used on other women he’d met at various ports over the years. All looked hopeless for a few days.
That is, until Ana came up with a brilliant idea. She took Salvador aside one night after Hector had gone to sleep and whispered in his ear, as if letting him in on a dark family secret. She spun a masterful tale about how Mencía had fallen so deeply in love with a man she had lost her mind and at one point attempted to claw his eyes out. That’s why they kept her locked in the back bedroom. It’s why not even Hector went back there to see her anymore. Ana had even given Mencía a new name. She was now their daughter, Baltasara.
After that, Salvador seemed less interested in Mencía, and the household fell into a routine. Salvador and Hector were up by sunrise, and after a bit of breakfast, they headed off to the beach to continue with the salvage operation. They wouldn’t return until sunset, which gave Ana and Mencía much of the day to do all the washing and cooking. Mencía always made sure to be back in the bedroom by late afternoon in case the men came back early. If she could stay out of sight for another week or two, just until the rescue fleet came to take Salvador and the rest of the sailors in town home, she would be free.
Mencía thought a lot about her father during this time. She had decided to write to him once she and her baby were somewhere far away where he could never find her. He deserved to know she was alive and why she left him. But he would never lay eyes on her again. Not if she could help it.
Then Mencía would write another letter. This time to Anton. He, too, deserved to know she was alive and that he was about to become a father. She would promise to return to him, no matter what it took. They would have to leave his family’s finca behind and start over from nothing. But at least they would be a family, and her heart sang at the thought of it.
In the meantime, Mencía was determined to learn all she could from Ana about how to run a household. She learned about how to use a lavadero to wash clothes, how to cook a basic broth and bake bread, and how to find the many kinds of medicinal herbs that could be collected from the countryside and used to treat a variety of maladies.
Ana was so patient with her and never got annoyed with Mencía’s lack of skill. There were times when Mencía was overwhelmed, especially when it came to sewing and she pricked her finger until it bled. Ana never got frustrated with her. She just wrapped Mencía’s injured finger in a bit of cloth until the bleeding stopped, then urged Mencía to try it again.
Through it all, Mencía’s bulge continued to grow. The baby inside her had begun to kick and squirm around now, a sign that it was getting bigger and stronger and would soon be ready for the world. Mencía felt it was her job to make sure that when the baby came, it was born into a world where it would be free.
It was windy that night, and the great gusts that blew down the road brought with them a chill that would remain until the early morning hours burned it away. Ana had said the winds were what brought the change in season for the whole coast. In this case, tonight they had come to blow away the last of the summer heat and replace it with the cold of the winter that would soon be upon them.
Outside in the dying sunlight, Mencía saw the wind throwing up swirls of dust, rattling shutters, and blowing under doors. Ana had done her best to secure everything after Hector and Salvador had returned, who were both now hunched over their soups in front of the fire, covered in grime and smelling of sea salt.
The worst of their job was over. Most of the bodies had been recovered from the bay and identified as best as was possible. They were now lined up on the beach, with most covered in bits of cloth cut from the many sails that washed up on shore.
But the cloth could do little to hide the stench of those rotting bodies underneath that had now seeped into every corner of the pueblo. Many in town were happy that the winds had come tonight, for they brought welcome relief.
Mencía was in the back bedroom with the door shut, working on a bit of sewing to candlelight. She was attempting to finish a wool blanket for her baby, as Ana had pointed out the baby would probably be born just as the worst of the winter’s cold hit. Mencía would need to be ready with plenty of blankets to keep it warm.
Ana had gone out to the bakery for a bit of bread for supper, leaving Hector and Salvador to eat their soup by the fire. Despite the wind rattling her shutters, Mencía could hear the men outside as they slurped their soup, saying little. She felt for them, as the horrors they’d had to contend with over the weeks would be difficult for anyone. Especially as Salvador had complained about knowing personally so many of the men he helped to pull out of the water.
Mencía had been sewing for the better part of an hour when she stopped. Something was wrong, although it took her a moment to figure out what.
There was a sudden pressure in her abdomen that made her want to cry out. Instead, Mencía tried to take long, steady breaths like Ana had shown her. Ana had warned her this might happen, but Mencía hadn’t been ready for the pain.
“Sometimes it feels like you’re about to have the baby right there, when it’s just a bit of wind,” Ana had said.
The pressure returned, more forceful this time. Mencía couldn’t stop herself from crying out. How she wished Ana were there to give the men an excuse not to try and help.
She listened through her door, but the men outside had remained silent.
The pressure abated for a moment, then returned and radiated through her entire lower body. She felt the baby twitch, which made it worse.
Mencía cried out louder this time, hoping to release a bit of the pressure.
“Are you all right in there?” she heard Hector call.
“Yes…fine,” Mencía said, praying nothing would happen until Ana got back.
But the pain would not wait. It fell away and then returned again, like a wave crashing against the rocks.
She heard both men get to their feet and race to her room. Mencía heaved herself up and put a hand against the door to prevent them from coming in. But the pain of standing made her double over and struggle to stay on her feet.
“Ter…Baltasara…are you sure you’re all right?” Hector said.
“Yes, I’m fine. I just need…a…”
Mencía had to keep breathing. The pain was coming in little waves now, and she worried for her baby, which was squirming around. It wasn’t comfortable for either of them for her to remain standing, but Mencía had to stay on her feet. She couldn’t let the men come in and see…
Mencía cried out again.
“We have to help her,” Salvador said through the door. “Mad or not.”
“Let’s just wait until Ana gets back,” Hector said.
Mencía prayed for Salvador to be convinced by this. Why did this pain have to happen now? Things were going so well. She was almost free. Why did God insist on making this so hard?
“She could be dead by the time Ana gets back. She’s your daughter. Don’t you want to help her?” Salvador said.
“I’m all right. I’m all right.” Mencía said, trying not to sound in pain. But it was impossible. It had become so intense that Mencía was becoming dizzy, and she fell against the wall, putting her arms around her middle to protect it.
Salvador forced open the door, and he and Hector kneeled next to her. Mencía felt both men lift her and place her on the bed.
“What’s happening?” Hector asked her with a fearful look.
“I don’t know. I don’t know,” Mencía said. She had to keep breathing. It was the only way to keep the dizziness away.
Both men stood by, waiting to see if anything else was required of them.
And just as quickly as it had come, the pain began to pass. Mencía felt her baby shift about and give a kick, but the sense of alarm she’d felt eased.
Her relief was short lived. Salvador had had ample time to study her face, and he now knelt, staring at her with incredulity.
“Mencía…” Salvador whispered. “Mencía Marañón.”
Mencía tried in vain to look away, to hide her face in the darkness. “No. You are mistaken.”
“What are you doing here?” Salvador said. He turned to Hector. “Do you know who this is? This is Mencía Marañón. Her father is Alonso de Marañón, a noble and a very important man.”
Salvador smiled at Mencía as if it were a moment to celebrate. “He’s been so worried about you. Everybody thought he was crazy for thinking you were still alive. But he was right. By God, he was right!”
Salvador hugged Mencía, who stared back at Hector. It was all unravelling. Mencía felt a complete fool. She had overreacted to a bit of pain and had ruined everything.
“He’ll be so happy to know you’re alive!” Salvador leapt to his feet.
“Wait!” Mencía said and tried to get up. The pain hadn’t yet gone, making it difficult to jump to her feet.
“Mencía, stay in bed,” Hector said as he blocked her way.
Mencía pushed Hector aside and got up, trying to chase Salvador who was already making for the front door.
“Salvador!” she called out, stopping Salvador as he pushed the cloth aside to go out to the road.
“Yes, you’re right, Salvador. I’m Mencía. And I can’t tell you why, but I need you to not tell my father I’m here.”
“Why? He loves you. It will make him so happy.”
“I know,” Mencía said. She struggled to find an excuse to stop him, but her mind was flustered. She didn’t have the time to explain everything. “But you can’t. You just can’t.”
“I have to, Señora
Marañón. I have a duty to your father. He is still my commanding officer.”
“And I bet there is a reward for finding me as well.”
“Of course! A hundred ducats to the man who finds you or your body. No sailor could pass that up.”
“I’ll give you two hundred,” Mencía said. “You just have to promise not to say anything.”
“Two hundred ducats? You don’t have two hundred ducats.”
“I can get it,” Mencía said. “Somehow I’ll get it. Just please don’t say anything.”
She could see Salvador was tempted. Mencía moved closer to him and put her hand on his arm.
Salvador removed her hand. “Two hundred ducats won’t mean much if your father hangs me for not telling him his daughter was here. No, I have to go.”
“No. Wait. Just wait,” Mencía said, grabbing Salvador’s arm.
“Let go of me.”
“You can’t. Just give me a little more time. A few days, that’s all. I need to think…”
“And let Alonso suffer like that? That’s cruel. I’m telling him tonight.”
“Salvador, wait!” Mencía said. She clutched his arm harder, digging her nails in.
“Mencía, let go!”
“Mencía, calm yourself! It’s over. Let him go,” Hector said.
Hector tried to put his arm around Mencía’s to pull it away, but Mencía waved him off. It was all crashing down around her. She did not work this hard and sacrifice this much to have a man like Salvador ruin it all because of his sense of honour. It was her father’s sense of honour that had almost imprisoned her, and now it was this man who was about to do it again. What was it with men and her honour? Why couldn’t they let her fend for it herself?
“Don’t, Salvador. I beseech you. Don’t!” Mencía said as panic began to set in. She couldn’t give up now. Not after getting so close.
Salvador got free of Mencía’s grip. Hector was behind her, trying to grasp her waving arms. Hector had spent his life pulling in fishing nets, so his hands were like irons. If he got hold of her wrists, there would be little she could do to break free.
Salvador had gotten the door open and was about to step through.
A mix of panic and rage took hold of Mencía. She couldn’t give up. Not like this. Not when her entire life was at stake.
Without thinking, Mencía picked up Hector’s wooden mallet from the mantelpiece and brought it down over Salvador’s head.
Salvador hunched his body over from the blow, grasping his head.
“Mencía!” Hector shouted as he stepped back from her.
They both watched as Salvador fell to the floor. He winced as he held the back of his head. A large pool of blood formed on the broken tile floor.
Salvador tried to get to his feet but fell flat on his back.
Moments later, he drew his last breath, his eyes wide and fearful, staring at the ceiling.
And then he was dead.




Chapter Nineteen





October 1660
Armada held his breath.
This wasn’t going to be easy. There was a shuffling about inside the house after he’d announced himself. Then a door slammed. The back bedroom, no doubt. A move to make sure the one person he’d come to see wasn’t available.
It was quiet on the little lane where he stood. The Maraion house had been built right at the end on the edge of town just before the terrain became too steep to build on. Because of mudslides during rainy springs, what was once a cobbled lane in front was now covered in a thick layer of soft mud and sand that had slid down from the hillside above, meaning poor Señora
Maraion probably spent a lot of time sweeping it back out the door after her family tracked it all in.
The door swung open to reveal the angry face of Rodrigo Maraion. And he hadn’t come empty-handed, which was exactly what Armada was hoping.
“I told you what would happen if you ever tried to speak to my Isabel again,” Rodrigo said. He gripped the harquebus from the middle of the barrel, probably hoping just having it in his hands would be enough of a threat.
Armada kept calm. He knew Rodrigo was protecting his daughter, a very primal instinct that could be difficult to get round.
“Good afternoon, Señor
Maraion,” Armada said.
“I suggest you leave. Right now,” Rodrigo spat.
Over Rodrigo’s left shoulder, Armada could see Quiteria watching from the kitchen area and looking worried.
“Not until I have a word with your daughter, Isabel. I believe she may have information that would…”
Rodrigo threw the harquebus from one hand to the other, as if readying to point it at something. Armada could tell it was loaded.
“I told you no.”
“Very well, then maybe you can tell me where you were the night of Esteban Marañón’s murder,” Armada said.
A broad smile crossed Rodrigo’s face. “You think I killed that boy?”
“I don’t think anything yet. Where were you?”
“Hunting.”
“With that?” Armada asked, gesturing to the harquebus.
“Of course.”
“Where?”
Rodrigo hesitated. “In the hills. Just by the watchtower.”
“So you were in the area with the same weapon that killed Esteban Marañón at the time he was killed. And you had a very good reason for wanting him dead. Is that what you’re telling me?” Armada asked.
The amusement faded from Rodrigo’s expression. Worry seeped into his eyes. “That’s right.”
“Did you kill Esteban Marañón?” Armada asked.
“No. But I would have liked to,” Rodrigo said.
“Rodrigo, no…” came his wife’s voice from behind the door.
“Do you have any proof of your innocence?” Armada asked.
Rodrigo glanced over his shoulder at his wife, then back to Armada. The man seemed to believe he was about to be arrested and may never see her again.
“No,” Rodrigo said. “Are you going to arrest me now?”
Armada let the moment hang in the air as Quiteria came to embrace Rodrigo. He needed Rodrigo to remember this moment.
“No, Señor
Maraion. I’m not going to arrest you.”
“You’re not?” Quiteria asked.
“Your husband may be unpleasant, Señora, but he is also honest,” Armada said. “Besides, your daughter already proved your innocence. She told me you are useless at lighting your firepit. Which would have made it impossible for you to light the signal fire as the killer did the night Esteban was killed.”
Quiteria couldn’t help but chuckle through her tears. “That’s true! You are terrible at it!”
Rodrigo grinned.
“You see, Señor Maraion, despite the reputation of my fellow brothers for taking shortcuts, I’m here for the truth,” Armada said. “Nothing less. And right now, your daughter has information I need to get to that truth. I need to speak to her. Alone.”
Rodrigo moved to let Armada in, and Armada made his way to the door to the back bedroom.
“I’m guessing you have heard everything that’s been spoken out here,” Armada said through the door. “Which means you know why I’m here. May I come in?”
“Yes.”
Armada opened the door to find Isabel sitting up in bed with a bit of sewing, using her large belly as a sort of table.
“I’m sorry for looking like this,” Isabel said, gesturing to the large, soiled dress she wore. “Because of the baby, this is the only dress I can wear anymore.”
“It’s quite all right. Now, I was hoping to talk to you about Esteban. Is that all right?”
“Despite what my father thinks, I enjoy talking about him. I want my baby to remember who he was.”
“How much do you know about what he got up to when he wasn’t here at night? Did he ever talk about it?”
“That’s simple. He never went out. Esteban spent almost every one of his nights here at home with us.”
“What about the other men in his company? Did he ever go out with them?”
“Esteban never felt like he was one of those boys. He didn’t drink much; he didn’t like to gamble. He didn’t visit women of the night. They teased him about it. But he said he much preferred our company.”
Armada found this odd. A young boy like that, growing up poor in the streets as an orphan, coming here with wages for the first time in his life and not using them to indulge in vices at all. In all his years as a soldier, Armada had never met someone like that.
“Did he ever mention Jose Encinas?”
Isabel shook her head. “Not that I know of.”
“What about Martin Figueroa? Did he know the alcalde well?”
“No more than anyone else.”
“What about money? Did he ever have more than he should have? Or come into a great windfall of some kind?”
“No. He gave us most of his wages on the first of every month. I never knew him to have money outside of that. A few times Mother told him to keep a bit for himself. But he insisted.”
That was even odder to Armada. What had Esteban been after? True, he could have just been generous. But he wasn’t generous with any other aspect of his life that Armada could find. Generous people were generous about everything. Which suggested this was about something else.
“How did he seem in the days leading up to the raid? Was he anxious? Or sad? Did he seem upset at all?”
A darkness swept over Isabel’s face, and she stared down at the neglected sewing in her hands.
“It was just a few weeks before the raid when I learned I was pregnant. That was when Esteban began to act strange. He said a lot of cruel things to me. The night before the raid he came to me and apologised. He said he felt bad, and he meant it. I could tell.”
“So he had changed his mind about the baby?”
“No,” Isabel said. “But I knew he would with time. Esteban begged for my forgiveness. Which I gave him. I knew that cruel side of him wasn’t real. I knew it!”
“What happened after the raid? Did he ever tell you about that night?”
“He wanted to. But those awful soldiers in his company, they wouldn’t let him.”
“What do you mean?”
“I never saw him again after the raid. That Captain Salinas never let him come back. He said it was for Esteban’s own safety. The whole town had turned against him, and that captain didn’t do anything to defend him. None of those soldiers did! They just let poor Esteban take all the blame. I think they hoped the town would hate Esteban and not them. But it didn’t work. Martin Figueroa made sure of that. Esteban wanted so much to see me again.”
“You sound very sure of that. How do you know?” Armada asked.
Isabel reached under her mattress and pulled out a letter, folded over many times and almost falling apart from being handled so much.
She gave it to Armada. “He wrote me this. Just before he died.”
Armada opened it to find it was a letter from Esteban addressed to Isabel. It was short, just a few paragraphs long. The first half was very apologetic, reiterating that he was sorry for how he had behaved and how she and her baby hadn’t deserved that.
It was the last few sentences, however, that drew Armada’s attention: “Please can we meet in secret? No one must know. I think my life might be in danger. I have gotten proof of something that I have to tell you about. You need to know the truth.”
And that was it. Esteban had ended it there, signed it, and folded it up.
“You see? He wanted to see me again.”
“What was he referring to? What was happening?”
“I don’t know. He was killed before we could meet,” Isabel said, holding her hand to her mouth and trying to keep her composure. “I never saw him again.”
“Where did this letter come from? Who delivered it to you?”
“My father. He’d gone up to the army camp where Esteban was being held to try to convince him to come down. And Esteban gave him that letter.”
Armada looked it over. It was written in haste, possibly because Esteban was worried it would be intercepted. The only people who would intercept it would be Captain Salinas, Pedro, or Barros. Which meant Esteban hadn’t wanted one of those three to know what he was about to reveal to Isabel.
“May I keep this?” Armada asked. “Just until the case is over. It might prove very useful.”
Isabel nodded, and Armada tucked it away in his coat. He put his hand on Isabel’s shoulder.
“If it is worth anything, I believe Esteban loved you.”
His words didn’t help much, so Armada said his goodbyes and rose to leave. Before he left, something caught his eye. He reached down to the bottom hem of Isabel’s dress and picked off a bit of small, sticky vine. It was green with small, thin leaves and a stalk that stuck to anything it touched.
“In Granada, we call it chickenweed,” Armada said. “Chickens go mad for it. Try feeding this to yours. You’ll see.”
Isabel gave him a curious look as she took the bit of vine. Armada stood and left.




Chapter Twenty





Lucas watched as Pedro pretended to meander through the camp, looking for something. It was quiet except for the rustling of a large pine tree overhead whose canopy gave the camp a bit of shade at this time in the afternoon. It was ancient, with a thick trunk covered in fraying scraps of rough-edged bark and lots of lower branches that had long since dropped their needles, never to grow them back. It was also a prodigious tree, with thousands of old, dead pine cones that had long since opened and released their seeds but had yet to drop from the branches.
It was one of those pine cones that decided now was a good time to drop and startle Lucas. He wasn’t sure what he thought it might be. Armada was in town for the day, Barros was doing a shift in the tower, and Captain Salinas was falling asleep in his shelter.
At least, that’s what Lucas hoped was happening. Because if the captain woke up at the wrong moment, there would be trouble.
Pedro walked past the captain’s shelter, glancing over his shoulder as he passed, then hurried over to Lucas.
“I think he’s asleep,” Pedro said.
“So what do we do now, sir?” Lucas asked.
“We? Don’t get me involved with this, joven. This is your plan, not mine. I’m going to sit over here and make fun of you if you get caught. Good luck explaining yourself.”
Lucas took a breath for courage, then stepped through the camp. The wind had died down, and the hush sound it made as it whipped through the pine trees faded away, making Lucas’s footsteps in the gravel crunch ever louder. He couldn’t help but remember how soldiers were trained to not let someone sneak up on them. And Salinas was a captain. It was possible Salinas would awaken and gut Lucas with a dagger before either knew what was happening.
But by this point, Lucas was distracted by how the target was in plain sight. A small iron key, hooked by a string to Salinas’s belt, lay glinting in the sun, as if beckoning him. He only needed to borrow it for a short time. Salinas would never miss it. He would return it a quarter of an hour later, just long enough for Pedro to shimmy up the watchtower and have a look in the shed. Then he could drop the key back down, and Lucas would have it back on Salinas’s belt in no time.
It was a simple plan predicated on the next few moments going well. Lucas was now standing over Salinas, trying not to breathe. Salinas lay on his back, his head tilted backwards on a provisions bag he’d stuffed with soft weeds as a pillow. He had one arm flopped over his eyes to keep out the sunlight, and his mouth was agape. A snore had begun to erupt from somewhere deep within Salinas’s nostrils, just as it did with Armada for the first half hour or so after falling asleep.
Lucas grabbed hold of the key. He untied the rope belt and began to work the key loose, trying not to think of how awkward it would be if Salinas were to awaken in this moment.
Lucas held his breath and slid the key free of the belt before returning to where Pedro was waiting.
“You did it,” Pedro said.
“Can you go look at the shed, then?”
Pedro got to his feet.
“You should take a weapon, sir,” Lucas said. “Just in case.”
Pedro sighed and grabbed a dagger he kept under the mattress in his shelter. “I better not need this, joven. I agreed to look, nothing more. I don’t want to have to fight off some deranged killer. Not today.”
“We have to know,” was all Lucas could think to say.
“Yes, well, I’ll get Barros to do it. He’ll be happy for the excitement.”
Lucas followed him as far as the bottom of the ladder and watched as Pedro, still with an injured arm, clambered up to the top and disappeared into the entrance.
Lucas wished he could go with him. If the killer had been in the storeroom, then he would have left behind a wealth of clues that Pedro and Barros wouldn’t give a second thought to. Lucas kicked himself for being such a coward when it came to the ladder. A few times he almost worked himself up to trying to go up the ladder again.
But if he got stuck and had to shout for help, it would wake Salinas. And it would be the beginning of a very bad day.
So Lucas had no choice but to wait. The storeroom was only accessible through the main entrance to the tower, which meant Pedro had to climb all the way up to get in the tower, then had to climb almost all the way back down along a tiny staircase inside to get to the storeroom.
Lucas waited for what felt like ages, pacing back and forth and keeping his eyes on Salinas. He could just see Salinas’s feet sticking out of his shelter on the north side of camp. He knew it was only a matter of time before Salinas woke up, and he still had to get the key back on his belt before then.
Minutes ticked by. Lucas heard nothing. Then he heard laughter. Pedro and Barros were talking in the tower, but the wind howled in Lucas’s ears, making it impossible to hear what they were saying.
“Pedro, sir!” Lucas tried to whisper. He glanced back at Salinas, who was shifting his body position. Was he waking up?
“Pedro!” Lucas whispered again. But it was no use. He would have to shout to be heard from all the way down here, which was too risky.
Lucas stared up at the entrance, thinking of all the ways this ploy could go wrong. What if Pedro popped open the shed door to find himself face-to-face with a killer? What if he was stabbed? What if he got Barros as well? The killer, having been found out, would then come down the ladder to find Lucas there. Lucas wouldn’t have much time to get away. And where would he go?
Perhaps this had been a big mistake. Maybe he shouldn’t have taken the risk. Maybe he should have told Armada and let him decide what to do. Why had he taken it all on himself? He’d been a fool. An absolute fool. And now he would have to live with the consequences of that.
A pair of legs popped out of the entrance, and Pedro began to climb down the ladder. Lucas was glad to see him alive, as well as Barros, who stuck his head out of the tower.
Pedro reached the bottom and faced Lucas.
“Well, sir?” Lucas asked.
“Nothing, joven. That shed is just full of the same mouldy, old provisions we put in there two years ago, and none of them have been opened. The door was locked. No one’s been in there.”
“Did you see any sign of—?”
“No one has been in there,” Pedro said. “Me and Barros both looked. There was nothing.”
It left Lucas in a bind. The killer hadn’t used a rope, and he also wasn’t still somehow in the tower, nor had he hidden out in the provisions shed below.
So how did he get out of the tower after killing Esteban? It was impossible. Could Esteban have faked his own murder? But he was shot in the chest with a harquebus. Very hard to point it at one’s own chest and pull the trigger. The barrel was far too long for that. But at the moment, there was no way there could have been anyone else up there with him.
Lucas looked up at the tower. It no longer had the sinister look he’d felt before. It was now just a point of frustration. His mind worked through all the possibilities again, but everything came to naught.
“Here. You’re not done yet,” Pedro said, giving the key to Lucas. “You need to get this back to Salinas.”
“I can make that easy for you,” came a voice from behind them.
Lucas and Pedro turned to see Salinas approaching them with his hand out.
“I’ll take that back.”
“Sir…sorry, sir,” Pedro said.
Lucas was too frightened to speak.
Salinas snatched the key and hooked it back on his belt before tying his belt up again.
“I can’t imagine your master is going to be too happy to hear about this,” Salinas said to Lucas. “Stealing from an army officer is a very serious offence. How do I know you weren’t stealing provisions out of there? Provisions that could keep my soldiers alive should they ever come under siege?”
“Sir…I wasn’t doing anything like that. I swear…” Lucas stammered.
But Salinas had stopped listening. “And you, Pedro. I can’t believe you helped him. How did he ever convince you to do that?”
“I didn’t steal the key, sir. I just looked in the shed. That was all,” Pedro said. “It was the boy who—”
“Stop! I don’t care. You both were complicit, so you both have to pay the punishment. Now, we’ve been talking about digging a trench to bring water from that spring at the top of the hill down to the camp. It sounds like you two have just volunteered.”
Pedro groaned and gave Lucas a dirty glare. Lucas didn’t care about the work he would have to endure. He was more thinking of how humiliating it would be when Armada returned.
And all he wanted to do was help. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair at all.




