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JULY 5, 1524

VALENCIA, SPAIN
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The recorder, Gonzalos, took each of the dead man’s words and set them on the parchment, willing his hand not to shake in the sudden silence.

“Read the testimony, recorder.”

Gonzalos heaved a ragged breath. Then he lifted the document to his mouth and blew on it, drying the dead man’s last words. “Thus the testimony of Don Manuel Sifuentes begins. ‘Navarre will be the place where the sorcerer meets us,’” he read. “‘I’m telling you beyond all doubt that it will be outside Navarre. The Basque region. Vacanana. Cataluña. The Extremadura. In a small village in Provence, and in the Italian peninsula. It will be in Bologna. It will be in London, I swear to you. Zurich will be a point of reconnaissance and, eventually, a meeting place, drawing scholars from all over Europe, and that you must believe. The Maldives. Corsairs will harbor our companions. Brandenburg. Sevilla. Madhouse. Madhouse. I will go and await my Duchess on the other side. May the Virgin of Promachos greet me there.’”

Gonzalos cleaned the nib on a rag. The inquisition chamber was silent. He glanced through the lone black doorway, into the mausoleum, where the holiest and bravest of Valencia had been buried for eons. He studied the two white-marble angels guarding the stairway up into the basilica. Their permanence felt like peace to him.

Father Sanandrés came over to the dead man, looking down at him kindly, as though he had just tucked him into bed. Even in death, this Manuel is a magnificent specimen, Gonzalos thought, tilting his head to look at the prostrate lion of a man. Sixty or so, he guessed, with silvered, wiry hair upon his sculpted chest and in the matted beard of his pubic hair. He was far larger and more handsome than his two inquisitors, with a terrible scar in the center of his chest from a wound that would have killed a lesser man, Gonzalos imagined.

“After all that. What an absurd waste,” muttered Sanandrés, stepping backward from the corpse. He looked at Gonzalos, who pursed his lips ever so slightly in agreement, pointed chin beard bobbing.

“Oh, I disagree. We’ve learned much. Read it again,” said the lead inquisitor, Father Agustín Zacarías. He’d set his elbows upon the desk. With the bowl of bright, sweet lemons before him, he looked like a man contemplating breakfast, not the last words of a dead man.

Gonzalos and Sanandrés had begun reciting a rosary for comfort. They did not stop, but each looked at the old inquisitor as they prayed.

Zacarías interrupted them. “Please read it again, I said.” He had bowed his forehead against his fingertips in concentration. His eyes were shut tight. “I can almost see it. Read, now.”

Gonzalos was not an official notary, but he had been assigned to this morning’s work by Zacarías. Gonzalos was just a year into his duties in the Valencia Inquisición. Zacarías was even newer, but his seniority documents and bona fides came from on high, the Vatican, so Gonzalos was eager to find his favor. Picking up the parchment, Gonzalos read the last statement once more. He was made nervous by the anger vibrating from the exacting and steadfast Father Sanandrés, a powerful inquisitor here in Valencia. Sanandrés began to pace and breathe heavily in distress, sweeping off his filthy leather smock and sighing in fury as Gonzalos read.

When Father Zacarías produced a small dark roll in his fingers, Gonzalos stopped reading midsentence. He watched the old man light the tiny roll off a gleaming brass oil lamp and take a puff from one end. Gonzalos had heard of cojibas from sailors returning from the islands of New Spain. But he had never seen tobacco used before. In the hallowed darkness of La Inquisición’s windowless chamber, the smoke of it smelled exotic, imperial.

“How did a priest in Valencia come by a cojiba roll?” Sanandrés said in wonder.

“Never mind. Continue,” Zacarías said.

“No, don’t, Gonzalos,” Sanandrés interrupted. “There’s no need.”

Smoke spooled from Zacarías’s mouth as if he were a mythical smoke-breathing beast. “Gather yourself, Sanandrés.”

“That testimony is useless. You know that.”

“Quite incorrect,” Zacarías said evenly. He was so calm that Gonzalos could scarcely believe the Father Inquisitor had been screaming in anger just a few moments ago. “This testimony tells me exactly what I need to know.”

Wincing from the tobacco smoke drifting toward him from Zacarías’s burning roll, Sanandrés said bitterly, “None of these words matter because words spoken under this level of duress are meaningless.”

Zacarías reached out his hand and snapped his wrinkled fingers at Gonzalos, then gestured for Gonzalos to hand him the parchment. Zacarías read it silently, one hand upon his desk, Vatican signet ring on display (for Sanandrés’s benefit, no doubt), with the roll held between his fingers like a delicate quill. “The dilemma facing a man of substance who must conceal something is not how to resist speaking but how to create a fog around the truth. The man you just tortured, Sanandrés, is a brilliant fellow, capable of the greatest subterfuge, but he must speak truth eventually, for that is the man he is.” Zacarías paused, flashed his perfect white teeth at Sanandrés in a smile, then raised Gonzalos’s document and said, “Listen, when Manuel Sifuentes said, ‘Navarre. The Basque region. Vacanana in Cataluña,’ he was narrowing in. See that? He could not help himself. He is a logical thinker, and he is crossing a map in his delirium, here. To Vacanana he went. Then he caught himself. He pulled back. ‘The Extremadura. In a small village in Provence.’ He is running away now, to the Italian peninsula. To Bologna. Then he sails into absurdity, into the pain you were giving him. ‘London.’ We know that Sifuentes planned to hold a meeting in the next fortnight with a foreigner he called ‘the sorcerer.’ Sifuentes could not have reached London in that time. Bologna? Zurich? Simply nonsense from this point on.”

“Vacanana.” Sanandrés was seemingly torn between his apprehension and his curiosity about the lead inquisitor’s deduction. “In Cataluña. You’re probably right. The book will be brought there. But how do you know about this meeting?”

“Please transcribe what I am about to say into the private record of this Inquisición, Brother Gonzalos.” Zacarías waited for Gonzalos to set a fresh page of parchment before him. He gave the traditional introduction of the date, his name, and his rank, and then said, “I believe this ‘sorcerer’ is an astrologer, a student of mysticism that Manuel Sifuentes met during his campaign in Italy. Many scholars come to Cataluña from all over Europe to learn from the last true Cabalists there. Filthy Jewish marannos. Please, strike that last. Very good. Continue. Sifuentes intended to meet with one of these foreign scholars in order to translate the ancient book that he stole.”

“Manuel Sifuentes stole the book? And how do you know that?” Sanandrés was rubbing his muscular shoulder, which was probably quite sore from hoisting the prisoner by rope, Gonzalos imagined.

“Very well. Strike that,” Zacarías said to Gonzalos, annoyed. “Say, ‘A tome that came into his possession.’ No, strike that. Say that he ‘apparently owns this notorious Book of the Seven Hands.’”

Gonzalos nodded. “‘Don Manuel Sifuentes wished to translate the notorious Book of the Seven Hands, which he apparently owns.’”

“I am in your debt.”

“But where did that information come from?” Sanandrés said. “About the book. About the meeting with the foreigner. And astrologer? That didn’t come from this testimony.”

“You must listen more carefully, Father. Our man was eager to part with information today,” Zacarías said. Then he continued transcribing. “We also know that the two students who have long done his bidding are traveling to meet their dearly departed master in Cataluña. One of them is Alejo Lope, the famous Algerian hostage who acquired the book for his teacher. Alejo is a red-haired fellow, bearded, powerfully built, with astonishing agility, perhaps traveling with gitanos, whom he loves. I have also deduced—”

“Deduced?” Sanandrés asked.

Zacarías ignored him. “Continue, Gonzalos. Alejo Lope is a swordsman, but not the equal of the other, a slight, handsome rake with jet-black hair and a thin mustache. That man can defeat a score of enemies in a skirmish as easily as if he were slicing bread for supper.” Zacarías’s watery blue eyes sparked with malice. “He is the legend known as the Great Basilio, whom Sifuentes here dearly loved.”

“Sifuentes never said any—”

“I recommend that La Inquisición of Valencia and La Inquisición of Cataluña collaborate to capture these two confederates of the criminal—”

“Stop.” Sanandrés said, pointing at Gonzalos’s parchment.

Gonzalos lifted his quill but kept his head down, bowed over the parchment.

Sanandrés turned, looking ready to pounce on Zacarías. “You’re reading hearsay into the record.”

Zacarías smoked his cojiba roll for a long quiet moment in which the three of them listened to the angelic sound of a choir that had begun practicing overhead in the cathedral. “I assure you I am not.”

“Who is this Manuel Sifuentes?”

Zacarías said, “You’ve never heard the stories about him, the Knight of a Thousand Enemies?”

Sanandrés seemed to hear something strange in the older inquisitor’s voice that made him fold his arms and lean forward. “Go on.”

“A mercenary. A murderer. A thief.” Zacarías pinched the cojiba roll with two fingers until it no longer smoldered, his ring shining dully in the oil-lamp light. Then he slipped the stub into a pocket beneath his robe. “You tortured him at the request of the Vatican itself, and you did well, I will report.”

Sweat began to bead upon the brow of Sanandrés. “You’re lying,” he whispered in realization.

Zacarías’s upper lip curled like a wolf’s. “What did you say to me?”

Perspiring freely now, Sanandrés listened to the far-off, ethereal singing, his jaw set and his eyes darting wildly, as if he were about to answer the choir’s music with a cry of anguish. “Why should a thief matter to the Vatican?” he said.

Gonzalos watched as Zacarías stammered for a moment then clamped his lips tight in a line of indignation.

Sanandrés waited. Gonzalos knew this pause. Sanandrés was skilled at using silence. He knew its effect on those who might be inclined to speak.

The two inquisitors glared at each other.

The oil lamp’s flames hissed at the dark.

“These men stole the notorious Book of the Seven Hands in order to revive an anti-Papist cult,” Zacarías said. “The Vatican wants the book recovered and the cult stamped out.”

“He said he knew your face.”

Zacarías blinked rapidly, and his seamed, wrinkled lips pursed.

“I think I tortured Manuel Sifuentes because you wanted revenge upon him.”

“The Vatican issued the Papal Bull, not I.” Zacarías spat out the words. Before he could stop himself, he added, “They came to me.” The old priest’s face contorted in a slight moue of self-loathing, and then he swallowed before fixing on Sanandrés with hard, grave eyes.

“In that case, the Vatican came to you because Don Manuel wronged you,” Sanandrés deduced.

Zacarías patted his pocket where he had put the tobacco roll, then folded his fidgeting hands.

Sanandrés’s face was drenched with sweat as he bowed his head, damp black hair hanging in his eyes. “I killed this man. You didn’t even extract the information you wanted from him.”

Zacarías cleared his throat. “On the contrary. The information I confirmed today about Basilio has been sought after for decades, Sanandrés.”

“Bah. You liar. Manuel never even uttered the name Basilio,” growled Sanandrés, wiping his wet face against his shoulder. “You’re grasping now that you’ve been found out.”

“No, Sifuentes confirmed my suspicions when he spoke the name Constanza. Remember that? The woman who spurned Manuel Sifuentes at the altar? Recorder, read back that part. The part when I asked about the Duchess’s death.”

“You’re a mad viper,” Sanandrés said.

“I’m rooting out a viper! A nest of them! I am on the verge of gathering crucial information about the Duchess Constanza from her father in León,” Zacarías said, hot and self-righteous. He shoved his chair back from the desk. “When I have it, I’ll send it to the archbishop in Barcelona, for he has a long-standing case of inquiry about that murderer Basilio.”

“This is insane. We did nothing but hammer Sifuentes for the last hour about the location of the book! About where he’ll meet the ‘sorcerer’ who will translate it. Now all you want to talk about is Duchess Constanza and the Great Basilio?” Sanandrés said, mocking the old inquisitor. “What does any of this have to do with the book you’re after?”

Zacharias squared the corner of the parchment with the corner of his desk. The gesture was gentle, but the air around the old inquisitor chilled with menace. “Basilio can resurrect this cult of Sifuentes’s. I must locate the book before Basilio does, and if I cannot, I must destroy him.”

“God be with you in that,” Sanandrés said. His voice became animal-like, hounding. “Did you even see that Sifuentes was descending into death, where that secret you crave would reside with him forever? Did you see it when I lifted him? When I watered him? No. You don’t even see it now. Well, let me be the one to tell you. Sifuentes beat you. Broke you.”

Zacarías aimed his body at Sanandrés again. “You are a skilled inquisitor. But I am not broken, and you know nothing of the great care I took in questioning Sifuentes.”

“It’s astonishing that you hold any station of rank in La Inquisición, let alone the Holy See. Who are you, Zacarías? Why would a priest from Valencia carry a cojiba roll? You’re no priest but a nobleman, I swear. Who are you really?”

Zacarías’s eyes widened in fury.

“Ha. I’m right. I can see what an old joke you are,” Sanandrés shouted with a mocking, mad laugh in his voice. “A nobleman with an old grudge against a dashing knight who—”

Gonzalos heard a gasp, and it took him a moment to realize it had escaped from his own lips.

Gonzalos had seen a wolf attack a man once. The animal had leapt upon a farmer, ripping the fellow’s hand right from his arm. But never had Gonzalos seen a human being move with the terrible swiftness of Father Zacarías as the old priest burst from his chair with an espada corta, the kind of slim sword a street brawler would use, slashing Sanandrés across the throat before he could raise his hands to defend himself or call out for help. Sanandrés fell backward, then turned over onto his side next to Manuel Sifuentes, curling his arms and body around the crimson wound in his throat.

Zacarías produced a handkerchief and wiped his brow. He made to wipe the blade, then stopped himself and turned to the scribe.

Gonzalos was gripping the table so hard his hands hurt. Eyes bugging forward, he stared at Father Zacarías, in fear for his own life. All he had to defend himself with was his quill.

“This turn of events means that I need to write my own inquisitor’s report, and I’ll need your signature upon it,” Zacarías said, glaring at Gonzalos and tightening his grip on the espada. “You will never speak of this as long as you live, which might be a matter of moments or a very long time. It’s your choice.”

Gonzalos heard the threat in the old priest’s voice and nodded against his will. The Valencia Inquisición’s chamber throbbed with the drum of his own pulse. He felt as though his world were upended and draining as Father Zacarías knelt, cut the wire cordeles from Manuel Sifuentes’s thick wrists and fit the sword in Sifuentes’s left hand. He left the cordeles around the dead man’s ankles.

“Do you understand what happened here?” he asked, looking up at Gonzalos.

There was no breath to push forward his voice, so Gonzalos cleared his throat and tried again. “The prisoner attacked and killed Father Sanandrés?”

“By the grace of God, I killed the prisoner before he could cut his ankle bonds.” Zacarías stood slowly in what was either old age or an imitation of it—Gonzalos couldn’t be sure. “I shall miss that sword. Oh, and I meant to say, congratulations, Brother Gonzalos.”

Gonzalos blinked at Zacarías from behind the scribe’s desk.

“You are now employed by the Vatican’s Inquisición.”


JULY 13, 1524

IN THE DESERT OF THE PALMS
OUTSIDE VALENCIA, SPAIN
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Hot desert wind whipped the rider’s cape wildly. Speed was of the essence, but his black-and-white draft horse was climbing a hill face that had never been climbed by a horse before.

With the ancient Padrona huffing and foaming, Alejo stood in the stirrups as if to lift the old draft horse up the rocky hill face, threatening to beat her, make sausages out of her, cook her, feed her to the children of Italians if she didn’t climb faster.

“Jai! All four legs with fennel and bacon!” Alejo scolded. The wagon road at the top of this mount was so close now, he could have walked up there faster on his own. “We have to get off this open hillside before the Red Spurs get to the valley. Jai! Up! You want to be soup?”

Padrona snorted and whinnied. She lunged upward in little mountain-goat hops, gravel skittering under hoof.

The punishing sun. Oven-blast wind. The heat from the horse’s overworked body. Alejo was on the verge of being cooked alive himself, but his master and teacher, Don Manuel, had sent word for him in Valencia to ride to the hiding place of the book with “hellspeed,” and so hell is what he’d beaten out of the selfless and indefatigable Padrona. Making matters worse for her, Alejo was being hotly pursued by the Marqués of Málaga’s Red Spur knights. After two years of avoiding these old enemies, Alejo had somehow attracted their attention, and the relentless Red Spurs had sniffed out his trail three days ago in Valencia, where he was seeking word from Don Manuel. They’d been hounding him ever since.

Aiming his red beard into the wind, he looked back down the way he’d come. The dusty green and gold chaparral below wavered with heat devils. That, or his vision was blurring. With a last kick from Alejo and a pathetic surge, Padrona heaved herself between great cracked boulders, and horse and man almost collapsed together upon the summit road.

As he listened for hooves from the valley below, Alejo slid from her back and stroked Padrona’s black-and-white neck. “You climbed a mountain,” he whispered, urging her off the summit road into the cool shade of the cork oak woods. “Don César must be taking his men all the way around to the switchback road because their steeds aren’t as strong as my woman, huh? We have a few hours and you live to see another day without me cooking you. God, you are magnificent! Let’s get you to the well.”

In the cool green light of the oak grove, the mare perked up, seemed to remember the way and began muscling past Alejo to get to the stables, the sweet oats that used to be waiting for her. Alejo reined her close, cocking an ear toward the farmyard. He couldn’t hear anything that made him suspicious, but he drew his espada and whispered reassuring words to the horse as they continued at a careful walk.

The squat, gnarled cork oaks thinned, giving way to the southern arm of the old orchard, where the smell of rotting citrus was oddly reassuring. It reminded Alejo of the storage shed and of packing oranges with the gitano kids to send to the missions and monasteries on the hems of the desert. The children of pickers, those kids had been. They loved dancing with him at their fiestas, and so did their mothers, uncles, grandfathers, and aunts. Basilio had always called them Gypsies, but gitanos weren’t from Egypt, even if they sometimes claimed they were, and “Gypsy” was becoming an epithet that meant con artist and robber. Alejo hated that. gitanos were pouring into Spain, that’s for sure, and many loved the caravan life. But many loved working and playing hard. Like him, these gitanos could outdrink, outdance, and outlast everyone around them. He had many happy memories of those long days of training with sword followed by simple farm work and a night of dancing to violins that wrung him out into hard, nourishing sleep.

By contrast, Alejo had slept five hours a day ago. Too paranoid to sleep, he feared the haggard and twistedly pious Don César was coming to slit his throat in the night.

Alejo hadn’t set foot on this farm since the night these buildings were set ablaze two years ago. The barn was nothing but a ragged foundation now, and Don Manuel’s beautiful maset—his farmhouse mansion—just a rectangle of battered stone. That was where Don Manuel, Basilio, and Alejo had met the Red Spurs, executing the don’s desperately brilliant feint in his lovely dining room, of all places, and giving Basilio time to hide the Book of the Seven Hands. Now, Alejo stood stunned on the edge of the barnyard, as if he could feel the heat of the buildings burning before him, and then his storied weeping began. Loud, strangling sobs. Tears the size of doubloons poured down his face until his mustache and ginger beard were wet, and even the front of his dusty black doublet had wet spots upon it.

Padrona shook loose of Alejo’s grip, and, with an impatient huff as if embarrassed for him, the mare shouldered past him to the stables.

Alejo imagined the don admonishing him for growing so attached to things and places. But he couldn’t help it. After twenty-five years, this was more his home than the one in which he’d been raised. At the age of sixteen, Alejo had come here from the bullrings of central Castile to learn the don’s fighting art—la destreza, the skill—and here Alejo had met his blood-brother, Basilio. It was in the drawing room of the maset, when Alejo was nineteen, that Don Manuel cracked opened the universe for him, revealing that la destreza had been kept alive by certain knights within the Order of Calatrava, itself an old and holy brotherhood of knights in Spain. But this order within an order was something else. It had been the secret weapon of the Holy Roman Empire and the Vatican, fighting in Constantinople, in the icy north of Europe, and as far away as the Silk Road—even carrying out clandestine missions in reconquering Spain, taking it back from the Arab caliphate. Despite the years, the flame of la destreza was still flickering, Don Manuel said, with only a few alive to keep it burning now.

Jaded, the child of a nobleman, Basilio didn’t care about the don’s history. More likely, he didn’t believe it. But Alejo was a nobody, the youngest child of an extremely poor family. One day, his father’s turnip farm would be given to his oldest brother, so he swallowed the don’s history in great draughts and loved it. It was beyond any dream that he dared to dream that he should be the heir of anything, let alone something as old as El Cid or grander than the Carolingian kings. Lying awake in his finely furnished bedroom in the maset, the young turnip farm boy was haunted by the horn cries of those ancient, knightly brothers of his, calling for Alejo from fog-shrouded and forgotten valleys of time to join them now and scoop up their bowing banners before they dipped into mist and out of history forever.