Chapter Twenty-One





Armada returned to the army camp just after sunset to find Lucas and Pedro having spent all afternoon using worn metal adzes to dig a trench down from a nearby hill.
“I don’t know what that page of yours was up to, Armada, but it can’t happen again,” Salinas said after he finished telling Armada the story.
“I believe I do. And I can’t apologise enough for his behaviour,” Armada said.
Armada glanced over his shoulder at where Lucas was working. He could see the boy looking over at him, worried. Best to let him worry a bit longer, Armada thought. For whatever Armada told him now, it wouldn’t be half as bad as what Lucas was imagining he was going to say.
“Do you whip that boy, Armada? Boys his age need to be disciplined. My own father whipped me for everything,” Salinas said. “Kept me from getting into any real trouble. You can’t let them grow up soft, thinking they can do whatever they like.”
Armada was getting annoyed by Salinas’s smugness.
“I will consider that. Now, there was something else I was hoping to discuss with you. In private, of course.”
Armada led Salinas away from the camp towards an overlook that gave a breathtaking view of the town of La Herradura as it was swallowed up by the shadow of the ridge.
“Tell me where the brandy came from,” Armada said when he was sure they were alone.
“What?” Salinas asked.
“Those barrels that are locked away in a small shack down by the beach. How did they get there?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Salinas said.
“There is no track large enough to reach that shed by land with a cart or horses. Which means they must have come in by sea. That suggests they came from somewhere outside Andalusia. Given they are not stamped, it means no customs duty has been paid, which makes them contraband. And there is no way they could have come in by sea without being seen by someone in the watchtower. And don’t tell me they fell asleep again. Once I can understand. But twice is very unlikely. I just want to know if I should imprison you for smuggling or Martin Figueroa.”
Salinas stared at the little pueblo
below, the smugness from before melting away.
“It was Martin’s deal,” Salinas said. “He said I would get a share of it if I could make sure the ship could unload the barrels in peace.”
“Who brought the barrels? Where did they come from?”
“Martin never told me. I only ever saw the ship from a distance.”
“What was the plan, then? To sell them?”
Salinas seemed to be trying to hold back tears. Armada hadn’t expected a reaction like that from such an innocuous question. Unless…
“That’s what was supposed to happen, yes. But…”
Armada had stumbled upon something far larger than he’d realised. “The raid. That’s what they’d come for, isn’t it?”
“It wasn’t supposed to be a raid!” Salinas shouted, then composed himself. “It was supposed to be a nice, quiet business deal. Nothing more.”
“But instead, the pirates pillaged the town,” Armada said, still not able to believe it himself. It now made sense why Martin Figueroa had vilified Esteban as much as he had. He was trying to cover up his own guilt.
“I don’t know what went wrong. Martin met with them, not me…”
“You must have paid off Esteban as well, then. He was working the tower that night.”
“We didn’t know what time they were arriving,” Salinas said. “So I had to bring Esteban in so that at least one of us was covering the tower when they got here. He’s the only one of the men who followed my orders, so I figured he was the best one to bring in.”
“So he wasn’t sleeping. Esteban let them come,” Armada said, more to himself, as it was so hard to believe.
Salinas’s hesitation got his attention.
“That’s what we agreed, but…”
“Go on.”
“He wasn’t there. He’d deserted the tower.”
“Where did he go?”
“I don’t know. I never could get him to tell me,” Salinas said. “He came back a few hours later with an injured foot and couldn’t walk. It was obvious he got into a scrap with someone, but he wouldn’t tell me. And it’s not like I could punish him for desertion. He said he would tell everyone what he knew if I did. So I made up the story about finding him asleep to make it sound like an innocent mistake. But it didn’t help...”
A thousand questions raced through Armada’s mind. “So you haven’t told the other men in your company what happened?”
“No. None of them know,” Salinas said, glancing back at Barros, who was poking fun at Pedro and Lucas as they sat by the fire and poured water over their sweating heads.
“Is that why you brought Esteban up here? To keep him quiet?”
“Yes. But also to keep him alive. When Martin started blaming him for the whole thing, I had no choice. Everyone in the pueblo
wanted his head on a pike after a while. Esteban was furious and wanted to return to town. He didn’t seem to care if the pueblo hated him. I never understood that.”
“So you killed Esteban to keep him from revealing your role in the raid.”
“No!” Salinas said. “I didn’t kill anyone. I was in town when Esteban was killed. Ask anyone.”
“So who was it? If not you, then Jose Encinas? Or Martin Figueroa?”
“I don’t know,” Salinas said. “I haven’t spoken to either of them since the raid. I doubt Esteban would have let them up into the tower anyway. He knew how much they wanted him dead. He was no tonto.”
Armada sat on a boulder, hanging his head low, trying to contemplate the whole situation.
“I was in a room with the families of those who lost children in that raid,” Armada said. “The loss, the grief, the sadness. It’s still so raw. It washes over you, makes you feel like a drowning man in the sea during a storm. And you just let them go on thinking the world is a cruel place where random things like that just happen? When you know the truth?”
“I tried,” Salinas whispered. “You don’t think I tried? But…to look those people in the face and tell them their children are gone because I… I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t…”
Armada had heard enough from the cowardly captain and stood.
“What are you going to do?” Salinas asked.
“Nothing until I have more proof of what you say. And you should be aware that if you decide to run, there are constables in the Holy Brotherhood who will find you. No matter how far you get. And they will not be as generous with your life as I am.”
Salinas nodded. “I understand. Where would I go?”
Armada knew there was a chance Salinas would throw himself off a cliff or something equally as foolish now that he knew he was caught. And Armada didn’t much care at the moment.
Armada stormed over to the campfire, where Lucas was drinking water from a bowl with his shirt tied around the top of his head to stop the sweating.
“Your time digging trenches is over, Lucas,” Armada said. “Change your clothes, and come with me. I’m in the mood for a bit of ale tonight. Oh, and bring that tunic of yours from the other night.”
Lucas scrambled to his feet. “Um…yes, sir.”




Chapter Twenty-Two





“That’s incredible, sir,” Lucas said after Armada finished telling him all he’d learned that night.
“Yes, and it leaves me in quite a quandary. I now have two different sets of suspects to consider, both of which are compelling.”
Armada took a gulp of his warm ale and tried to pretend it was sherry but failed to. Looking at the tavern, it was a sure bet the actual sherry they stocked here was some awful fino left to rot in the sunshine out back and would be far worse.
“Two sets, sir? Who else do you suspect besides Salinas and Martin Figueroa?”
“We cannot rule out a revenge killing by the Maraion family, can we?” Armada said.
“But, sir, I thought you said you knew her father didn’t do it.”
“I did. And I still don’t believe he pulled the trigger.”
“Then I’m confused, sir.”
“Did you bring your tunic like I asked? The one you were wearing the night of your adventure on the hillside?”
Lucas went into his bag and pulled out his tunic, which was still soiled and smelled of wet earth. He handed it to Armada.
“Yes, that’s the one. Now, if I remember…”
Armada looked at the bottom hem of the tunic and flipped it over to look at the inside. There was a bit of sticky vine there, which he now pulled off and held up in front of Lucas’s eyes.
“Chickenweed. It’s all over the hillside below the tower. Sticks to anything, especially clothing.”
Armada demonstrated by pinching the vine between his two fingers, then opening his fingers to show the vine had stuck fast to them.
“And not just yours. But also Isabel Maraion’s.”
“You think Isabel Maraion is a suspect, sir? But she’s pregnant.”
“Yes, I thought about that,” Armada said, rubbing the sticky weed off on the bottom of the table.
“She has the motivation. She was hurt by Esteban’s rejection of the baby, and his apologies may not have been enough. I think there is a chance she kept that last meeting, the one Esteban asked her for in the letter. Isabel said she thought he was going to propose to her. If Esteban had done anything besides that when she arrived, she would have been disappointed. Given that was the second time he dashed her hopes for a good future, it could have been enough to motivate her to kill him.”
“So if it wasn’t marriage, what did Esteban want to talk to Isabel about that night?”
“I have no idea, I’m afraid,” Armada said. “We may never know. But it makes sense that Esteban would have lowered the ladder to the watchtower for her.”
Lucas took a sip of his ale but winced and set it aside. The boy had yet to develop a taste for it, despite being almost fifteen years old. Armada was beginning to wonder if there was something wrong with him.
“But, sir, how could she have overpowered Pedro that night? Remember, he said he encountered the killer. And he was pretty injured. There wasn’t a mark on her.”
“That’s because it wasn’t her who Pedro tangled with. No, that would have been her father, who made it clear to me how much he wanted Esteban to marry his daughter. It would also explain where she got a harquebus from.”
“Would Señor Maraion go through so much trouble for his daughter to marry a man who ruined her honour and then rejected her?”
“A good question. With two possible answers. Either Rodrigo Maraion believed, as Isabel did, there was a chance Esteban had changed his mind, or father and daughter went there with the purpose of killing him.”
“So it was about revenge?”
“You can wash your face if it’s splashed with mud. But honour can only be washed with blood,” Armada quoted.
“Calderon, sir?”
“Indeed. Rodrigo Maraion may have seen no other way of rectifying his daughter’s honour. Assuming he worried about such matters.”
“I thought people only worried about that sort of thing in plays.”
“It’s rare in real life, that’s true. But not unheard of.”
“Also, sir, it still leaves the question of how she got out of the watchtower.”
“Yes, how are you coming on that, Lucas? Did you get up there and have a look?”
“Um…yes, sir. But I didn’t see anything that might help yet.”
“What about in the storeroom at the base of the tower?” Armada asked. “Salinas mentioned how you believed the killer might be living down there. A bit foolish, I must say, but it must have given you a good excuse to have a look around. Was there anything there that looked like brandy?”
“Well, sir, it was…dark. I didn’t have a torch with me. So it was hard to see,” Lucas said.
Armada found it odd that Lucas couldn’t look him in the eye when he spoke. Embarrassment for not having brought a torch? Or something else?
“Lucas, there could have been clues down there. How did you not plan ahead?”
“Sorry, sir.”
“You’ll have to go back. I need a complete inventory of everything in that storeroom. I want to know if there is anything that could be contraband in there. And you won’t have to worry about Salinas. I’m sure he’ll be happy to provide you with the key this time.”
“Yes…sir,” Lucas said with an odd hesitation.
“And that brings us to our other two suspects, Martin Figueroa and Jose Encinas. I find their motivation much more believable.”
“But, sir, why would Esteban have dropped the ladder for them the night he was killed? He said it himself in the letter that he knew his life was in danger.”
“Oh, Lucas, you do obsess about these things, don’t you? It would have been quite easy for them to get up there.”
“How, sir?”
“The spare wooden ladder, of course. The one they brought to retrieve Esteban’s body. It is the only thing in town that can get up there. It’s simple deduction.”
Lucas scrunched his brow, and Armada resigned himself to the flurry of questions that were to follow. The way the boy’s mind worked was so tedious sometimes.
“So you’re saying, sir, that Jose Encinas and Martin Figueroa carried the wooden ladder all the way up to the watchtower, killed Esteban, lit the fire, and then carried the ladder all the way back into town afterwards?”
“Yes. Now, if we can get back to—”
“But, sir, that would mean they were carrying the ladder back to town after the fire had been lit. It would have drawn everyone’s attention. The ladder is very large and difficult to carry. They would have been spotted.”
“It was chaos that night. No one would have stopped to take a close look at anything. They thought pirates were coming. Everyone in the pueblo would be racing about, trying to get out of town. They could have dumped the ladder in the hills and run back to town.”
“But, sir, when Pedro and Barros went to get the ladder that night, they found it where it was supposed to be. So Jose
Encinas and Martin
Figueroa would have had to return it right where they got it from, which is in the ayuntamiento right in the middle of the pueblo. How could they have done that without anyone seeing them?”
Armada drummed his fingers on the table, becoming ever more frustrated at not being able to argue Lucas’s point and wanting to move on.
“I don’t know, Lucas. But it is not the part of the case we should be focused on at the moment.”
“Sir, if they didn’t use the ladder, it means the only way they could have gotten into the watchtower was if Esteban lowered the rope ladder for them. But he wouldn’t have. It makes no sense.”
Armada had to admit it was a good point. What could those men have tempted Esteban with that night to get him to lower the ladder for them? It would have been odd for either man to be there that night anyway, so close to the army camp in the middle of the night. Nobody from the pueblo
was allowed anywhere near the tower. And they would have risked sneaking their way through a camp full of sleeping soldiers. And how would they have gotten Esteban’s attention from below? There was no way to do that without shouting, even on a quiet night.
Salinas had admitted being in league with Jose and Martin with the smuggling, but did his loyalties extend to helping them murder a soldier from his company? This felt unlikely. Salinas was a coward, and it hadn’t taken much to get him to admit to his participation in the smuggling ring. If he had helped Jose and Martin murder Esteban, he wouldn’t have been able to lie about it to Armada so convincingly.
“At the moment, there is a more interesting question. Why choose to kill him on that particular night? It could not have been a coincidence that they wanted to kill Esteban on the same night he had hoped to meet Isabel and divulge his secrets to her.”
“Which means they must have known about Esteban’s letter,” Lucas said.
“Precisely,” Armada said. “And the only one who could have told them about the letter is the carrier of it.”
“Rodrigo Maraion?”
“Which suggests our two different sets of suspects may, in fact, be related.”
“Do you think Señor
Maraion is involved in the smuggling as well, sir?”
“It may not have been intentional. It could have been a simple slip of the tongue during a long night in the tavern. He wouldn’t have had to reveal much to make Jose and Martin nervous.”
Armada finished off his ale, feeling confident all of a sudden.
“All we need now is confirmation. I will talk to Rodrigo Maraion in the morning, and if he is able to confirm anything was said to Jose and Martin, even so much as a whisper, then we might have enough to make an arrest.”
Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Really, sir? That would be great.”
“Yes. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Tonight I will return to the army camp and get as much sleep as is possible. You, however, will spend the night watching Salinas. I want to know if he flees or tries to meet up with anyone else. We need to know how far this smuggling ring extends. If anyone else is involved, they will go straight to the top of my list of suspects.”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said and drank a bit of his ale. He winced and set it down again.
So, Armada thought, it would not be tonight that the boy would develop a taste for it.
Armada drank the last of his own and could once again see Lucas’s point.
The ale was awful.




Chapter Twenty-Three





November 1562
For a moment, the only sound in the room was Hector breathing. He stood over Salvador’s body, shocked.
Mencía found the panic that had seized her heart was subsiding and was replaced with a vague sense of relief. The threat that had hung over her head for weeks now was gone. Had Salvador deserved his fate? Mencía couldn’t think about that now. She first had to figure out what to do with Salvador’s body.
Hector kneeled over the body. “What…have you done?” he said as he stared into Salvador’s lifeless eyes.
“I didn’t want to,” Mencía said.
“How could you do such a thing?” Hector said. “And in my home…”
“I told you I didn’t want to.”
“Why? Why did you have to kill him? He just wanted to let your father know you were alive.”
“You don’t understand. You have no idea what my father is like,” Mencía said. “What he would have done…”
“You’re right, Mencía. I don’t understand,” Hector said, pacing about the room and waving his arms. “I don’t understand why we took you in, gave you food and shelter, and asked for nothing in return, and in return for that you kill a man in our home!”
Mencía glanced outside. Had someone just passed by the window as Hector spoke? Did he have to be so loud? It was for all of their sakes that none of the neighbours became aware of what had happened.
The door popped open to reveal Ana’s smiling face.
“What is all the shouting about? I can hear you halfway down the…” Ana’s eyes fell on Salvador.
“This is why, Ana. This is why I didn’t want to take her in,” Hector said.
“What happened?” Ana asked, kneeling beside Salvador.
“She killed him!” Hector said. “Right in front of me.”
“That’s enough. Calm down.” Ana turned to Mencía. “What happened, dear?”
It broke Mencía’s heart to look into Ana’s gaze. It was so trusting, even when Mencía wasn’t sure she would trust herself at the moment. Ana showed no fear of Mencía, no suspicion, no judgement. Mencía felt bad for having ever stepped foot in this house and interrupting Ana’s life as she had. Ana was a saint, like the Virgin Mary herself.
Mencía had heard this was what some children felt for their mothers, something she had never experienced. Mencía’s mother was a woman far more interested in the fashions of the day and in organising social events than in having anything to do with a daughter whom she considered more of a nuisance than anything. Despite growing up in the same house, Mencía was still unsure of who her mother was as a person. She had always been kept at a distance by a small army of nursemaids and nannies whose primary job was to not bother Mencía’s mother with such tedious tasks as child-rearing.
“I…” Mencía said, finding it hard to speak. “I didn’t know what else to do. I can’t let my father know I’m here.”
“I think it’s time you told us why, dear.”
“My father, he’s…he’s embarrassed. He wants me and my baby gone, far away, somewhere I can’t hurt his reputation. A nunnery for me and a life of servitude for my child. There is no other way in his opinion.”
“It doesn’t matter,” growled Hector. “That’s still no excuse for killing a man. You could have just talked to your father.”
“You don’t know what he’s like!” Mencía shot back.
“I know what being a father is like. And I would want to know if my child was alive or dead! We need to tell Salvador’s commanding officer what happened and beg for his mercy in—”
“I won’t do it. I won’t!”
“Quiet! Both of you!” Ana shouted.
It was a rare thing to hear Ana raise her voice, and it startled Mencía and Hector into silence. Her back was to them as she gazed out the window, making it clear it would be her who would decide what to do.
Ana took a long breath, then turned around to face Hector.
“The first thing we need to do is give this poor man his last rites. It’s the least we can do.”
“Ana…we have to do the right thing,” Hector whispered.
Ana quieted Hector by putting a hand on his chest and stepping close to him.
“My love, do you remember when Juan was here just after those pirates took his boy? And he sobbed into my shoulder all afternoon?”
Hector stared at the ground. “Of course I do.”
“He told me what made it so hard was how helpless he felt to save him. His boy was taken right out of his hand. Now his boy will live as a slave in Africa, and Juan will spend the rest of his life wishing there was something he could do to save him. But there isn’t.”
Ana turned to Mencía. “It’s not right what you did, my dear. And when the time comes, you’ll have to atone for that. But I understand. At least there was something you could do.”
“What are you saying, Ana?” Hector asked.
“I’m saying we need to give this poor man his last rites,” Ana said. “He deserves that much.”
“And then we need to hide his body.”
Hector glared at Mencía as if she’d spoken too soon.
But Mencía’s mind was already racing ahead. “I thought of a way we could do it. There are still bodies on the beach, right? A few hundred last I saw. What’s one more?”
Hector and Ana glanced at each other.
“They’ll take him home when the rescue fleet gets here and bury him along with all the others,” Mencía said.
A short while later, Mencía walked alone down the little, narrow lane towards the plaza. It was dark, as the moon was blocked by thick clouds heavy with the first rains of the autumn. It made it hard to walk quietly, but Mencía was thankful, for the clouds made it even harder for others to see her. She glanced into every window that overlooked the road as she passed, looking for any sign of movement or candlelight.
Sensing none, she whistled into the darkness. Soon she heard the shuffling of feet behind her. It was slow with a bit of whispered grunting. Mencía wished Ana and Hector would be quieter, but it was impossible. They were carrying the heavy body of Salvador Torrini, made heavier by the thick blanket they had wrapped his body in that was becoming soaked with blood.
The three of them continued this way all the way through town until they reached the beach. Mencía went first, keeping her head low as she skittered across the beach, looking out for anyone who could be camping there that night. The smell made her gag, and the buzzing sound of insects meant she was getting close. Soon she stood over the black outlines of hundreds of bodies lined up just above the waterline, all wrapped in sheets to keep the scavenging birds away during the day. If they were lucky, no one would think to check under Salvador’s sheet to see that he hadn’t decayed as much as the others.
Mencía confirmed there was no one about and signalled Hector and Ana that it was all clear. They set Salvador’s body at the end of a row and waited as Ana said a quick prayer for Salvador’s soul, pleading with God to forgive all of them, before they all made a silent dash back to the house.
Once back home, they had a quick word about what they would say to anybody who might ask about the body, then went to bed.
It was not since that first wonderful night with Anton that Mencía had slept so well. She dreamed of meeting her baby and of Anton finding them and of families and love.
She also dreamed of Ana being there, smiling the whole time, watching over them. Hector was there too, always in the corner in the shadows, scowling at her, reminding her that no moment would ever be too joyful, not with what he knew.
But Mencía could live with that as long as her baby didn’t have to. She vowed that night that the secret of what had happened tonight would die with her. Her baby would grow up in a life full of family and love and would be free. It was what she had dreamed of from the moment she learned she was pregnant.
And it was all within her grasp.