So Alejo became the student and companion of Don Manuel, the noted Comendador of the Knights of Calatrava, to distinguish himself in the Italian Wars, yes, but more notably, to recover the lost art of that other order. He went on quests, sometimes with Basilio, to track down and recover manuals on ancient martial arts, in hopes of finding one that referred to la destreza. Alejo’s favorite scars were gathered during these quests. The broken ribs he’d suffered stealing the German spear manual from a crime lord in Granada. The vicious powder burns from the French attack on Don Manuel’s library in Milan. The worst, though, was not a physical wound but a blow upon Alejo’s mind and soul. Having stolen the Book of the Seven Hands and sailed out of Málaga with the deadly Red Spur knights in pursuit (for the first of many times), Alejo was captured and held in captivity as a hostage of the Barbary pirates, and it had almost undone him. After six years in captivity, Alejo returned to the farm and gave the book to his master. Seeing the stunned look on Don Manuel’s face was the happiest moment of Alejo’s life.

Now, stepping over the charred beams of the old barn, spiked through with tall blue-green grass and crackly dry hedges of matorral, Alejo needed to recover the Book of the Seven Hands from where Basilio had hidden it during that last fight, and leave this place behind for good.

Just then a noise hooked Alejo’s attention.

Unaccountably, Padrona was drinking.

Alejo raised his espada. He couldn’t see the troughs from where he was standing, so he high-stepped through the grass and barn wreckage and sneaked to the stable, where he pressed his back flat against its hot south wall. With a quick bob of his head, he took a fast look around the corner, then flattened himself against the wall again to assess what he’d seen.

Padrona was swishing her long white tail in delight and drinking happily, sloppily. There was so much water in the trough, in fact, that she was splashing it all over the white hair of her forehooves.

A full trough? That wasn’t going to be rainwater, not in the chaparral. Virgen de Promachos, somehow the Red Spurs had beaten him here, Alejo thought.

But he hadn’t seen horses. He hadn’t seen bags, squires, or any signs of knights. It didn’t make sense. Alejo bit his scarred and twisted lip angrily. The message from Don Manuel had said the time had finally come and the three of them should meet at his old homestead north of Valencia as soon as humanly possible. Whoever arrived first should recover the book and ride like hell to Vacanana as soon as two of the trio were together.

Oh.

As the pinpoint tip of an espada pressed into his neck, Alejo thought, I always figure these things out just a second too late.

The sharp tip pushed him back till his boot heels were pressed against the slat-board stable wall.

Alejo cranked his dark eyes sideways to look up the length of the sword and saw the perrito guild-sigil stamp in the forte at the hilt—just like his own sword, it bore the mark of Don Manuel’s favorite Toledo smith. Black Andalusian leather gloves grasped the hilt. A sleeve of a black silk.

“You’re dead,” Basilio whispered to him.

“Oh, hello. Yes, I see your sword there.”

Basilio kept the espada pressed hard against his throat, his ramrod-straight arm in perfect Don Manuel–taught posture. He was standing to Alejo’s left, having snuck up behind him along the south wall of the stable. “You have something of mine,” Basilio said.

Alejo looked up along the sword blade. “Syphilis?”

Basilio sighed and lowered his espada slightly. “Lie down on your stomach.”

“Why?”

Basilio offered Alejo a fast, treacherous little stab. Without a thought, Alejo’s reflexes had spun him and rolled him away, so that he was now on one knee, glancing up at Basilio’s espada jabbing into the stable wall where he’d just been cornered. Alejo watched as Basilio yanked the espada free with a sneer. Good God, his old friend was annoyed that he hadn’t stabbed him in the face again? Why?

Alejo grimaced, his scarred lip twisting. “Aren’t we here to retrieve the don’s book?”

“Eventually.” Basilio took a step to his left, forcing Alejo back against the stable wall, and then struck his perfect dueling pose again.

Still kneeling, Alejo got a good look at his compadre for the first time in two years. Basilio’s black silk shirt was dusty from riding, and a ferocious purple bruise darkened his left eye. His hair was black and slick, his brows were heavy, and a full, sculpted mouth on a narrow face made him look more artist than soldier. It was a mouth that announced his every mood, and right now Basilio’s mouth was angry, nasty, eager to prove something.

“You broke your promise to me.”

Alejo gasped in outrage. “What did you say to me?”

Basilio sidestepped with supple grace. He drew his dueling circle further around Alejo, sidestepping, sidestepping, feet never crossing—forcing Alejo to turn with him and place his back against the wall again.

“You broke your word, telling people you saved me, Alejo. Don’t lie. I heard the songs.”

“Songs?” Alejo lunged at Basilio again, the only way to free himself from the wall and get his full dueling circle back. He lunged again, and once more. “What are you talking about? Songs?”

Basilio chambered his opponent’s thrusts easily, giving the ground that Alejo demanded. “I heard them myself. The details were too exact. I know they came from you.”

To keep himself from getting backed against the wall again, Alejo sidestepped into the open farm field.

“Those songs burned through the Gypsy camps down the coast till the song came to me in Sevilla,” Basilio continued. “I got to hear all about how El Saltador saved the life of the Great Basilio.”

Saltador was how Alejo was known in Barcelona, and that made Alejo remember. “Oh. Well. There was that celebration…”

The one that blew way out of control. Ten months ago. When that much wine was flowing, Alejo was always careful not to talk about Basilio. But there was that gitana, the woman with the mole. With the voice that ripped through him with such dark anguish. Alejo was making up songs with her and her violinist brother in the main painted wagon.

Suddenly Alejo was on his back. He wasn’t even certain how he’d tripped, but he knew the fight was almost over as he scrambled backward. Basilio was thrusting, scanning the distance between them, noting how heavily Alejo was resting on his left hand, which foot Alejo had pinned under his heavy black wool breeches. Calculating every inch and angle between them, Basilio counted out his measures as if they were calm heartbeats and not deathblows, slicing and thrusting at Alejo as calmly as a butcher going about his business.

Alejo scrambled back away from Basilio, ready to leap to his feet, but the sword whirled down, striking Alejo’s near the forte. A second later, Alejo’s espada had flown from his hand. Alejo froze. It was a heart-dropping sensation to be disarmed, one that he’d only ever experienced in nightmares.

The Great Basilio’s sword point was now touching Alejo’s cheek. Alejo’s sweat was pouring down his face, into his red beard.

“Admit you wronged me,” Basilio said, his shapely mouth a grimace of hate and revenge.

With the don’s school destroyed, and his two closest friends scattered, the only places that had made Alejo feel alive were the gitano festivals and ulaques that traveled in boisterous caravans up and down the Mediterranean coast. Yes. He remembered the song now. He had been bragging to the woman with the mole and her brother. He’d staggered back from them tipsily and yanked off his doublet to prove what he’d told them. “I saved the Great Basilio,” Alejo had cried in despair and longing for his blood-brother. And there it was. The star-shaped shatter of the gonne-ball wound in the middle of his back. Almost two years old and it was still red-hot at the center of the star.

“Yes, hermano. I admit it,” he said to Basilio.

“Good. Now roll over.” Basilio’s mouth was a moue of sadistic delight. “Onto your stomach.”

Unsure what this was about, Alejo did as he was told and Basilio pounced on him, sitting on his buttocks. He was a narrow, ruthless little man who didn’t have the weight to keep a bigger fellow like Alejo down. But held prone and weaponless, Alejo dared not test the better swordsman.

A second later, Basilio’s sword was slicing Alejo’s doublet up the back.

“What are you doing?”

Basilio’s careful fingers searched across Alejo’s back and found the starburst of welts. Basilio held Alejo down, spread the skin around the wound, and then jabbed the point of his sword straight into the scar.

Alejo cried out in terror and his brain exploded as the sword dug into muscle, pain eclipsing his ability to make sense of what was happening. The sharp sword point turned and carved inside him and blood trickled into Alejo’s armpit. The sword point worked back and forth, down into Alejo’s flesh, and he gasped in pain and horror. The blade found the little iron ball and made sickening little scrapes against it inside his body.

Alejo screamed, out of his mind in pain. “Blasted, leprous, whoreson, murdering, treacherous…”

It felt like a bone leaving Alejo when Basilio finally levered the iron ball from his body. Alejo passed out for a dark, telescoping moment, and when he came to, he was listening to himself whine and wheeze, the full midday sun hitting him like a whip. Sweat was still pouring down his face, making his thick ginger beard damp and hot. Alejo could distantly feel Basilio dressing his wound.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Alejo groaned.

Basilio finished packing the wound and tying it off. He handed Alejo a skin of cool water. “That ball wasn’t yours.”

“It was in my back for two years!”

“Only because you stole it. You had no right to keep it and brag to your drunken—”

In a gush of emotion that brought several heaves of weeping with it, Alejo shouted, “Basilio, why are you angry with me, for the love of Christ? I took that shot for you!”

Like the shadow of a cloud passing across a field, Basilio’s face softened with real love before it went stony again. “You unmanned me.”

“You were running with the book and your lapels were up!” Alejo said helplessly. “You couldn’t see the arcabuz when Don César gave the order to fire at you.”

With savage contempt in his voice, Basilio said, “So you were ‘protecting’ me.”

“Yes!”

“Then am I your little damsel? Is that it? You must dive in front of a bullet meant for me?”

Alejo’s heart felt like it was blowing away.

“I’m saying—you never would have done that for Don Manuel,” Basilio snapped.

Alejo gaped at Basilio a moment longer, tears clouding his vision. He shut his mouth. The Knight with a Thousand Enemies? The don would have chastised Alejo like a dog, maybe beaten him and cast him from his service for good, if Alejo ever took a bullet for him.

But for the Great Basilio, there was much more at stake than rank and honor. There was—they all still struggled with the words—his truth. His dignity and a dignity in maintaining his truth.

I won’t lie, Alejo had said twenty-five years earlier on this very spot, glaring at his classmate over their crossed swords.

Don Manuel had just given them forged steel discs, charms that both would wear about their necks on chains till the end of their days. His beard was black without any frost in it yet, a desert wolf’s cowl riffling in the hot wind off the chaparral. Wrapped tight about the crown of his head like a corsair’s was the scarf he always wore beneath his crested morrión helmet. His cape whipping, he pointed a wooden training baton at Alejo. Let’s have it. Say your fears now or I cannot teach you. Will not teach you, Alejo.

You’re protecting this lie? he said, his face an open expression of astonishment as he looked at Don Manuel.

Basilio is Basilio! And that is not a lie. Do not use that word again! Well, yes, perhaps it is a lie, I see your point. But if it’s a lie, it’s a lie to nurture and to protect my first and most accomplished student, Don Manuel said, clearly struggling to keep a lid on his anger with Alejo, to give him a chance to understand. As a teacher of this art, I owe protection to Basilio. And to you, Alejo. I would die for either one of you, now that you are in my service.

Alejo was nineteen. It stung to hear that Basilio was first in Don Manuel’s eyes. I don’t even have the words for this.

There are no Spanish words, the don said. None that I know.

Basilio said to Alejo, The only word I care about is “dignity.” And that’s all I ask that you protect, if we’re going to be students together.

Alejo shrugged. You can have your precious dignity but I will live to be your better.

Well said and manly, Don Manuel pronounced. May I finally continue with the head-strike lesson?

Basilio was less convinced. We are equals?

Equals. Forever, Alejo sneered, still plainly seething.

And Basilio would not have that.

With only the slightest of movements, he delivered his espada point to Alejo’s mouth.

Oh, Basilio, Don Manuel said in disappointment, leaning on his baton like a cane, watching the blood pour from Alejo’s mouth.

In generations hence, swordfighters in Toledo and Madrid who knew the life and legend of the Great Basilio would repeat this maneuver in duels with careless opponents whose inattentiveness was perceived as insulting. This marking or branding became popularly known on the Continent as the Spanish Kiss, and Alejo was credited with receiving the very first.

While Alejo bled, Basilio shouted, The word you’re looking for is “dignity.” Promise you’ll protect mine, right now, or come at me. Basilio raised his espada.

What is not remembered in either Spain or the Continent is what happened after the first Spanish Kiss was delivered.

Blood pouring from his cleanly sliced lips, Alejo was angry enough to murder Basilio. But instead he dodged Basilio’s thrust with the hideous speed that Don Manuel had seen Alejo display in the bullrings and seized his fellow student in a rib-crunching bear hug.

Ha, ha, ha, ha! Alejo shouted, pulling Basilio’s head to his. Kiss me! And he wiped his wounded, bloody mouth over Basilio’s, kissing him until his whole face was just as bloody as Alejo’s. Kiss me, Basilio! Your dignity is everything to me! Ha, ha, ha!

You dirty son of a bitch! Basilio shouted, craning to get away from Alejo’s dripping wound of a mouth. You dirty, filthy whore of a—God, my shirt!

Don Manuel said, Well, that was far less manly.

Alejo didn’t let go until he was sure his blood had been forced into Basilio’s mouth. Then he dropped Basilio in the dirt and looked over at Don Manuel, blood rilling between his teeth.

I have found my word for Basilio, he said.

Don Manuel gave Alejo a sly smile and raised his eyebrows. And that is?

He is my blood-brother now.

Looking up at Basilio over two decades later, Alejo tried to smile, but his disfigured lip merely curled with menace. “I should have let you take that bullet yourself.”

“I agree. Thank you.” Basilio cleaned Alejo’s blood from the point of his blade. “Then we are equals again.”

Whispering, far-off hoofbeats filtered up to Alejo and Basilio from the switchback road.

“Wounded before the battling even begins.” Alejo twisted at the hips, testing Basilio’s dress of his wound. Then he grinned wolfishly at his compadre. “But to have you on top of me, stripping me, oh, that was paradise.”

“Be glad that was the only ball I cut from you.”

Basilio shielded his eyes from the sun and checked its position as he listened to the hoofbeats.

“A squad of fighters from Zaragoza has been pursuing me. They will be here soon.”

Alejo started. “Zaragoza? I suppose that makes sense. I assumed that would be the Marqués’s Red Spurs, who have been following me, but it is too soon for them.”

“No way to know,” Basilio said, helping his friend to his feet with a magnificent smile. “Let’s get the Book of the Seven Hands and see who shows up to kill us.”
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Barreling up the final length of the switchback road was the Vizconte of Zaragoza’s men, thirteen in total, who had been riding at a brutal pace ever since a certain swordsman had slain the troupe’s lieutenant in a raging fistfight that culminated in a duel three nights ago.

The soldiers dismounted about fifty feet from the stable. Nine of the men removed wheel-lock rifles from their equipment and immediately began assembling and loading the gonnes. A white-sashed officer in an absurdly tall-plumed sky-blue helmet swung from his horse and began mopping his face with a blue kerchief that was perfumed with something so potent that Alejo and Basilio could smell it from the outhouse.

“How did the Vizconte’s troops get here so quickly? They were a day behind me,” Basilio whispered. He flipped a coin.

“Heads,” Alejo said.

Heads it was.

In irritation, Basilio bit his lip. “Bastard rat-whores.” He looked between the cracks of the outhouse’s weathered plank walls. Outside, sniffing a lazy command, the Zaragozan in the pompous blue plume waved his kerchief at a mounted officer, who then produced a parchment and read it from the saddle.

“Basilio Arias de Coronado y Morrillo, known in the vulgar as the ‘Great Basilio,’ I am authorized by the court in Zaragoza of his majesty, the imminent and magnificent Holy Roman Emperor Carlos the Fifth, to arrest you for the following crimes.”

Basilio grunted. “They always do this.”

“…order to arrest you by the Adelantado de Cuba for the murder of the Indian chief Irrib on the Island of Hispaniola, the murder of the Indian chief Uruda in Santiago de Cuba, and the murder of the commanding Indian chief Rorij in…”

“What is all that?” Alejo said, frowning at Basilio.

“…crimes in Santiago de Cuba, along with scores of innocent Carib indians who were cut down by the Great Basilio before they could be converted and saved by the Holy Catholic Church. His esteemed and superb Adelantado de Cuba cedes his interest in this matter to his majesty Carlos the Fifth and authority in Zaragoza…”

“Cuba? You were in the West Indies?” Alejo said. “Is that where you’ve been for the last two years?”

“No, I’ve been here, mercenary jobs in Sevilla and Zaragoza, mostly,” Basilio said. “But I had to fake my passage to Hispaniola about a year ago in order to shake a jealous woman in Madrid. Ever since then, I’ve been hearing stories about myself committing crimes in the Spanish islands.” Basilio handed Alejo the dense coil of rope. “Here, wrap one end around your waist, and let’s get this—”

“Shh. I want to hear.” Alejo leaned his forehead against the outhouse wall so he could peer through a board-knot at the soldiers.

“…the despicable crimes of sedition, burglary, operating a gambling house and the selling of playing cards, the brewing of…”

“We don’t have time for this,” Basilio hissed.

“Half a moment.”

“…heinous procuring of females, and for the reckless endangerment of a virgin. You are also hereby charged with…—”

Alejo faced Basilio and smiled his broadest, proudest grin, nodding.

Basilio shrugged. “Well, that part’s true.”

“I’m proud of you.” Alejo wrapped one end of the rope around his waist, tied it and handed the rest back to Basilio. “How does one recklessly endanger a virgin?”

“The only thing I endangered was her rendezvous with a lover from Kiev.”

“Allow me to rephrase. How do you recklessly endanger a virgin?”

Basilio gave a wry smile and quoted the don. “‘In la destreza, the desire always wins.’”

Alejo handed him a small spade. “Your tool.”

Basilio gave the shovel a dark look from under heavy eyebrows. “This is a new low for the Duke’s line in Medina Sidonia.” The two had pulled up the floorboards of the outhouse before the Zaragozans arrived, and Basilio stood astride the pit, frowning skeptically into the shadows below his boots.

“Not new. You went down there two years ago.”

“Two years ago all I had to do was drop in the book. Now I have to dig for it.”

Alejo watched the Zaragoza men through the peephole. The squad’s attention was focused on the stables, where they could see Padrona slurping at the water trough. They were lined up as if they were about to execute the draft horse. “It could be worse.”

“I’m at the bottom of a latrine filled by you and your drunken Gypsy friends. It’s hard to imagine it being much worse.”

Alejo could hear the soft sounds of shoveling echoing from the bottom of the latrine. Then a hollow musical note sounded as Basilio’s spade struck metal.

The don’s iron Bible cask.

After a few more moments of Basilio cursing Alejo, he said, “All right. Pull.” He was obviously still trying to hold his breath. As Basilio’s raven-haired head emerged into the diffuse light of the outhouse, Alejo could see he was holding the rope one-handed, the little chest tight beneath his other arm. Alejo pulled hard to yank Basilio high enough so that Alejo could grab and hoist the smaller man out of the pit. But he pulled too hard, too suddenly, and the rope slipped through Basilio’s gloved hand. He fell and the rope cinched tight between them, almost dragging Alejo down into the pit. Basilio slammed against the wall of the latrine with a shout of surprise, and the chest flew from his grasp.

“Dog balls,” Basilio hissed, his voice strangled and urgent. “Lower me.”

Alejo let out the rope and a moment later, Basilio told him to pull. As he began dragging Basilio upward again, outside, Alejo heard the lieutenant say, “Come with me, you two. We’ll investigate the outhouse.”

Alejo began letting out rope.

“No! No! Up,” Basilio whispered. “Keep pulling me up!”

Alejo gave a little “ssst” to silence his friend. Then Alejo turned and could hear the spurs from three pairs of boots approaching. He drew his espada and stood flat against the outhouse wall next to the door’s cracked leather hinges.

A Zaragoza soldier opened the door and stuck his head into the outhouse. His gaze landed on the rope coming out of the pit. He followed it with his eyes as it coiled along the floor, slowly making sense of what he saw. A second later, the outhouse door was kicked inward and it struck Alejo in the shoulder, but only hard enough to annoy him. He shoved it back, hitting the soldier on the other side hard, and then Alejo leaped into the sunlight, his espada driving into the man’s chest, then out and in once more. Stepping over the body, Alejo entered the dueling circle of the lieutenant with the preposterous plume on his tall helmet. The officer’s face registered nothing but white-eyed surprise as Alejo’s third in the series of four thrusts hit him in the chest. The thrust didn’t kill him, so Alejo stepped forward into the fourth, which would kill the man.

But inexplicably, Alejo fell backward, hard on his ass, the rope stretched taught behind him.

Basilio cried out. “Aagh! Stop strangling me, you sodomite!”

Alejo mule-kicked himself upright and batted the lieutenant’s sword away with his free hand; in his peripheral vision, he could see the nine gonne men running toward him, weighted down with heavy bags of powder and shot. Alejo neatly swung his espada behind his back and sliced himself free from the rope, and the lieutenant came at Alejo again, chopping his ancient long sword at him in labored, overextended swings. Alejo’s blade turned aside thrust after lugubrious thrust, maneuvering the lieutenant in line between the rifles and himself, until finally, Alejo had retreated inside the door of the outhouse. He took a last, overly deliberate strike from the lieutenant and shoved him into the pit, grabbing the man’s big blue plume as he fell.

“Take care of that, Basilio!”

“Stop throwing people on me!”

“Fire!”

A shower of splinters exploded at Alejo’s face as screaming balls from the arcabuzes smashed into the outhouse doorframe.

The officer who had read Alejo’s arrest warrant called out again, “Fire!” And again, wood and dust filled the air in the outhouse.

“For the love of Christ, they’re shooting at us!” Alejo shouted. “We’re trapped!”

“No, I’m trapped. You can still get out!”

“Fire!”

Cracks and thuds sounded as the nine gonne men fired three by three, shooting and reloading, shooting and reloading, lead balls singing through the walls of the outhouse. Panicked and confused, Alejo crouched as low as he could, but he didn’t really have cover. Balls from the wheel-lock gonnes were big and dense, like little cannon balls, and the wooden planks of the outhouse might as well have been tinder. The little shack is going to last, Alejo thought. The front wall was almost gone.

“I see sunlight,” Basilio said, delighted. “I’d get out of there if I were you.”

Alejo turned, kicked out an escape hatch from the back wall and scooted through it. He still had no decent cover, but at least some of the arcabuz ammunition lodged itself in the wood of the back wall.

Just then, a huge volley came raining through the outhouse and the last walls crumpled in place.

But then the firing stopped.

“Reload, you stinking mules!” the officer shouted. Then he called out, “Is Basilio with you, Toreador? Do you surrender?”

“They broke sequence!” Basilio shouted from beneath the pile of wood.

He’s right, Alejo realized. They’d all fire at once. Before he could second-guess himself, he leapt over the stack of shattered wood and zigzagged at the gonne troupe, crouching and diving to make himself an impossible target. To the man, the gonne troupe frantically reloaded, ramming shot into the barrels, looking up and down again, distracted by the wild advance of El Toreador. They’d heard the stories, he could tell, by the way they looked up in fear from their gonnes.

One of the ten had remained calm, however, and stepped three paces forward, raising the weapon to fulfill his duty.

Alejo stopped dodging, paused long enough to get traction under his boots and ran straight at the one brave gonne man.

The officer shouted at his man. “Fire!”

Alejo crouched and bobbed his head downward, coaxing, willing the muzzle of the weapon lower.

The gonne man squeezed the trigger. The wheel-lock snapped forward. Lit fuse touched powder. The explosion hurled the iron ball at Alejo’s chest.

At the age of thirteen, Alejo had learned in the ring that the bull commits. It must fully prepare to draw a straight line with its frightening velocity, to bury horns deep into the enemy’s body, to commit to the “one strike” and deliver it with the will to destroy.

And the response to the arrogance of straight-line strategy is trickery. Once strength and will have been committed to the straight line, once the gonne has been raised, an adept properly trained in la destreza might somersault midair over bull or bullet, horns or hook rifle. Adepts had jumped midair like this for millennia in the Iberian peninsula, of course, hanging fetal over the backs of bulls, the deadly horns passing harmlessly beneath their floating bodies.

But none like this adept. Balding and deep in the chest, his arms wide like the Christ, with espada in one hand, absurdly blue plume in the other, Alejo landed upon his feet behind the gonne man amid the thronged rank of ten. Stunned at the impossibility of what they’d just seen, the men dropped their useless gonnes, grabbed at swords but stood now in the deadly arc of the espada of the adept, his dueling circle a slaughterhouse, the plume a shield of distraction. With arcabuz smoke still fuming in the air, Alejo was suddenly standing all alone, nine of the gonnemen lying at his feet. The officer too. Ten in all.

“Cleaning up after Basilio,” Alejo said with satisfaction, wiping his sword clean on an Zaragozan uniform. “The world is as it should be.”

Then a sound caught Alejo’s ear. It sounded like dogs at first, but then he realized it was the cry of many male voices, and as he listened, there came a rumble of hooves and then one voice was sailing over all the others, piercing like the call of a horn. It was Don César and his knights of the Red Spur.

“Rojo, don’t just stand there! Let’s go!” Basilio was shouting.

Alejo shot a look over one shoulder and saw Basilio’s slight black figure darting across the yard to the stable. He’d clambered out of the pit and demolished latrine, holding under one arm the iron cask that contained the ancient book.

“Did you see that? Did you see what I just did?” Alejo shouted back.

“Do you have a good horse?”

“All thirteen of them! Never mind. Padrona is with me,” Alejo said, running to catch up with Basilio.

“That nag is still alive? I owe her for what she did to me in Madrid. We have to meet Don Manuel and his Italian sorcerer in three days, so you’ll need a real steed.”

“I’ll have you know my woman brought me up the south face just now.”

“She did not. Impossible.”

Basilio dashed into the stable and stepped out again with reins in one hand, a magnificent stallion strutting behind him, muscles of its high perfect behind rolling beneath its glossy gold-brown coat. It had a royal neck and an imperious look in its eyes. Alejo hated it immediately.

“Meet Troya.”

“That matchstick will never make it down the south face,” Alejo said.

“We’re not going down that way,” Basilio answered.

“Padrona and I are,” he said, resaddling her. “You can stay and fight if you like, but those are Red Spurs from Málaga coming up the switchback, not your Zaragoza irregulars.”

Basilio’s mouth twitched in appreciation. “Well, we’re pressed for time,” Basilio said, mounting up. “I better help you get down the south face.”

Loops of the knights’ emblem of Red Spurs over a black cross could be seen on doublets and shields, as the Marqués’s men galloped into the farm just as Alejo and Basilio’s horses walked into the cork oak woods. The two were moving slowly and quietly, hoping to secrete themselves into the shadows beyond the stables unnoticed.

But Don César and his knights didn’t rein up or even slow. They came straight at the two across the farmyard, ignoring the scattered bodies and riding at a full gallop.

“Here they come!” Alejo shouted.

Weaving between the short oaks, the two rode to the wagon trail overlooking the deep lion-colored valley beyond. When they reached the outcroppings that marked the cliff’s edge, Alejo reined up. He looked down the south face, a tipping slant of sharp boulders, and couldn’t imagine how they had made it up. Padrona shivered in resistance beneath him, so he patted her neck. “Yes. Didn’t look so scary on the way up, did it?”

Basilio and his high-rumped horse came to stand next to Alejo and Padrona. Basilio leaned over to get a look and sucked breath through his teeth, studying the jagged boulders, sun-scorched tree skeletons, and an incline that looked like a cliff from this angle. “It’s a slide down into hell.”

“Frightened?” Alejo shouted and snapped Padrona’s reins. “Jai! Venga, mamacita!” Padrona began her tentative descent, huffing and snorting angrily and tossing her black-and-white mane. “You must trust me, señora. Come. I’m with you.” Finally, she came to an even steeper incline, testing it with her forehooves, and Alejo almost flipped straight over her head. He steadied himself and the great vista of the desert floor seemed to swing up into his face until there was nothing between him and the rocky plummet below. Stomach plunging, he cried out and leaned back as fast as he could, till his head was flat against Padrona’s tail.

Behind Alejo, Basilio was still goading Troya to take a first step. Alejo could look back easily from his absurd angle atop Padrona and see Basilio’s sleek stallion craning his neck back and forth, trying to look at anything but the drop-off below his hooves, screaming in sheer terror at what Basilio was urging him to do.

“It’s Basilio!” came the urgent voice of Don César, the gloomy, pious, self-important Red Spur who’d shot Alejo’s little cousin just three months ago in Granada. It took concerted effort not to rein up to go back for a sword dance with him.

Don César shouted, “Your arcabuzes, knights! They’re getting away!”

“Troya, it’s time!” Basilio was shouting. “Do it. Forward! Down! Go!” But then, swearing, Basilio dismounted.

“No!” Alejo shouted, looking up at Basilio almost upside-down from Padrona’s back. “Too many gonnes! You can’t—”

Gravel and pebbles suddenly roared away beneath Padrona’s hooves and she pitched to the left, almost rolling. Alejo swung leftward and lost the reins, but Padrona planted her thick forehooves, locking her legs, and sat her rump down, forcing Alejo forward in the saddle. He couldn’t look back at Basilio from this angle, but he could hear Troya, still whinnying and screaming in refusal.

As his old mare righted herself and slid like a toboggan down the south face, Alejo managed to grab the reins and wrench his neck around to catch a quick glimpse of Basilio standing before Troya on the cliff’s edge.

He was tying a black scarf across the stallion’s eyes.

Padrona let out a shriek as her wide black-and-white behind scraped across swaths of sharp gravel. Alejo threw his arms around her neck in desperation, her coarse mane whipping his face.

Then Alejo heard the sickening order, “Stand and deliver, caballeros! Kill that man!”

And then, the horrifying din of an arcabuz barrage.


JULY 14, 1524

VACANANA, CATALUÑA
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It was late. Three bells and the half-made moon could be seen through the highest windows of Castle Vacanana. Two blades were conversing inside the ballroom, she could hear, as steel slid along steel, and one of the fighters had a buckler too—she could hear the calm cymbal clangs as it conversationally worked the tip of a thick-bladed espada of some sort. The breathing of either man was not yet labored. The lady pressed herself against the wall outside the ballroom and listened. She was just in time.

“Who do you think I’m after?”

“It matters not.”

She felt she had heard someone speak this way before—proud and overly mannered—and she suspected she might know the man. Aragonese? She wondered.

“A Tudor spy has no quarry in Cataluña but mischief, and before you can capture some of it, I mean to dispatch you to hell.”

“To do that, you’ll have to show me how you dance in España. Fiddles up!” the other man replied—an Englishman, she surmised.

What a couple of mincing marionettes, she thought. Their exchange was a childish imitation of the port-town brawling in Sevilla, Lisbon, and Cádiz, where the mind-boggling wealth of the Indies and New Spain came splashing onto the docks like netloads of sardines, where sailors, conquistadores, gentlemen officers, privateers, and prostitutes all had to trade in a language of devastating insults in order to avoid a deadly fight with the quick, slim swords, the new espadas, that everyone carried for personal security. Mischief? Dancing? Fiddles? On the piers of Sevilla, these two would be cut open like a couple of mackerel, chattering on like this.

But they sounded like accomplished fighters, she had to admit, as a loud pass of clashing metal came and went with fierce, guttural oaths, followed by the quiet tip-tapping again. The lady far preferred listening to a real dialogue of sword points like this—the question and quick response, the teasing, and the angry flirting. Putting on her dove-gray leather gloves, she inched her espada from its sheath.

“I’m looking for a German alchemist,” the Englishman said. “I know where he’s staying but haven’t found him yet.”

“Try Munich,” replied the other.

She was more confident now that his accent was Aragonese.

“He’s here. I followed him from Italy.”

“Maybe you did. But the alchemist is Swiss, not German. Perhaps you weren’t aware?”

The Englishman threw metal at the Aragonese. As the pass quieted once more into sharp clangs and foot stamping, she could hear how each was panting and heaving.

“Let us work together, caballero,” the Englishman said angrily. “I want something in the alchemist’s possession, and you want the don. Well, I’ll deliver him to you. I have a man waiting to ambush him.”

“You? Deliver the don to me?” The Aragonese laughed in delight. “You couldn’t deliver a message. You couldn’t deliver a bottle of milk! Don Manuel would make you deliver his—”

Inexplicably, the Aragonese cried loudly in fury and pain. “Detestable snake! I didn’t even finish my insult!” A buckler and heavy espada clattered. Then a body crumpled upon the floor, hard.

“For Henry,” the Englishman muttered in bitter triumph. His sword clicked into its sheath. “You should have agreed to help me when you had the chance.”

The lady adjusted the crownlike mantilla pinned into her auburn hair so that the silver veils fell properly over her shoulders, down her back, and out of her way. Then, holding her espada behind the laced skirts of her dove-gray travel dress, she stepped into the ballroom. She took in the arrangement. The Aragonese was sitting on his rump, holding his thigh, which was gushing blood near the crotch. His sword and buckler were out of reach.

“Unbelievable,” the Aragonese said in whispered shock, looking at her.

The fair-haired Englishman gave a little ground so that he could face the woman and the Aragonese both. “What’s this?”

As she looked over the crest etched upon his shining breastplate, the lady chided herself for not recognizing the Aragonese man from his patter. He was Don Angél Sessé y Lacasta. A Red Spur knight. She knew Don Angél to be a doltishly loyal henchman of the Marqués of Málaga, a southern lord for whom she’d worked years ago. Most spies and personal henchmen of the Marqués had determined what the aristocracy had kept secret, that the Marqués had died during a trek to the Holy Lands two years ago, but pathetic Red Spurs like Don Angél remained dutiful knights errant, searching for the hated Don Manuel and the Book of the Seven Hands that he’d stolen from the Marqués.

“Doña Viray?” Don Angél said, still clamping his thigh with both hands.

Doña Viray nodded her head once by way of a bow, and her sword darted forward and stabbed Don Angél in the throat. The alarm registering on his face was upsetting to her, as was the sour smell of his body greeting death. Rey Carlos would not wish a Spanish knight to suffer, the lady thought, not even an idiotic one.

“The Lady of Viray?” The Englishman glanced nervously at the man she’d killed. He drew his weapon again. “Impossible. She’s a fairy tale. There’s no such person. Get you gone, woman!”

The Englishman gave plenty of ground as she followed him in her silent Turkish slippers to the center of the empty ballroom. Doña Viray lifted her espada and pointed it stiff-armed at the Englishman. He too lifted his sword, crossing hers, and took a decidedly Germanic posture. His widening eyes seemed to swallow the insanity of the situation—a French-looking woman dressed all in gray with a savagely broken nose and an espada so incredibly long and thin with such a deadly edge right down to the hilt. She could see that he knew the stories about her. While largely mythic—she hadn’t killed an entire regiment of marauding French soldiers or poisoned Ottoman Sultan Selim I—those stories had a delicious effect on her opponents.

“El caballero was correct. You are here without permission,” Doña Viray said. “Shall I go inform Lord Casal of your intrusion?”

Perspiration gleamed thick on his face from the last fight. “No, señora.”

“Señorita, you cad. Cataluña was claimed by Spain’s Catholic kings decades ago,” she said, tapping either side of his sword point with her own, testing his determination and grip. Neither were convincing. “Rey Carlos demands to know why the alchemist is here, and why a Tudor spy is violating the Treaty of London to find him.”

Again came the look of swallowing thoughts too big for him. “The alchemist has come to translate a book at the behest of a Castilian knight named Don Manuel.”

Doña Viray slashed at his face, and the man barely knocked her espada away in time. She hadn’t meant to do that, and she scolded herself. It was a reflex at hearing her former lover’s name. “And what is this book?”

“I’ve no idea,” the Englishman said curtly, as if finally realizing she was gaming him.

“You know where the alchemist is staying?”

“I’m close. Yes.”

He already knows. Doña Viray could feel the truth reverberating up the Englishman’s sword from a telltale tic in his hand. Ten years before, she had tried to show this method of truth detection to Don Manuel, her teacher and lover, but he had dismissed it, calling such truth detection silly and superstitious, a woman’s craft.

But Doña Viray could tell that the Englishman knew where the alchemist was in Vacanana. And he also seemed to realize she’d noticed the inadvertent clenching of his fist.

He went for his cape.

Doña Viray lunged.

The cape flew down, coiling around her blade, and the Englishman countered.

But in her left hand now was the daga de gancho. As she guided his sword aside with her dagger, she saw his eyes follow her hand, tarrying upon the crossed dagger and sword in the quickest blink of confusion. A weapon in the left hand surprised him, apparently.

As if from a sheath, her espada slid backward, out from his cape, and she leaned back on her hind foot, poised perfectly for a thrust. The Englishman’s entire belly was exposed. She had him. She’d disembowel him and force him to tell her the alchemist’s whereabouts as he bled to death.

But just then, a red cloak swirled before her. A priest dressed completely in scarlet was stepping between them.

“Diablo!” she shouted in frustration.

From beneath the red robes, a finely wrought espada flashed into view, and hers was beaten down.

Doña Viray leaped backward with a cry of surprise and outrage. The fact that he was a priest of the Inquisición with nearly as fine a fighting sword as hers didn’t matter; she threw a livid thrust at him.

Whirling, he beat down her two weapons a second time, forcing her back again. His face was invisible under a red hood and cowl, but in the shaft of moonlight through which he turned, Doña Viray saw his old wrinkled mouth grimacing.

“I should have guessed,” he snapped.

Then he faced the Englishman as if he knew she’d dare not stab him in the back.

He was right. She gaped in outrage at his red cloak.

Seeing two enemies before him now, the panicked Englishman immediately dropped into a defensive crouch. The espada of the inquisitor slipped under the Englishman’s parry, over his flailing black-and-silver cape, and found resistance briefly against bone and sinew. Then the old priest was muscling forward, maliciously driving the sword up into the man’s torso, the length of his old body flexing and shoving behind the steel.

The man gurgled, jabbering nonsense in his mother tongue. Then the inquisitor stepped back and let him fall like a sack of flour to the ballroom floor.

Doña Viray shouted, “That spy had information I needed.”

“Yes. He seemed to know where the alchemist is staying.” The inquisitor knelt and laid his sword on the wooden floor. He examined the Englishman, hooking a necklace from around the man’s neck, producing a crucifix on his fingertips. On the inquisitor’s finger was a Vatican ring adorned with the seal of the Holy See. The inquisitor began reciting in Latin over the dead man.

Doña Viray gave the wooden floor a furious stamp. “Devil, in the name of the Holy Roman Emperor Carlos the Fifth, turn and fight me!”

The inquisitor stopped praying and looked up at Doña Viray. Anxiety wrinkled his brow. “So,” he said, looking back at the Englishman, crossing himself, “the foreign-born Hapsburg king sent his most trusted and storied assassin, La Doña Viray, to recover the Book of the Seven Hands. How does it feel to loot Spain of its riches on behalf of Charles?” He pronounced the king’s name in Carlos’s native French.

“Once I find the book,” she said, “I’ll tell you how it feels. Pray, tell me where it is now, and I’ll spare your life.”

“In time. Someone is bringing it to Vacanana.”

Said with enticement. Did the inquisitor somehow know that she was hoping to kill Don Manuel on this excursion? No. He couldn’t possibly. But she rose to the bait, couldn’t resist it. “Who?”

“The lady knows who will bring the book.” The old inquisitor gave her a questioning look and pushed his sword still on the floor aside with his foot, showing her he was unarmed. “But can she tell me more about the book itself? If you know that, I can offer you a precious piece of information in return.”

Doña Viray sheathed her espada and daga and sneered at him. “I work for money, not information. And I don’t consort with old cutpurses posing as priests.”

“But look at us. We are consorting.” He reached up and pulled back his hood. “Just like the old days.”

If she was supposed to leap in surprise upon seeing his face, he was sorely mistaken. An old fellow with silver-white eyebrows and wrinkled skin hanging from his clean-shaven cheeks, his head covered in a tight red skullcap. She’d never seen this man before in her life.

The inquisitor laughed. “You honestly do not know me, Imelda?”

The lady looked back at him skeptically. She wondered if she did. She didn’t like the shaky, unstable feeling she was having. “No. Why? Who are you?”

He offered his hand, fingertips down, and she found herself moving to take his noble blessing, a response as natural to her as taking her own father’s hand.

Málaga. A decade ago. It was the last time she’d seen him.

Doña Viray immediately put her hand on her hilt. “What?” she hissed.

He’d been big-bellied and hale, with a hedge of a salt-and-pepper beard ten years ago. That man had commanded armies and the Red Spur knights in his blued, war-battered armor, and he’d protected the great city of Málaga from corsairs and the Turkish navy, from ships that he captained himself. This gaunt, unbearded granny was the same man? The inquisitor smiled at her, and, by God, she could see him now, the Marqués of Málaga in this skinny old man’s withered face.

“My lord,” Doña Viray said, giving a soft laugh of disbelief. “A priest? An inquisitor?”

“The Vatican came to me, asking me to help stomp out a very dangerous heresy, and I dared not refuse,” he said. “And you are here for revenge upon the man who wronged you long ago. Sifuentes.”

“You still refuse to call your archenemy ‘Don,’” she said in wonder. Doña Viray wanted to ask how this happened, how the Marqués had disappeared into the Holy Land, and how the powerful man had given away his title and life only to reemerge as a man dressed as an inquisitor of the Inquisición. Or was he an inquisitor? The ring on his finger looked authentic—a desk ring for stamping the Vatican seal. Only a very few were trusted with them. “Who are you known as now?”

“Officially, I am Head Inquisitor Zacarías from La Inquisición in Valencia, visiting Lord Casal and welcoming the arrival of a pilgrimage. But I am also here on behalf of the Vatican Inquisición.”

“And both offices are here for Don Manuel and his book, I take it?”

The inquisitor who was once Marqués of Málaga strode toward her, red robes swirling like smoke around him. “My book.”

She said, “Once upon a time, maybe. But the Royal Hapsburgs in Ghent say they owned the book once. Carlos’s grandfather wanted it too, and, now, so does Carlos. And so do I.”

He gave a familiar chortle, and she could almost imagine his belly shaking. “Tell me why you want the book,” he said. “You aren’t a collector, as Sifuentes was. Is.”

She refused to answer that question. “Rey Carlos as Holy Roman Emperor has sent me because he believes the book describes the arts of a secret society of powerful warriors known as the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae that stood against the Pope. They were disbanded and banned by Papal Bull, and I am here to enforce…”

The inquisitor’s eyes widened and his lips slightly parted, perhaps in awe.