Chapter Twenty-Four





October 1660
Armada’s sandals sank into the wet sand as he strolled along the beach. The ocean was getting cold again after a summer spent being warm enough to swim in, but it still felt nice on his feet. It was the one thing he missed about living in Granada, which was so far inland as to make visits to the sea a rarity.
A bit farther down the beach was Rodrigo Maraion, who sat in his fishing boat while working on a large fishing net made of thick twine he had draped over the top. It had countless holes after an entire summer rotting in the sun, but Rodrigo worked quickly, replacing loops of twine and tying off the ends with a skill that came from years of experience.
“Buenas dias, Señor
Maraion,” Armada said as he approached the boat.
“Buena,” Rodrigo said in that clipped way Andalusians said everything. He did not look up from his work.
“I wanted to ask you a few more questions about your daughter, Isabel.”
“Haven’t you done enough?” Rodrigo shot back before cinching a knot he’d been working on. “She’s been crying for two days now thanks to you.”
“If you had told me about Esteban’s letter to begin with, this could have been over by now.”
Rodrigo put down his work and looked at Armada, who held the letter aloft.
“You remember. The one Esteban Marañón wrote to your daughter, saying he wanted to meet her…on the same night he was murdered. The one that you, as I understand it, delivered to her yourself.”
Rodrigo went back to his work, but he fumbled with the knot. “What about it?”
“Is it true you delivered it?”
“Yes.”
“So you had contact with Esteban Marañón after the raid? After he had been moved up to the army camp?”
“What is this about? I thought you said you knew it wasn’t me,” Rodrigo said.
“This isn’t about you. I’m here to ask about Isabel. She’s quite handy with a harquebus, isn’t she?”
“She’s fired it once or twice,” Rodrigo said.
“Yes, straight into the army camp. She should stop doing that, by the way. Those soldiers will catch her eventually.”
“Doesn’t mean she killed him,” Rodrigo said, turning his back on Armada.
Rodrigo focused his attention on fixing another part of the net, turning his back on Armada. Armada walked round the other side of the boat, which was beached and listing to the starboard side.
“That might be exactly what that means,” Armada said.
Rodrigo’s head spun round.
“My little girl hasn’t hurt anyone.”
“What happened the night Esteban was killed, then? What did you see when you took her up to the tower to see him?”
Rodrigo blinked a few times, then a smile spread across his face, which became a laugh.
“Is that what you think happened?” Rodrigo said. “You have quite an imagination, Constable.”
“If I’m wrong, then correct me. What happened that night?”
“Nothing,” Rodrigo said. “We never went up to the tower that night. We never saw Esteban again after the raid, just like Isabel told you.”
“Can you prove that?”
“Ask any of our neighbours. We all came out into the road at the same time when the signal fire was lit. Isabel too.”
Armada had little doubt Rodrigo’s neighbours would corroborate his story. He believed Rodrigo. He was one of the most honest men Armada had ever met. To a fault even. So he had no choice but to believe Rodrigo, even when he didn’t want to.
“So tell me about the night Esteban gave you the letter. What were you doing up there?”
“What do you think? I was trying to convince him to marry my daughter. Her baby needs a father, and I’m getting too old to do it anymore. Besides, that foolish girl still loved him.”
“Did Isabel know you went up there to speak to him?”
“No. And she got angry at me when I told her. She was embarrassed, I guess. I can’t blame her.”
“Tell me about when you made contact with Esteban Marañón. How did he seem? Was he happy to see you?”
Rodrigo put his work down. He looked confused, as if still trying to comprehend it in his own head.
“Yes. Which was odd. I tried to talk to him about Isabel, but he was distracted. I couldn’t get him to calm down. He was worried one of the other soldiers might see us speaking. So he had me hide behind an olive tree while he went to go write that letter. He was back a few minutes later and told me to give it straight to Isabel. Then he ran off.”
“Did you give the letter straight to Isabel as he asked?”
“Of course,” Rodrigo said.
“Did anyone else see the letter? Or know that Esteban wanted to meet with Isabel? Did you tell anyone about it?”
“No. I would never do that.”
“How about Quiteria?”
“She didn’t know about the letter until after Esteban was killed.”
“So there is no way you know of that Jose Encinas or Martin Figueroa could have known about it?”
Rodrigo gave Armada a curious look. “What do those two have to do with this?”
Rodrigo appeared confused, which made it obvious he’d had no contact with anyone that night. But it made things murkier for Armada. How had Jose and Martin found out about what Esteban wanted to do, then? From Esteban himself somehow? That seemed unlikely if he was as worried as he seemed to Rodrigo that night.
What seemed more unlikely was that Isabel somehow passed on the information. Why would she? There was no motivation there that Armada could think of. A girl that age in that condition wouldn’t wish to discuss such a private matter with two elder men who were not her family.
But that left Armada with no viable way for word of Esteban’s intentions to spread to the killer.
Armada had to let the issue rest for now. Isabel Maraion was still at the centre of all this. There had to be more to learn there.
“How did Isabel react when you told her she couldn’t keep that meeting?” Armada asked.
Rodrigo smiled again. “As usual, Constable, you have it all wrong.”
Armada agreed and was tiring of it. “So correct me. What happened?”
Rodrigo bowed his head. “It was me who wanted her to keep that meeting. Isabel was still hurt. It broke my heart to see that.”
Rodrigo threw down the net and hopped out of the boat. Armada took a step back.
Rodrigo stepped closer to Armada but not for a physical confrontation. It was an emotional one, as if daring Armada to stare into his eyes and know what he was feeling.
“It was me who was the romantic, I suppose. I was the one who still hoped that Esteban had changed his mind. I wanted my Isabel to be happy. Esteban had seen something in my daughter, and it was more than just lust. He knew how important family was, which was amazing for an orphan. And just when the boy had what he wanted, he threw it all away. He destroyed my daughter, his baby’s life, everything. So I hoped…that maybe there was some other reason behind it. Something I could help him work through. I know we could have figured it out. But then he was dead.”
He turned away. Armada’s heart sank. The only motivation that had ever made sense for Rodrigo and Isabel Maraion to kill Esteban was if it was out of pure vengeance or about preserving Isabel’s honour.
But Rodrigo hadn’t mentioned anything like that. He only cared about Isabel’s happiness. She was angry, but it was too much of a stretch to Armada to consider her bloodthirsty. Neither her nor her father were that good an actor.
This revelation meant there were just two suspects left and one big missing piece of the puzzle.




Chapter Twenty-Five





Lucas rubbed his fingers over the smooth metal surface of the key Salinas had just given him. Salinas frowned at him, making it obvious he wasn’t happy about the situation.
“I want that key back as soon as you return,” Salinas said, trying to muster up a bit of conviction. But it was easy to see through the veneer.
Salinas walked away, mumbling to himself. Lucas felt bad for him. The key represented the last shreds of power Salinas had over anything in his life, and now he’d had to give that up as well. He was like a prisoner peering through the bars of his prison cell at the gallows being constructed for him outside. Although Lucas and Armada had told no one of Salinas’s role in the brandy smuggling ring, it was inevitable the secret would get out. Salinas must have known the day was coming when the last shred of power he had, his freedom, would be taken from him.
But Lucas had a bigger worry on his mind. Now that he had the key, the worst part of all this was still in front of him. He would have to use it.
Lucas faced the watchtower, whose sun-bleached stones were already warming up after just a few hours of sun. Barros, who had just begun his shift in the tower a few hours ago, had left the rope ladder down. It lay against the side of the tower, banging against the stone wall as the wind caught it and fluttered it about. It made a soft bopping sound as the wooden rungs made of olive branches bounced about on the stones like an ancient drum, a drum that reminded Lucas of the fear he must face.
Lucas grabbed the first rung and pulled himself up, then climbed another and another. Thus far, everything was all right, but there was still so much to go. All he had to do was not stop.
“What are you doing, joven?” came Pedro’s voice behind him.
“I’m going to climb up.”
“Are you sure? I don’t know if you’re ready,” Pedro said.
This spurred Lucas on. He pictured Armada’s face and having to tell him that not just once, but twice he had been a coward and couldn’t handle the height of the ladder.
Lucas climbed another rung. Now he began to feel the height as he stared towards the ground just below his feet.
“Come down, joven. You don’t have to do this.”
“Yes, I do!” Lucas yelled.
This got the attention of Barros, whose head popped out of the entrance of the tower far above. “What is happening?”
“He is trying to come up again,” Pedro said.
“Hey! Joven, good for you! Never let your fears get the better of you! Come!” Barros said, beckoning Lucas up with his hand.
“He’s not ready, Barros! He’ll never make it!”
“Of course he will! He’s a brave boy. Keep going!”
“You were not the one who had to help him down last time!” Pedro said. “And now I might have to do it again.”
Lucas went up another rung. He hated how Pedro was always calling him joven, like his father did when he was five years old. He was a man now, and he had to prove it. To Pedro, to Armada, to everyone.
“There is a better way to do this!” Pedro called up. “I can show you. Just come down. I will help!”
“Forget him, joven! He is too much of a coward himself. Don’t be like Pedro. Be like Barros! Be strong! Be courageous! Keep going!”
The tower felt like it was spinning but not as much as last time. Lucas noticed if he kept his focus on the ocean horizon instead, it helped to steady his head.
“Come down, joven. I can help you get over this fear before you try this again. You’re not ready!”
Lucas had steadied himself but was thinking about what Pedro might mean about getting over his fear. He couldn’t tell if he liked the idea of having a reason to give up or if he wanted Pedro’s help.
Lucas climbed another few rungs and found he was not that far from the point at which he had stopped last time. It somehow seemed even higher than before.
He had to stop himself from rushing. He was always doing that. Yes, that was it. He couldn’t rush this. Better to take it slow and to see what Pedro might have in mind to help him first. Armada would see the logic in that.
“Oh no, joven! You let the coward get into your head! Don’t let him do that!” Barros called.
And Lucas did feel a bit disappointed, but he knew he would be back. And next time he wouldn’t stop.
Lucas reached the bottom and felt Pedro’s hand on his shoulder.
“You did the right thing, joven. You can’t let that baboon up there push you into doing something crazy,” Pedro said with a grin.
“I want to be able to climb up there. I have to see the tower for myself.”
“And you will. But you have to understand your fear a little better. Come with me.”
Lucas followed Pedro out of the camp. Soon they were in a clearing where an old carob tree grew. It was ancient, with large swaths of bark falling off its blackened, twisted stump that had long ago split into three separate trees whose canopies now all blended together overhead. It had lots of lower branches that were now leafless, given the complete lack of sunlight that reached them.
Lucas followed Pedro to the main stump. Pedro patted it a few times and smiled.
“The first thing to know, joven, is that you don’t have a fear of heights. You have a fear of falling. You get over that, you get over your problem. So follow me. We’ll start with an easy one.”
Pedro then turned and heaved himself onto one of the lower branches of the tree. From there he clambered up another, then another, until he was quite far above Lucas.
Lucas followed but took it slower. Whenever he climbed to where he thought Pedro was, he would look up to find Pedro had gone one branch higher, beckoning him to follow. Lucas found climbing the tree was quite familiar, as he had done it a lot growing up. It inspired none of the terror in him the tower had.
Soon they were both as high up as the branches could hold them.
Pedro looked back at him and smiled. “See? That wasn’t so difficult.”
“You’re right. This isn’t bad.”
“Now, like I said, joven, it’s the falling that you fear. So you have to get over that.”
Lucas looked down. “It’s all right. I’m not afraid of falling from here.”
“Good, joven, good. But that’s not what I was thinking. You see, in order to get over your fear of falling…you have to get used to it first.”
“What?” Lucas asked.
Without warning, Pedro swung his leg around and knocked Lucas against the side of his head. Lucas lost his balance. He fell through the air. Panicking, he reached out for any branches to break his fall, but he was going too fast to get any kind of grip.
The ground crushed against his shoulder. His head knocked against a stone.
He rolled over onto his back, groaning. There was a crashing sound next to him. Pedro grinned at him from above.
“There, how was that?”
“You pushed me out of the tree!”
“Joven, I’m trying to help. If you knew how to fall properly like I do, then a fall like that would be nothing. And you wouldn’t be afraid anymore.”
“That was crazy.”
“No, Barros is crazy. He would have pushed you out of the top of the watchtower.”
“I don’t want to do this anymore, sir.”
“Come on, you can’t give up now. Let me teach you a few tricks, huh? And then we’ll try it again.”
Lucas decided Pedro was mad and trying to kill him.
“You have to bend your knees. Then tuck your head, and try to roll…”
Lucas searched for an excuse to leave, but then a thought occurred to him. What if Pedro was right? What if he could master this enough to not be afraid of the watchtower anymore? Then Armada need never know about his fears or the fact he was a coward at heart.
So Lucas stayed and was soon climbing the tree once again.




Chapter Twenty-Six





Armada stood against the back wall of the
ayuntamiento
and watched as Martin adjudicated a dispute between two local fishermen. It was getting heated, as both men accused each other of violating a deal struck years before over a lucrative fishing area. A small crowd of other fishermen crowded about the table, shouting their opinions on the matter all at the same time. It was a common enough dispute, one that always arose during those years when the early arrival of summer or a cold winter made getting a decent catch more difficult.
“It isn’t right! He’s not supposed to be there until December! That’s what our grandfathers agreed!”
“That didn’t include the whole of the cove! I’m allowed to be near the sand dunes! They never said anything about the dunes!”
Martin nodded but said little. He appeared to know that an important part of resolving such disputes was to let the two men, and their friends, shout themselves out before attempting any kind of reconciliation. But as with most Andalusians, it could take a while.
Martin caught Armada’s eye and stood, telling the two men they had been at this for an hour and everyone needed a break. Martin then weaved his way out of the middle of the crowd, which continued on with their argument as if Martin had said nothing at all.
Armada followed Martin as he headed out of a back door into a small garden crowded on all sides by other houses. There was a small fountain in the corner, a basin built of bricks with a tiny iron spigot that trickled water from an unseen spring somewhere. Martin took a tin cup that he kept on the windowsill and filled it, taking a long mouthful before turning to address Armada.
“I seem to remember telling you to stay away from the Maraion family.”
“Yes, and now I know why. You didn’t want me to see this,” Armada said.
He handed Esteban’s letter to Martin, who read it over, confusion on his face.
“What is this?”
“A threat. Esteban Marañón was about to reveal everything he knew about the raid as well as your part in it. He was going to tell Isabel Maraion everything, wasn’t he? It would have finished you.”
“What are you talking about?” Martin asked.
Armada faced the windows that overlooked the little garden, raising his voice to make sure that if anyone was home, they could hear him. He wanted to see just how innocent Martin considered himself.
“The raid. The barrels. The failed business arrangement. You paid off Salinas and, in turn, Esteban Marañón in order to make it all work. But it didn’t. And after the raid, all you cared about was covering it up. You had to be sure no one knew that the raid happened because of you!”
Martin grabbed Armada’s arm, pulling him away from the corner of the garden with a wary eye on the windows, the colour draining from his face.
“Yes, all right. All right,” Martin said, bringing his voice down to almost a whisper. “How did you find out?”
“That’s not important. What’s important is you telling me the truth about all this for once. Because I already have enough to haul you from this pueblo
in chains, which I will be more than happy to do if you lie to me just one more time.”
Armada saw a glimmer of humility in Martin’s expression that he hadn’t thought possible.
“I did it for the pueblo. I understand if you don’t believe me,” Martin said. “But this town is my family, same as my wife and my children. And in order for it to survive, it needs to move.”
“Move? The whole town?” Armada asked.
“There were a lot more soldiers in that company before all this happened. They were corrupting everyone. The gambling, drinking in the tavern, starting fights every Saturday night. And they never came to mass, not that I ever saw. I tried talking to Salinas about it, but he was such a coward. He couldn’t even stand up to his own men. So there was nothing I could do, and those soldiers knew it. They would mock me in the streets. Always boasting about how they could do whatever they wished. I began to lose respect amongst the people in this town. I had to do something.”
Martin raised his chin, as if fighting to regain his dignity.
“Well, I can’t move the tower, but I can move the town. Not far, just a league or two inland. Then we wouldn’t be at risk of being raided, and the soldiers would leave us as well. It’s all empty countryside up north, with plenty of springs for water and wood for building fences. But it’s expensive to move a whole town. We needed money.”
Martin gulped down his water as if it were ale, then poured himself another.
“So what went wrong?” Armada asked. “I doubt the pirates would have risked a landing party like that without some promise of great reward. And they didn’t even find the brandy. How did it go so wrong?”
Martin took a moment to answer. “We were never going to make enough from the brandy we had. My connections aren’t that good. Besides, I had nowhere to store it. Jose’s shed was all I had to work with, and even that was risky. Jose is loyal but not smart. I took a big risk by including him at all.”
“So you told the pirates you had more brandy than you did,” Armada said.
“I figured we could give them what we had as a payment of good faith. I could tell them to come back for the rest in a few months. I hoped we could have moved the town by then, and we would have been safe. Those pirates would never risk coming that far inland, not with the watchtower there.”
“So you told the pirates that you didn’t have everything you had promised, and they raided the town instead,” Armada said.
“I had no idea they would… How could I know?”
“You amateur!” Armada barked, surprised at his own tone. “How could you have been so foolish?”
“I wonder that every day, Constable,” Martin said. “I have to live with those families who lost children. I can see the grief in their eyes. It will never go away. Every mass, every fiesta, every romeria. It will always haunt me…”
“Oh, be quiet with your platitudes,” Armada said. “You deserve little sympathy. You have yet to even admit to them what you’ve done.”
“This town still needs an alcalde, and I am the best one for the job.”
“I disagree,” Armada said. “But that is a matter for your pueblo, not the Brotherhood. I am here to find out which one of you put the bullet in Esteban Marañón’s chest. So which one of you was it? You, Captain Salinas, or Jose Encinas?”
Martin went back to looking confused. “I don’t know.”
“I doubt that,” Armada said, unmoved by Martin’s sudden confidence. “So I’m going to arrest all three of you on smuggling charges. You will be imprisoned, your assets seized, and everyone in the pueblo will know why. That is, unless one of you confesses to what you did.”
“I didn’t kill Esteban,” Martin said. “The night he died, I was at a meeting in the ayuntamiento,
making arrangements for our Three Kings procession. Ask anyone else on the council. They will confirm I was there. There is no way I could have done it.”
“Perhaps, but you still know who did. And until I get the truth about that, I’m going to move forwards with arresting you. Tonight.”
“I told you, I don’t know. I…”
Martin looked into Armada’s eyes and stopped himself.
The man knew he was beaten. The guilt Martin Figueroa had carried around with him must have been so easy to put away at first. But Armada knew about guilt. And it had a way of eating its way into one’s soul, little by little, growing and becoming stronger every day. After a while, it would grow so large and powerful that all it took was one hard look for it to consume you.
And for Martin, that look was right now.
“Can…can I at least be allowed to tell my family first? About the raid?” Martin asked. “I think they should hear it from me. They deserve that much. I can do it over dinner tonight. Then you can take me. I won’t try to flee.”
“No. It has to be now. I can’t risk it.”
“Very well. Then you won’t get the answer you want. And I have it, I assure you. I know who killed Esteban. And I’ll sign a statement attesting to it. I’ll do anything you want. But you have to let me talk to my family first. Two hours, that’s all I need. Two hours.”
Armada wondered if the man was foolish enough to try to deal with pirates, did that mean he was foolish enough to think he could flee to the countryside as well? He could track him down if that happened. But it would be a hassle and delay the case.
On the other hand, this man’s world was ending. He had assumed he would be alcalde of this little town until his dying day. Now that was being ripped from his grasp. What would he be instead? Especially if everyone in town knew what he’d done? In a way, Martin having to face his family would be more difficult than any prison sentence.
“Very well. I will come to collect you at eight o’clock tonight.”
Martin nodded, staring at his shoes.
Armada poked him in the shoulder to make his point. “Eight o’clock. Don’t try anything foolish.”
Armada left Martin standing in the back garden a defeated man. 




Chapter Twenty-Seven





April 1563
Mencía lay back on the hillside, feeling the warm spring sun on her face for the first time in weeks. Her body ached, and her hips were still sore, but she was healing. Over the past few weeks, the last of the cold winter air had been blown away, replaced by a warm breeze coming in from the west. The hillsides were exploding into colour. Wildflowers of every variety began to jostle with each other for room to grow as the air filled with the hum of hungry bees. Everyone in town began to move their lives back outside after such a long, cold winter. People were hanging about in the plaza again, and there was always a conversation happening in the road.
There was a gurgling sound from next to her, then a groan that grew into a cry. Mencía opened her eyes and looked over at the tiny baby in the basket next to her.
Little Federico was up after a very short nap. Mencía had been hoping he would sleep a little longer, as it felt she’d done nothing but nurse him for the past few months. So many long, sleepless nights. It was exhausting. It made her realise why her own mother had hired so many nannies and nursemaids.
But Mencía wouldn’t have traded the experience of raising her son for anything. She was all on her own and would probably never sleep again. But it was still worth it.
“Mencía, you should come back inside, dear. It’s not good for the baby to be out in the sun too long,” came a voice from nearby.
Mencía looked over at Ana Aguilar, who was in the back garden a short distance away. She had just come back from the lavadero and was now hanging up the laundry to dry in the sun.
Mencía felt a bit guilty. She was supposed to be inside, sewing. Over the past few months, she’d developed a nice little business as a seamstress, which helped to pay her way in the Aguilar home. But the work was tedious and left her mind free to wander. She often thought of her father and wondered if he was still searching for her.
Had the shipwreck changed his mind at all? If he was to find out she and her baby were alive, would he still send her away again? Or would he remember the grief he must be feeling now and let her stay?
It was too much of a gamble. And she didn’t like the idea that he could snatch away her freedom again. Until that changed, she would let him believe she was dead.
Besides, life was getting easier in La Herradura. She was now able to go into town again. A few months ago, Ana had come up with the excuse that Mencía was her niece from Otivar, having come to stay with them after her husband died. This meant she was a part of the pueblo and could walk around in the open. And Ana had even given her a new name—Baltasara Aguilar—which Mencía loved.
She had little fear of being spotted by anyone she knew, for just after Three Kings, the rescue fleet had arrived to take the survivors home along with the rotting bodies on the beach. A great weight seemed to lift off everyone’s shoulders after that. The smell of rotting carcasses soon dissipated, and the billeting stopped, meaning everyone could get back to their normal lives. Even Hector seemed to relax, and they all settled into a routine.
There was a slight moment of panic just before the fleet left, as a sergeant had come to the house, saying Salvador’s name was listed on a register of survivors, but he had yet to board. Ana told him Salvador had gone out drinking one night and never returned. The sergeant accepted this, crossed Salvador’s name off the list, and left. Mencía, Ana, and Hector never spoke again about what happened to Salvador, which suited Mencía fine.
To Mencía, Salvador was in the past. Her thoughts now were turning to the future. The seamstressing was going well, and she had begun to save a bit of money. In a few months, with a bit of luck, it would be enough for her and Federico to say goodbye to the Aguilars and make their way east, back to that little finca outside Valencia where Federico’s father would be waiting for them to be together.
Mencía nursed her crying son until he was satiated, then put Federico back into his basket and took him into the house. Federico had dropped off to sleep again, so Mencía put him in the back bedroom where it was a bit quieter and returned to the endless pile of sewing that was waiting for her. It was the usual assortment of torn fishermen’s clothing, children’s clothes for mass, and some sheets that Señora
Sanchez wanted Mencía to sew for a new bed her husband had built last week.
Mencía had just begun when there was a man’s voice at the front door. He was forceful in the way he identified himself, demanding to be let in. Ana had barely gotten to the door before he pushed his way inside.
“Salvador Torrini. According to the army register, he was billeted here,” the man said.
“Yes, Don Garcia. He was for a while. But he left months ago,” Ana said.
“His body was among the dead that arrived in Malaga, and it was a miracle he was identified. But the army register lists him as one of the survivors. I’ve come to find out what is going on.”
Mencía had hidden behind the bedroom door and peeked through the gaps in the planks. She couldn’t see his face, only the lower half of his body. Ana had called him don, so he was probably a noble. He was well dressed in all black, with expensive leather boots like her father used to wear and a sword at his side with a familiar engraving on the handle. It was the mark of the Order of Santiago, which sent chills down Mencía’s spine.
“He was billeted here, that is true,” Ana said. “But he said he was going to the tavern one night, and we never saw him again.”
“Señora, the only way his body could have made it back to Malaga is if it was laid out with the rest of the casualties on the beach. He wouldn’t do that on his own, no matter how drunken. Also, I have this.”
Garcia gave Ana a large cloth, which Mencía recognised as the blanket they had wrapped Salvador’s body in that night.
“The people in this pueblo say this is yours. Your stitching is unique,” Garcia said. “So I’d like to know what Salvador Torrini’s body was doing wrapped up in it.”
“I don’t know. Perhaps he took it with him that night. It was quite dark, and…” Ana said, but the conviction had drained from her voice.
“Señora, do you know what this is?” Garcia asked, pointing to the engraving on his sword. “It means I am a knight of the Order of Santiago. I am here on behalf of Salvador’s father, who is a fellow knight and a dear friend. The death of his son has left him devastated, and if he were not so old and frail, he would have come himself. I made a promise I would come in his stead to find out what happened. A promise I intend to keep, even if I have to interrogate everyone else in this house or in this entire pueblo. Now, who else lives here with you?”
“It’s just me and my husband, Hector. And he’s out fishing for the day. He’ll be back late tonight.”
Federico gurgled and squirmed in his basket. Mencía tried to shush him, but the sudden attention made Federico more animated. He smiled at Mencía, but the scent wafting from the cloth wrapped around his bottom made it clear this wouldn’t last.
Mencía did her best to soothe him, but Federico opened his mouth and began to cry. Mencía pleaded with him to be quiet. Just for a few more moments.
“Whose baby is that?” Garcia demanded.
“Mine, of course,” Ana said.
“You’re too old to have a baby. Where is the mother?”
Garcia was already marching towards the back bedroom, and Mencía became aware of what she had to do. There was little doubt Garcia knew her father through the Order. How long before he figured out who Mencía was? How long before he dragged her back to Seville, back to her father, back to his plans for her. Everything that had happened since the shipwreck would be just another time she almost escaped but didn’t.
Federico was crying now, harder than usual, as if somehow he knew what was happening. It was for him that Mencía’s heart broke. If she were caught, Federico would be too. It was his life that would be ruined the most by it. For in this world, if you were raised in servitude, you lived in servitude. There was no escape.
Federico didn’t deserve such a fate. His life had just begun. It was too early for it to be ruined and all for the posturing of a few old men with fancy, engraved swords. It wasn’t fair. Not for him and not for Mencía.
Mencía would have to flee. But she couldn’t take Federico with her. There was no way she could take care of him and stay one step ahead of Don Garcia and his men. He would be much safer in the hands of Ana, who could make up an excuse about where he came from. She would protect him and give him a chance at a good life. There was no other way.
But it meant saying goodbye to him. Just a few more moments with her baby. That’s all she had. It wasn’t fair.
Mencía wiped her tears and kissed Federico on the forehead.
“Goodbye, my love. Please…please remember me.”
Mencía heaved her sore body through the tiny window that led out into the street. She scrambled to her feet and ran as she heard Garcia yell behind her.
“Hey! You there! Stop!”
Mencía ran flat out, making for the canyons to the north of town. She’d been learning those trails over the past few months and knew of a few that Garcia’s men would struggle to follow her on. But her hips and her abdomen were already aching, threatening to cramp. She had not yet recovered from Federico’s difficult birth, and it had left its mark. She gritted her teeth and ignored the pain as best she could.
Wearing the thinnest of leather sandals, Mencía found she was lighter on her feet than the three men in heavy boots chasing her, and soon she was plunging into the scrubby underbrush of the hills. Here the canyons formed long shadows over tall, thick tufts of weeds where it was easy to lose oneself.
Soon the shouts of the men indicated they had lost sight of her. But there was no way to get out of the little valley without revealing herself when she went over the top of the bare ridge. So she would have to hide out in the bushes until nightfall, which would help mask her dash for the open countryside beyond.
Mencía came to a stone outcropping, underneath which she knew were a small series of tiny caves that were just large enough for a person to squeeze into. These caves were well hidden under a thicket of wild reeds and low-hanging Spanish pine branches, so she picked one and crawled in.
In the valley below, she heard the men slashing and cursing their way through the prickly weeds. Garcia barked orders at his men to fan out into a pattern and begin searching under every rock and tree until they found her. Given the size of the valley and the fact there were three of them, there was little chance the men would happen upon Mencía before nightfall.
But the thought didn’t soothe Mencía as much as she hoped, for it was clear they were not going to give up so easily.




Chapter Twenty-Eight





October 1660
“He’s what?”
“He’s left. This afternoon. I don’t know where.”
Armada stood in the Encinas house after having come straight over from his conversation with Martin at the ayuntamiento. Along the way, Armada decided to arrest all three culprits of the raid to make sure they didn’t entertain thoughts of running off.
But he was too late.
Ines Encinas stared up at him from across the table where she was having dinner with her two children when Armada had burst through the door.
“When will he return?”
“He said he didn’t know,” Ines said. “Is he in trouble? Jose is always getting into trouble. Sometimes I swear that gypsy woman he’s seeing can have him.”
“Where could he have gone? Does he have a cortijo
somewhere? Or family nearby?”
Ines shook her head. “Just the one by the beach his father gave him. Although he hasn’t been down there in years.”
“Why now? Why did he choose to leave today?”
“Oh, that Captain Salinas was here earlier, causing trouble as usual. Whatever he said got my Jose all upset, and he told me he had to leave this afternoon. I knew he was in trouble. I knew it! My mother tried to warn me about Jose on our wedding day. She said he would be trouble. I should have listened…”
Ines continued her rant against her husband as Armada sped out of the house.
“Is he not there, sir?”
“He’s fled. And Salinas warned him, which I’ll take care of later. We need to get to Martin’s house now. I’ve had enough of these games. It’s time to arrest him.”
They arrived at the house of Martin Figueroa to find a crowd had formed outside the door. The crowd seemed shocked and murmured away at how something like this could have happened.
Lucas pulled the cart to a stop, and Armada hopped out. The crowd gasped at Armada’s arrival, another sign something big was happening. Armada ignored them and pushed his way into the house. In the back kitchen, he found Martin’s wife and children sitting at the table, crying and being consoled by a group of neighbours crowded around them.
“What is it? What’s happened? Where is Martin?” Armada demanded.
Martin’s wife was unable to speak, so an elderly woman who had been embracing her turned to Armada.
“In the back bedroom. But it won’t do you any good to go back there.”
Armada dashed from the kitchen and into the bedroom to find Martin Figueroa lying on his back in the middle of the bed, his eyes open, his mouth agape, his hand clutching a crucifix.
On the floor next to the bed was a small antique carafe made of tin coloured to look like gold. It was a Moorish design, and the top had been left off.
Armada gave the bottle a sniff. It had a pungent, sour, herb-type smell that was unmistakable. Deadly nightshade. A poison made from a weed that grew all over the hills, known for killing quickly and painlessly if taken in a high enough dose.
“Coward,” Armada said as he closed Martin’s dead eyes with his fingertips.
As Armada emerged from the bedroom, everyone in the house began throwing questions at him. Rumours had already begun to circulate about why he would have wanted to kill himself, some of which even came from his distraught wife, who blocked Armada’s path out of the kitchen.
“Please tell me why my Martin would want to do something like this,” she said.
So Martin hadn’t the courage to tell his family why he was killing himself. He just snuck into the back bedroom and did it before anyone could stop him.
“I’m sorry,” Armada said to her and then to everyone. “I’m sorry.”
The grief in the room was palpable, and Armada felt himself getting angry in order to resist it seeping into his heart. He hated Martin for having made his job so much harder, as he was counting on the alcalde’s testimony. Now he would have to do without it.
But there was still one more person who could help.
Armada pushed his way out of the house and hopped back into the cart with Lucas.
“What happened, sir?”
“Get us back to the army camp. Quickly!”
They reached the camp. Armada was relieved to see that Salinas wasn’t working in the tower at the moment. His arrival caught the attention of Salinas, who was just waking up from a nap in his shelter. He got to his feet and approached Armada.
“Armada…I thought you were going to arrest somebody. Isn’t that why you took your cart to town?”
Armada grabbed the irons and tossed them at Salinas. They hit his chest and clanged onto the ground at his feet.
“What is this?”
“An arrest. Unless you can tell me exactly what I want to know.”
“But I didn’t kill Esteban. I told you.”
“Was it Jose Encinas?”
“I don’t know.”
“You must have known. You were the first to discover the body. You were involved in the smuggling operation with Jose. The murder took place in the watchtower that you have command over. This case swirls about you like a storm, so don’t try and tell me you have no idea what is happening! Tell me if Jose Encinas killed Esteban Marañón!”
Salinas glanced over Armada’s shoulder. Barros was there, making little attempt to hide the fact he was listening from a few paces away. Just over Salinas’s shoulder, Pedro had popped his head out of the tower.
“I told you. I don’t know,” Salinas said.
“How did you, Martin, or Jose find out about Esteban’s desire to meet the mother of his child that night? Did you see the letter?”
“What letter?”
“And who pulled the trigger that night? You and Martin claim you were in town. Was it Jose, then? If so, how did he convince Esteban to lower the ladder? And how did he cover the sound of the gunshot?”
“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Salinas cried. “I told you, I had nothing to do with any of it!”
Armada took a breath. It didn’t do any good to let himself get too upset. He had pushed Salinas as far as he knew how, but it got him nothing. At least, that’s what Armada told himself he was doing.
What Salinas needed now was some time to think about how awful life could be for him if he didn’t reveal his secrets. And there was one good way to do that.
Armada gestured to the irons. “Put those on.”
“What? Armada, be reasonable. I beseech you. I’ve told you everything I know. What more do you want?”
“What I want is to arrest you and take you into town to be imprisoned until I figure out what I’m going to charge you with—murder or smuggling. Either way, your days of being a free man have come to an end.”
Barros took a few steps towards Salinas, as if offering to help Salinas fight off this attacker. But Salinas lowered himself and picked up the irons, signalling he was going to submit. He put the irons on and locked them into place. Armada gestured to Lucas to escort him into the cage on the back of their cart.
Meanwhile, Barros and Pedro watched on in shock, unsure of what to do next.
“Pedro, I’m making you acting captain. Keep the watch going as much as you can,” Salinas said from between the bars of his tiny cage. “I’ll send word to the colonel when I can and tell him what happened.”
Armada climbed into the cart. Lucas swung it around to head back into the canyon as the mule brayed in protest at having to make the trip for a second time that night.
Armada glanced over his shoulder at Barros and Pedro and decided he and Lucas would need to arrange some new accommodation for the night.




Chapter Twenty-Nine





Armada leaned against an olive tree, trying not to draw attention as he gazed over the tilted tops of hundreds of hand-carved gravestones. None of the graves here were much older than 1490, around the time the town had been reconquered from the Moors. And there was every reason to believe the Moors buried their dead here as well, their gravestones long ago pulled up and thrown in the ocean in an attempt to rid the landscape of every trace of their existence. But they always left the bodies. It was a common story in towns like this. They were too hard to dig up, as if it were impossible to erase the Moors from the land itself. So the Christians built their new world on top of the old, adding a new layer to the continuing history of this place.
On the opposite side was a group of people who stood round an open hole where a coffin had just been laid. Many, including Martin’s wife and daughter, were weeping while the priest said a few words, reassuring everyone that Martin Figueroa’s soul was well on its way to heaven.
Armada wasn’t sure whether he should have come. But he had felt bound to that morning, if only to let the family know what was happening. From their point of view, Martin’s suicide must have seemed so abrupt. Armada knew the next step would be the inevitable spread of rumours and of blame as people tried to make sense of Martin’s act. Armada was powerless to stop that, but he could make sure the family knew the truth of what was going on. They deserved to know what kind of a man Martin was and the part he played in the raid that had shattered this quiet village. It wouldn’t be easy, and there was no guarantee they would even believe him. In fact, there was every reason to believe they would direct their hate at Armada, scolding him for spreading lies about a respected man so soon after his death.
There was nothing about this that was going to be easy. And it all felt too soon. There was every reason to believe Jose Encinas had done it. He had the opportunity, he had the motivation, he had no alibi for that night, and he had now fled into the countryside. No one else had as much reason to kill Esteban Marañón as Jose.
Yet a vague instinct told him something wasn’t right. It centred on why Salinas didn’t seem to have any idea of what was going on. He could understand Salinas lying to help cover for Jose Encinas to prevent himself from getting involved in this. But Armada already knew all about his involvement. So why not tell the truth? What did he have to protect by lying?
That was it, though. That instinct. Salinas wasn’t lying. There was a missing piece to this puzzle.
Armada thought about dashing back to town and stopping Lucas who was making preparations to head back to Granada with a letter Armada had written to his majordomo at the offices of the Holy Brotherhood. It requested that another constable, the Frenchman Bresson, be dispatched to track Jose Encinas down and bring him in. Bresson was brusque and a bit rough in his treatment of suspects, but he always got his man. He was the best tracker Armada knew.
But now Armada doubted that decision. Was he being hasty in sending a rabid dog like Bresson after Jose Encinas? Was he not a murder suspect? So why didn’t it feel right?
Armada’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of wagons approaching. He turned to find it was a single four-wheeled coach pulled by two magnificent black stallions that gave little protest as they hauled their heavy load up the final rise and into the cemetery.
The coach was very expensive, dripping in polished iron with metal-shoed wheels. The man holding the reins was dressed all in black, with a proper buttoned waistcoat and leather boots. The horses were well-fed, their manes neat and trimmed, their coats brushed until they shimmered in the sunlight.
In a place like La Herradura, such a display of wealth and extravagance was an odd sight indeed and attracted the annoyed glares of those attending the funeral.
“Buenas dias,” Armada called to the horseman.
The horseman ignored him as he hopped out of the coach and opened the door to the cabin.
A large man with a long grey-and-white beard stepped out. He was tall, a bit older than Armada, and wore layers of handmade clothes dripping in velvet and gold-laden embroidery. On his coat he wore a silver broach in the shape of a dagger. It was one Armada recognised—the Order of Santiago.
“Is this the cemetery for La Herradura?” the man asked.
“Yes. Are you here for the funeral of Martin Figueroa?” Armada asked.
“Who? Of course not. I have no idea who that is. Gaspar, you can unload now.”
The horseman nipped to the back of the coach and unloaded several small metal tools, paying little heed to how the clanging sound was interrupting the funeral nearby.
“Perhaps you should wait until this funeral is over. Out of respect for the family,” Armada said.
“I haven’t the time. I want to be on my way before sundown. Now, which of these graves is Esteban Marañón?”
“What’s your business with him?” Armada asked.
The man waved Armada away and turned to his horseman. “You take that side, Gaspar. I’ll look over here. It has to be here somewhere.”
Armada stepped into the man’s path, which got his attention. “Señor, I am Domingo Armada, constable of the Holy Brotherhood, and I am here investigating the death of Esteban Marañón. I demand to know what your plans are with his grave.”
Armada knew his green sleeves and leather waistcoat marking him as Brotherhood could be seen. Yet this man wasn’t intimidated in the slightest.
“And I am Gustavo de Marañón y Haro, Viscount of Castrillo, oidor of the Royal Chancery of Granada, and knight of the Order of Santiago. And I don’t have time for a lowly constable like you. Now, tell me where my son is buried.”
“Your son?” Armada said, unable to hide the shock.
“Yes. Esteban is my son and does not deserve to be buried out here with these peasants. He belongs in our family mausoleum in Valladolid to be buried alongside the rest of his ancestors. These people had no right to put him in the ground like this.”
“Forgive me,” Armada said. “But Esteban told everyone here he was an orphan.”
The viscount looked surprised. “Did he?”
“Why do you suppose he did that?” Armada asked.
“I have no idea. Excuse me.”
The viscount pushed past Armada and joined Gaspar in stomping his way through the weed-choked cemetery, pushing the browned grasses aside to read each gravestone.
“Did you know he was here?” Armada asked.
The viscount ignored Armada and grumbled to himself as he fought his way through the weeds, trying to read gravestones whose inscriptions had long ago been worn away by time. Cemeteries were not a place this man visited often.
“I’m afraid you won’t find it that way,” Armada said. “His grave is unmarked. You’ll need my help.”
The viscount glared at Armada, who hoped his lie would buy him a bit of time. He had no idea where Esteban’s grave was. And his declaration did little to stop Gaspar, who continued his methodical search. The horseman would find it, but hopefully not before Armada could get a few answers.
“In exchange for what, then?” the viscount said. “Money?”
“Did you know your son was here?”
The viscount took a deep breath, raised his chin, and glared down at Armada like a headmaster about to discipline a schoolboy.
“No,” the viscount said. “He said he was going to spend the year visiting relatives in Malaga. I was there on business a few months ago and was told he never arrived. So I tracked him down here. It seems I didn’t get here in time.”
“How did you know he was here?” Armada asked.
There was a flash of guilt in the viscount’s eyes that dissipated at the shouts of his horseman a short distance away.
“Over here, sir.”
The guilt was replaced by contempt as the viscount ignored Armada’s question and went over to where Gaspar was pointing. The two men were satisfied with what they’d found, and the viscount watched as Gaspar picked up his shovel and began to dig.
The priest ran over, demanding to know what the viscount was doing. Soon the entire cemetery erupted into volleys of shouting and arguing.
Armada slipped away and dashed back to the army camp just in time to catch Lucas hopping into the cart.
“Forget about the letter for now, Lucas,” Armada said.
“Did Jose Encinas return, sir?”
“No. But we’ll send the letter by messenger later. Come, everything has changed.”
Armada led Lucas over to their shelter, where Lucas had tidied everything away. He found the bag he was looking for, opened it, and spilled the contents all over the bed. He rifled through the debris until he found the bit of paper he was looking for.
“What’s happening, sir?”
“I’ve just met Esteban’s father.”
“Didn’t he say he was an orphan?”
“Yes, which covered his true intentions well. It seems Esteban is not who he said he was,” Armada said, smiling at a confused Lucas.
“He came from nobility,” Armada said. “He didn’t need the army’s wages. No, I believe Esteban came here for something else.”
Armada unfolded the genealogy of the Maraion family Esteban had been working on.
“And whatever it was, it has something to do with the Maraion family.”