She stopped speaking and watched him. “What?”

“Our paths. They are identical. I am here as the black hand of…” He caught himself and said, “I interrupted you. Please finish, Doña. You are here to what?”

The black hand. Good God, is that what he had been about to say? If it had been the old Marqués of Málaga speaking, the lady would have guessed he was about to lay down his law on some poor spy’s head. Was that how he saw her now? A spy? Was he really the Pope’s “black hand”? Was there such a man, after all?

Myths within myths. Disguises within disguises.

“I am here,” she said carefully, “to enforce the Bull on behalf of Rey Carlos, and I’ll do everything in my power to make sure that the order is not resurrected in Spain. Don Manuel never mentioned these knights to me, but his destreza is—it’s a powerful fighting form and should give a Holy Roman Emperor pause. I know. I’m one of its best practitioners.” She took a deep breath and said, “And you, my lord?”

“I carry the blessing of the Holy See,” the inquisitor said, holding his hand out flat, palm down, so Doña Viray could see the Vatican signet ring on his index finger. She looked at the keys and crown upon the ring and realized her lord of old very well could be the “black hand,” her counterpart for the Vatican, for Pope Clement VIII himself. “And I have come for the Book of the Seven Hands too.”

His waxy brown eyes lifted to hers apologetically, and hers, a cunning hazel, met his in acceptance. Then both their gazes burned, and the unsaid conversation was completely understood between them. The Papal Bull must be enforced. We must capture Don Manuel’s book. We’ll decide later who actually rides home with it.

Both nodded in satisfaction.

“It’s not enough to take possession of the book,” the old inquisitor said. “To enforce the Bull, you must also kill Sifuentes’s two students, no?”

“Basilio and Alejo.” The thought of that had distressed her deeply, ruining more than a few nights of sleep. She had nothing against either one of them and didn’t relish facing the Great Basilio. “Yes, I assume I must.”

“I’m prepared to help. I’ve set forces in motion so that Basilio will be waylaid for us,” the inquisitor said. “An archbishop in Barcelona has now taken a personal interest concerning the matter of the Great Basilio.”

“Basilio taken by La Inquisición?” She supposed that was best, though it broke her heart to consider what the swordsman would face in such a trial. “When are they due to arrive?”

“Soon,” the inquisitor said, exuding an air of total confidence. “Sifuentes, Basilio, and Alejo are traveling here separately, and Sifuentes booked rooms at the Sow’s Purse. We will find them there. That is my precious piece of information, given freely to an old friend.”

She couldn’t deny that the information was most welcome. “Thank you. Here’s my advice, also given freely. We must watch carefully but not take action too soon.”

“Why not?”

“Because even the simplest of Don Manuel’s plans usually explodes into chaos.”

“Well, well. We seem to be working together,” the inquisitor said happily.

“As long as I get what I want, and by that, I mean,” Doña Viray said, “the death of Don Manuel.”

The inquisitor grinned a cagey, enigmatic grin at her, saying, “Consider it done.”

Inquisitor and assassin stared at one another again for a long, tense moment. Both seemed to be thinking, And the Book of the Seven Hands for me.

Doña Viray turned away, facing the ballroom doors, and said, “Lord Casal’s night watch will be making their rounds soon. We’d best take ourselves away to our apartments.”

“My man Gonzalos is at the city gate, watching for Sifuentes and the others. And remember my name now, for the love of Christ. I’m Zacarías.”

“Understood, Marqués,” she said with a wry smile. She straightened her spine and brought in her elbows for a more feminine stance. Like a shifting optical illusion the swordswoman was gone. The set of her shoulders and angle of her haughty chin had transformed her into a delicate noble lady taking a constitutional through castle hallways. “Vizcondessa Pabla Cardenas de Villadolid will call you Father Zacarías from now on, I promise,” she said with her skirts sweeping across the ballroom floor.


JULY 16, 1524

VACANANA, CATALUÑA
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The town of Vacanana looked like a black fixture set into the side of this mountain, an iron-wrought candle holder glittering in the hot night. The gates were still shut, stalling the pilgrimage; everyone involved was irritable and red-faced about the delay, from the pages running torches and messages to and from the main gate, to the grape sellers waiting for customers uphill inside the walls. Angry discourse was passing between the caravan’s fore and the gate men, much of it misunderstanding, as the local emissaries tried to make their Catalan understood to the Castilian-speaking monks.

Down the winding mountain road, the nuns at the rear of the line were growing impatient. Sister Fiona, an apple-cheeked, elderly Mother Instructor from Our Lady of Eternal Sorrows in Barcelona, rubbed her eyes with an index finger each. Torch soot swirling down from the gate and sheer exhaustion were getting the better of her. “We paid for this visit months ago. Lord Casal knew in May we were making pilgrimage. This delay is disgraceful!”

One of the brothers walking just ahead of her turned and said ominously, “There is an inquisitor at the gate.” He was hooded and leaned upon a thick wooden staff.

A sister in the back said something in a cheeky tone, bringing a small shower of nervous twittering from the other nuns. It was that middle-aged nun from Barcelona who had joined their caravan this morning. The laughing and joking had gone on for miles.

“Sor Barbara,” Fiona pronounced, as if speaking the nun’s name hurt her mouth. “I will be glad to part ways with her. Such a bad influence on the others.” She said a small prayer to help guide that insolent, despicable nun.

At that moment, a crier stood up on the back of a mule positioned in the open gateway and addressed the caravan. “Oye! Good Christians! Oye! I bid you welcome to Vacanana from his esteemed and most noble lord Señor Anton Casal de Hernan y Parrella, royal knight of…”

Over the rest of the crier’s introduction came sighs of relief from the clergy, wagoneers, and teamsters.

“Bueno! Quiet, please! Quiet! Oye! Thank you, holy visitors! Your caravan will now proceed to the Cloister of Montfellade. The Sow’s Purse is the one inn in Vacanana but—”

A rousing chant for the wine served at the Sow’s Purse rose from a few soldiers at the gate.

“But—quiet!—sadly, it suffered a fire tonight, so we ask that you all proceed to the cloister. God keep and protect this holy company on its way to the Cathedral of Montfellade and in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen!”

After a cry of “amen,” the caravan began to roll forward, inching its way into Vacanana.

Before she could wish blessings to the hooded monk, Fiona noticed that he and the loudmouthed Sor Barbara had broken away from the company and were hustling off down a narrow street angling off into the cramped mountain town. Fiona wondered how they knew each other. Hadn’t the lame, hooded brother joined the pilgrimage just south of Barcelona, and she north of the city? She stopped to watch them. The monk’s limp was now more pronounced. And wasn’t it odd that Sor Barbara’s horse was weighed down with so many packs and so much gear? The long, rolled blankets? It became a pilgrim to travel lightly and modestly, on a mule perhaps. That stout little Gypsy dray of Sor Barbara’s was sturdy enough to carry a house.

When she finally passed through the gate with the other nuns from her cloister, Sor Fiona steered her mule to the crier and called him close, asking him to speak to the inquisitor.

A moment later, a priest in the crisp, perfect red of La Inquisición broke away from his roadside prayer with three richly dressed pilgrims and approached Sor Fiona’s donkey. He lifted his kind face, his black chin beard pointing at her.

“I am Father Gonzalos of La Inquisición in Valencia. Sister, please, how may I serve you?”
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The monk’s hooded head was bowed, and his left leg dragged in agony with every step as he led the piebald draft horse by the reins.

“Just a little bit further,” the nun said. “I think.”

The inn would be marked with nothing but a hanging sign or maybe a brightly painted door, they had decided, easy to miss in a cramped mountain town. Though the inn had suffered a fire, the proprietors of the Sow’s Purse might have made arrangements for other accommodations. They hoped. No doubt Don Manuel and this “Italian sorcerer” he’d hired to translate the Book of the Seven Hands were there already, wherever it was. Vacanana was a maze of right-angle streets, cramped as hallways, and whichever way they chose narrowed into boxes within boxes or trailed into dark, high-walled dead-ends.

“Jesus Christ,” Alejo growled after stepping on his friar’s hem for the third time.

“Quiet! What is it now?”

“This cursed robe is going to break my leg again.”

“The robe or I will, if you don’t keep your voice down.”

Ignoring Basilio, Alejo launched into another description of the cold bath he intended to take, the pillow on which he would rest his left foot, and the brandy he would drink when they found lodging. “There must be another inn, mustn’t there?”

For inveterate travelers like Basilio and Alejo, finding a public house with rooms at the end of a long journey was paradise—not only for its creature comforts but also for its complete rarity in Spain. In Italy and France, where they’d both served at war with the well-connected Don Manuel, travelers’ inns were everywhere. Over the past decade, the custom of taverns had coursed quickly south from Brussels, as Flemish, German, and Swiss merchants instilled a love of negotiating at the business table with good food and drink, and soft, goose-feather mattresses warmed with bed irons at the end of the day.

But not so in Spain. Here in the wind-scarred plains and bleak ranges of Iberia, inns were viewed with fixed suspicion. Built for sustaining the faithful during seven centuries of bloody holy war, Spain’s towns were huddled around little wilderness chapels that still rang the devout to prayer with sacred terces, sexts, and nones. To city fathers across Spain, inns were sites of secular lounging and impure miscegenation, and they discouraged them from being built.

“I doubt there is another tavern in a pig town like this,” Basilio said to Alejo. “But if we’re lucky, we’ll find a St. Francis hostel. Or a quiet graveyard to sleep in.”

“That much is inevitable,” Alejo muttered.

Finally the pilgrimage’s caravan was no longer in sight behind them. “We’re in the clear,” Basilio said and slid off Padrona’s back next to Alejo.

“This all would have been easier if we’d done it my way and let the gitanos help us.”

“That would have been subtle. Look, we’re here; the inquisitor didn’t look twice at either one of us. Now get up on Padrona, and let’s go.”

“No, no, I’m walking,” Alejo said.

“Spartan,” Basilio said. “We made excellent time. In fact, we probably beat Don Manuel here. Now get on the horse.”

Alejo was ready to relent when he suddenly went stone still, fist bunched in his robe at the thigh, hiking it up ever so slightly. His feet were in the L-shaped fighting stance of la destreza.

Basilio saw Alejo’s feet, and his hand went to his espada, which was rolled into a blanket on Padrona’s side.

From the opaque shadows of the narrow way ahead, a cruel bear of a man emerged, so big that he seemed stuffed into his leather doublet, and his brows were lumpen, part of a face that endured regular abuse. A decent espada corta hung at his belt—a “scratcher,” as street thugs called such thin swords that were just for stabbing. The giant was too fashionable for outback Cataluña. Basilio could tell at once this was a matón, a hired man, probably from Valencia, judging by the stylish left-hand roll of his hat’s wide brim.

“Good evening, uncle,” the giant said, bowing to Alejo. He straightened, and his large eyes angled to the Carmelite nun. “Aunt.”

A vine-covered stone span connected the walls on either side of this narrow way, and, overhead, five men walked slowly into position atop the left-hand wall, the very stones of which seemed to perspire in the July heat.

Alejo shifted his weight. He let his robes sway into place, hiding his wounded leg, and then unleashed his booming voice. “I am Brother Alfonso of the Carmelite monastery in Barcelona, my son. By the grace of He Who Was Crucified For Your Sins, go you with God tonight and do let us pass.”

The giant glowered. The great mass of him seemed to grow, to root him into the cobblestones.

The nun squinted up at the monk skeptically. Alejo had disguised himself as a priest so many times that he actually could command the crowds of a holy pilgrimage, as he’d done today at morning vespers. Good Christians always wanted to hear goodness and to be associated with it, even if it was just the appearance of goodness, and Alejo played them like a flute. But these men looked like professional sinners.

“By whose authority,” Alejo intoned, doubling his bet that he could win the giant, “do you waylay holy people in the obscurity of night on public streets of this good town?”

The huge man thundered back, “Our castellano is a great knight, favored by the Comte de Urgell, who in turn gave us our authority, uncle.”

Liar. You speak Castilian instead of the local Catalan, Basilio thought.

Alejo took a great breath and ducked his chin, forcing his voice deeper. “Your gate man assured us safe passage through your streets!”

“We are sailors leaving tomorrow for Milan, but we have no funds for the expedition. Can you help us?”

“Oh, ho. So that’s it, is it?”

“A tithe. We know you can spare that much.”

Basilio bowed his black nun’s habit and fired off a rapid rosary, while stepping closer to Alejo and covering his flank. From under his lashes, Basilio could see that three of the five men above them had slid into place across the little stone bridge. Two had remained poised on the wall at left, flinging back capes and crouching now. Masked. Slippers on their feet. Grumetes, burglars who plied their trade through open windows—well accomplished too, if the leather of their slippers was as fine as it looked from the street. These weren’t poor sailors.

Alejo slid an arm around Basilio as though to comfort and protect the nun. “You’d speak of robbery in front of a lady?”

“You’re smugglers. Or maybe you don’t even know you are smugglers, eh, uncle? Did a couple swordsmen pay you to bring that chest into town?” the giant asked. “That’s a cask for a Bible, and an expensive one, I’ll wager. Let’s start with that. Sister, fetch it for me.”

It was too specific a thing for a common matón to spot from afar in the dark. These men have been told to look for a Bible cask, Basilio thought, his sword hand starting to itch. Someone in Vacanana knew about the Book of the Seven Hands.

Just then, Alejo turned and whispered in his ear. “Basilio, I need a surgeon.”

Basilio clenched his teeth, tried to pretend he hadn’t heard that.

“Leg’s bleeding bad. I’m not going to be standing much longer.”

Basilio grunted, furious with his old friend. “You couldn’t have told me that five minutes ago?” He quickly took in the terrain. No windows, doorways, porticos, grates, or even culverts in this dark street. These hounds had chosen the right place for a pinch. Basilio’s sword was behind him, under wraps on the horse. No way to get to it in time. If he was going to get rid of them and keep his and Alejo’s presence in town secret, Basilio needed all these brigands down on the cobblestones, close, rushing at him.

“Just stay on your feet as long as you can,” he whispered. Then, pitching his voice frightened and high, Basilio clutched at Alejo and shouted, “They can’t possibly mean what I think they mean—do they, brother?”

The giant’s misshapen eyebrows lumped together in confusion.

But the men on the wall understood. They turned to the nun like a school of fish aiming themselves at bait. Basilio could now feel their eyes and lusts burning. As planned.

Don’t toy with subjugation, Basilio. Ever, Don Manuel had warned him long ago. Don’t take even the slightest taste of rape inside your sacred circle.

“Am I nothing but a ‘tithe’?” Basilio shrieked in mock fright. His voice was a convincing tenor, perfect for disguising himself as a nun or a fine lady. “A price to be paid? A treasure to be…taken by these men?”

“What? No. No, sister, we’re followers of the one true Christ,” the giant said, confused. “We’re merely looking for—”

A man upon the wall said something sharp and low to the giant. A rude chuckle flickered through the five men up there.

The giant kept his gaze on the two clergy, but it looked like he was resisting the urge to drag his confederate from the wall and thrash him for what he’d said. “May the Savior take pity on your miserable soul, Joto. You don’t know what you’re doing,” the giant said to him.

Joto, the fellow who’d spoken, dropped next to the giant. “Oh, we know what we’re doing,” he said. “We’ve cuckolded the Savior before.”

Basilio suppressed a grin as two more from the bridge dropped to the street, hooting and shouting. When they landed, Basilio feigned a small scream of surprise, shifted expertly inside his nun’s robes, and took his stance—ready.

“We’re not here for that!” the giant shouted. “Zacarías wants—”

But the fire was lit, and the two men and Joto charged at Basilio, arms wide to gather up the nun like laundry. Basilio spun in place, twisting away from their charge, and at the last moment, flung his right arm up with a loud snap of sleeve.

An intake of breath like a lover’s gasp, and then another. The sound of wetness spattered upon the stone wall. All three brigands fell hard upon their backs with sharp barks of agony.

Basilio raised his empty, ungloved hands, displaying them in a show of shock. A rosary dangled from one delicate wrist. “Madonna preserve me! What are they doing?”

In three long strides, the giant was towering over Basilio, the bodies, the blood, his scratcher drawn. He looked down at the fallen men and then at the nun.

“You did that,” shouted the giant. “How did you—?”

Basilio wanted to ask the giant who Zacarías was, but the situation was too far out of control for an interrogation. He flung his left arm wide and high, seemingly in surrender or maybe in benediction, and the giant crumpled to hands and knees, blood pouring from his opened throat. Then he flopped forward onto his belly.

The last two men dropped to the street. One drew a finely wrought dagger and leapt at Alejo.

Basilio noted how the other man held his dagger, point downward in his fist for forceful plunging. Valencia-style, Basilio thought. Right again.

The other brandished a nasty partisan with studs nailed in its head and ran at Basilio.

Alejo took a single, lunging step and crossed his wrists dramatically before the man’s face. The man leapt backward and dropped into a fighting crouch with his dagger before him, staring up at the hooded monk in shock.

“He’s got something in his robe!” he shouted.

“Get the Bible cask!” someone else was yelling. It was the giant. He’d lifted his head, his chin smudged with dusty blood.

The moment of confusion and anger was all Basilio needed. “Help these poor souls, please!” he shouted at the man running toward him with a cudgel and dropping to his knees beside the fallen giant and the other two. “They’re hurt—what’s happening? In the name of God, some assistance, please?” Basilio said, gently dispatching the giant.

Hearing the nun’s plaintive voice, the man stopped and looked at her with a dubious cock of his head. “What is it? They are bleeding?”

A loud, nasal voice came from the lit street behind Basilio. “Who calls for the aid? Who needs of the help?”

It was a strange accent. French? Basilio couldn’t place it, but the poor fellow was going to find himself gutted and flayed if he didn’t move along. “Is it plague?” Basilio whispered to the man standing next to him. Just a little closer, friend.

“Monte is bleeding,” the man shouted. He leaned forward and whispered, “How did this happen?”

Basilio lunged, left hand gripping the man’s shoulder, and he turned to face the nun as if she were about to impart a blessing to him.

With a snap of his right hand, Basilio used the hem of his sleeve to slit the man across the throat. His cudgel fell with a loud thunk, and so did he—dead weight. They did that when surprised.

The last man standing slashed his dagger at Alejo. The blade sank into the wood of Alejo’s parrying oak staff. The two grappled over their weapons, trying to free them from one another, swearing in frustration. His dagger wouldn’t come free, so the man rose high on the toes of one slippered foot and kicked Alejo, heel crunching against kneecap, and bending Alejo’s already broken leg backward at an unnatural angle. Alejo screamed and fell, wrenching the man’s dagger away as he dropped.

But the man leapt forward, grabbed the dagger-in-staff and ran for Padrona. And the Bible cask.

Basilio dove at him, but with a swivel of hips, the man slid past the nun and leapt onto Padrona’s back, landing tail-ward. Tied in place with leather straps, the Bible cask was between his knees.

Basilio rolled to his feet, picked up a dagger and threw it at the mounted fellow.

The blade flew in an absurd arc, high over the man’s head. It didn’t matter how desperate the situation: Basilio couldn’t hit anything with a throwing knife.

The brigand gave a high, mocking laugh and toe-kicked Padrona hard. “Let’s go!”

Basilio picked up the giant’s scratcher and ran at the mounted thief. He expected to be chasing man and horse down the street.

But Padrona remained still as stone, merely looking over her shoulder at the thief in bland contempt.

The man kicked Padrona again. Fear lit across his face. “Go! Yah!” The horse’s black-and-white flank shivered furiously, but Padrona refused to move, and a second later, Basilio dragged him down to the ground as the man screamed, “I’ll kill you, bastard evil Judas-horse!”

Basilio straightened after the man fell silent. The scratcher stayed where it had been newly sheathed, and Basilio looked at Padrona in surprise.

“That’s the same trick you pulled on me in Madrid,” Basilio said in quiet amazement. “Are you repairing fences, Padrona?”

Basilio made to pat her neck, but the horse’s look of wild-eyed menace made him drop his hand. Instead, he turned, ran to Alejo and knelt beside him.

“That villain kicked your wounded leg?”

Alejo nodded once and let out a terse sigh. He hiked up the monk’s robe to examine his sickeningly misshapen kneecap where he’d been kicked. On Alejo’s thigh and hip, the deep wound from two days ago was fierce. A smear of rotten raspberries under makeshift dressing. It had been bleeding freely down his deathly pale leg.

Basilio couldn’t stop a disgusted gasp from escaping his lips.

“It will get better. Just stop looking at it,” Alejo grumbled, yanking his robe back into place.

Before his poor stallion had tripped and plowed straight into Padrona, Basilio had managed to slide off Troya, tumbling into a deep bed of loose sand and small stones that buried him to his knees. But Alejo didn’t see the horse somersaulting riderless down the south face, straight for him. Somehow, though, he sensed it, and for reasons he couldn’t explain later, he hurled himself from Padrona’s back. The sheer audacity of the maneuver should have saved him, but Alejo landed hip- and thigh-first on the blade of a jagged boulder.