Chapter Thirty





“I don’t understand,” Rodrigo Maraion said.
“Just look at it for a moment. Tell me if anything looks unusual to you.”
Rodrigo’s eyes darted over the paper.
“I wish you could tell me what I was looking for.”
“I wish I could too,” Armada said, leaning back on the bench in the Maraion family home.
Rodrigo sat opposite him at the large wooden table they used for their meals while bright sunlight spilled in through the tiny window over the kitchen.
“Are there any names missing, perhaps?” Armada asked. “A long-lost cousin? Or a grandmother by a different name? Anything at all that Esteban might have missed.”
Rodrigo looked it over again and furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry, but everyone is here. Going all the way back to my grandmother.”
Armada glanced over Rodrigo’s shoulder at Lucas, who was leaning against the countertop. Armada kicked himself for not having seen it before. As he glanced at the genealogy now, it was obvious the handwriting was by someone who had been well schooled in the art of calligraphy. The handwriting was elegant and clean, not that of an uneducated orphan growing up a beggar on the streets. How much time could he have saved if he’d noticed sooner?
“What about nobility? Has anyone in your family ever been titled?”
Rodrigo chuckled. He looked at himself, dressed in a soiled tunic with a ratty hat and soiled trousers that smelled of fish. Armada and Lucas had caught him just as he was about to go out for the day.
“What do you think, Constable? Everything I own smells like fish. And you think these might be the clothes of a titled man?”
“Very well. Then how about the other way. Criminals? Anyone in your family ever been to prison? Or been executed? Or sent to the Inquisition? Anyone extraordinary at all?”
“No. We Maraions have always been good, God-fearing people who abide by the rule of law. I can say none of us, as far as I know, have ever been charged for things like that. Now, can I go? There are only a few more good weeks of fishing left, and I need to make the best of…”
There was a clink behind them. Armada and Rodrigo turned round to see Lucas’s attention had been taken by a large iron pulley hanging on the wall. It was corroded but still recognisable as a pulley used to raise the sails on a large vessel like a galleon.
Lucas stared back at them, startled, as a piece of it had come off in his hand.
“I’m sorry, sir,” Lucas said. “I didn’t mean to…”
“Lucas, really,” Armada mumbled.
“It’s all right, my boy,” Rodrigo said, getting up and taking the pieces from Lucas. “It spent years soaking in seawater before my father found it. It’s always been falling apart.”
“Is it a piece from the fleet that sank in the bay, sir?”
“Yes. Everyone in the pueblo
has something like this. The Maraions got quite lucky. That’s a good chunk of metal. If we had to, we could melt it down and sell it if things got tough. I’m thankful we haven’t had to do that yet,” Rodrigo said.
Lucas looked over Esteban’s family tree again.
“What is it, Lucas?”
“I’m sorry, Señor
Maraion, sir…but I think you’re wrong. There are people missing from this family tree.”
“What do you mean, Lucas?” Armada asked.
“These names, sir. They only go back a hundred years. But you said your family has been here since the Reconquest. So why didn’t Esteban take any interest in the family more than a hundred years ago?”
Armada glanced at the broken pulley on the counter behind him. “The shipwreck. It only goes back to the time of the shipwreck,” Armada muttered. “Whatever Esteban was looking for, it’s connected to that.”
Armada turned to Rodrigo. “Were any of your family serving on those vessels in 1562 when they sank?”
“No. The people in my family who served in the army fought in France. They were never in the navy.”
Armada slapped his hand on the table and rose. He stared at the broken pulley, scowling at it.
“What am I missing?” Armada growled. “This is all connected. It has to be.”
Armada spun round. “Tell me everything you know about the night the fleet sank,” he said to Rodrigo.
“My grandmother told me stories sometimes, but…it was a long time ago. I don’t know how much I remember.”
“Did Esteban ever ask about them?”
“Yes. All the time.”
“Was there any part of these stories he seemed especially interested in?” Armada asked.
“Mencía,” Rodrigo said. “He was fascinated by the story of Mencía Marañón.”
“Who is that?” Armada asked.
“The lost daughter of Alonso de Marañón, who was a knight of the Order of Santiago. It’s quite a famous story. Somebody told me once Cervantes even wrote about it.”
“I’m not familiar.”
“Her body was never found,” Rodrigo continued. “So some people say she survived. There are stories she became a gypsy and spent her life wandering Andalusia, practicing black magic. There are fishermen who say she became a mermaid, and they swear to have seen her swimming around in the bay to this day. My mother believed her body is still trapped down there, and it’s her ghost that everyone claims to have seen—”
“Wait…wait…” Armada stood. His mind raced as he began putting the pieces together. Was it possible that…? Was that what this whole thing had been about?
“You stupid boy…” Armada muttered to himself.
“Sir?” Lucas asked.
“Not you, Lucas,” Armada said.
He turned to Rodrigo. “I cannot apologise enough for taking up so much of your time, Señor Maraion. Thank you.”
With that, Armada grabbed Lucas, and the two hurried out the door and began making their way back to town.
“What is it, sir?”
“Marañón. Her name was Mencía Marañón! Can’t you see?”
“No, sir.”
“Marañón. Maraion. When you speak them, they sound almost the same. Esteban got them confused! This case has nothing to do with the Maraion family, and we have bothered them enough.”
Lucas had to almost run to keep up with Armada, who was taking large strides back to town, his mind working through the implications of what he had learned.
“Does that mean he thought he was making a family tree of the Marañón family?”
“Yes!” Armada said. “He was looking for his ancestors, specifically those descended from this Mencía Marañón. That has to be it. And it must have been quite frustrating not to find any.”
“But why did Esteban want to know so much, sir?”
“More importantly, why did he want to keep it secret from his father? This was not idle curiosity. Esteban suffered a lot for this mission of his. All those long hours in the watchtower, all that abuse from the pueblo after the raid. Even when there were people who wanted him dead, he still didn’t leave. What made this search of his so important?”
“I don’t understand, sir. Esteban Marañón already knew he was descended from Mencía Marañón. He shares her name. What did he have to gain?”
“I don’t know. But I think we’ve found the beating heart of this case.”




Chapter Thirty-One





April 1563
Mencía awoke tired and hungry but didn’t dare move. Not until she knew she was alone. She opened her eyes and peered through the curled, brown leaves of the branches she had pulled over herself as camouflage. In every direction was nothing but more hills, more scrub brush and weeds, and the odd cortijo dotting the landscape in the distance.
Mencía removed the branches and stood. She was sore, and her stomach rumbled as it had for the past few days. She had never known a time when she was so thirsty. Her thirst blurred her vision and made her head hurt in the sun. She wasn’t sure how long she could keep going unless she found water soon.
As she had for days, Mencía kept the memory of Federico in her head. It helped to spur her on, for as long as she remained free from Garcia’s grasp, there was still the chance she would see her little boy again.
With nothing to eat, Mencía continued her trek north, hoping to lose herself in the open countryside. There were countless little pueblos scattered everywhere, almost all of them with some kind of public fountain where she could get a bit of water to drink.
As the heat of midday began to hit, Mencía came across a small valley with a dry seasonal riverbed at the bottom. And dry riverbeds meant lizards, which Mencía had learned to keep an eye out for. Her stomach had gone from rumbling to cramping, making it hard for her to remain upright as she stumbled over the rocky terrain.
A large lizard sunned itself on a jagged boulder a few steps away, and Mencía raced towards it, trapping it with her right foot.
Then she heard talking just behind her. Mencía spun round, but there was no one there. Both sides of the riverbed were overgrown with thickets of reeds that blocked much of the view. For a moment, Mencía thought the men were picking their way through, about to appear at any moment.
But the way the men were talking, they had no idea she was there. And she couldn’t hear their footsteps. That’s when she noticed that the men were high up on the far hillside, having just come over the summit into the valley. It would take them at least a couple of hours to reach her. It was odd how the sound carried in a valley, for it made it sound like they were standing right next to her.
But it meant they could hear her movements as well.
Mencía ate the lizard and said a quick prayer, begging God to let her come across a bit of water. Then she continued on down the riverbed.
After a while, the men had gone quiet, and Mencía assumed she had lost them. She followed the riverbed until it took her out of the valley towards the west and deposited her on the edge of a vast plateau covered in wild pine trees. Many were young, which meant they had branches that reached all the way to the ground and gave Mencía plenty of places to hide. It also meant the sound of her movements would be lost in the roar of the wind that was whipping its way through the pine branches.
By the time the afternoon rolled into evening, and the air began to get cold again, Mencía was confident she had lost them. Just to be safe, however, she gathered some branches and found a small rocky cove where she would be hidden from almost any angle. She pulled the branches over herself for warmth as well as for cover and tried to find a comfortable position on the hard, rocky surface of the cove.
Mencía didn’t remember falling asleep. But she was dreaming of Federico now, all grown up and smiling with her and Anton. There were a few other children there and a house Anton had built high on a ridge overlooking a mountain landscape, far from the sea that had brought so much misery to their lives.
But the dream began to morph, and now Salvador was invading it. She screamed at him to leave, but he would not. He terrorized the house, breaking everything and shouting.
“Get up!” Salvador shouted. “Get up!”
Over and over, Salvador screamed into Mencía’s face until his voice changed into a more familiar man’s voice.
Mencía opened her eyes to find the figures of three men standing over her through the branches, one of whom had a familiar face.
“Get up!” Garcia shouted as he kicked the branches off her.
Mencía stood and tried to dash past the men, but they were too quick and grabbed her.
“Calm yourself! Calm yourself! There is nothing you can do!” Garcia shouted.
But Mencía would not stop. She couldn’t be taken. Not now. Not after everything she had fought for. She kicked and screamed and threw her fists, trying to fight off Garcia and his men any way she could.
Mencía was grabbed and held by the waist while her wrists and her ankles were clapped in irons. She struggled, but it soon became apparent this was futile.
“There is nowhere you can go now. You might as well give up,” said Garcia.
Mencía spat in his face.
Garcia shook this off. “You must be the woman who killed my friend Salvador Torrini. I am Don Benito Garcia, a friend of his father’s. I’m also a magistrate from Almuñecar, which means I have the authority to pronounce sentence on you.”
Mencía stared at the ground.
“I’m impressed by how long you lasted out here. Tell me, what was your plan? Were you going to run all the way to Madrid?”
Mencía tried to spit in his face again, but he saw it coming and dodged it.
“Get her up.”
The other men hoisted the defiant Mencía to her feet.
“There’s no reason to keep fighting. You’ll just make it harder for yourself.”
Mencía relaxed but thought perhaps there was an opportunity coming. God would never let these men hang her like that. Not when she had a child to raise in this world. No, she had to save her strength. And be ready.
“Tell me, what is your name?” Garcia asked.
Mencía almost told him but stopped. There were implications to be considered.
If she gave the name Baltasara Aguilar, it was a death sentence. She would be seen as just some peasant girl who had committed a heinous crime, and these men would not hesitate to hang her. And what would Federico think if he ever learned of her fate? That she was a coward who ran away to avoid paying for her crime? How could she explain that she’d done it all for him? He would never know what she sacrificed. He would be embarrassed for how his mother acted, going to his grave without ever knowing what it had all been for.
But if she gave them her real name, her fate could be worse. They wouldn’t hang her and would instead take her home in shame. Her father would use his connections to make the charges disappear, yet she would live the rest of her life beholden to him. Which meant she would have little choice but to accept her destiny at a convent.
And what of Federico? Could she trust that her father wouldn’t track him down and follow through with his promises for his grandson as well?
She needed more time to think about it. So she said nothing for now.
“Very well,” Garcia said before turning to his men. “What’s the nearest pueblo
to here?”
“Otivar. About half a league to the east,” said one of the other men.
“We’ll take her there. I’m sure they’ll have something we can build a gallows out of,” Garcia said, being sure Mencía heard him. “We could be back in Almuñecar by tomorrow afternoon.”
The trip to Otivar was painful for Mencía. Garcia authorized the removal of her ankle irons so she could walk but not those on her wrists. A chain was attached instead that he’d wrapped several times around his forearm to keep her from getting away. The irons had sharp edges that cut into her skin on the back of her hand, and the men paid little attention to the fact she was bleeding. No rest was allowed, and when she began to stumble from exhaustion, Garcia pulled the chain harder, demanding she walk faster.
They entered Otivar just before sundown and began to cross through the main plaza. Mencía was becoming dizzy from thirst and found it hard to keep up the pace Garcia had set. There were people from the pueblo
standing about in the plaza who watched with mouths agape, as visitors of any kind were a rare sight, especially those with a female prisoner in tow.
Garcia stopped the group in the plaza and introduced himself to a few of the people, asking them about where he and his men could find accommodation for the night and whether there were any tall trees in the local area.
Now that they had stopped, Mencía felt the exhaustion she had been trying to ignore catch up to her. Her legs went numb, and she collapsed onto the flat stones of the plaza.
Seeing they were being watched by so many townspeople, Garcia softened his tone and told the men the irons may not be necessary anymore. The men removed them and helped Mencía to her feet.
“There is a small inn just down there,” Garcia said, pointing to a lane that wound off to the east.
But Mencía had her eye on a different building. Seizing her chance, she shook herself free of the men and ran off towards the far side of the plaza.
“Hey!” barked Garcia.
The men ran after her. They were much quicker, but she didn’t have to go far. If she could just reach the threshold…
Mencía raced across the plaza, pleading with her numb legs to keep going a few more steps. Much to her relief, they got her as far as the front doors of the church. One of them was propped open, and she threw herself inside, landing hard on the cold tile floor.
Garcia and his men were a step behind her and grabbed her by the ankles.
“Excuse me, what is happening? Who are you people?” came a voice from near the altar.
Mencía looked up to see a bald man in spectacles and a white collar walking towards them, holding his hand out.
“This is no concern of yours, Father. She is a fugitive.”
“Father.” Mencía coughed. She was becoming weaker and struggled for breath. “Father…please…I request sanctuary…please…sanctuary.”
“Don’t listen to her. She’s deranged,” Garcia said as his men pulled Mencía to her feet.
“Wait a moment, please!” the priest said. “This woman has requested sanctuary. And I am granting it to her until I know what is going on.”
“She’s a murderer, Father. You don’t want to do this,” Garcia said.
“She is also one of God’s creatures and a Christian. And as such deserves mercy. Now that sanctuary is granted it would be a sin to take her from this church. So I demand you let her go.”
Garcia’s men looked uncomfortable. Violating the sacred laws of sanctuary in a church was a serious charge, and Mencía doubted Garcia had paid his men enough to commit such an offence.
Garcia gave his men a nod, and they let Mencía go.
“We’ll be staying in town, Father,” Garcia said. “When you’re ready to be sensible and help us bring this criminal to justice, you let me know.”
Garcia and his men left the church. Mencía realised she had won, which made her so happy that she passed out on the church floor.
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October 1660
Armada hated to do it. He didn’t want to alarm Lucas, but he needed the boy’s help tonight.
Armada put his hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “Lucas. Lucas, my boy. Wake up.”
Lucas opened his eyes, saw Armada standing over him, and bolted upright.
“What is it, sir? Is something wrong?”
“I’m afraid so. I need your help with this.”
Armada held up his right hand, which he had wrapped up in a spare nightgown he’d found in the provisions bag. Even though the moonlight was doing its work of washing away the vivid colour of the day, it was clear Armada was bleeding from a wound on his palm.
Lucas leapt out of bed and soon had Armada holding his injured hand aloft as he unwrapped the blood-soaked nightgown.
“What happened, sir?”
Lucas removed the last of the nightgown and then lowered Armada’s hand into a basin of water, which revealed the extent of the injury. It was clear now that Armada’s fingers had curled up into a fist until his long fingernails had dug into the fleshy part of his palm. The pain was overwhelming and was combined with the severe cramping in his fingers, which had ruined any hope Armada had for sleep that night.
But Armada suspected that’s not what Lucas meant with his innocuous-sounding question.
What happened, indeed? It was a question Armada had been struggling with for much of his adult life. Tonight his nightmares had taken him back to that small cove in Peru, back to the moment of execution, back to the lingering doubt that had been born that night. It was so vivid it felt as if the decades of life he’d lived since then had never happened. He could feel the harquebus in his hand that day, his right hand gripping the trigger to keep his commander from seeing him shake. The frightened native in front of him, tied to a pole and blindfolded, looking up to the heavens to whatever pagan god he worshipped and pleading for mercy while his family cried out in anguish.
Armada had focused on holding the harquebus steady that day, believing nothing else mattered. If he missed, it would be humiliating, especially if he had to fumble about reloading while the rest of his company got on with their executions. Someone else would have to do it for him, thus attracting the scorn of the rest of his company.
But it went deeper than that. He’d been worried his commander was already becoming suspicious of his commitment to the company. Armada knew he had to get the shot right the first time to prove himself loyal. And to do that, he had to hold the harquebus as firmly as he could.
The shot went through the man’s neck. The sound the native man made in his last few moments of life, struggling for breath while drowning in his own blood, was something Armada could never forget. He’d felt the pain in his right hand for days afterwards, just as he felt it now.
“A ghost, Lucas,” Armada whispered. “One who has come to injure me. He was here, standing in front of me just as he had all those years ago.”
Lucas managed to get Armada’s fingers removed from his palm, then washed his injury and wrapped it with a thick layer of wool and bandages. Armada’s fingers were so cramped it was impossible to straighten them, so they were left curled and stiff, like those of a corpse. Armada wondered if this was that native’s way of killing him, starting with the hand that had taken his life. It would seem such a silly thought in the daylight, but in the dark of night, it was one worth fearing.
“You can tell me what happened, sir. If you want.”
“It is nothing a child like you should hear. Perhaps when you’re older.”
It was the response Armada gave every time Lucas asked about his past, which was growing more frequent. But as Lucas got older, it was starting to sound hollower.
“But, sir, I…”
An idea occurred to Armada, one so exciting it distracted him, sending the sound of Lucas’s voice fading into the background of his thoughts.
“That’s how we find him… Of course,” Armada said.
“Sir?”
Armada rose to his feet. He needed to pace about; he needed a cup of sherry.
“We have to see this from the point of view of our killer,” Armada said. “Don’t you see? Our history is always just over our shoulder, just behind the next door, just round the next corner. It affects our lives every day, no matter how many years have passed. And I’m betting it’s the same for our killer. This has always been about history, Lucas…a history worth killing for.”
Armada walked over to the table on the far wall, picking up the genealogy that Esteban was working on and looking it over again.
“That’s why Esteban’s work was so dangerous,” Armada said. “And that’s how we’ll draw him out of the shadows.”
“Sir?”
“We finish Esteban’s work. We find out what happened to this Mencía Marañón. Solve the mystery our killer doesn’t want solved.”
“But he’ll come after us, sir.”
“Yes. But unlike Esteban, we’ll be ready for him.”
The next morning during breakfast, Armada and an apprehensive Lucas talked to Barros and Pedro in front of a meagre campfire made of twigs they’d collected the night before. Their reception was somewhat cool, as Pedro and Barros were unsure of whether they still had a posting or if they would ever see wages again. Pedro complained he’d had to write to the colonel, informing him of what had happened with Salinas, and he was unsure of what the response would be.
Armada made a point of listening to Pedro and Barros, knowing that if they felt he understood their worries, they would be more amenable to answering his enquiries afterwards.
“Mencía who?” Pedro asked.
“Marañón,” Armada said. “Did Esteban ever mention her? Or Alonso de Marañón? Or the Order of Santiago?”
Pedro looked to Barros, who also looked confused. “Is she someone in town?”
“How about the shipwreck of 1562? Did he ever mention that?”
Barros smiled. “Oh yes, he was always going on about it. He talked our ears off some nights. And always about those relics that people find washed up on the beach. Especially—”
“I don’t understand, Armada,” Pedro said. “What does this have to do with why he was killed?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Armada said. “But it appears he was trying to somehow prove he was related to this Mencía Marañón. And someone might have killed him over it.”
“Venga. This is silly,” Pedro said.
“Why?”
“Because of why you arrested our captain, or did you forget about that already?” Pedro said. “You said yourself Esteban was involved with Captain Salinas in a smuggling ring! Do you not think that had something to do with it? And you seem to have forgotten how everyone in town wanted him dead because of the raid. But you’re not investigating any of that! Instead, you’re asking Barros and I about shipwrecks from a hundred years ago! This is madness!”
Pedro kicked the stump he’d been sitting on to make his point. Barros and Lucas flinched.
Armada remained calm. “The raid…yes…I’ve always been curious. Who else was here at the camp that night?”
“No one,” Barros said. “Just us.”
Armada smiled. “Good. That means one of you can tell me where Esteban went the night of the raid.”
Pedro and Barros stared at him.
“He injured his foot that night. Salinas said he could hardly walk when he returned,” Armada said. “If there was no one else here, that means it was one of you who helped Esteban back up to the tower that night. He couldn’t have done it alone, not in that condition. Which means one of you knows where he was.”
Pedro and Barros looked at each other.
Barros sighed and looked at the ground. “It was that family he was obsessed with…”
“Barros!” Pedro barked. But it was too late.
“The Maraions? He was with them?” Armada asked.
“No, no. That other family he was always talking about. The ones who live up on the north side.”
“I don’t know them,” Armada said.
“He got into a scrap with the big one, the father. Luis, I think was his name,” Barros said. “The two went at it. He got in a good whack on Esteban’s ankle by the time I got there. That Luis was ready to kill him.”
“Why? What was it about?” Armada asked.
“Luis claimed Esteban had broken into his house,” Pedro said. “He was lying. Esteban didn’t do things like that.”
“What was Esteban’s response to the charge?”
“He said he was just walking past when Luis went mad and attacked him for no reason,” Barros said.
“And I believed him,” Pedro said. “Esteban wasn’t a liar.”
Armada glanced at Lucas, trying to squash the temptation to mention all the lies Esteban told about being an orphan, what he told his father about going to Malaga, and everything he’d ever said to Isabel.
But now wasn’t the time to reveal all he knew. Not yet.
“Where is this house?” Armada asked. “I want to speak to this Luis.”
They were given a brief description, and Armada and Lucas headed into town. Soon they were standing in front of a house on the northern side of town, built on the edge of where the landscape became too steep to build on. Armada called through the thick oak door, trying to listen for any signs of people moving about inside.
“Can you open the door, please?” Armada called in again. “This is Domingo Armada of the Holy Brotherhood. I demand that you open this door now.”
There was no response beyond the sound of muffled arguing.
“I will open this door by force if I have to!”
“I’m sorry. We cannot,” came a timid response.
Something was amiss. There was fear in that voice. Far more than there should have been.
Armada heard a great deal of shuffling about inside. He stood back and planted the full weight of his foot in the centre of the door. The latch broke free from the plaster and exploded into a small cloud of powder and dust. The door swung open to reveal the frightened eyes of a family huddled in the back corner of the room by the firepit. There was a woman, somewhere in her late thirties, with four children clutching at her, as well as an elderly couple next to her.
“Why didn’t you open the door?”
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” the woman said.
Armada looked around the room. There wasn’t anything immediately out of place. Just a typical Spanish home, a bit small for a family of this size, with the usual firepit and large wood table in the front. The rays of the sun streaked sideways through the window, splashing against the back wall and lighting up the dust that hung in the air.
Armada let his eyes drift around the room and saw no sign of any relics.
“Where is Luis? Is he here?” Armada asked.
The woman shook her head, staring at him with fearful eyes. What was she so worried about?
“It’s all right. You are not in trouble. I was just worried something was wrong.”
Armada tried to keep his voice soothing and calm. “Esteban Marañón, the soldier who was killed. He was here. He had a fight with Luis, who I’m assuming is your husband. Can you tell me about it?”
“No. We don’t know him. We don’t know anybody,” the woman said in a thick Galician accent.
Armada walked round the room, searching the darker corners of the house for any sign of unusual relics and keeping one eye on the back bedroom.
“I just want to know if—”
There was a crack in the back of the house. A door had been broken open. Then the footsteps of someone running.
Armada dashed towards a back door just in time to see a man running off into the open countryside beyond. As the man ran, Armada caught the briefest glimpse of something shiny in his hand.
Armada took up the chase but found it difficult to catch up. They were running up a steep slope carved out by centuries of goat herds and covered in the signature tiny balls of dung. Armada figured the man had been born here and had been scaling these slopes his whole life. Armada knew he was slow but could be unrelenting when he wished. So he kept his pace steady, his breathing under control, and let the man increase his distance before disappearing over a ridge.
As soon as Armada came over the ridge, he was shocked to find he’d caught up. He found the man in the midst of throwing the object over a steep cliff that led to violent, crashing waves below.
“No! Stop!” Armada called.
But he was still a few paces away. He watched as the man threw the item over his head. It arced high over the edge of the cliff before beginning its inevitable plunge into the sea below.
Armada grabbed the man by the arm. “What have you done? What was that?”
The man took a few breaths before speaking. “It’s over. It’s over…”
“What is over?” Armada asked.
The man smiled at him.
“What is your name?” Armada demanded. “Is it Luis?”
The man nodded. “Yes, Constable. Luis Aguilar.”
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Luis Aguilar stared at Armada, the folds of his face looking as though they were carved from granite. A few minutes had gone by without either man speaking, the only noise being the occasional footsteps of passersby outside the door. They were back in the room of the ayuntamiento, but it was empty now. Lucas was posted just outside the door to ensure no one could come in, not even the new acting alcalde. Not until Armada had the answers he wanted.
“If you can’t answer my question, Señor Aguilar, then at least you can tell me why. What is it you’re afraid of? I might be able to help.”
“You can’t help,” Luis grumbled.
“Why not?”
“Because you can’t protect my whole family.”
“From what?”
Luis looked away to the front door. “It doesn’t matter. It’s gone.”
“What is gone?” Armada shouted but calmed himself. He was growing weary of Luis’s evasions.
Armada sighed and stood, pacing around the table to help control his temper.
“So someone in town threatened to harm your entire family if…what? If you showed your relic to anyone? Is that it?”
Luis stared straight ahead.
“No…not just showing it to anyone,” Armada said, thinking it through. “Showing it to Esteban. This is about Esteban Marañón. It was him they didn’t want to see the relic, wasn’t it?”
Luis glanced at Armada, then went back to staring at the door. A confirmation. Armada was getting closer to the truth.
“That must have been why you were so angry to find Esteban breaking into your house the night of the raid. The poor boy didn’t know it, but he was threatening the very lives of your entire family. It’s why you fought him so viciously.”
Luis said nothing, but his veneer was breaking down. Fear seeped into his eyes. He kept glancing at the door, as if worried someone in the road outside would overhear.
“But I don’t understand. What is the power of this relic to make someone so nervous as to threaten your entire family? I beseech you, Señor Aguilar. Tell me what the secret is of the object you threw.”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s on the bottom of the ocean now. It’s gone.”
“But the threat remains, doesn’t it?” Armada said. “You still know the secret the killer was trying to conceal. All he has to do now is kill you, and anyone else who knows, and his secret is safe. As long as the relic was out there, all the killer could do was threaten you to keep it safe. But by throwing it away, you’ve also thrown away the only reason the killer had to keep you and your family alive.”
Luis glared at Armada, but he could no longer hide the fear.
“Tell me who threatened you, Señor Aguilar. Give me a chance to bring them to justice.”
“I can’t,” Luis whispered, glancing at the door again.
“Why not?”
“I…I never saw his face.”
“There is still a lot you can tell me. Was he tall or short? What did his voice sound like? Did he have an accent? What kind of clothes did he wear?”
“I don’t know. He came at me from behind in the alley by the tavern one night. All I could see was the blade he held to my neck. And the scar it left…”
Luis pulled the collar of his tunic aside to show where a long red mark had been etched into his skin by the tip of a sword.
“What was the relic?” Armada asked.
Luis sat back in his chair.
“Helping me is the only way to protect your family, Señor Aguilar.”
A smile spread across Luis’s face, one that suggested he knew something Armada didn’t.
“Do you know what we were doing the day you barged into our lives, Constable? Packing. We were supposed to be on our way by now to a small finca outside Castell del Ferro. I helped a friend build it a few years ago, and he said we could stay there until all of this was over. Now the longer I sit here talking to you, the longer the killer has to make good on his threat.”
“The quicker you answer my questions, Señor Aguilar, the quicker you can leave,” Armada said.
Luis slammed his fists on the table in anger, but Armada was unmoved. He gave Luis a moment to compose himself before continuing.
“What is the relic you threw over the cliff?”
“A baby’s rattle,” Luis said.
“Was there anything special about it?”
“No,” Luis said, folding his arms.
“Can you describe it in more detail?”
“No.”
Luis made it clear he was finished talking, and Armada found himself growing weary of the game. He knew there was little chance he would get anything more from the man today. What Luis Aguilar needed now was time to ponder his situation.
Armada escorted Luis out of the ayuntamiento and into the jail next door, placing him in the cell with Captain Salinas. Little was said as he locked Luis Aguilar in, even as Armada made a promise to watch over his family.
Armada then had Lucas dash them over to the Aguilar home to discover the front door was left open. Armada rushed inside, fearing the worst, and found the house had been cleaned out and packed away.
The Aguilar family was gone.
“I can’t believe they left without Luis Aguilar,” Lucas said.
“I suspect Luis told them to just before I came in. It was good thinking, really. I hope they’ll be safer in Castell del Ferro.”
“I don’t understand, sir. All this over a baby rattle?” Lucas asked.
Armada raised his eyebrows at Lucas.
Lucas grimaced. “Sorry, sir. I was listening through the door at the ayuntamiento.”
“A bad habit you’ve picked up recently. People deserve their privacy,” Armada said, but it was half-hearted. He was glad Lucas had been listening. It showed the boy was learning to use his cleverness to indulge his enthusiasm, a trait that would take him far in this world.
“Yes, sir.”
“Besides, we shouldn’t get too focused on the rattle itself. What’s important is what it means to everyone involved. I sensed Luis Aguilar wasn’t telling us the whole story of where it came from or how it was passed down.”
“I just wish we could get a look at it, sir. It might give us clues.”
“You’ve been reading more of that Italian book again, haven’t you?”
Lucas looked at the ground. The Italian book, so named because Armada didn’t want to lend its author more importance than he deserved by speaking his name. It was hundreds of pages of nonsense about how scientific methods could be used in crime investigations. To Armada, it was a bit like using the methods of making a good cabbage stew to dye a shirt.
“How many times have I told you, Lucas? Murders are always about people, and it is by studying them that we find our answer. Obsessing about the useless bits and pieces of life, like baby rattles, will get us nowhere,” Armada said.
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said.
The rest of the afternoon was spent at the ayuntamiento along with much of the town, watching as the viscount argued in front of the new acting alcalde why he should be allowed to exhume his son’s body and take it home. The town priest was there, arguing how Esteban had already been laid to rest and shouldn’t be disturbed. If Esteban’s body were to be removed, the church should be allowed to collect a considerable fee for all the trouble they went through to bury him. The viscount objected to this while the townspeople in attendance offered their views on the matter. The debate raged on until well after sundown.
That night, Armada pretended to sleep in Esteban’s old shelter. Lucas was snoring away as usual, but it didn’t bother him. Nor did the fact that Pedro and Barros had finished off the last of his sherry barrel and then carved a hole in the bottom with the end of a rusty baton, claiming the sherry was lost to holes eaten by woodworms.
Armada found his thoughts had drifted back to Luis Aguilar, who was sitting in a jail cell right now, wondering if his family was alive. In the dark of night, listening to the cacophony of frogs and crickets, Armada now felt guilty for having not told Luis his family had fled and were probably safe. But he needed Luis to divulge his secrets. The case hinged on that now.
Armada reminded himself of this all night, but it didn’t help. And by the time the first rays of dawn began to peek over the horizon, he was exhausted. He almost didn’t notice that Lucas had stopped snoring, which was unusual for so early in the morning.
Lucas moved deliberately, trying not to wake Armada. Armada kept his eyes closed and listened. He heard Lucas get up and the soft crunch of his footsteps as they headed down the trail leading to the village and then faded away.
Armada sat up, wondering where the boy was off to. He scrambled to his feet and followed Lucas from a considerable distance. Through the dense cover of pines, he caught occasional glimpses of the boy dashing down a trail that hugged the hillside all the way down to the beach.
Armada followed Lucas until they were both on the soft sand of the shoreline, then hid himself behind a boulder.
As he watched, Lucas went right to the water’s edge and towards a large rock pool where waves thrashed against a solid wall of stone. Lucas got as close as he could to the rock pool while glancing up at something on the ridge above his head. Finding a ledge of rock just above the waterline, he skittered his way across, getting battered by sea foam thrown up by the waves and always keeping one eye on the ridge.
Then Lucas found a small outcropping where he stripped to his underclothes and dove into the water.
“Lucas!” Armada shouted, coming out from behind the boulder.
But he was too late. Lucas was already under the water.
All Armada could do was watch as Lucas popped up above the water for a few brief moments to breathe before diving back under. He did this several times until he stopped appearing at the surface.
A minute went by and then another. Still Armada saw no sign of Lucas. Armada began to peel off his clothes to dive in after the boy, not sure of how far he’d be able to get. Then a head bobbed above the water on the far side, much too close to a jagged boulder.
A cry erupted from Lucas as a wave threw him against the boulder and a wave crashed down on top of him, forcing him back under the surface.
Lucas popped back up, this time with a bit of blood trickling from the side of his head.
“Help!” Lucas gurgled before the waves crushed him back under the surface.
Armada dove into the water. The strength of the currents was a shock, as they pushed and shoved him about so much he became disoriented. He tried kicking and flailing his arms in an effort to push his way towards Lucas, but the currents were almost too strong to overcome.
Somehow Armada reached the other side of the rock pool and found it took all of his strength to keep his head above water long enough to breathe before being shoved back under the surface by the next wave. That was when he felt the boy’s body crash into him. He grabbed Lucas by the forearm with an iron grip. Armada pulled Lucas towards him, and the boy grabbed his shoulder. Now working in concert, they found they could overcome the currents and swim towards the more tranquil waters farther up the beach.
After what seemed an eternity, Armada felt the soft sand of the beach under his feet, and he pulled an exhausted Lucas out of the water. The two of them fell onto the sand and took a few moments to catch their breath.
“Thank you, sir,” Lucas said between gasps.
“What in God’s name were you doing out there, Lucas?”
Instead of answering, Lucas showed Armada his left hand and uncurled his fingers. In his palm was a small iron object with a worn leather handle, on top of which was a tiny iron cage with a metal ball inside that bounced about.
“The Aguilars’ baby rattle…” Armada said. “You foolish boy.”
Armada looked up and saw that Lucas had been positioning himself just under the spot where Luis Aguilar had thrown the rattle in the water the day before.
Lucas’s shoulders were beginning to shiver, but he appeared to ignore this and looked the rattle over. “Look, sir.”
Lucas pointed to where an inscription had been carved into the metal: To my son Federico, Mencía M.
“This rattle is from Mencía Marañón,” Armada said.
“Luis Aguilar didn’t mention that part, did he, sir?”
Armada felt a rush of pride for the boy, but the words didn’t come. He was much better with scolding. It was easier to impersonate a fatherly tone when he was channelling his anger. But with something like this, it felt artificial coming from his mouth. What right did he have to praise or scold this boy anyway? What would a real father say now?
“You’re shivering, Lucas. Let’s get you back to camp,” Armada said.