Troya had to be killed. After, Basilio managed to throw Alejo onto Padrona’s back, and the miracle horse carried his old friend down the rest of the south face, led by Basilio, with Red Spur knights gazing down the craggy hill face after them.

A second later, the heavily accented voice said, “Dear lord, what has happened here? A pestilence?”

Basilio looked over his shoulder at him. The man’s accent sounded German, and Basilio hated Germans. The fellow wore the mismatched garb of a traveling actor or a merchant down on his luck—a blue bag of a hat covering mussy hair the color of wet sand, a green cape with a fox fur–lined collar over his arm due to the heat, and striped pantaloons that a sailor might wear. He looked harried, absurd, and nervous.

“Is that man alive?” he shouted to Basilio.

“For now.” Basilio remembered his disguise and shifted into his softer nun’s voice. “Praise be the Savior Jesus Christ.” Basilio then laid his hand on Alejo’s brow. Alejo felt like he’d just been dragged from a cold river.

“Please,” the German said, stepping forward carefully, “we can help each other. I am being followed and need assistance, and you need a surgeon and I am the greatest who has ever drawn a breath.”

The German was close enough for Basilio to kill now, and the fellow must have realized it too, for he raised his hands to show Basilio that he held no weapons. Though trying to smile, he had an angry sort of expression on his face beneath a bulging, brick-shaped head that seemed to totter atop that skinny neck.

As he approached, the German said in a low, flat voice, “You are the unique and only Basilio Arias de Coronado y Morrillo, yes?”

Upon his back, Alejo looked up at Basilio. Resolve hardened in his swimming eyes with a look that said, Run him through.

Basilio stood, faced the young German, shrugged his shoulders and shook his cuff blades into place.

“I was told you two might arrive cunningly disguised,” the foreigner said.

Basilio caught his breath. Only one person in all of Spain would know such a thing. “And who told you that?”

“The excellent and puissant Don Manuel.”

Basilio let out his breath. His faked Barcelona accent lapsed. “Don Manuel? What a relief. You are the translator he hired, I take it?”

“Indeed. I am Doctor Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim of Switzerland,” he said in a trumpeting voice. “But I prefer you call me Paracelsus.”

Basilio hissed him quiet. “For the love of the Virgin, whisper or say nothing.” Basilio felt the urge to throw his nun’s mantle over the chest lashed to Padrona’s saddle. Hide it. Carry it to Don Manuel immediately. “Quick, where is my master, now, Para—? Parasa—? Where is Don Manuel?”

“Alas, I’ve heard nothing since I disembarked in Cataluña eight days ago.” The man shook his head and his pale face went rigid. “Worse, there has been a fire at the Sow’s Purse Inn.”

Basilio gritted his teeth in irritation. “We heard.”

“It is just as well,” Paracelsus said, glancing up the street again. “There were three swordsmen from England there. It wasn’t safe.”

“England?” Basilio said. “Don Manuel has quite a list of enemies, but I don’t know any from England.”

“These men were following me, and now I don’t know where they are,” Paracelsus said, “which in part is why I came looking for you.”

Basilio said, “Well, we too are being tracked.” He glanced down at the crowd of dead men in the alley. “We need to get out of here. My friend needs help and we need shelter tonight. Quickly.”

“No, no, worry not,” Paracelsus said. “I have this morning secured rooms at the mansion of a local merchant and councilman by the name of Don Porfirio, who is well known to both Don Manuel and me.”

A sneer twitched in the corner of Basilio’s wide mouth. A merchant and a councilman? He’d rather sleep in a cemetery.

Paracelsus raised his hands, placating him. “He will keep our location secret. Don Porfirio has promised.”

“Oh, he promised, did he? Well,” Basilio said.

“After I gave him fifty maravedís of the money that Don Manuel sent me, yes,” Paracelsus said.

Basilio supposed he liked that answer. He didn’t like depending on a German in the middle of the night with Alejo wounded, but the don’s original plan to get the Book of the Seven Hands translated was sinking fast and they needed to abandon ship. “Very well. But before you take us to this councilman’s mansion, tell me how Don Manuel calls you, Paracelesius.”

“Paracelsus, actually. We met on his last campaign in Italy almost ten years ago, so I suppose he calls me the cirujano de la fuerza. That was my title.”

The army surgeon? Basilio began to think something was wrong. “No. He referred to you by another name.”

Paracelsus’s ugly brow wrinkled. “Then he must have called me…” He cleared his throat in dismay. “The Italian sorcerer.”

Relieved, amused, Basilio said, “But you are not Italian.”

“I’m not a sorcerer, either,” he said with distaste. “But I studied all medical arts available to me in Ferrara. I am a surgeon doctor and a doctor of surgery. An alchemist, an astrologer, and a scientific practitioner of medicine. I have worked miracles for Don Manuel and so earned that hateful nickname.”

“You should hear what he calls my blood-brother here,” Basilio said as he dragged rag-doll Alejo upright. They stepped together, and blood oozed behind Alejo’s dragging left boot like a slug trail.

“I’ll look at that when we get to the mansion,” Paracelsus said. “Follow this road up to the main way, and it will take you straight away to Don Porfirio’s. Ask for Guillermo, the houseman. He’s expecting three more guests.”

When Basilio and Alejo reached Padrona’s side, they both paused to look back at the dead bodies lying this way and that in the dark alley.

“Maybe the sorcerer is right,” Alejo said.

“How’s that?”

“I think maybe we are a pestilence.”

“Not to fret. I plan to take care of the bodies,” Paracelsus said with a peculiar smile on his face.

Basilio grimaced as he helped Alejo into the saddle. “You will? How?”

“I am a board member of Ferrara’s Worshipful Company of Barbers and Surgeons,” the sorcerer said, clapping his hands together with disturbing glee as he eagerly strode down the dark alley. “Paracelsus knows just what to do with a few fresh cadavers.”
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With Alejo wounded and both of them fresh from killing six men, Basilio was relieved to lay his eyes on Don Porfirio’s homey mansion. As the houseman, Guillermo, who was dressed in a somber black jacket with a high, modestly curled collar, allowed them through the oakwood threshold, Basilio sighed in gratitude.

“I am so glad you’ve finally arrived, gentlemen,” Guillermo said, hands wide, sidestepping alongside Basilio as he hauled his friend inside. Guillermo’s white-gloved hand came up, pointing. He had no face brand, so Basilio assumed he was a paid servant. “Through that door, if you would.”

Guillermo led them to a receiving room, not a proper parlor as one would expect, Basilio noted, but allowances had to be made for Cataluña.

“Is this the Sow’s Purse?” Alejo said, his arm flung over Basilio’s shoulder.

“You know it is not,” Basilio snapped. “It’s the house of Don Porfirio. Remember Para—Paracelusio telling us that?” He turned to Guillermo. “Forgive him. He’s delirious. And quite heavy, I might add. Might I have a hand carrying him?”

“Right this way,” Guillermo said. He guided them through a door, and the long, sumptuous receiving room greeted them with dark walls that were almost black. Don Porfirio was a lord with noble taste; Basilio recognized it with his very skin. Wide wooden benches and chairs around two neat tables were illuminated by bright golden oil lamps. An inviting hearth. Weapons, shields, and austere scenes of noble Christian knights from the reconquest of Spain adorning the walls. A family with pride and history. The room reminded Basilio of another—the Duke of León’s, long ago, a cozy hall where he pretended to be a knight with a poker from the fireplace.

Guillermo gestured with one long arm to a wooden bench, but Basilio hauled Alejo to the flagstone fireplace. Guillermo seemed ready to burst when he saw Basilio dragging Alejo toward a fine, red, and very expensive-looking upholstered chair. “Oh, no. Please, please, no. Not in that…you can’t…”

Basilio ignored Guillermo and deposited Alejo into the chair. He lifted his friend’s bloody boot gently and set it upon a low hearthstone.

Guillermo watched them, saw blood dripping from the bootheel and seemed to taste something poisonous that he was forced to swallow. “Well, that’s that. It’s been a good life, all in all. The caballeros are famished?”

Alejo’s head snapped up like the head of a puppet on a string. “I smell pork.”

“I do apologize for that,” Guillermo said, his hand lifting to neaten his short, rippling hair. “But the heat has been unrepentant. We’ve opened every window and doorway for our don’s comfort, but kitchen odors are unpreventable, I’m afraid.”

Basilio liked the houseman’s manners and noted that Guillermo’s shining black hair had been straightened to look Spanish, probably with lard. A light-skinned Moor, he’d probably been born an esclavo, judging by the lack of a brand from a slave trade upon his cheek. That spoke well of Don Porfirio. “It smells toothsome, and it’s wonderful to be in this beautiful room, Guillermo,” Basilio said. “Don Porfirio’s house is blessed with a talented chef. And staff. Clearly.”

Guillermo gave Basilio a long, slow blink of approval. “I’ll send a bottle to fortify you at once, along with some dinner.”

As soon as he was gone, Basilio took a chair and wedged it under the handle of the door. His nun’s cowl was stashed in a pack on Padrona’s back, and, with his short hair sweaty and tousled, he was looking his boyish self again. “I’d much rather have privacy for this, but I must move fast,” he said to Alejo and quickly shucked his women’s shoes. “Are you conscious? Can you understand me?” When Alejo didn’t answer, he pulled the Carmelite robes over his head, careful not to cut himself on the hems’ blades. It was a delicious relief to be free of the hot wool garment. Then he changed into the leather riding pants and was in the middle of tugging on a wrinkled black shirt when the receiving room door swung open with a surprising bang.

“Christ!” Basilio shouted.

The chair wedging the door shut had tumbled, its feet giving way and sliding across a small puddle of Alejo’s blood.

Basilio spun away in vicious anger and humiliation. Though they were wrapped down tight with linen, his breasts had been seen by whoever had forced the door. With one muscular arm in a black sleeve, the charm that Don Manuel had given him dangling about his neck, he shot a rueful look over his shoulder and saw a tall negrafricana in a fine, white housedress with a fierce cheek brand under her left eye.

“You shitty old black mule!” Basilio bellowed as he buttoned his shirt. “What do you think you’re doing?”

As Basilio turned back, she was staring at him hard, as if unable to make sense of what she’d seen. “This one apologizes! She thought the door was jammed, señor,” the negra said. She lowered her eyes perfectly.

La señora de la cocina, Basilio imagined. He had come to appreciate slaves greatly while living in the duke’s house in León, and he knew that making enemies with la señora of any wealthy house was like asking for a dose of leprosy. Especially if you were a guest.

“You couldn’t knock?” Basilio said. His breath was rapid and he couldn’t calm himself. He tucked the steel charm into the linen wraps around his torso. “You should have knocked.”

“Yes, this one should have, señor.”

Basilio scanned the situation, the hard expression on her face, and his own sense of humiliation and fear. “I will not tell Don Porfirio about this.”

La señora’s expression soured as she stared at the floor. “You are a gentleman,” she said. She stumbled over the word. Nonetheless, her diction was superb. Judging by her face brand, he was expecting the coarse voice of a field girl who’d been promoted to the kitchen, perhaps. But this woman didn’t swap her l’s and r’s as new slaves from the African trade always did. Indeed, la señora spoke in the most elegant Castilian Spanish Basilio had heard in years of traveling these outer provinces, even referring to herself, a slave, in the third person. Exquisite.

Two put-upon-looking kitchen slaves swooped in past la señora, both laden with trays that wafted rich scents and steam.

Basilio couldn’t count how many times someone had seen him nude or without a shirt, then sworn later that Basilio was the pinnacle of manhood. La señora might think his breast wrap was related to a rib injury. She might assume the light was tricky in this dark room.

But no. She was standing stock-still by the door and looking at his mustache, trying to understand.

Basilio remained at Alejo’s side, turned away from la señora, as she and the other two slaves set the table for dinner. Turkish tableware. Pretty red napkins—from Lisbon, he guessed—and orange-tree blossoms in moist pitchers of ice. Watching them covertly over his shoulder, Basilio felt the nobleman in him melt with desire, after two days of desert clay, dust, and horse sweat.

“Please sit where you will, good caballero,” la señora said to Basilio.

He stood and smiled his most winning smile at her, but la señora’s face was stony. He sat, and while Alejo slept in the beautiful chair before the hearth, Basilio ate a plate of stewy, steaming pork. Then la señora opened a bottle of wine for him, her face grim and her jaw set. He wasn’t going to be able to seduce her, he figured. He’d done it many times before, but this one was too angry at his insult, perhaps, or too confused by what she’d seen. He might have to seize the upper hand and have Don Porfirio flog her for some reason.

At that moment, there was a knock. Paracelsus was standing in the receiving room doorway holding a sturdy leather bag, a dour look upon his face as he stared at la señora.

“Allow me to enter. I must attend to that fellow there.”

With the shudder of a hawk preparing her feathers for a pounce, la señora said, “This one told you not to come in here again, Doctor Paracelsus. Your room is upstairs.”

“But that man there needs—”

“What this man needs is food, rest, and quiet,” la señora pronounced, “and this one means to acquire it for him.”

“What he needs is me.” Paracelsus hoisted his leather bag.

“Oh?” la señora said, continuing to pour the wine. “A mountebank?”

“Good lord, why would you call me a mountebank?”

“Because you are an alchemist, and you have money,” la señora said, finishing the pour. “Clearly, a crime has been committed.”

Basilio looked at her slyly but she would not look back at him.

“Go, Doctor,” la señora said. “This one has already sent for a barber.”

Paracelsus’s ire filled the room. “Woman! I delivered coin of the Spanish realm to your master for a common room usable for four literate men. Now let me enter!”

La señora set the Rioja on the table and faced him. “This is not a Flemish tavern, where you can lay down money and treat others like mules.” She did not look at Basilio, but he could feel her attention upon him like a furnace wind. “You are in Spain, sir. In this very Spanish house, a servant like this one is responsible for maintaining cortesía and nobility.” She pivoted slightly at the waist and adjusted a plate upon the table. “Rephrase, or repair to your room.”

Bloodshot eyes shifting side to side in humiliation, Paracelsus growled, “Please forgive me and allow me to enter.”

Basilio inhaled proudly. He felt a surge of triumph for la señora, for Carlos the Fifth, and for Spain. He stood and belted his espada.

La señora waited a good long moment and then she strode from the room, saying, “This one shall tell the barber he may stay at home tonight.”

Paracelsus crossed the room, shouldering past Basilio without so much as a nod of hello, and came to stand before the red chair. “I see your boot is still bleeding, eh, Alejo?”

Alejo opened his eyes and grinned a groggy grin at Paracelsus. “Yes, my boot is still terribly hurt.”

Paracelsus sat on the hearth bench and took hold of Alejo’s leg. Basilio was about to stop him, but Paracelsus handled the leg with such ease that it filled Basilio with confidence. “Is this painful?”

Alejo gripped the arms of the fine red chair and said, “Just don’t touch my knee, and I’ll be all right.”

“Oh, I won’t.” Without warning, Paracelsus yanked the boot off of his foot.

Alejo howled. Blood gushed over the floor and hearthstones like beer from a stein, and Paracelsus shook the boot upside down to empty it, as Alejo collapsed back into the chair, panting, his robe clinging to him with sweat. To Basilio’s surprise, Paracelsus barely blinked at the blood but instead smelled the boot, set it down and then rolled up Alejo’s monk robe from the bottom.

Basilio stepped over the puddle of blood and came to stand next to Paracelsus. He whispered, “How did you dispose of the bodies?”

Paracelsus grinned that peculiar smile of his. Disarming. Disturbing. “I arranged them like drunkards in that alley. All lying and leaning against one another.”

“You handled the dead bodies?” Like most educated men of his era, Basilio understood the horrors that cadavers could transmit.

“Indeed,” Paracelsus said. “And then to complete the drama, I drenched them with a bottle of brandy that I stole from the ruins of the Sow’s Purse.”

“That won’t fool people for long.” Basilio sat upon the hearth bench beside Paracelsus. “Not in this heat.”

“I have studied decay and rot more than any scholar alive,” Paracelsus intoned. “I can tell you that by the time they are found, no one will want to study the bodies very closely. There will be too much rot!” He let out a horsey peal of laughter. “Come. Look.” Paracelsus brought the oil lamp close to Alejo’s leg, which was mangled and marbled with bruises. “You can smell it? The rot, Basilio? The rot from these wounds, particularly from this terribleness up here on the hip?”

Basilio winced. “Yes. I see and smell it.”

Paracelsus continued. “Well, what I say is this: you would surely die if it was not for me, Alejo. I will save your leg and your life.” He immediately began rummaging through the leather bag of his, the sound of glass and ceramic clinking within. When Paracelsus turned back, he had two green bottles, one small and one large. “Here we are. Both of these concoctions are inventions of mine,” Paracelsus said. The large glass vial he uncapped. “This, I call zincum or zinc, and I will anoint the wound with it. But, first”—he tapped out several pellets the size and color of mouse droppings—“my precious laudanum. This is why the English swordsmen are here. King Henry sent them after me, for I alone hold its secret.”

“It’s a drug?” Basilio did not like strange medicines. He distrusted anyone who made and sold them. “What the devil is in it?”

“I said it is a secret, Basilio.”

Basilio stood and set his right hand casually upon his hilt. “Alejo is my blood-brother. I will kill the man who kills him, even accidentally.”

Paracelsus’s mouth opened, but he quickly hardened his face and again attempted to wither Basilio with his hot stare. “I was hearing stories of your exploits in New Spain as I crossed the Mediterranean from Rhodes, Basilio. But Paracelsus is not afraid of you.”

Basilio looked at Paracelsus anew, impressed. The ancient city of Rhodes had fallen last winter, taken from the Hospitallers and crusaders by the Turk in a bloody battle that cost thousands of lives on both sides, he had heard. Nonetheless, he thrust his hip forward, sticking his hilt in the alchemist’s face. “Tell me what you mean to give Alejo.”

The alchemist refused to look at the sword hilt.

“Paracelsus?”

“Henbane,” he spat after a long pause.

Basilio knew henbane was safe. “Yes? What else?”

Paracelsus smiled a tart, condescending smile that suggested he was about to lie in Basilio’s face. “Crushed pearls. Musk. Ambergris, derivatives from the heart of a stag, and pâdzahr stones of a unicorn.”

“Belly stones of a unicorn, you say?”

Paracelsus frowned. “How in the name of Santa Sofia do you know what pâdzahr stones are?”

“A mad apothecary got the better of me. Once.” Basilio crossed his arms. “If mi hermano de sangre doesn’t recover from your unicorn pills, I will oil my sword with your blood, you boasting, posturing bag of German ass-wind.”

Paracelsus sniffed. “My ass-wind happens to be Swiss.”

Basilio smirked. He liked that. “Fine. Give him your damnable pills.”

“Listen, you, I raised the dead on Rhodes.” Paracelsus’s bricklike forehead wrinkled in consternation. “I saved many a good crusader and St. John’s knight in that doomed city, thanks to my laudanum, from this very jar,” he said, giving Alejo the grains to swallow and the glass of the Rioja with which to wash them down.

Alejo held on to the glass of wine stubbornly when Paracelsus tried to take it.

“How does it taste, Alejo?” Basilio asked.

Alejo blinked his eyes like a child who was trying to stay awake past his bedtime. “Like unicorn.”

Paracelsus then uncapped the other jar and, with a small stained cloth from the bag, removed a dab of thick, whitish cream. He leaned over Alejo’s hip and thigh and spread the ointment along the gaping, nasty wound with firm, precise movements.

“And what is that?” Basilio asked.

“It is zincum, I said. Another medical invention of mine; poison to the poison of poisonous old wounds like this one.”

Alejo flinched and drank the Rioja with each daub, and he had to have his glass filled several times before Paracelsus was done. Finally, the doctor put away the zincum and the cloth and said, “I’d like to get this done and get rid of this ruined chair before the master of the house—”

“Before the master what?” a male voice resounded from the hall.

“Aha! Before Don Porfirio returns home,” Paracelsus said, looking up from a spool and needle that he had produced from his bag. “Señor, please join us in your receiving room!”

An older gentleman in resplendent velvet black robes entered, his trimmed white beard shining in the dark chamber. “Well, our guests have arrived.” The man grasped Basilio by the upper arms and pulled him up and into an embrace, laughing. “You are none other than the Great Basilio, our ascendant star of Spanish manhood.”

Don Porfirio hadn’t spoken with la señora, Basilio surmised. “You honor me. But you have me at a disadvantage.”

The fellow released him. “I am Don Porfirio, lucky to call myself an old friend of your maestro Don Manuel. He and I are mutual admirers from afar, yes. We financed a raid of Sicily together. Where is your master, Basilio?”

“I should like to know too. May I please present my traveling companion and blood-brother Alejo Lope. He is wounded, but your houseguest, Doctor Paracelsus, is attending to his injury.”

“Here? In this very room?” Don Porfirio pursed his lips with interest as he looked down at the patient.

“I apologize,” Paracelsus said distractedly as he produced a largish needle, “for what has happened to this fine chair, my lord.”