Chapter Thirty-Four





Armada always loved it when he was fortunate enough to reach this part of an investigation. The case was beginning to crack wide open, exposing all the hidden secrets everyone had fought so hard to protect. And none of the suspects had any idea how much Armada knew, which gave him a great deal of leverage.
But there was only one suspect on Armada’s mind now as he crossed the plaza and marched towards the entrance to the inn. The four-wheeled coach was parked in front, as it was much too large to fit in the stables where the two magnificent black steeds had their snouts buried in a trough full of oats and were snorting away at each other.
Armada entered the inn to find the innkeeper and his cook roasting up a whole pig and arguing about what the viscount would like as a second course. They did not even notice as Armada passed them and went straight up to the viscount’s room.
“You need to polish these boots again, Gaspar,” the viscount said as Armada entered the room. His back was to the door as he used a brush to rid himself of the bits of fluff all over his overcoat. “I don’t want these campesino rats thinking I’m one of them. I shouldn’t have to show you again—”
“Good evening, Viscount,” Armada said.
The viscount turned his head and frowned at Armada.
“Whatever it is, Constable, I don’t have time. As soon as Gaspar gets back, we’re going to be making preparations to go.”
“They’re letting you exhume your son’s body, then?” Armada asked, stepping into the room.
“First thing tomorrow, after which Gaspar and I can finally leave this rathole. It’s amazing what a few ducats can get you in towns like these. These campesinos, they don’t know their own greed. You should have seen their eyes light up when I flashed a bit of silver at them. Ha!”
Armada couldn’t tell if the viscount’s intention was to upset him or if he was hoping Armada shared his sentiment.
Armada chose to ignore it. “Congratulations, Viscount. I’m sure Esteban will get a fine burial.”
“Yes, the one he deserves. They insulted our entire family by plopping him in the ground like that. The indignity! Not even a proper gravestone. I’m considering informing the Inquisition of what’s happened here,” the viscount said.
“I would recommend against that, Viscount,” Armada said. “For that might also make them aware of the lies you’ve been telling.”
The viscount stared at Armada. It was the kind of accusation that in the viscount’s world could end in a duel and bloodshed. “What are you talking about?”
Armada took the baby rattle out of his pocket and held it up for the viscount to see. “Let’s start with why Esteban was here.”
The viscount took the rattle and looked it over. “What is this?”
“What your son was killed for.”
The viscount turned it over in his hand and stopped when he saw Mencía’s inscription.
“He figured it out, didn’t he?” Armada said. “Just before he died. The fabrication that your entire family history has been built upon. And you tried to stop him.”
“Are you accusing me of killing my own son?”
“You had enough motivation.”
Armada snatched the baby rattle out of the viscount’s hands and read the inscription: “To my son Federico, Mencía M. A gift from Mencía to her one and only son, who was born here in La Herradura just after the shipwreck. He also died here, having never married or having children of his own. The Marañón line died with Federico.”
The viscount glared at Armada, who looked around the room, making sure no weapons were within easy reach.
“Yet you claim to be descended from him. It’s well known you need nobility from both sides of your family to join the Order of Santiago. You have claimed your father was Federico Marañón, which would mean your grandfather was titled. But your father was born in Cadiz and had many children. How is that possible? Unless his claims of descendancy from the Marañóns were exaggerated.”
The viscount threw his head back and let out a laugh, startling Armada and making him lose his train of thought.
“I had no idea you were such a gullible man, Armada. No idea!”
Armada was left reeling as the viscount stuck his head out the window. “Gaspar! Get my bottle from the coach and bring it up here!”
Gaspar soon appeared in the doorway, holding a dusty brown bottle that he placed on the table. He popped the cork and poured the brown liquid into two glasses, one of which was given to Armada.
With one sniff, Armada could tell what it was.
“Go on, Armada. Drink it. You’ll need it for what I’m about to tell you.”
Armada took a sip to find it was oloroso sherry, aged to perfection. It was rare when he came across sherry this old that had been aged properly, as most were kept in damp cellars and spoiled after a few months.
The viscount poured it down his throat in one go and gave his glass to Gaspar, who filled it again.
“I hate to ruin your day, Armada, but you have this all wrong. You let my boy’s delusions get into your head.”
“Delusions?” Armada asked.
“Yes. He’s too much like his grandmother. She was always spreading rumours that my grandfather wasn’t who he said he was. I never believed them, of course. But my boy listened to her, and I’ll tell you the same thing I told him—it’s all lies. My mother likes to get people talking. That’s all.”
“Did you ever consider that she might be right?”
“Of course not. Don’t be a fool!” the viscount said. “My grandfather was Federico Marañón, born in Cadiz to Benito and Mencía. I have a certificate of limpieza de sangre from Seville
to prove it. The people of this pueblo are just putting ideas in your head because they’re jealous. They want a bit of nobility for themselves, so they concocted this entire affair to make it work. Now, drink. It’s the only way to temper the embarrassment you must be feeling right now.”
Armada stayed to finish his drink and to have another. He was subjected to another few minutes of the viscount’s thoughts on the arrogance and greed of the poor before Armada decided he’d had enough and left.
The viscount thought he’d won, which is what Armada was hoping. He wanted the viscount to relax, for it would make the temptation to boast about his victory over the Brotherhood too much to resist. And who was there for him to boast to?
Gaspar, his quiet servant who stayed in the shadows, doing what he was told but always listening. And tomorrow morning, when Armada arrived with the irons, claiming to have found new evidence, it wouldn’t be the viscount he would arrest but his unsuspecting servant. With any luck, Gaspar would recount how the viscount crowed about his cleverness all night, which would hopefully contain an admission of guilt.
Armada returned to the army camp to find Lucas sitting alone at the campfire while Barros snoozed away next to him.
“I don’t understand, sir. It’s just the two of them now,” Lucas said, pointing to Barros.
Pedro was no doubt doing watch duty in the tower at the moment.
“Why are they still working the watch, sir? Why don’t they just return to Malaga and ask for more men?”
“Duty. Pedro and Barros do this job for more than just the wages, although I doubt you’d get either of them to admit it. They are the kind of soldiers any army would be lucky to have.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Let’s get some sleep. I think tomorrow is going to be a big day.”
Soon Lucas was snoring away next to Armada, who felt his own eyelids growing heavy. The case was now all but solved, and his reward was going to be a good night’s sleep. No ghosts would haunt him this night. And the cold breeze was blowing to the south, keeping the scent of the bay from creeping inland.
But something was wrong. There was a noise that didn’t fit. It shattered the stillness with a sense of urgency.
Armada listened, annoyed at his sleep once again being interrupted. They were footsteps running over a ground covered in dry, brown weeds. And they were heading straight for Armada’s shelter.
Armada heaved his body into a sitting position, listening. The moon had not yet come out, leaving him cast in total darkness. And whoever was running towards him was not announcing their arrival.
“Hello there? Who is that?” Armada asked.
The footsteps were upon him. A blunt instrument smacked into the side of his skull. Armada fell over, groaning as pain shot from his temple into the rest of his head. He heard Lucas waking up and struggling with the assailant, but his dizziness meant he could do little to help.
There were hands over his body, in the pockets of his coat, in the mattress he slept on. The man was looking for something.
The attacker’s hand plunged deeply into his coat by his thigh and grabbed something. A moment later, the footsteps were running away again.
“Sir! Sir, are you all right?” Lucas asked.
Barros was there and helped Armada to his feet.
The pain was beginning to subside, suggesting he was not hurt. “Yes, Lucas. Thank you. How are you? Are you injured?”
“No, sir. I got away.”
“Good.”
“Those townspeople. They are coming in the night now!” Barros yelled.
Armada felt his pocket. The baby rattle had been taken, thus confirming what the attack had been about.
“No, I think this attack was more specific than that, Barros,” Armada said. “Lucas, get the mule hitched up. We must get to town.”
“Now, sir? But it’s the middle of the night.”
“I’m aware of that. But it seems our killer is in a bit of a rush to leave town. And by the look of his coach and horses, if he manages to set off before us, we’ll never catch him. Go on, Lucas!”
Soon Armada was holding on to the side of the cart for dear life as Lucas urged their nameless mule on down the hillside as fast as he dared in the darkness. Armada felt the excitement in the air. The viscount was more desperate than he’d thought. Such a crude and obvious attack and with so little effort given to hide his ultimate goal of getting the rattle back. Armada had all the evidence he needed now if he could just catch the man in time.
After what felt like ages, Lucas pulled the cart up at the front door of the inn. Armada was glad to see the coach and horses were still in the stables.
Armada leaped out of the cart and barged through the front door of the inn before storming down the corridor towards the end of the hall.
The innkeeper appeared behind him in his dressing gown, holding a candle. “Excuse me, Constable! You can’t go in there! The viscount is sleeping!”
“Yes, and I intend to wake him up!” Armada said before banging on the door. “Viscount! I wish to have a word with you! Right now, if you…”
The door to the viscount’s room swung open, revealing it was unlatched. Armada snatched the candle from the innkeeper and peered inside the room to find a scene of utter destruction. Furniture was overturned and broken up, trunks had been tipped over with their contents spread all over the room, and the bed in which the viscount slept had collapsed.
“What do you think happened, sir?”
“I don’t know, Lucas. This doesn’t make any sense.”
Armada kneeled next to the collapsed bed to find the viscount lying on the edge with his arm across his chest, a long dagger having been plunged into his side. By the amount of blood on the floor, it hadn’t taken long for him to die.
“It must have been quite a struggle,” Armada said.
Groaning came from the wardrobe in the back, and Lucas opened it to find Gaspar curled up into a ball and crying.
“Gaspar, what happened?” Armada asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know. I just woke up…and the viscount…he was already…already dead. The man just ran out the door. I didn’t see him.”
Gaspar was shaking all over and had to be coaxed out of the wardrobe. The innkeeper took him out into the corridor to get some air.
“Sir, if it wasn’t the viscount, then…”
“I’m afraid so, Lucas.”