Don Porfirio seemed lost in a thought. “Alejo,” he said, “I helped finance your rescue. Did you know that? Eight years ago, I donated twenty thousand maravedís to Don Manuel so that he could purchase the Swan, go get a Spanish hero, and bring him home from the wild Berbers in Algeria. I will treasure that chair, Alejo, and your heroic blood upon it.”

“Quiet now, as I prepare to sew,” Paracelsus pronounced.

“Basilio?” Don Porfirio whispered. He was watching the needle as Paracelsus threaded it.

“Yes, señor?”

“Has Don Manuel ever before been so late to meet you?”

The sinking truth seemed to blanket the room. “No. Never.”

“I am very concerned, since I have had many inquiries after him recently,” Don Porfirio said.

“El Caballero con Mil Enemigos,” Basilio said. “Who has inquired?”

Don Porfirio said, “Today was a priest asking, not about him, but the two of you.”

“Was he named Zacarías?”

“How did you know?”

Basilio said, “I believe a man named Zacarías put out a bounty for the Book of the Seven Hands. Who else has inquired, señor?”

“A Red Spur knight named Don César. Tall. Sanctimonious. Do you know him?”

“What?” Basilio shouted. It was impossible. They had left Don César in the Desert of the Palms three days ago. He couldn’t have beaten them to Vacanana. “When did he speak with you?”

“Oh, more than a week ago now, I believe.”

Basilio clenched his hand upon his sword hilt. He was here asking about us, days and days before he found us in Don Manuel’s farmhouse. He knew we were coming to Vacanana? How?

“All right. Very good. I am ready to begin,” Paracelsus said.

Alejo was smiling vaguely at Paracelsus’s raised needle.

Basilio ripped his attention from thoughts of being hunted by Red Spur knights and knelt next to Alejo. “Take a big drink.”

Alejo said thickly to Paracelsus, “You know what your face suggests to me? Amethyst. A pretty little amethyst garden.”

Paracelsus said kindly, “You, my friend, are experiencing another extraordinary gift of my laudanum, I see.”

Basilio raised an eyebrow at Alejo. “An amethyst garden?”

“The walls of this house are not still. They echo from creation,” Alejo whispered. “Old, old house.”

“Alchemists have searched millennia for a wonder called the Philosopher’s Stone,” Paracelsus said, “and I believe one path to it is the vision that Alejo is having.” As Paracelsus spoke, the little needle worked back and forth, and stitch by stitch it hid the gleaming muscle beneath the open smile of Alejo’s wound. “Generations of alchemists have died without seeing what Alejo is seeing right now: the divine truth of God.”

“You’ve done this? You have eaten your laudanum and seen Our Lord Jesus Christ?” Don Porfirio said.

Paracelsus bit off his thread with an angry, toothy grimace at the don. “Hardly,” he said. “What I see when I take the laudanum,” he said, beginning to stitch again, “is a truth to understand, a way of thinking that takes us to the Philosopher’s Stone, not a beggarly carpenter in the Levant.”

Basilio had heard of the Philosopher’s Stone. He knew it from adventure stories when he was a child. Sorcerers were always on a great journey to discover a way to change iron into gold or water into wine.

The needle stopped stitching Alejo’s wounds together, and Alejo looked up at Basilio. “I think it’s you.”

“You think it’s me what, hermano?” Basilio said.

“Aha. Is Alejo revealing what I’ve suspected?” Paracelsus said, still stitching.

Confused, Basilio glanced at Don Porfirio, who was biting his lip in curiosity, white beard bobbing. “And that is?”

“That I am truly here for you, Basilio,” Paracelsus said. “You are part of my quest for the Philosopher’s Stone.” There was a long, sober moment as Paracelsus’s fingers and needle worked on the skin of Alejo’s thigh, drawing the wound into a tight line.

“You,” Alejo drawled, breaking the silence. He nodded in Basilio’s direction, his eyes dark and heavy. “It is you.”

“Enough of this,” Don Porfirio said hastily. “Basilio, there is something more that I must straighten out with you.”

Basilio stood. He braced himself. Had he spoken to la señora after all? “Yes?”

“This Don César said something very strange to me,” Don Porfirio said. “He said he was working on behalf of the Archbishop of the Barcelona Inquisición.”

Basilio grabbed the back of the expensive red chair as the room seemed to spin for a moment. He had once leaped from the crow’s nest of a sinking galleon, flaming sails flapping around him as he dived headfirst into the flotsam and jetsam scattered from a Mediterranean sea-fight. He and Alejo had once run headlong at a French cannon line to stop them from destroying Don Manuel’s supply caravan outside Florence. But the Archbishop of Barcelona…seeking for him in Vacanana? “Good God,” he whispered, “Don César and the archbishop are working together again?”

“What?” Alejo said, rising out of his laudanum fog. “The archbishop? But how? Why?”

Sewing skin, Paracelsus whispered, “La Inquisición Española wants your master’s book.”

“But why would they want it?” Basilio asked.

“I’ve no clue. But it cannot be a coincidence that you two, I, the book, these knights, and La Inquisición Española have all arrived in Vacanana within the same week,” Paracelsus said. “I will translate the Book of the Seven Hands. It will take seven or eight days I believe, but perhaps then we’ll understand why all these forces have converged upon it.”

“Seven or eight days?” Alejo groaned from beneath his elbow.

“Maybe longer,” Paracelsus said judiciously.

Basilio tried to control his panic. “We must sit here for a week and wait as the don’s one thousands enemies descend upon us?”

“What else can you do?” Paracelsus asked as he finished the final stitch and tied it off. He gestured at Alejo. “He must be still and rest. Otherwise, my work will be undone. What choice do you have?”

Basilio didn’t answer. He wondered what la señora de la cocina would decide to do in that time.

“Where is this Book of the Seven Hands, Basilio?” Paracelsus asked.

Basilio turned to the iron Bible cask, and suddenly he was in another cozy, dark hall, long ago in León. A little girl with a fireplace poker was slaying evil knights alongside Roland and King Charlemagne. Girls did not fight. Girls do not fight. But that one did, Basilio thought. Did the book have something to do with the archbishop’s promise made long ago to discover and expose Basilio’s true identity?

Dazed, he handed the iron Bible cask containing the Book of the Seven Hands to Paracelsus. All the while, his thoughts were wrestling with the difficult path before him.

Sit still.

Lie quiet.

Do nothing overt.

For seven long days.


JULY 26, 1524

VACANANA, CATALUÑA
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The haggard knight felt the world of transgression and sin slip away from him as he stepped into the little Chapel of the Holy Week. He swept his leather cape from his shoulders in a flurry of loathing for the world outside, willing himself to shed his violent passion and become the bent, good, and ever-penitent César, the shining paladino of his boyhood dreams. César removed his broad-brimmed hat. His rusted, dented breastplate glinted dull as blood in the dark church. He looked with sad longing at the figure of the Messiah—who, like himself, was so beaten, virtuous, and completely misunderstood—and crossed himself before entering the confessional. He hoped that today was the day he would receive forgiveness for his many sins, and his loud red spurs chimed as he tucked his boots beneath the wooden seat. He felt as expectant as a child in church again, seeking absolution from the very same priest who’d heard his confessions as a boy.

César whispered in the solemnity of the confessional, “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”

“It has been several days since your last confession, my son.”

“I know, I know, Father.”

“Now that we are in Vacanana, I expect information from you every morning, César, until your penance is complete. Now confess to me.”

César wiped a gloved hand over his long black mustache and beard, a gesture of regret, anxiety. “I need to confess that the Great Basilio and Alejo are not as dead as I confessed a week ago.”

The old archbishop’s voice quavered with the stroke he suffered last spring. “You confessed to me that you saw their burned bodies in the ruins of the inn. The Sow’s Purse. Was that a lie, my son?”

“No, I thought I heard them inside their room when I locked it and set the fire. I was mistaken, but I did not lie to you. I swear, Father.”

“Well, then. Who did you kill, César?”

“Two of the English, Archbishop.”

“Ah. The spies of Henry the Eighth? What a fortuitous bit of haplessness that was on your part.”

“I recovered their swords from the buried wreckage of the Sow’s Purse and finally identified them. That’s why I missed confession yesterday. I believe the English swordsmen were hiding in the room, lying in wait to kill someone.”

“Basilio and the other?”

“If so, I don’t understand why. They’ve never had any dealing with the English that I know.”

“Good riddance to the English, but those innocent men were not part of your penance. Your sins of murder are mounting, César.”

Here in the chapel, César’s violent anger was far away. Here the knight was a small child, afraid of facing Satan in the dark, afraid of facing the punishment of perdition to which the priest could damn him. “Archbishop, I beg of you; please, absolve me of this sin. You must help purify my—”

“Do you know the whereabouts of the Great Basilio? And the other one you used to fight? The jumping one?”

“Alejo.” César coughed, suppressing his fury into a posture of concentration and penitence, with one hard fist pressed against his brow. “His name is Alejo Lope El Toreador.” Then he again ran the gloved hand over his perfectly groomed mustache and beard. “And they are in Vacanana, I tell you. I believe either a very wealthy or very poor house has hidden them, and knowing Basilio’s taste for—”

“First you said you were going to kill them in Don Manuel’s old farmhouse. You didn’t manage that, though you had guns and a squad of knights. Then you said you killed them in the fire. Where are you looking for them?”

“I have a lead from a nun who was part of the pilgrimage. I also have informants at the blacksmith, in case they attempt to rearm, and the chapel-field market, in case they attempt to purchase vegetables. I will find them.”

“How do you say that with any confidence, César?

“Because several night watchmen have gone missing, and others tell tales of midnight swordfights as seen in Spain’s larger cities.”

“Now that is compelling.”

“Also, I must confess,” the haggard knight said, “that by eavesdropping I learned some very important news, Father.”

“Eavesdropping? That too is a sin.”

“This I know.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“I sinned during a thief’s de-handing in Lord Casal’s courtyard. Just this morning. One of the two I overheard turned out to be the priest named Zacarías who told us about Basilio.”

“Aha. So Zacarías has come to Vacanana looking for the Book of the Seven Hands himself. And the other?”

“The other was Doña Viray.”

César could hear the archbishop suck in his breath and hold it. The knight folded his gloved hands smugly, enjoying the archbishop’s silence. He listened for a moment but could hear nothing from the other side of the confessional booth.

“Archbishop? Did you hear? Are you awake, Archbishop?”

“It’s my drool cup. One moment, I need to empty it. Your news, it was astonishing.”

“I understand, believe me.”

“The cup is reattached. San Jose preserve us. Doña Viray. The Doña Viray? Did she recognize you?”

“It’s been so many years since we served the Marqués of Málaga together. She would not recognize me,” he said.

“This turn of events is horrifying. Is she in league with Zacarías to find the don’s book?”

“Apparently.”

“But they may be the least of our worries. We are in an enormous race to find Alejo and Basilio.”

“A race? A race against whom?”

“Against half of Europe. Don Manuel’s parade of enemies is never-ending, and they are all marching to Vacanana from far and wide. Two nights ago, I personally intercepted a courier with a letter written in Italian.”

“What?”

“There are Italian army officers coming to Vacanana, all the way from Bologna, searching for Don Manuel.”

“Italians? Here? Oh, the drooling is now bad.”

“Yes, Archbishop.”

“One moment. All right, dry as toast. What did the letter say?”

“I had it translated. It said, ‘The little falcon will alight in trees of evergreen.’”

“A little falcon? It must be military code. I suppose you cannot tell me what that means, either, eh?”

“No, Archbishop. I never fought in the Italian Wars.”

“This is not going well. I cannot absolve you of any of your sins, you know, César.”

The anger inside the haggard knight’s heart began to flame, devouring his skin, his eyes. “Not even the ones I perform in your service?”

“I cannot promise that any of your sins will be absolved by God if you fail to bring Basilio to me for examination.”

Sweat trickled in the roots of Don César’s long black hair. “‘Bring’ him to you?” Unprecedented. Despicable. How could his childhood priest ask César to do this? It was utter damnation if the archbishop also refused to absolve him. “Bring the Great Basilio to you? How?”

“Unharmed. Healthy. To be clear, not dead, César.”

“You said in Madrid that you wanted me to kill him.”

“Don’t be dense. That was before Zacarías sent us the birth records from León. Spain in its sinful corruption adores Basilio, reveres him as some sort of hero. Well, I plan to destroy him with divine truth in an inquisition. So you must capture him. Alive.”

“I don’t think I can do it. He’ll kill me. You’re sending me to hell, Archbishop,” César said. “I have dwelt under threat of God’s eternal punishment, thanks to what you make me do in your service.”

“I don’t ‘make’ you do anything.”

“But you do make the penance.”

“Yes, I do. And there is only one path to your penance that will—ay. More drooling.”

“Father? Archbishop? Please, before I face certain death against the Great Basilio, will you take at least one sin from my heavy load? Just one?”

“Oh, good God, are you going to cry, little Cesitar?”

“Absolve me of stealing the courier’s letter! Absolve me of the eavesdropping! Anything!”

“Not until you show me you are worthy,” the archbishop said, opening the door on his side of the confessional booth. “Now go. Capture the Great Basilio for me, and you will be saved.”

Beaten, virtuous, misunderstood, stricken, and yet fully resolved to act in his service for God as always, the haggard knight picked up his hat. Deep shadows of the chapel trailed behind him as he strode through the front doors. He would do his duty to his archbishop, of course, but César knew he would be dumped into the flames of hell forever for it. Doomed was the haggard knight, his red spurs tapping out the opening stanza to his sad requiem, as he walked back into the smothering heat of the hateful, sinning world. A gitano boy pissed into the acrid-smelling filth collecting in the gutter of the town’s main causeway. Another watched him, picking at damp red sores in the corners of his eyes. A tall negrafricana slave-woman carrying a woven market basket stepped around the boys, lifting the hem of her white skirts to keep them from being soiled in the causeway. Don César heaved a great sigh. Even the sad last song of a fallen knight’s jangling spurs would have to be soiled, it seemed, by a detestable world rank with filth and foreigners.

César paused to make way for the slave-woman; he assumed she was crossing his path before the chapel, making for the loud, bustling open air nearby. But as he paused, so did she.

“Pardon me, good caballero, but are you the Red Spur called Don César?” she said in splendid Castilian, eyes on the ground.

“That is my sad fate, yes.”

“This slave understands that you came to my master, Don Porfirio, searching for two men.”

“You are owned by the respected Don Porfirio?”

“That is this one’s sad fate,” she whispered, her eyes glancing up to his, then down to the grimy causeway again. “She is a slave to his ignobility and cowardice.”

“What are you saying, girl?”

“The men you seek,” she whispered, “are guests in the house of Don Porfirio.”

“Are you certain? Their names, girl? Tell me their names,” Don César whispered urgently.

“Alejo,” she said, almost regretfully. She took a breath as if for courage. “And the monster named Basilio.”

Gracias. He closed his eyes and prayed to the Savior and began to weep, laying a hand upon the slave-woman’s shoulder. If thy will be done, I am on my way to you, señor.
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Basilio sat on the stone bench surrounding the common room’s hearth and watched as Alejo gave a stiff-armed punching thrust, parried and thrust again—one of Don Manuel’s la destreza techniques that they had found in the Book of the Seven Hands.

Basilio unbuckled his pack. He’d slept up on the mountainside last night and came back into Vacanana dressed as an old herb-woman, his most foolproof disguise.

“Alejo’s wounds are healing perfectly.” Paracelsus beamed a big smile at Basilio. “The leg actually bears Alejo’s weight now, you see? My work on his injuries has been miraculous.”

A fit Alejo would be most welcome. Basilio had been jumped by three thugs with bloodlust in their eyes the night before, and, two nights before that, Don Porfirio had told them that he’d run a boy off for sneaking around the pens where Padrona was stabled. Basilio presumed their escape from Vacanana wasn’t going to be a stroll through the gates.

“I’ll be ready when you are, Basilio,” Alejo said. He misstepped, wobbled and then wince-smiled as he walked off a painful tinge. “Well, it’s not fully healed, but—”

Paracelsus sneered, “Now don’t destroy my work, Rojo. Adhere to your twelve-point exercises we learned, and after you’re finished, I shall exalt you with laudanum.”

Basilio opened his pack, and the scent of its contents wafted through the room and caught Paracelsus’s attention.

“Apples?” he said excitedly. “I haven’t had an apple since I left for Rhodes last year. May I?”

“I found them on my trip,” Basilio said. Actually, he’d gotten them from a group of Italian monks camping on a cedar ridge overlooking Vacanana. The monks were impossibly old but quite excited to talk—as most Italians were, in Basilio’s experience. He asked them about off-road routes, and the old monks told him they’d been using a footpath into a valley that curled around Vacanana’s mountain to the south. Then they gave him five apples.

“What were Italian monks doing on the mountainside?” Alejo asked between head-strikes.

“Camping, it seemed.”

“Every day I hear Guillermo and la señora talking about a new host of pilgrims entering Vacanana,” Paracelsus said. Then he bit into the apple.

Basilio felt like he was trapped in the bottom of the latrine again, with a pile of wood blocking his way. They needed to get out. He cut a slice of apple for himself and said to Paracelsus, “Are you finished with the translation yet, compadre?”

The sorcerer folded his arms, and his craggy brow wrinkled in irritation. “You asked me that yesterday, you know.”

“Then it won’t take very long to update me.”

Paracelsus chuckled. “I worked all night. Yes, I’m close. The work has been intoxicating.” Paracelsus opened his slender white hands, which were so feminine compared with his hard outcropping of a face. “I learned to clean an injury with water,” he said with humility, and Basilio had to look at Paracelsus’s face to see if humor or irony was intended. “It’s hard to explain how valuable the Book of the Seven Hands is. To the art of medicine. To me. Water? Simply cleaning wounds with water?” He peered through narrowed eyes at Alejo’s nimble actions and slowly shook his head. “It humiliates me to see that Man is nothing but a stumbling, dim-witted amnesiac, one capable of forgetting such simple lessons of medicine. Not a potion or a mineral like zincum. And yet, no scholars discussed water in university.”

Basilio admired Paracelsus, this man who still believed, as children do, in the inherent rightness of the world.

“Your companion is proof that it works,” Paracelsus said. “He is alive—not just alive, but exercising so quickly after his terrible injuries—because of the practices I learned in the Book of the Seven Hands.”

Basilio preferred what he could hold with his own hands—a foe’s throat, coins, a woman’s wrist, the hilt of his espada—to lessons from antiquity. But the surprises Paracelsus found in the book were astounding; he could not deny this.

For the book, as they had learned over the last ten days, was more than just the manual on sword fighting that the don said it was—and more than a treatise on healing with water. It was actually three books, one within the other, each of ancient origin. Written in AD 894 by a Jewish cabalist named Moshe ben Isram in a curious Spanish-Arabic mishmash, the Book of the Seven Hands was actually a translation of another book written in AD 400 or 500 by a man named Oenamaus—a Spanish-Roman trainer of gladiators. Oenamaus’s book, in turn, was a transcription of an even older book, that one Greek. That earliest of the books-within-books (transcribed by a Greek-Hebrew slave named Eryximachus at the behest of a Hippocratic physician) could not be exactly dated. Paracelsus said, however, that the core seven elements discussed by Eryximachus, the eponymous “seven hands”—the handling of a short stabbing sword called a xiphos and another called a kopis; spear-and-shield footwork that followed sephiroth of the Kabala; the proper healing of battle injuries; and mystic mathematics—had to be at least two thousand years old.

Basilio could see in the crisp intensity of his blood-brother’s movements that all of Alejo’s boyish dreams were coming true. His feet were moving in the same steps as those ancient practitioners of la destreza that Don Manuel had hinted about. The form was two millennia old. Far older than we’d ever imagined! Don Manuel’s school would be rebuilt! When Alejo glanced at Basilio during a pivot in his “Tree of Life” steps, as Paracelsus had called them, every unbridled hope was there in his bejeweled farm-boy eyes.

Basilio looked down to the unswept floor, ashamed. He toyed with the forged steel charm around his neck, the oval disc that Don Manuel had given him when Basilio agreed to be his student. He looked at it now, under his chin. It was stamped with four letters: OMVI. The don’s perennial dream of a destreza school was so strange and different a plan from his own wants (foe, woman, gold, hilt). Basilio couldn’t feel anything for it except mild, bemused contempt. What did the charm mean? What did the letters mean? The other two knew he felt this way, and it shamed Basilio. Don Manuel and Alejo would stay in one place, perhaps, but Basilio would never be able to, even if he overcame his disinterest for a destreza school. La Inquisición was pursuing him once again. They had new information, perhaps from bitter family in León, and the Archbishop of Barcelona would not stop pursuing Basilio at a school yard fence.

Alejo and Don Manuel would rebuild the school, and Basilio would finally leave the service of his beloved master. That’s how he always knew it would go, and that day was almost upon him.

A devastated sigh was trapped in his throat. But Basilio refused it. Weeping was for Alejo, not him.

Looking up, Basilio said to Paracelsus, “I need you to finish the translation, Doctor. Sooner than later. And by sooner, I mean tomorrow.”

“My original agreement with Don Manuel stipulated that I had a full fortnight,” Paracelsus said. Then he immediately frowned, backtracking. “But everything has changed. You are both in great danger here, I realize.”

“Tomorrow at noon I will leave Vacanana,” Basilio said, “and take as many rogues and rascals as will give chase at that time. Tomorrow night, under cover of darkness, Alejo, you will leave town with the book and the translation. Tonight, I’m going out to find a pass through the mountains that the monks told me about. I hope we can use it to pass south to the sea road and ride back to Valencia as fast as we can to pick up the scent of Don Manuel.”

Alejo nodded as he stepped into a thrust, then parried a counterthrust. “And when we’re reunited with him, we three will rebuild the farmhouse on the edges of the Desert of the Palms, just as before.” He sheathed his sword with a loud snap and plopped himself into the blood-caked chair that all agreed was his alone now. He put his heels up on the hearth and pulled a large iron pan of coals under his legs; Paracelsus had advised heat, heat, and more heat while he was healing. Another lesson from the Book of the Seven Hands.

“Let me take a look and see if there is fresh bleeding,” Paracelsus said.

“See for yourself, there is none. But I am now in terrible pain,” Alejo said with a jaunty laugh, eyes fixed on Paracelsus. “Exhausted. Deep in my bones. Spiritually, my dear sorcerer.”

Paracelsus stretched, reached for his green bottle of laudanum and then handed it to Alejo. “All right, all right. How is your knee?”

“Better. Painful, as I shake off the stiffness, but leagues better.”

Alejo tapped out a “unicorn pill” of laudanum, as he called it, and when Paracelsus turned away to squeeze Alejo’s toes and feet, checking circulation and reflexes, Alejo tapped out nine or ten more pellets and pocketed them.

Basilio saw the palming and gave Alejo a conspiratorial grin, then shook his finger. Secretly, though, he didn’t like this incessant use of the sorcerer’s laudanum. It seemed safe, miraculous even—but Alejo seemed different too. Days of consuming the pellets had changed him, and Basilio remembered the apothecary—how his first and most treasured sword had been stolen from him and recovered by the don and Basilio only after great pain. Joyeux. A small joke, and not a joke at all. Named for Lancelot’s sword, that espada was given to him by his teacher when he was thirteen years old.

Where was his beloved Don Manuel?

Basilio shook away the memory. This inactivity was making him soft, more vulnerable to hard thoughts and worry. He made sure his herb-woman disguise still smelled clean enough to wear and then said, “Alejo? Be ready by tomorrow at sundown. Paracelsus, you have until Alejo leaves to finish the translation.”

Paracelsus crunched his apple. “Fear not. Alchemists are accustomed to burning candles long into the night.”

Alejo’s eyes were already glassy and his face flushed. He was astride the unicorn now. “Don’t worry about me,” Alejo said, his voice brimming with excitement. “I’m ready right now, hermano.”
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Behind the mansion of Don Porfirio, the stables and garden were submerged in a pool of shadows and the yard was empty, just as the haggard knight was told it would be.

He stalked through the dark, boots silent without the spurs, and he set a gloved hand upon the slave entrance. It had been left unlocked. The door scraped across the wood threshold as he pushed. With it partway open, the knight slipped inside, smelling the kitchen’s garlic and onion, and the disgusting smell of sweaty slaves.

“Why would you betray your master and come to me?” César had asked la señora the night before.

She was agitated and kept wringing her hands. “This one is not betraying her master,” she explained. “She does his bidding.”

“He asked you to come here?”

“Yes. Because ‘Don’ Porfirio is a coward and a false knight.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand what this is about.”

“There is something wrong with that Basilio,” she said. “This slave saw it with her own two eyes. He may come from noble blood, but he is not human.”

César dismissed this as typical slave superstition and said, “So the don sent you to me.”

“That one is a ferocious swordsman, so Don Porfirio is afraid of Basilio,” la señora said. “But it’s not just him. All three are monsters. Alejo eats the doctor’s drugs all day and speaks like a crazy person. And the doctor is called the ‘Italian sorcerer.’ An alchemist and a heathen astrologer. My master will do nothing about this witchcraft in his own home.”

“He’s in a bind. He swore to protect them in his house,” César said.

“He loved them at first, but now that their master, Don Manuel, doesn’t seem to be coming, Porfirio is afraid of Basilio.”

“Why?”

“Because this one told him what she saw with her own two eyes. With his shirt off. He is not a thing of this world. But Don Porfirio is not a man. He is so afraid of what Basilio is—so afraid that he asked this one to take care of it for him,” la señora said with scorn.

“He will not defend his own house.”

“Why would he? It’s not his estate. He purchased it from the Cataluña Inquisición, who took it from my old master, the esteemed Moishe ben Enoch. They did not believe he really converted.” La señora looked away with her serious and sorrowful eyes, seeming to gaze into a terrible future. “This one was taken from a good Christian converso master and sold to a coward who has the cheek to purchase his title with money.” She straightened to her full height and looked César in the eye. “I hate the Inquisición and this new Spain, and I hate every man in that house, señor caballero.”

She went on to tell him that Basilio was sneaking out—for what reason, she could not discern. They decided to execute their plans the first night that Basilio happened to leave, and the haggard knight arranged the rest.

César had chosen his two rondel daggers for this mission. He loved these weapons like stout brothers or rich uncles. Forged for punching through helmets and mail shirts, the rondels had never failed him. Slow-stepping down the servants’ narrow passageway, he held them as he might two espadas. He had to turn himself sideways like a French dancer; his massive shoulders were almost touching either wall. Except for the faint creaks beneath the knight’s boots, the mansion around him was silent—just as the slave had said it would be.

The servant’s passage led him into a tiled hallway. The tiled hallway opened into the atrium.

A shadow stood near the front door. The house was supposed to be empty. Daggers up, he stopped, letting his eyes adjust.

La señora was standing in the dark like a statue of the Madonna, watching him. She pointed to a set of shut double doors, which undoubtedly would lead him to his quarry.

César waved at her urgently to be gone, and, once she had fled up the stairs, he used a sturdy dagger blade to open the door, peered through the crack and saw firelight against one wall, and then, sticking his head in, glanced about the opulent room. From behind, he could see a tall, wing-back chair and the Toreador’s wool blanket. The Toreador’s striped socks. He could see the Toreador’s sword on the long wooden table to his left, and he could hear the Toreador’s snoring. Perfect. Spinning the daggers in his hands so they were gripped for downward plunging, César raised them and stepped in silence up to the chair.

But then his face was scalding, burning with fire.

A second before the pain hit him, something strange had distracted Don César. He would later realize he’d seen a flash of bright coals some forty feet away before he felt coals scorching his cheeks and mouth. It was a reflection in a mirror that he’d seen, a flash across the glass. Flying coals. Alejo grinning like a crazed ape in the high-backed chair before him, his scarred mouth twisted in delight. Then Alejo was flinging something backward over his head, straight into the knight’s face. Searing, singeing bursts of orange hit César’s eyes. His lips, cheeks, and neck were burning in pain.

César gave a cry of surprise and outrage. To his horror, the hot coals were melting into his mustache’s bristling hair, clinging there and frying the tender skin of his mouth and lips. He howled and dropped his right-hand dagger, clawing at the hot coals and cinders on his face with a gloved hand. Then he blinked hard and squinted to see through hot ash what was happening now in the room.

Shoving the high-backed chair at him, Alejo was leaping off to the left toward the espada, just a shadow flitting before the fireplace. A cast-iron brazier was clanging about on the floor and settling at the don’s feet. Then Alejo was gone, dissolving into the dark of the room, and before César could peer into the shadows, his eyes scrunched tight against his will.

“You whoreson devil!” he shouted, staggering blindly toward the table, hoping to put himself between Alejo and the espada. “Where are you?”

“Over here. Follow the sounds. Follow the sounds I’m making!” Alejo rapped the tabletop with his sword.

César whirled, forced his eyes open and saw El Toreador on the other side of the table with the same Toledo-make in hand as the last time they’d faced each other. “Nothing’s changed in six years. You still fight like a graceless, desperate mongrel,” the haggard knight shouted.

“It’s in my blood.”

César put his boot on the table edge and shoved it at Alejo, who grabbed his end with one hand, shoving the table back to keep from being pinned against the wall.

Alejo said, “You’ve come for the Book of the Seven Hands?”

César grinned and looked like something from the pits of hell, with his smoldering mustache and the burned, melting, wrinkling skin about his mouth. “Alejo, keep pace. Look! Your master’s book is gone. Long gone.”

Alejo looked in panic. The table was empty where Paracelsus and the ancient book usually sat together.

“I have it and the alchemist’s translation.” César gave the table a huge check with his whole body, slamming Alejo back until his wounded hip had been rammed against the wall. “And I have the alchemist and the Great Basilio.” He shoved again. “Now I’ve come for you.”

Alejo reached under the table and flipped it side over side at the knight. “You don’t have Basilio.”

César retreated a step to avoid being hit by the spinning table and, with one boot, stomped it until it was lying topside down between them. “Indeed, I do.” Or he would soon.

“I doubt it. You’re not quite dead enough to have tangled with Basilio. But tell me something.”

“What, dog?”

Stepping on the table’s underside, Alejo lunged, sword point hitting César square in the heart with a loud, hollow thunk. “Breastplate. Damn it.” They sparred back and forth over the table. “Was it you who killed Don Manuel, you tedious bucket of suet?”

Both were large men, but, taller by a head, César slapped aside Alejo’s sword and dove at him, seized him in a one-arm tackle and crushed him against the wall. “No. But I’m quite certain I know who did.”

With Alejo’s sword arm trapped under César’s, the knight kneed Alejo in the injured hip hard. César did it again, once more in the hip and twice in the knee.

There was something different. Wrong. A madness in El Toreador’s eyes. His old nemesis was sweating hard, almost frothing like a horse. What was causing that?

César pinned Alejo against the wall and said, “He was killed by La Inquisición.”

“Oh? That masturbating archbishop of yours had it done?”

In fury at the blasphemy, César drove the rondel dagger up toward Alejo’s belly.

But Alejo clutched that wrist before the dagger could gut him. With the quickness of a fish wriggling free of a fisherman’s hand, Alejo slipped through César’s one-armed embrace and dropped into a crouch at his boots. With terrible speed, Alejo yanked his sword arm free and, guiding the blade along the knight’s breastplate, pointed his sword into the bony ridge over César’s left eye. The knight reared back in horror and agony, but Alejo stood, wrestling to keep the sword point in place, driving and twisting it straight into the eye socket.

Screaming like an animal, César reeled back, leather cape flaring and blood pouring down his left cheek from beneath his palm.

“Feel the echoing glory, castrado!” Alejo shouted. He was sweating hard and the wild glint in his eye made him look drunk. His mood and demeanor seemed to be changing by the moment. Alejo demanded, “Tell me where the alchemist is! Did the whore-don sell out the Switzer too? I’ll kill Porfirio for this!”

César prayed to the Savior, glaring at Alejo with his one good eye and scooping up the second rondel so that he had both in hand now.

Alejo charged with his sword held shockingly low. César couldn’t believe his fortune. After the fight at the chaparral farm, he’d bettered himself as a duelist with daggers and la espada corta specifically because of Alejo El Toreador. Even with an eye gouged out, César could see what to do. He parried Alejo’s espada, knocking the blade low to the left. For the next five passes, Alejo was reduced to fighting to get his sword in front of him again, but César wouldn’t allow it, until finally Alejo’s upper body was completely exposed. In a desperate attempt to end the fight, César delivered a sweeping, braining double blow with the hammerlike pommels of both rondels to Alejo’s temple. He didn’t expect to connect. With his lightning reflexes, Alejo should have parried. Like the magician he was, he should have produced a hidden weapon from up his sleeve, a candelabra, a goblet, a feathered quill with which he would astonishingly parry the rondels and escape into thin air as he always did. But not this time. Alejo’s mop of red hair jerked back with the blow and he fell like a tree, head bouncing twice on the wooden floor. Then complete stillness.

César stood over the body, his own face smelling of burnt skin, and threads of smoke still rising from what was left of his mustache. He knelt, tugged off his gloves and lifted Alejo’s eyelids. The blue eyes were lifeless and no breath could be felt against the back of César’s bare hand. He felt for a pulse at Alejo’s throat. Then upon his wrists.

El Toreador was dead.

César stumbled across the room to the remaining upright table and sat down hard on a wooden bench, leaning back against the wall. He covered his bloody, mutilated eye with his bare hand and stared absently at the curious green bottle on the floor next to the high-backed chair.

As he always did after a fight, he prayed his thanks to the Savior and the Holy Virgin for granting him life, but as he crossed himself and whispered to them, his heart was filled with despair, not gratitude. An age of his life had come to a close. Don Manuel was dead. Now Alejo. There was only one foe left alive that was worthy of the haggard knight.

And that man was about to undergo a humiliation unworthy of them both.


JULY 27, 1524

VACANANA, CATALUÑA

[image: Image]

The old herb-woman, hunched and lame, followed in deliberate steps behind several families of weeping gitanos who were running to the chapel, their bright clothes disheveled as they clawed at themselves and screamed their laments.

A knight and his squire, both in their teens, stood at the top of the chapel steps, admitting mourners to see the fallen hero. As the old woman made her way up the steps, she could hear the knight speaking to his squire.

“Nobody mourns like the gitanos do.”

The knight wore a youth’s thin, patchy beard studded with bright red pimples and sounded as though he were trying hard to sound world-weary.

The herb-woman limped up the chapel steps, her great bosom heaving with every wheezing breath.

“Alejo whored, yes? With the gitanos, he whored?”

“Oh, he whored. He whored and whored.”

“God forgive his tortured, pathetic soul,” the squire said with longing and admiration for Alejo. “Does the Great Basilio whore?”

“Oh, he whores too. A sinner and a fornicator. God be with you, grandmother.”

The old herb-woman wheezed a phlegmy coughing fit, trying to speak, then waved the unspoken words away like gnats.

“Help her inside, galán. She seems to be having trouble tonight.”

The squire gave the old midwife his skinny arm and let her through the dark chapel’s atrium and narthex. A few steps inside the golden lamp-lit nave, the body of Alejo Lope El Toreador could be seen on the altar steps, laid out on a dais and surrounded by three families of plaintive gitanos. She patted the squire’s hand and shooed him back to his post, again hacking and waving the air by way of thanking him.

The old herb-woman turned to watch them talking, glanced at the heels of the knight and saw his telltale red spurs.

Don César, I can smell you here, Basilio thought beneath his midwife’s scarf.

It felt like someone else’s dream to see the final resting of his old friend, since, when the two were nineteen years old and serving in the Italian Wars, Basilio and Alejo were killed repeatedly. Alejo died the most, but Basilio usually died the flashier deaths. They died so many times, in fact, that it became a matter of pride to read the broadsheets that listed them as killed in battle while drinking with Don Manuel and his tercia of soldiers, pouring libations and eulogizing themselves.

But there he is. Basilio crossed himself and kept his head bowed under the sackcloth bonnet as he approached. Dead so much later, I suppose, than I ever expected.

He pushed his way to the dais with the families here and could see, now, the wound that must have killed Alejo, an ugly blue flower of a bruise on the right temple. Basilio had been picturing the ball of a gonne for some reason. Multiple sword wounds. But a blow to the head? Alejo El Toreador would have dodged a clubbing, no?

But his injuries made him a sitting target, Basilio figured. He shut his eyes in bitterness and guilt. Shook his head. I never should have left him last night.

Don Porfirio’s mansion was dark when Basilio had returned early this morning, and the doors were all locked. A great crowd had formed at the little chapel, with many townsfolk, pilgrims, knights, and gitanos wanting to see for themselves that Alejo the famous swordsman was dead.

A gitano girl with a musical voice turned to Basilio. “You knew the bullfighter, mother?”

Basilio nodded once, keeping his head down.

“You come and say good-bye,” she said, taking Basilio gently by the elbow. “I’ll help. Step aside for her. She wants to see the bullfighter.”

He allowed the girl to bring him closer to the body. The three fathers of these families could see his face now, and he looked them each in the eye. They did not suspect a thing, bowing their heads to the old woman in respect.

Basilio stepped close to Alejo’s body and said to them in a whisper, “My friends, my friends. I need your help.”

One of the patriarchs smiled wryly and quickly covered his mouth. “Good gracious, that’s a man.”

“Did you know Alejo?” Basilio whispered.

“We all knew the stories, of course,” the old patriarch said. “I had to come and pay my respects.”

“That’s good to hear. Well, my name,” he said, pausing for effect, “is Basilio.”

The old patriarch stared at him blankly. “Are you a swordfighter too?”

“Never mind. Crowd around me, all of you,” Basilio whispered.

The patriarch brought the members of the families in tighter, holding one another, pressing in close to the old midwife. Most were still crying and wailing.

Once he was completely surrounded, Basilio felt Alejo’s pockets and found the charm, the forged steel disc that Don Manuel had given both of his students the day they became blood-brothers. He held it in his palm and looked at it. Like his, it was engraved with four letters: OMVI.

Don Manuel had never told them what the letters meant, except that it was a symbol of his devotion to Alejo and Basilio as their teacher. Basilio did not share Alejo’s same starry-eyed view of what la destreza might be: a form that anyone with skill could learn. A fighting method for a new Europe. But he felt he owed it to Alejo and to Don Manuel to return the student’s charm to the teacher.

As he pocketed the solid metal trinket, he realized he was producing his knife, which still smelled of apples.

And he was slicing off a small lock of Alejo’s fiery red hair. Slipping it into his pouch.

Rojo, mi hermano de sangre.

“What are you doing there, grandmother?”

It was the young knight who’d been guarding the front of the chapel.

Basilio felt like he’d been shaken and slapped. “Hmm?”

“Why are you defiling a body in this church of God?”

“I’m an herb-woman,” Basilio said. “An ingredient for a strength potion, I seek. The lock of a proven hero, don’t you know?”

“Is that so?”

“I can make it for you now that I have the hair. Buy a draught of it, señor?”

Through the purple curtain at the rear of the altar appeared the one and only Don César, striding forward with hand gonnes in each gloved fist, match cords lit. Basilio barely recognized him with an eye patch and no mustache, the skin of his face burned bright pink from the nose down.

Basilio took in the man’s wounds and whispered, “Oh, well done, Rojo.”

“What is that you’re saying?” the young knight shouted in anger.

“Out of the way, Amadis,” César growled at the boy. Two more Red Spur knights, lieutenants by their shoulder braids, stepped through the purple drape, walking behind César, each with a lit hand gonne. “Out of the way, you filthy pigs, unless you want a whiff of powder too.”

The families scattered and Basilio quickly ripped off his dress, shrugging off his huge fake breasts and feed-bag hips.

The three armed Red Spurs came to stand on the other side of the body, gonnes trained on Basilio. “Your sword,” César said. “Take off your sword too, abuelita.”

Basilio jerked his head back in seething disgust. “You’re ordering me to drop my sword with a gonne in your hand, César?”

César’s voice was flat with regret. “My soul is cold, Basilio.”

Basilio spat on the ground and raised his hands. “Come and get it if you want it.”

As though following Basilio’s order, the boy-knight Amadis came blundering up behind him. “I’ve had enough of this fire-shitting braggart. You’re talking to a knight, you criminal!”

“Amadis, no!” César shouted.

From behind, Amadis placed his hand on Basilio’s sword hilt to disarm him.

Basilio’s left hand came down on top of the knight’s and he spun to his right, dragging and twirling the young man forward.

Two gonnes fired. One gonne ball hit young Amadis below the ear. The second struck Basilio in the back of the upper left arm, snapping the bone in half. Amadis fell to the ground, gurgling.

The gonne explosions deafened everyone in the church, sending most of them fleeing or diving for cover.

Basilio screamed and staggered forward, drawing his sword and wheeling.

César’s eyes didn’t look cold so much as dead, as he let the fuse burn to the powder.

The gonne ball hit Basilio in the gut, low on the right side. He crumpled to the chapel floor, trying to understand how a knight could kill someone like this. Nothing but a rabid dog.

I am a dog, he thought. Lying on his stomach, the chapel’s pews were wavering as if occluded by chaparral heat devils. To César, Basilio is not even a man.

“Go and fetch the archbishop. I won’t risk moving the prisoner, so he will conduct the inquisition of the Great Basilio here,” César said, removing his gloves, “in this very chapel. Fetch a table for the tribunal!”

Lying on the chapel floor, Basilio was bleeding to death, he could tell, and it filled him with sadness that he would not get one last dance, one chance to redeem the death of his hermano de sangre. But hell. He couldn’t move his left arm. The blood from his stomach was a flood. He could feel it flowing out onto the tiled floor around him, against his cheek.

Then Basilio saw that through the purple drape behind César, and through the haze of smoke that smelled like war in Bologna to him, four figures were floating by the marble steps that led down to the customary mausoleum.

Four dark-robed women. Nuns.

Two looked familiar. One of them stepped close until her blunt-toed shoes were inches from Basilio’s face and said, “That’s not a man, that’s Sor Barbara, who was with our pilgrimage.”