Chapter Thirty-Five





April 1563
Mencía heard the footsteps of the priest approaching behind her and straightened her posture. It was a silly gesture, one born from years of being told to sit up straight by one nanny or another while attending church. They always sat in the front pew, one of the many privileges her wealthy father enjoyed. But as such, their appearance to everyone else in attendance was of paramount importance. Their clothes had to be just right, their hair, their shoes. Everything had to have the air of respectability and of class. Otherwise, her father risked his reputation.
It was why she always sat in the front pew now. It was the only one that felt comfortable.
“Here you are, my dear,” the priest said as he sat beside her and handed her a wooden bowl full of hot soup.
It was watery, as the priest admitted he never had much extra to eat, but the warmth of it helped to settle her stomach.
The priest was a bookish man named Barreda who was very kind. His spectacles were thick and made his eyes appear larger than they were, making him look a bit silly whenever he smiled. But Barreda was the type of man to have a lot of use for such a look and smiled often for people.
“That man is outside again,” Barreda said. “He still wishes to talk to you.”
Mencía said nothing. Garcia and his men had surrounded the church and settled in for the night, believing Mencía may well make a run for it. But she would show them. She was prepared to wait in this church for years if she had to.
It was hardly a victory. The church was austere, with walls made of stone that seemed to suck up whatever vestiges of warmth were left over from the afternoon. A cold draught was blowing in from under the front door, making the candles on a table by the lectern flicker and giving the entire space the feeling of a large prison cell.
How was it she had ended up imprisoned once again?
“You should hear what he has to say,” Barreda said. “He may well turn out to be a merciful man.”
“He is titled, Father,” Mencía said. “Mercy is not a virtue of titled men. They consider it a weakness. He will settle for nothing less than my neck in a noose.”
“I spoke to him this afternoon. I would not judge him so harshly,” Barreda said. “He can relate to your situation, you know. I shouldn’t tell you this, but he has a child of his own, just a few months old. He, too, worries for its future, just as you do for yours.”
“Having a child doesn’t make him a good person. Otherwise, my father would have…”
Mencía cut herself off. She didn’t want to let herself get upset at Barreda. He didn’t deserve it. He was a kind man. And Mencía knew she was not an easy person to be kind to. Growing up amidst aristocrats and the elite, you learned to always be suspicious of kindness. For nobody in those circles ever gave it without expecting something in return. It was how that world worked. The kindness that Father Barreda showed her made her uncomfortable. She had no idea how far it extended or how much to trust it. In a strange way, she felt closer to Garcia, as blackhearted as he must be, for at least she knew what kind of a man he was.
“Just speak to him for a few moments. Let him know you won’t try to run in the night. That way he can let his men sleep. They deserve a bit of kindness, just as you do.”
Mencía felt exhausted. She couldn’t fight back against Barreda’s pleas anymore.
“Very well, Father. But then you must let me get some sleep.”
“Of course,” Barreda said, smiling.
He rose and went to the front door and stuck his head outside. A muffled conversation followed, and then Barreda gestured for Mencía to come over.
Mencía went over to the front door and stood well back from the threshold, out of reach of Garcia who peered at her from the front stoop outside.
“Baltasara Aguilar?” Garcia said. It was the name Mencía had given Barreda, who had passed it on.
“Yes,” Mencía asked.
“I am Benito Garcia y Delgado. Thank you for agreeing to speak.”
Mencía considered Garcia, whom she had never taken a close look at before. He was much younger than she’d first thought, somewhere in his thirties, his hair wavy and black. He had a moustache that, while neat and trimmed now, would someday be large, grey, and bushy as all old men wore them. He wore the fine clothes, covered in pearl buttons and satin trim, and the leather boots and gloves of an aristocrat who wished to advertise his wealth. And if there was any further doubt, a shiny silver sword had been sheathed at his waist, one with intricate engravings on the handle.
They were engravings Mencía recognised.
“Don Garcia, I see,” Mencía said, gesturing to the sword. “You’re with the Order of Santiago.”
Garcia smiled. “I don’t know many peasants who would have spotted that.”
“You don’t know many peasants,” Mencía said.
Garcia’s smile faded.
“Señora, I think it is time you gave yourself up and paid for your crime. I have my men camped all around this building. There is nowhere for you to run.”
“I know,” Mencía said. “And if I decide to come out, I will let you know. But it’s not yet.”
“Please, it is the honourable thing to do.”
“Honour is so easy for you, isn’t it?” Mencía said, not bothering to hide the disgust in her voice. “It is so simple and always seems to work in your favour.”
“I am an honourable man, which hasn’t always been easy,” Garcia said.
“What about your wife? Do you fight so hard for hers as well?”
“I am unmarried.”
Mencía couldn’t help but put her hand to her cheek and laugh.
“What is it? What is so humorous?” Garcia asked.
Mencía allowed herself a moment to let the chuckle fade away on its own, then shook her head at Garcia in amazement.
“Honourable, are you? So who was she? A servant girl? A maid? A prostitute, perhaps?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The mother of your child,” Mencía said, slipping an accusatory edge into her tone.
“How did you…?” Garcia said. “That damn priest…”
“Go on, Don Honourable. Whose honour did you ruin?”
Garcia glared at Mencía. “I ruined nothing,” he mumbled through gritted teeth.
“So you married her?”
“Of course not! She was a peasant, a woman of no consequence. There was no reputation to ruin.”
“And the baby? What about his honour?”
Garcia had no response, turning into the darkness so Mencía couldn’t see the confusion she knew was there.
“There’s nothing I can do about that,” Garcia said to the darkness.
“But you’d like to—”
“Enough!” Garcia shouted, turning back around to face Mencía. “This is about your honour, which can only be salvaged if you give yourself up and pay for the heinous crime you have committed. You have nowhere left to run.”
It was a thought Mencía had been trying to avoid, but now that Garcia was shouting it at her, it was becoming more real somehow. This town, so far from everything she knew and where she knew no one, may well become her final resting place.
“Think of your baby, Baltasara,” Garcia said. “What kind of life will it lead, knowing its mother fled from her crimes? What honour is there in that?”
Mencía could feel a rage boiling up inside of her. She hated this arrogant man who seemed to feel such glee at the power he wielded over her destiny. She hated his honour and his titles and his wealth and was glad her baby had nothing to do with it. She wished she could somehow cleanse Federico from all of this arrogance so it never touched him.
And that’s when Mencía realised what she had to do. It was so clear to her.
“You’re right,” Mencía said, feeling a calm wash over her. “I need to think of my baby, just as you must be thinking of yours.”
“So you will give yourself up?”
“I have a better idea. I want to trade you. My freedom for a chance at restoring your baby’s honour.”
“What?” Garcia said.
Mencía took a breath. After her next words, there was no going back.
“My name is not Baltasara Aguilar. I am actually Mencía Marañón.”
Garcia didn’t move. As she predicted, he knew the name well.
“Mencía Marañón? Daughter of Alonso de Marañón?”
“I changed it to get away from him,” Mencía said. “It’s why I killed your friend. And I’m sorry. I will regret what I did to Salvador for the rest of my life. It will always haunt me,” Mencía said.
“Dear God…” Garcia said.
“You want to give your child honour? Take mine,” Mencía said. “Let me go, and I’ll write a letter to my father, saying you and I married and ran away. He knows my handwriting; he’ll know it’s real. The letter will say we had a child, your child. With the Marañón name on his mother’s side, your baby will have the chance at titles and honours even you can’t achieve. He could even join the Order.”
“That’s mad,” Garcia said, shaking his head.
“It’s also the only way your baby will have a chance at being anything other than an illegitimate peasant. Not to mention how well it will salvage your own reputation.”
“It couldn’t work. It couldn’t…”
Mencía stepped across the threshold into the night air. She was now outside the front doors, no longer under the protection of the laws of sanctuary. If Garcia wished, he could take her into custody right now, and she’d be hanged first thing in the morning.
But Mencía knew that wasn’t going to happen. Garcia’s eyes were wide as he considered the possibilities of what she’d proposed. Mencía knew men like him. What Garcia had to gain from this was already eclipsing any sense of honour or justice that had driven him to this tiny church in the middle of the countryside.
As Mencía suspected, Garcia made no move to take her into his custody.
“You would have to disappear,” Garcia said. “Forever. And not come back. No one could know.”
“I’m good at disappearing.”
“And you couldn’t take your baby,” Garcia said.
“What?”
“It’s too risky. You would have to leave him behind with that family in La Herradura. They could raise him as their own. But you could never see him again.”
“I won’t agree to that. That’s my baby. I won’t give him up, not for you.”
“No. It would be the Aguilars’ baby. And he would have to grow up with no confusion about that. He must never know what his true heritage is in case he attempts to utilize it when he gets older. It would be too embarrassing for my family.”
“Federico will be a better person than that.”
“I have little reason to trust that,” Garcia said. “That’s the offer. I will agree to this mad plan of yours. But you must leave your baby behind.”
Mencía hesitated and felt awful for it. She should be fighting for her and Federico to be together. In fact, she should be willing to give up her life for that.
But just steps beyond Garcia lay freedom. If her father suspected she was married to a titled man like Garcia, he would have little reason to come after her. She would finally have that which she had fought and sacrificed so hard for.
But what would it be worth without Federico? And was she a terrible mother for even considering it? What happened with Salvador already had her doubting whether she was a good person. In the years to come, it would keep her up at night. Leaving Federico behind seemed just as bad. Yes, the Aguilars would take good care of him. But she was his mother. His true mother.
“I’ll give you tonight to think about it,” Garcia said. “Buenas noches…Mencía.”
Garcia left Mencía standing in front of the church doors as he sauntered back into the plaza and towards the inn where he’d found a room to rent. Mencía realised by revealing her identity, she had already committed to her plan. She would have to follow through on it now. Going back to her father after what she’d done to Salvador would mean a fate far worse than any nunnery. And he wouldn’t hesitate to make Federico spend his life paying for it as well.
Mencía would get her freedom. But at what cost?




Chapter Thirty-Six





October 1660
“Are you sure, sir?” Lucas asked.
“Yes. There was no motivation. You must always consider the motivation.”
Lucas was tempted to argue that obsessing about motivation was getting them nowhere, but he remained quiet for now. He sensed Armada was frustrated and didn’t want to acknowledge the fact that there were no more suspects left. He had spent hours interrogating Gaspar the horseman but found he had no motivation to do the killing. Working for the viscount had been the most lucrative job he’d ever had, and he worried for his wife and children now.
What followed had been more hours spent interrogating the innkeeper, who had been asleep and didn’t hear anything. A few of the neighbours had heard a bit of arguing, but it didn’t last long enough to give anyone reason to worry.
It had seemed so promising earlier in the night, yet somehow they’d ended up with less of a case than they’d had before. Martin Figueroa was dead, Jose Encinas was on the run, and Captain Salinas had been in jail all night. Lucas had suggested the Maraions—perhaps Rodrigo Maraion had found out his grandson was related to nobility and had gone to extort money? But Armada dismissed this, saying Rodrigo would never have attacked him for the rattle. It was much too risky a move. Armada was sure the killer was attempting to cover up what Esteban had discovered. But who was left who was that invested in keeping such a secret?
They arrived in camp to find Pedro dozing away next to a campfire that had fizzled, with just a tiny wisp of smoke rising up from the middle into the air.
“We should do the same,” Armada said.
“I’m not sure I could sleep now, sir. Not after being attacked last night.”
“Yes, we are quite vulnerable here, aren’t we? It is so fortunate that we have one other option that is one of the safest places in all of Andalusia.” Armada nodded towards the tower.
“You mean sleep in the tower, sir?”
“Of course! Once we pull the ladder up, only God himself could get to us up there. And I’m sure Barros wouldn’t mind a bit of company, even if we are asleep.”
“I’ll just stay down here by the fire, sir…” Lucas said, letting his voice trail off as he realised the fire had burned itself out hours ago.
“Nonsense. We’re both tired and need rest. Grab our blankets, and meet me at the ladder.”
Lucas grabbed their thickest blankets and met Armada at the base of the tower. He took his time, trying to find an excuse for remaining down on the ground as he walked. But his tired mind had gone blank.
Without realising it, Lucas found himself standing next to Armada, who was gesturing for him to go first up the ladder.
Lucas couldn’t bring himself to grab the first rung.
“Is there a problem, Lucas?”
There was no way to hide his cowardice now, and Lucas fought back the tears that threatened to spring from his eyes.
“I’m sorry, sir,” Lucas whispered, feeling as though he’d shrunk to half his height. “I can’t…”
Lucas prepared himself for the scolding to come. But instead, Armada put his hand on Lucas’s shoulder.
“What is it?” Armada asked in a gentle tone.
“I can’t climb up the ladder. It’s too…frightening. I don’t know why.”
Armada gave him a disappointed look, which stung worse than any dagger blade. “Have you been up this ladder before?”
“No, sir.”
“Which means everything you told me about what you saw up there and in the storeroom…”
“Pedro did it for me, sir.”
“Lucas,” Armada grumbled, “you can’t let someone else do your investigating for you. There are details that could have been missed! You have to see these things with your own eyes. I’ve told you that before. How many times?”
Armada took a moment to calm himself. “I don’t understand. We’ve been in plenty of castles and high ridges. What’s different about the tower?”
“I don’t know, sir. It just…it always makes me think about that first night after my parents died. And then I panic. I’m sorry, sir. I’m sorry.”
“All right. That’s enough of that. It’s clear to me what is happening here. Now, put your foot on the rung there.”
Lucas put his foot on the first rung.
“Look up at the ladder above you.”
Lucas did and felt the cold dread in his heart.
“You’re not frightened of the ladder. You’re frightened of the memory. This ladder is reminding you of the first time in your life you were afraid. Raise your other foot and put it on the rung.”
Lucas put his other foot on the rung. Panic seized him even more.
“The key is to keep the fear focused where it belongs. It’s all right to be afraid of the memory. But you can’t let it seep into other aspects of your life. I want you to climb to the next rung and remember what you’re actually afraid of.”
Lucas climbed up to the next rung and then the next until they were near where the panic had first gripped him. He was tempted to stop.
“Focus on how the ladder feels in your hands. Use that sensation to keep your mind from wandering to the past,” Armada said.
The ladder swayed in the wind, and Lucas squashed the urge to cry out in terror. But he pushed on. The entrance to the tower appeared before him along with the grinning face of Barros, who grabbed the back of his collar and helped drag him inside.
“You made it, joven! Welcome to prison, huh?”
Barros broke down into laughter at his own joke as Armada climbed inside as well. Lucas let himself celebrate for a moment, rubbing his hands along the walls, not able to believe he was here.
“What are you doing here?” Barros asked.
“We’ll be sleeping here tonight, I’m afraid,” Armada said. “Although I imagined us having a bit more room up here…”
Lucas’s mind returned to normal, and he began to think about the case again. There was a tiny set of stairs that led up to the roof, the spot where Esteban Marañón had been killed, and Lucas was eager to get a look at the crime scene. But the stairs also plunged down into a dark abyss. It was the storeroom, and Lucas wanted a look for himself down there as well. There was so much to do now that they were here.
Something else caught his eye. It was the observation port on the wall opposite the entrance, which looked out over the western horizon. Lucas ran his hand over the sill, trying to work out what bothered him so much about it. He stuck his head through it, peering at the ground far below. There was a slope at the bottom enshrouded in morning shadow, where a grove of eucalyptus trees bristled in the breeze.
That’s when Lucas realised it. “Sir?”
“What is it?”
“This observation port, sir. Look.”
Lucas poked his head through, then his shoulders, making it clear he could have climbed all the way if it wouldn’t have meant falling to his death.
“I can fit my entire body through, sir.”
“Yes, I see that.”
“It’s just that there was no way the killer could have gotten out of the tower through the entrance without being seen. So he must have gone out this way.”
Lucas turned to Barros. “Has there ever been a ladder or a rope or anything someone might have climbed down on that side of the tower?”
“No. Not since I’ve been here,” Barros said.
Lucas went to the observation port again, this time looking at the eucalyptus trees below. Was it possible?
Lucas ran towards the entrance and climbed out onto the ladder.
“Lucas, what are you…?” Armada called after him.
But he couldn’t respond, not yet. He had to confirm something. He had to know.
Lucas flew down the ladder and soon felt the ground at his feet again. He raced round towards the other side of the watchtower and found himself staring up at the eucalyptus trees that were now above his head. They were mature, with their bark shedding in thin strips and their high branches with tiny leaves fluttering about.
Lucas climbed down to the base of these trees, peering at the branches of each one.
“Lucas, what is it?” Armada called from the edge of the grove.
That’s when Lucas spotted it. A broken branch. No, two broken branches, each in the same spot.
“I figured it out, sir. I figured out how the killer got out of the watchtower.”
“Yes, go on.”
“He jumped, sir. It sounds crazy, but it explains everything. The killer must have climbed up into the tower, killed Esteban Marañón and lit the fire, then pulled the ladder up when he heard Rodrigo Maraion calling for Esteban. He needed to get out of the tower without being seen. So he jumped out of the observation port, using these trees to break his fall. It’s the only way he could have survived it.”
Armada gazed up at the branches above their heads, then back down at Lucas.
“That means he lied, sir. He told me a man couldn’t fit through the observation port.”
“Who lied?”
Lucas looked back at Armada. “Pedro, sir.”
A look of shock washed over Armada’s face as he considered the implications. “You see, Lucas? Always with your own eyes.”
Lucas began clambering his way up the hillside to join Armada but found it difficult to find solid footing amongst the carpet of dead eucalyptus leaves and soft earth. A lone person appeared on the top of the slope, their figure cut out by the sun that shone behind them.
“You looking for something down there?” Pedro asked.
“We’ve found it,” Armada said.
There was no response from Pedro, who stared down at them, his expression unchanging. The man knew how to hide himself, either in the army or in his own skin.
Lucas stopped trying to climb back up to where Armada stood. But if Pedro tried anything, it would be a few moments before he could help, assuming he could be any help at all.
“Tell me, Pedro,” Armada said, getting within a few paces. “How did you injure your arm, again?”
“I told you. I ran into the killer, and he got in a few good swings.”
“Tell me it again, Pedro. But this time, don’t lie.”
Pedro stared back at Armada for a long time, his usual hospitable expression fading into one of menace, as if a curtain were being drawn back.
“I jumped out of the watchtower after I killed Esteban Marañón.”
Pedro didn’t look afraid. In fact, he looked quite smug, as if he was proud of what he had done and was relieved to get his due glory.
“Much better,” Armada said. “That must have been quite a fall.”
“I was unconscious for a while. When Barros found me, I had to tell him something.”
“I don’t understand,” Armada said. “What is your interest in what Esteban was doing here?”
“His father and I served together in the Low Countries. He was my captain during the Battle of Kallo. Our company went through hell and back. That is a bond you never forget.”
“I’m aware,” Armada said.
“After he left the army, I didn’t hear from him for years. Then I get a letter saying he needed help with his boy Esteban. It seems he and Esteban had never gotten along, and now the spiteful little brat had run away to La Herradura and was spreading lies about their family. Gustavo needed someone he could trust to handle the situation. It’s why he contacted me.”
“But Gustavo must have wanted you to stop Esteban, not kill him,” Armada said.
“Esteban said he wouldn’t stop,” Pedro said. “I didn’t see any other way.”
“Ordered…” Armada said, looking shocked. “But you killed Gustavo as well. I don’t understand.”
“I didn’t want to kill the boy,” Pedro said with a calm that was chilling. “I did it because my captain thought it was a necessary sacrifice. Then I find out everything he told me about Esteban was a lie. The boy had found out the truth about Gustavo’s family, and he used me to cover it up. I had done his dirty work so he could keep his precious nobility. You can’t tell me you were never tempted to do the same to one of your commanders, Armada.”
“No,” Armada said.
But Lucas knew that answer. It was too fast, too short. As if Armada tried more to convince himself than Pedro.
“I would never have even known if it wasn’t for you and your little puppy dog here,” Pedro said, gesturing to Lucas. “I was close to slitting his throat too if he’d managed to figure it out any sooner. Although I liked the theory about the killer living in the storeroom. That made me laugh.”
Lucas stepped back, his eyes wide.
“So you killed him on top of the watchtower, lighting the fire to make it seem as though someone in the village had done it. Very clever,” Armada said.
“I knew if I made it dramatic, word of it would reach Gustavo. I wanted him to know I had done my duty.”
“Don’t use that word. Don’t call it duty. It was a cold-blooded killing. Nothing more,” Armada said.
Lucas couldn’t understand why the old man was letting Pedro get to him like that.
“Call it what you wish, Constable. But I did what was asked of me.”
“Yes, and now I must do the same. You realise I will have to arrest you now. I don’t want any resistance.”
Pedro held his wrists together out in front of him. “I’m a prisoner of war. Why would I resist?”
Armada clasped the irons on Pedro and escorted him over to the tiny cage on the back of their cart. Lucas felt Armada treated him a bit rough, but Pedro didn’t seem to mind as he was shoved into the cage where he couldn’t sit up straight. Armada fumbled with locking it. Lucas could see his hands were shaking.
“Congratulations, sir,” Lucas said, hoping to remind Armada he had locked away a killer.
“Yes,” Armada said through gritted teeth.
“Is there something wrong?”
Armada’s expression made it clear there was. “Of course not, Lucas. Come, let’s have some sherry to celebrate.”
But Lucas wasn’t in the mood for celebration.




Chapter Thirty-Seven





April 1563
Mencía stood at the threshold of the church once again. The sun shone in her eyes from behind the battered, clay-tiled rooftops of the houses opposite, and she put her hand to her forehead to shield herself from the worst of it.
In front of her stood Garcia and his two men, who held the reins of the mules they’d bought to carry provisions for the long trek home. They made no move towards Mencía as she stepped outside, just as they’d been ordered.
Behind her, Mencía could feel the presence of Barreda hiding inside the doors, as if Garcia would grab him too if given a chance. He had spent the evening trying to talk her out of what she’d decided to do. And she’d promised him to consider everything he’d told her about faith and morality and having the courage to put oneself in the hands of God to face judgement.
But she had lied. Mencía knew the only judgement she would face was at the hands of these men, who cared little about her soul or salvation. They had a job to do, and it was one they would have to answer to God for themselves someday. But God’s judgement would do little to stop them from hanging her today if given a chance.
Mencía stepped forwards, watching the men to make sure they would do what Garcia had agreed to.
“Good morning, Mencía,” Garcia said.
None of the men held chains or weapons, and they stood at a distance in a relaxed manner to show they would not come after her.
“Please, I beseech you, child,” Barreda said from behind her. “Do not do this!”
Mencía turned around to face Barreda through the door.
“I’m sorry, Father. I have to. Thank you for your kindness. It will never be forgotten.”
Mencía let her hand fall onto Barreda’s arm, and he put his other hand on top of it and smiled at her.
“Good luck, Mencía,” Barreda said.
Mencía then turned and walked down the few steps to the road and joined Garcia and his men. It felt ironic that she had to place herself in their hands in order to gain her freedom. She risked so much, but it had to be done.
“Are you ready?” Garcia asked.
Mencía nodded and was helped onto the back of one of the mules, and the group set off.
The men conversed amongst themselves during the long trip south as they headed to the edge of the plateau and then began to plunge into canyons buried in forests of pine trees where the dry desert air gave way to the cooler, salty breezes of the sea.
Mencía preferred it this way, as it gave her time to contemplate what she’d agreed to. During all her time with Barreda, she’d never been given much time by herself to think. As with most priests, Barreda felt it was his job to fill the silences with proselytizing or prayer. But Mencía just wanted a moment of peace.
She regretted it now, however. The gravity of what she’d agreed to after a few more conversations with Garcia was beginning to hit her. They’d worked out the details of their deal, and Mencía had taken the opportunity to negotiate one last compromise with Garcia, which had been a sticking point for two days until his greed had gotten him to agree.
And now they were headed back to La Herradura, which Mencía had found herself missing more and more. It had begun to feel like home to her before these men had shown up. She had started to see what life could be like if she’d stayed. She saw herself maybe building a house, living a life where her baby boy grew up alongside the Aguilars, and perhaps bringing Anton to join them.
But all of those dreams had dissipated. Her life would be quite different to those silly fantasies, and she had to ready herself for it. Because what was coming next would be the hardest part.
They reached the outskirts of La Herradura by late afternoon and took the main road into the plaza. They attracted a lot of attention as Mencía’s mule shuffled down the uncobbled lane. By now everyone in town knew who she was, and the rumours of what happened must have been swirling about for days. So to see her come back into town, and with the same men who’d been chasing her, must have been quite a sight.
The men followed the lane back out of the plaza and up the hill towards the edge of town where the Aguilars lived. Mencía hopped off the mule without taking the hand Garcia offered.
“Mencía!” Ana yelled as she brushed the cloth in the door aside and ran over.
Mencía was treated to a warm hug and a suspicious stare from Hector, who stood behind Ana.
“I’m so happy to see you!” Ana said. Then she noticed Garcia and his men standing behind Mencía. “What is going on?”
“I’m here to see Federico,” Mencía said, her eyes already watering. “Is he here?”
“Yes, he is in the back, napping. But I’m sure he’ll be happy to be awakened to see his mother.”
Everyone went inside, including Garcia, and made their way to the back bedroom.
And there, sleeping in a wrap made of clean, white cloth, was Federico. To Mencía, he seemed an angel. She had never seen such a perfect baby. It almost didn’t feel like he was hers. Was he glowing as a result of Ana having looked after him?
“Come here, child. Wake up. Look who it is,” Ana said, picking Federico up.
Federico squirmed and moaned, then opened his eyes.
Ana handed Federico to Mencía, who took him and felt the tears begin to flow.
“Oh, Federico, how are you? I’ve missed you so much.”
Federico began to wail but put his infant hands on Mencía’s shoulders, as if he knew who she was.
For a few minutes, nothing was said as Mencía and Federico embraced each other, each crying as much as the other.
“I’ve missed you so much, my little angel. I never thought I’d see you again,” Mencía said. It startled her how much she felt for this boy and how much she was starting to sound like a mother.
“Are you here to take him?” Hector asked Garcia, who stood with him at the door to the bedroom.
“No,” Garcia said.
“So why are you here?”
As Garcia was distracted by Hector, Mencía seized her chance. She turned her back to the men and slipped something out of the folds of her dress. She had hidden it there the night before, making sure it wouldn’t be seen by the men. For if Garcia saw it, it would ruin everything.
It was small and easy to hide in her palm, so she slipped it into the cloth that was wrapped around Federico. But the angle of her hand was bad, and it almost slipped out of her fingers.
Ana was there, smiling at Federico and making cooing noises at him. With an unseen motion, she helped Mencía tuck the object into the cloth where it couldn’t be seen.
Mencía felt relieved. Her plan was going to work. She had given her son the rattle, the one Barreda had fashioned for her the night before and had helped her to engrave: To my son Federico, Mencía M..
It would be the only gift she would ever give Federico and the only connection he would ever have to her. Garcia had been dead set against her giving Federico anything that would give him clues as to his true heritage. For if he ever learned of where he came from, the humiliation it would cause Garcia’s descendants was more than he could risk.
But Mencía wasn’t concerned with Garcia’s family. She felt her boy deserved to know who he was.
“Mencía,” Garcia said, “it’s time to go.”
“What? Are you not staying?” Ana asked, shocked.
Mencía held on to her son for a few more moments, then put him back in the basket. Federico gazed up at her, smiling, before his eyes began to droop.
“I have to leave,” Mencía said, trying to compose herself.
“When are you coming back?” Ana asked.
“Never, I’m afraid,” Garcia said, stepping into the room. “I’ve agreed to give Mencía her freedom if she never steps foot in this house or this pueblo again.”
“What? Why?”
Mencía put her hands on Ana’s shoulders. “Please, Ana. You have been so good to me. I ask one more thing of you. Raise my son as your own. You can give him the good life he deserves. I can’t.”
“I don’t understand,” Ana said, tears in her eyes.
“I know. But I have to do this. I have to leave. There’s no other way.”
“What have you done?” Ana said with anger towards Garcia.
“I’ve granted her a reprieve because I’m a merciful man,” Garcia said. “And I am under no obligation to be merciful to you as well, given you assisted Mencía with her crime.”
Hector swore under his breath.
“Don’t be angry at him, Ana,” Mencía said, desperate to defuse the tension. “If there is anyone to be angry at, it is me. I was the one who couldn’t be a mother to him. I’m the one who failed.”
“No, you didn’t fail,” Ana said and embraced Mencía.
“It is time to go,” Garcia said, putting his hand on Mencía’s shoulder. “I only agreed to a few moments. We’re already attracting more attention than I wanted.”
Ana began to protest, but Mencía pulled away. Garcia was right.
A few moments, that is all. That was what Garcia had agreed to the day before. Just enough to say goodbye. Forever.
“Goodbye, Ana,” Mencía said and left the room while she still could.
Back outside, Mencía wiped the tears from her cheek. Behind her was the life she almost had but now had to let go of. In front of her was another, one that was unknown and now, as she stood there, staring at the horizon, a bit frightening.
“The letter…” Garcia said, holding his hand out.
Mencía took the letter she’d stashed down the front of her dress and handed it to Garcia, who unrolled it and read it over.
“Don’t worry, it’s what we agreed.”
Garcia read it anyway to be sure. But Mencía had meant no deception when she’d scrawled it out the night before. It stated she and Garcia had married and had a son named Federico Marañón, which would become the new name of Garcia’s son. The Marañón name would grant him all the privileges of nobility that Garcia wanted.
And in return, Garcia handed her the reins to the mule, which had been packed with a generous amount of provisions for just one person.
“Make sure you never come back,” Garcia said. “If I ever learn you had contact with your child again, our deal will be off. I will find you and hang you. And if you’re dead, I’ll have your boy’s neck in your stead. Either way, someone will pay for your crime.”
Mencía mounted the mule and yanked the reins away from Garcia, also to send a message. “I won’t come back. And try not to let your son grow up to be as arrogant a bellaco
as you. I have my family’s reputation to consider.”
Without waiting for a response, Mencía shook the reins, and the mule began its slow shuffle out of town.
Before long, Mencía had left the town without once looking back, climbed up the canyons, and reached the plateau with a vast and empty countryside in front of her. A countryside full of promise, full of danger, and full of opportunity.
But it also held something else—freedom. Although it broke her heart to leave her son behind, it meant she was free. There was no going back this time. Not to anyone.
A gale swirled about her as Mencía began her march into the unknown, which threw sheets of dust into the air. And into this dust, Mencía disappeared.




Chapter Thirty-Eight





December 1660
Lucas stood in front of Armada’s door, not sure what to expect. They had been back in Granada for a few weeks now, and he had heard little from the old man. Eusebio had offered him a couple of new cases, but he had turned them all down. It was rare for Armada to take time off for any reason, for he always preferred to go from one case to another with a few days in between, never allowing himself too much time at home to think.
Which was why Lucas was so nervous. There was a chance the old man was dead on the other side of this door or had made the decision to quit the Brotherhood. Perhaps he had already fled into the night to start a new life somewhere else.
In all those situations, Lucas ended up without wages. And in a cold, unforgiving city like Granada at this time of the winter, it meant life would get much more difficult.
Lucas sighed. There was no other way to do this. So he knocked. “Sir?”
There was no response, which was worrying. Lucas used the key Armada had given him and unlocked the door. He stepped inside Armada’s one-room flat and took a moment to let his eyes adjust.
Although it was the middle of the day, Armada’s window looked to the north over a small lane with high rooftops that blocked the sun for much of the day. So it was always cold and a bit damp inside and the reason Armada had rented it so cheap. He hadn’t seen the need to pay more, for he was always travelling.
“Sir? Are you here?” Lucas called into the darkness.
There was movement in front of him. Lucas saw a head pop up over the back of the sofa in the middle of the room.
“Lucas? Is that you?”
“Yes, sir,” Lucas said, relieved the old man was alive. He went to the window and drew the curtains, which let in a sliver more of grey light.
“I apologise for not coming to the door, Lucas. I haven’t been sleeping very well.”
Lucas got a good look at Armada for the first time to find him looking pale and having lost a bit of weight. Armada sat up, and a tin goblet that he used for sherry fell to the floor, splashing it onto the broken stone tiles.
Lucas went to pick it up.
“Oh, leave it,” Armada snapped.
“Yes, sir.”
That’s when Lucas noticed it—the old man’s right hand. His palm was bleeding again. Lucas went to grab a cloth.
“I apologise again, Lucas. But I received some distressing news yesterday. It’s been on my mind ever since.”
“What’s that, sir?” Lucas asked as he wrapped the cloth around Armada’s hand.
“Pedro Sanchez from the La Herradura case. He was hanged just after lunchtime yesterday. Although I didn’t have the heart to witness it myself.”
“That’s great, sir.
“No,” Armada said as Lucas finished wrapping the bandage and tied it off. “I don’t think so. In fact, I’ve come to realise he got away from us.”
“How, sir?”
“Pedro Sanchez went to his grave believing he had followed orders, which somehow absolved him of his sins. I’m betting his conscience was clear when they put the noose around his neck. Which means his execution…was pointless. I should have…”
Lucas saw the stone Armada had been using to wrap his fingers around sitting on the floor nearby, so he scooped it up and placed it in the old man’s hand.
“I can still smell that place,” Armada said, staring at the stone. “That scent of rotting death just under the water. It won’t leave me…”
“I know, sir. It doesn’t just go away—”
“What do you know? You’re a child!” Armada yelled and threw the stone across the room. It cracked a floor tile in the corner of the room and came to rest under the window.
Armada glared at Lucas, then took a few deep breaths.
“You don’t know,” Armada said. “That’s how Pedro justified his horrific crimes to himself. But it was also my own. Telling myself I was following orders, that I had no choice. It was the only way to keep my sanity in Peru. But I, too, used it to justify such horrific…”
Lucas was tempted to retrieve the stone once again and give it to Armada, but he stayed rooted in his spot. He was too angry. Armada was always doing this. It was as though no one could ever feel more pain and misery than the old man. Especially not Lucas, whose every feeling was never enough for Armada to consider important. When would he stop being too young for everything in this world? He didn’t feel young anymore. That was clear when he was around other boys his age. And he was sick of it.
“I do know, sir,” Lucas said, ready for Armada’s wrath once again.
Armada said nothing.
“Remember when you helped me up the ladder to the watchtower?” Lucas said. “You helped me see what my cowardice was about. I was supposed to have conquered my fear that day. At least, that’s what it looked like.”
Lucas felt embarrassed. He hadn’t ever planned to tell Armada all this and found it difficult to look him in the eye.
“But I didn’t. I’m still afraid to climb very high on anything, sir. I still get the nightmares. Despite everything that happened, I’m still the coward I was before. And maybe what you’re going through will always be harder, but in a small way, I do understand. Sir.”
Armada gazed at Lucas and smiled for the first time since they had returned to Granada.
“You’re no coward, Lucas. Not after watching you dive into that rock pool to retrieve the baby rattle. No coward would have done that.”
Lucas tried to hold his look of conviction, but his throat began to choke up. The tears in his eyes got hot, as if he wanted to weep. But he swallowed it. He didn’t want to look weak. Not now.
“You told me about how Pedro said it helped to talk about it. Why don’t you talk to me? You can tell me about Peru, sir.”
“No,” Armada said. “Those stories are not for such young and innocent ears. Perhaps when you’re older. Now, I’m famished. Perhaps we should get some lunch.”
“I may be young, sir, but I’m not innocent. I’ve seen more death and horrors while travelling with you than most boys my age. And who else can you talk to? You don’t have anyone else but me, sir.”
Lucas picked up the stone for Armada’s hand and held it out to the old man.
Armada stared at it for a long time without saying anything. It was so quiet that Lucas could hear the din of traffic outside the window. A woman was arguing with her husband about the price he paid for fabric at the local market. Another man was ushering a stubborn donkey along that wore a bell around its neck.
Armada took the stone from Lucas, wrapped his injured fingers around it, and walked to the window, gazing at the building opposite.
“Being on life’s early threshold, folded in the arms of death, on that plain where many Spaniards found their graves, I first drew breath,” Armada quoted.
“Calderon, sir?” Lucas asked.
Armada nodded. “Our company had spent months putting down a rebellion in the north,” Armada said in a voice that made him sound much older. “We were exhausted and happy to be sailing back to our barracks and warm beds, which were just a few leagues away. On the third night, we were hit by a storm and were forced to take shelter in a small bay that wasn’t on our maps…”




Chapter Thirty-Nine





Sancha put the dinner on the table, same as she always did. As usual, the children raced about, and she had to scold each of them several times to calm them enough to eat. It was nothing out of the ordinary, but tonight there was extra conviction in her voice. For tonight she wouldn’t be getting much sleep, and it meant she had even less patience for her children’s antics.
Her parents were finicky with their food, but she was grateful that her mother at least had a few mouthfuls of the warm carrot soup she’d made. If anything, it would warm her cold body enough to get a bit of sleep that night. Given the dramatic events of the past few weeks, with so much gossip flying about, it was no wonder her mother had trouble sleeping.
Yet it did make it difficult for Sancha, who, despite the exhaustion that came with running her household, had always been a light sleeper. So when her mother was up in the night and dawdling around the house, especially during one of her episodes when she believed she was still a young woman and would try to clean the house as if it were her own, it meant Sancha got very little rest.
But the events had the opposite effect on her father. Once a shrivelled shell of a man who had never gotten over the fact he had gotten too old to keep fishing, the news around the pueblo
had brought him back to life. He talked about everything he had heard, his mind now having something to dwell on, to deconstruct and understand in that meticulous fashion of his. He had heard all the theories of what had happened with Esteban Marañón and with the old alcalde, Figueroa, and had figured out what was happening with the smuggling ring and Jose Encinas before anyone else had. For that reason alone, Sancha wished the drama would never end. Her father seemed twenty years younger, especially when he went to the tavern for the first time in years, as that was where all the best rumours were being traded around.
There was a chill in the house despite Sancha’s efforts at stoking the fire. They were reaching the coldest part of the winter now, which meant Sancha worried more for her parents. She’d spent the autumn sewing extra blankets for everybody, using bits of old fabric she’d been collecting from around the pueblo. The children would have to share, but they didn’t seem to mind. They had lived their whole lives sleeping on each other like stray dogs. Sancha found it adorable, as she knew it wouldn’t last.
Supper went as expected, and everyone seemed to enjoy the soup. Sancha was tired from a long day of running errands, especially since that afternoon was the day for getting water from the fountain. But she couldn’t think about that now. There was still so much to do tonight. And the first thing was to let everyone in the family know what she was planning.
“That’s mad,” was her father’s reaction.
“You shouldn’t have to do something like that. It’s not your job. You have more than enough to do here,” her mother said.
“There’s no one else who is willing to. So it falls to me,” Sancha said. She had long since decided, so she wasn’t allowing any argument on the issue.
“If anything happens, or you need anything, you can send one of the children to fetch me. It’s not like you won’t know where I am.”
“Please, Sancha, be reasonable. It’s too much,” her father protested.
On and on the conversation went. Sancha let them try to talk her out of it, for she knew her parents tired easily. And soon enough, the children were yawning, and her mother was threatening to fall asleep at the table. So Sancha told them they could discuss it more tomorrow. She helped everyone to bed and made sure they had water and candles and everything they would need.
An hour later, the house was quiet. Sancha’s body was used to settling in to her own bed now, and she struggled to stay on her feet as she grabbed a bag she had packed earlier, kissed her children on their heads, and slipped out the door into the cold night air.
The town was quiet and dark, with everyone’s shutters closed to ward off the worst of the cold. Many of the chimneys had smoke rising from them, although this late at night few were being stoked anymore. Sancha made her way west, where the jumbled houses of town gave way to dusty tracks that seemed to disappear into the darkness. Just beyond this darkness, the moonlight was enough to cut out the outline of the ridge above her head and the tower that sat just above.
But Sancha had grown up walking these trails. She knew every step of them, so she marched into the darkness, making her way through the weeds and along the hillside and crevices in the landscape until she found herself in a clearing.
She had long since lost her breath, especially for the last stretch of the walk, which seemed to be all uphill. She took a moment and doubled over, breathing in gulps of the freezing air into her lungs until they calmed. She stood up then to find she was standing in the debris-ridden remains of the old army camp. It had already been pillaged by people in the pueblo
for valuables and good building materials, so all that was left were the shells of a few of the shelters and the remnants of a firepit. The air was much colder up here, but it was also easier to see by, as there was little to block the moonlight.
Sancha turned towards the tower and was soon standing at the base of it. She gazed up at it, remembering how high it had seemed the first time she’d climbed up there. The rope ladder had been left dangling, so Sancha grabbed it and scampered up the ladder, taking no time to glance below.
She was soon squirming her way in through the entrance at the top and found herself sitting in the tiny room with the conical ceiling once again. It was cold up here, but she’d come prepared. Sancha pulled out a small wool blanket she’d folded up in her bag and laid it out to sit on, then grabbed a bit of bread and some cheese she had brought with her, as she had been so busy making sure her family had enough to eat she had forgotten to eat any for herself.
She wondered what the soldiers had gotten up to during their long shifts up here in this room, which led to thoughts about whether they would ever return. Many in town were glad they were gone. And it was here where Sancha really saw the lasting legacy of Martin Figueroa. For he had managed to convince so many that the soldiers were the source of all the sin in town. With the army gone, many believed the town would return to a time when it was more pure and innocent.
Sancha knew this was silly. There had always been vice in La Herradura. The men there had always indulged in gambling, drinking, and women of the night. The army had only joined in the fun. They hadn’t brought anything new.
But because of Martin’s influence, everyone in town seemed to agree it was better they were gone. But few seemed to remember that the threat of pirate raids remained. And for all the soldiers’ faults, they offered at least some kind of defence.
She had brought up this very issue at the last town hall meeting and had been met with resounding agreement. It left them vulnerable, and they should all do something about it. It was then Sancha had proposed her wild idea—if the army couldn’t watch the coast, then the pueblo
would have to take it upon themselves to do it. This, too, was met with resounding agreement and lots of passionate discussion afterwards.
But it was during the days following, when Sancha went round to all the houses in town to sign the men up to a roster of watch duty, that she learned few of them had any interest. A lot of excuses were made, and no one seemed to have the time. Yet these same men could find the time to sit in the tavern and drink for hours.
In the end, there was no one in town willing to give up a precious night of sleep to watch the coastline. So there was nothing else for it. Sancha would have to do it herself.
She couldn’t do it every night, of course. A couple of nights a week at the most. And her days were already overfilled with taking care of her family, so the tower would have to sit empty then as well.
So it wasn’t perfect, but she couldn’t let the tower sit empty all the time. It wasn’t right. Somebody had to do it, so it might as well be her.
Besides, there was one advantage to such work that she was becoming blissfully aware of—she was alone. She couldn’t remember the last time she was alone. It was so quiet up here, with no children tugging at her skirt and no parents to worry about. Whatever was going on in her house, there was nothing she could do from here, so she might as well not worry about it.
Which left her free to indulge in her own thoughts, uninterrupted, for the first time since she was younger. She loved her family and would do anything for them. She never for a moment regretted getting married and having her beautiful children.
But it was nice, just once a week or so, to have a few hours to herself.
THE END
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