The other looked Italian or French. This nun was familiar, but from so long ago he couldn’t place her. Her nose was thick at the bridge, crooked. Maybe broken.

The nuns passed him and all Basilio could see was that bank of dark smoke from the gonnes, and the man he longed to kill. There was César sweeping off his cape; César unbuckling his battered breastplate; César sighing deeply as if he were done fighting for all time but, unlike Basilio, relishing his retirement.

“It’s finished, finally,” the knight said, crossing himself in the smoke.

The air of Bologna was dark, opaque with arcabuz smoke, a fetid and stupefying smell, almost worse than the stench of the dead that would rise from the streets tomorrow. The three burst into another empty kitchen, relieved to drop the wet kerchiefs from their faces.

“Oh, why do we do this?” Alejo shouted, as the don and Basilio ransacked the cupboards. “What do we want?”

“Brandy, you Galician sheep-rapist!” Don Manuel thundered, his boots stamping hard and unevenly on the kitchen floor as he searched.

“I mean the fighting. The killing,” Alejo said. He took a deep drink of clean water from a porcelain jug. Gasped appreciatively. “Ah, Don Manuel, I like it all too much.”

They were dodging back to Spanish turf against the stream of retreating French, scurrying from bombed-out kitchen to bombed-out kitchen and celebrating their successful sabotage mission as they scurried.

Don Manuel was drunk, but unlike his friends, he was exhausted and looked his forty-eight years. “Oh, piss on that, Rojo. I’m not a priest and no one in heaven or earth knows what you did today, evil or blessed. Or the excellence. I take that back.” He winked at him. “I know.”

Alejo gave his teacher a fierce, grateful grin.

At that moment, Basilio shouted in delight. He had found two dust-covered bottles. “Forgive us, brandy, for we know not what we do.”

Turning his morrión helmet on its side, Don Manuel sat upon it and waved to Basilio for one bottle. “I am going to tell you why I fight.”

“Money?”Alejo joked.

“Women?” Basilio joked. He hadn’t really been joking. Then, because he thought it would sound better, he said, “Loyalty and friendship, for me, is why I fight.”

“Well, friends can provide cover,” Don Manuel said with a sage nod of his scarved head. “But loyalty. Well. You’re a fool if you fight for a king. A crowned head will make you lose your own head eventually. Don’t do that ever. Promise me.”

“So promised,” Alejo said.

“Luchamos por la derecha luchar luchas más.” Don Manuel rapped his breastplate with his bare knuckles. Clunk, clunk. We fight for the right to fight more fights. Then he drew his espada larga and slammed the flat of the blade down on the kitchen floor three times. “All else is a lie we’ll tell our inquisitors. Amen!”

“Amen!”

The gagging arquebuz smoke over the city cleared, and Basilio found himself in a beautiful little Bolognese church. Don Manuel’s desperate order to move up the cannons into town had worked. They had leveled this part of Bologna, as feared, but the French had cleared out (as hoped). Basilio could no longer hear their music, their arquebuz fire, or their froofy, hysterical language screeching in the streets around him.

In this Bolognese church was an old priest. An archbishop perhaps and two others in Inquisición robes. The four nuns he’d seen before were here too, and so was a gentleman knight with an eye patch and a badly burned face.

No, that’s not right. Not Bologna. I’m in Vacanana, Basilio realized. Ai, qué lastima, that’s so disappointing.

“Stop talking,” a German with a Swiss accent was saying in his ear. Paracelsus was with him? How did he get here? “You are in the glory of the laudanum but not for much longer. Wait until your soul comes back to the terrestrial plane before speaking. Say nothing more lest you incriminate someone, Basilio.”

Basilio lifted his right hand and felt the stiff bandage over his stomach wound—a smart, tight military doctor’s dressing—and his left arm hung uselessly in a sling. Neither wound was bleeding, he could tell, but by his wan dizziness he figured he had lost a great deal of blood.

“Was I speaking?”

“About Don Manuel,” Paracelsus said, “in a most unbecoming way, under the circumstances.”

Basilio realized he was wearing a simple muslin nightshirt with no undergarments, not even the wrap for his breasts, actually, and felt suddenly stripped bare, thrown down, beaten. “Oh.”

“What is it?”

“I think they saw me. I think they know.”

“Yes, God help you, everyone knows,” Paracelsus said. He pretended to be fussing with the sling. “The whole town of Vacanana knows and by now the news is halfway to Chinaland, I imagine.”

Knights and clergy were coming and going from the front of the little chapel, preparing for a ceremony it seemed. Don César was some fifteen feet away, standing by his two fellow Red Spur knights. He wasn’t wearing his breastplate, but he was armed with those vicious little rondel daggers he was known for and holding his hand gonne with one boot up on a pew, staring hate at Basilio.

Basilio’s life as the “ascendant star of Spanish manhood” was over, and since it was the only way he knew how to be, he couldn’t imagine what was next except bitter retribution.

At the very least.

“You must listen to me. Concentrate,” Paracelsus whispered, his bug eyes staring into Basilio’s. “They have the Book of the Seven Hands and my translation of it both. La señora maneuvered me out of the house and must have stolen both while Alejo slept. I tried to convince the archbishop that the books were mine but they know that—”

“Master Paracelsus, is the accused ready?”

That voice. The Archbishop of Barcelona was here, Basilio thought.

Paracelsus pressed himself close and, in a rushed whisper, said in his ear, “Don Manuel is dead, Basilio. Killed weeks ago by a priest named Zacarías, I heard the archbishop say. Alejo’s corpse is downstairs in the mausoleum below this chapel. That’s your situation.” Paracelsus placed something on the table behind Basilio. He could feel it at his rump. “You must decide what to do about the book.”

Then Paracelsus straightened and turned back to the scrum of holy officers behind a little table. Red cloaks of inquisitors. Red Spur knights behind them. Basilio reached out in hopelessness and tried to grab Paracelsus as the alchemist stood, but his reflexes were too slow.

Paracelsus pronounced in his stentorian voice, “Basilio is alive, no thanks to César and all thanks to me. You may proceed with your so-called inquisition.” Paracelsus went to sit behind César and his two lieutenants.

Basilio was rattled down to his core. The world felt as though it were caving in on itself, dipping into mist. The man who had been like Basilio’s father. The man who had been his maestro and captain.

His beloved Manuel.

The hated archbishop was right in front of him, Basilio realized, at the center of the tribunal at that small table. The last time Basilio had seen him was in León, when Basilio was trying to leave a broken, confusing life behind, and the archbishop was but an inquisitor trying to undo the mystery surrounding the sudden appearance of this deadly swordsman called Basilio.

With his feeble turkey neck and the white wisps across his liver-spotted pate, the archbishop lifted his eyes to meet Basilio’s. A drool cup was fashioned to his chin with a clever bit of metal wiring. He hardly looked the frightening phantom of Basilio’s nightmares any longer. But the tools of his trade were. On the table before the archbishop lay three inkwells, several quills, many stacks of old parchment, and Basilio’s espada. And two volumes—no doubt, the Book of the Seven Hands and Paracelsus’s translation of it—a good twenty feet away.

The archbishop gestured for the two other red-cloaked inquisitors to sit. Once the small tribunal of three priests was in place, other knights and nuns took their places in pews throughout the chapel. A regular auto-da-fé, he thought. A public spectacle where the Great Basilio would be publicly humiliated. Should he flee? Could he even stand? His mind was blank and thick as he watched the archbishop slide a parchment to the inquisitor next to him, who in turn signed it.

“We have reached a conclusion and determined a punishment in the matter of Duchess Constanza Peréz de Gŭzman,” the archbishop said. His voice sounded thin and twee in the hollow quiet of the chapel. “We have entered written testimony of Don Manuel Sifuentes into the record of this current inquisition, along with the testimony of Violeta, the house-slave belonging to Don Porfirio de Vacanana.”

Light-headed. Angry. Horrified.

“No testimony has been submitted in support of Duchess Constanza,” the archbishop said, as if this settled matters, and he closed his waxy-lidded eyes. “It has been a lifetime of work, but we have proved your lineage. We know your family is the most excellent Medina Sidonias, thanks to Father Inquisitor Zacarías.”

The elderly priest next to the archbishop, wearing a gaunt, pale face, inclined his head and turned his piercing eyes on Basilio.

Zacarías? he thought. The thugs who’d jumped Basilio and Alejo said the name Zacarías. The man who killed Don Manuel too? It confused him. His mind swam slowly toward what all this might mean.

“We have your birth announcement right here, Constanza, and we have the sworn testimony from your parents, entered from the previous inquisition held twenty-six years ago. Now let us—”

“Not Basilio’s,” Basilio managed. He had to command his mind to concentrate on every word in order to speak them, but his focus was beginning to sharpen. “Basilio never had one of those.”

“A birth announcement? No, the lie of ‘Basilio’ would not need such a document,” Father Zacarías said. He was clean-shaven and his flesh was puffy in a way that reminded Basilio of rank sumptuousness. “But Duchess Constanza did have a birth announcement, and we have it here, sent to us by the duke’s own archivist. What you gained by acting as a rogue instead of what you are, a duchess of magnificent lineage, is simply…” He answered himself with a derisive shake of his head. “You bewilder this tribunal.”

Basilio scratched the small of his back with his one good hand, feeling the dagger that Paracelsus had placed there. Tongue fat in his mouth, he said, “I am no duchess. I am just Basilio.”

“We are not debating your identity. We know who you are,” the archbishop answered. “You are Duchess Constanza Peréz de Gŭzman, third daughter of Juan Alfonso, Duke of Medina Sidonia. You were schooled at León and you were scheduled to enter the cloister of Santa Anita as a student, perhaps even to become a nun. At the age of twelve, you began training in the use of espada corta, daga, and a buckler shield by the exemplary Order of Calatrava knight, Don Manuel Sifuentes, who was captain of your father’s forces. We assume that Constanza ran away and changed her name, since soon after, in 1497, the name Basilio Arias de Coronado y Morrillo appears in the service records of Don Manuel. There are no records of this name before that time.” The archbishop looked sharply at Basilio. “Why did you run away, Constanza? It’s time to tell your full story.”

He shook his head. “That’s not me.”

Father Zacarías leaned forward, resting his scarlet sleeves upon the tribunal’s table and folding his gnarled hands. “There’s no use in denying now. No use running anymore. We know you are Constanza.”

Basilio’s mind was slowly sharpening, but his passions were piqued as ever. “My name is Basilio, Father Zacarías, and I’ve never run from anything in my life.”

“Demonstrably untrue,” Zacarías said. “You’ve been running and lying about who you are your whole wretched life. You and the pervert Don Manuel lied about who you were for decades.”

He was still touching the dagger behind him, ready to throw it and kill the old priest. But Basilio wouldn’t be able to hit Zacarías, even if his mind were clear and sharp. He was simply no good with a throwing knife. “You called my master a pervert?”

“He corrupted you. You were innocent,” the third member of the tribunal said kindly. He was a young Gregorian with a pointed chin beard and a quiet, unassuming demeanor. He kept a nervous eye on the other two inquisitors as he said, “You should clear your name, Duchess.”

“I am not,” Basilio said, “a bloody duchess.”

“You ran away at the age of thirteen. A thirteen-year-old girl of such high birth would never do such a thing of her own accord,” Zacarías goaded. “Don Manuel abducted you, didn’t he? He forced you.”

“You bastard.”

“Say it. He raped you.”

“When this is over, I’ll take a nice warm bath in your blood, Zacarías.”

Father Zacarías unfolded a tattered piece of paper, a look of bemused contempt on his face. “This is a letter from Manuel Sifuentes to your father the duke, written in the autumn of 1497. I finally convinced your father to share it with me.”

Basilio seethed, and the laudanum fog was cleared, only to be replaced with a blind fury that Basilio had never felt before in his life. “What?”

“Manuel Sifuentes here beseeches the high duke for his third daughter Constanza’s hand in marriage.”

“Don’t you dare read that.”

“Oh, I won’t. The prose is contemptible, written by a murderer posing as a whining, lovelorn poet,” Zacarías said. “The point is, your father agreed. He agreed.”

And then Zacarías fell quiet. His face went passive.

Basilio waited for him to speak for a long moment, but then he felt compelled by his stampeding anger to fill the silence. “Yes, my father agreed. He adored Don Manuel, and I was of age.”

“Ah. Well. There is divine truth, at last,” Zacarías said. He sighed.

The archbishop placed a hand on Zacarías’s arm in congratulations.

“Yes. You were of age, Constanza. So why did this depraved false knight abduct you if he had your father’s blessing?”

He couldn’t bear hearing Don Manuel spoken of this way. If Basilio was angry before, he was apoplectic now, and the words came spilling out in a horrible gush that he couldn’t stop, even though he knew every word was another bullet in his hide. “He couldn’t marry me. He wouldn’t. Because I couldn’t marry him. He saw what I was and couldn’t, you filth, because I…” Basilio stopped.

“Because of what you were?” the young Gregorian asked, cocking his ear toward Basilio. “What did you become, Constanza?”

Basilio stared back at the three inquisitors, the nuns behind them, the knights and priests in the back of the church, milling and whispering as if this inquisition were a bustling vegetable market.

“A man,” he said, as if the truth of it were self-evident.

“Stop claiming you’re a man, Constanza,” Father Zacarías said.

“I was Constanza. My body had changed into a man’s. I was a man. I am a man.”

“All saints attend to us,” the youngest inquisitor whispered. “What do you mean, your body ‘changed’?”

“I don’t know what I mean! You tell me, because there are no words for what I am,” Basilio roared at him. He wanted to say it all now, make them all recoil at the truth and run from the chapel from the hideous girl-man monster. “I was jumping from my horse during riding lessons and something—ripped. In me. It ripped open. My body. Something came through the skin—that was not there.”

The knights in the room winced and crossed themselves. The archbishop’s drool cup poured over. Three of the nuns covered their faces in disgust, but the one with the crooked nose stared so intently at Basilio that he paused and stuttered before going on.

“Don Manuel couldn’t marry me,” Basilio shouted. His breath caught. Joyeux. The wedding present from Don Manuel to his bride that could not be. “I couldn’t face my father. Not after…not…Don Manuel saved me from that fate.”

No one moved. There was no whispering. The building itself seemed stunned into silence.

“Aha,” Paracelsus cried. He leaped to his feet, thrusting an index finger at Basilio. “I was correct all along! As usual! Basilio is not a woman. Nor a man. But a blessed Philosopher’s Stone.”

Basilio squinted at the alchemist.

“You are not Spanish, Catholic, nor a priest recognized by the Holy See to make judgments here,” the Gregorian shouted. “Sit down and be quiet, Master Paracelsus, or I will have you flogged!”

The archbishop wheezed, “What did Doctor Paracelsus say? What is this he says?”

“The actual term used by Galen and Hippocrates,” Paracelsus said, emitting small tsks of contempt for those two mere mortals, “is ‘hermaphrodite,’ a gender unto itself. There are many recorded cases of hermaphrodites changing gender at some point in their lives, in just the way that has been described. Wondrous! But more amazing than that, hermaphrodites, like my friend Basilio, are the human embodiment of the ultimate state of being: trans-mu-tation! What alchemists have long called the Philosopher’s Stone. He is gold becoming iron, and iron becoming gold. Before our eyes! Astounding, perhaps, to us, we statues of mundane clay, but he is Adam and Eve, the divine creation that also creates.” Paracelsus marveled at Basilio for only a moment before he turned and leveled a finger at the archbishop. “And you would persecute him! Punish and condemn him? You are no better than the wildest cannibal in the far reaches of New Spain.”

The three members of the tribunal stared at Paracelsus like a row of lidless fish.

“Even as we behold him now, Basilio is transitory as a passing planet. He becomes something else and changes us by our simply knowing what he is. He is transubstantiation in a way that your Catholic Church can only imagine and wildly dream—”

“Remove him!” the young inquisitor shouted to Don César.

“Take him outside!” César shouted to one of his lieutenants.

“Remove Paracelsus? You can’t remove truth from the cosmos!” Paracelsus shouted as a knight leaped over the back of his pew and took hold of him. “Stop that, I’m Swiss! The Philosopher’s Stone is dissolving you and your world into—ow! My leg!”

The archbishop looked shaken and his hands were trembling. “Strange. I thought we were prosecuting a transvestite or hopefully a lesbian.”

“This only reinforces my faith,” Zacarías said to the other two inquisitors. He too seemed shaken. His eyes were round with fear or maybe sudden understanding. “This horror is beyond anything I imagined when the Vatican sent me here to root out the evil Don Manuel.”

“The Vatican sent you?” the archbishop asked.

“Don Manuel is not evil,” Basilio said, shaking his head slowly.

A murmur went through the chapel crowd.

“I have proof that he is.” Zacarías held up the forged steel coin that Don Manuel had given to Basilio, hanging by the chain he’d purchased in Antwerp. “What is this, Constanza?”

“A gift to me from my master.”

“O-M-V-I,” Zacarías said, pronouncing each letter. “It stands for the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae, the name of an anti-Papal order of fighters that was banned by Papal Bull and forced into hiding centuries ago. You were initiated into this coven by Don Manuel himself. And this Book of the Seven Hands is a tome of witchcraft.”

All eyes drifted to the books before the archbishop. One of the nuns rose as if against her will, then sat and crossed herself. That same woman. Basilio suddenly felt light-headed, dizzy again. He did know her. Not French. She was from southern Spain somewhere.

“I have studied only la destreza, not witchcraft,” he said to Zacarías, “and I never knew what those letters stood for.”

“Say what you will,” Zacarías said, still brandishing the charm. “You were recruited to join this order of anti-Papist knights for a specific reason.” He gestured at Basilio with the coin in his fingertips. “Because of what you yourself say you are. An aberrance. A thing from outside God’s creation.”

You are indomitable and will be indomitable your whole life, Basilio, Don Manuel had told him, because of what you are.

Basilio nodded his head, eyes upon his espada, which was lying before the archbishop on the table. Behind his back, Basilio carefully gripped the forged handle, feeling its balance. Oh, it was a good one that Paracelsus had left for him.

At the moment, from far off, Basilio heard a hollow thump.

Don César, his lieutenant seated next to him, and Basilio all lifted their chins, listening to the air.

The thump was followed by a crash, like a load of lumber falling from a great height, quite some distance away.

Basilio and the knights all looked at one another and knew immediately what the sounds were, but the incongruity of it made no sense.

Cannon fire.

“If there was no witchcraft,” the archbishop asked, listening to the noise, then turning his attention back to Basilio, “then how do you explain the extraordinary nature of what you are?”

Basilio planned to bathe in the blood of Zacarías. But he was just an old priest. Unarmed. He could be taken easily.

Basilio looked straight at Don César.

Think of the truest thing you know. Think of your love for your woman, or, hell, think of how cold the Mediterranean is in winter, Don Manuel had once said to Basilio when he was practicing with the knife. When its truth is all the way in you, throw it.

“I am the Great Basilio,” he said to the tribunal and stood. Then his right arm came whipping forward, releasing the throwing dagger hidden behind his back. The dagger buried itself to the hilt in Don César’s throat. The knight lurched to his feet, his one good eye round as a cow’s, a hand clenching the dagger at the hilt.

“And that is all you need to know,” Basilio said.

It was only a distance of two strides to the table where the tribunal of three inquisitors sat.

The lieutenant seated beside Don César leapt at Basilio.

But Basilio had covered the distance already, seizing Joyeux from the table. He raised the sword to kiss the blade and then slashed to his right, carving his dueling circle across the face of the Red Spur knight.

Before he could reach Zacarías, though, Basilio had two knights, older men with heavy swords, charging into his circle. They were good fighters with strong footwork, and they forced Basilio to yield ground.

The young Gregorian and Zacarías jumped back from the table, and the many clergy in attendance ran yelling for the door. The lame old archbishop could only sit in place and scream for Don César to help him.

Don César yanked Basilio’s throwing dagger from his throat and staggered toward him, blooding gushing down his shirt. But the knight’s eye wheeled to the archbishop, and he reached out to lean across the tribunal’s table.

A double-feint froze one old knight, and Joyeux’s sword point found his unprotected thigh and the artery there. With Basilio extended in a thrust, the other knight threw hell at him, trying to take Basilio’s head.

Don César dropped his upper body upon the table before the archbishop.

“Absolve me!” he rasped, looking up at him in horror. “You must do it now!”

Basilio cocked his head, and the heavy war sword passed so close it cut hair from his scalp. He countered. He found the man’s heart. He drove himself at the knight, all but tackling him, and when the old man felt heavy on his sword, Basilio let him fall.

He turned and looked at the archbishop, whose old, yellowed eyes were on Basilio.

“Kill him! He’s going to kill me! Kill him, César!” the archbishop screamed.

Basilio saw four Red Spurs come running in from outside the chapel. He wondered how many were out there, how many he could possibly kill with his left arm in a sling.

There was another distant thump, and a moment later, another explosion of lumber somewhere in the city.

The haggard knight looked at Basilio, seeming ready to turn and fight him, and Basilio was eager for it, even with those four knights gathering their courage to charge him.

“Come, César,” Basilio said, “I owe you so, so much.”

But to Basilio’s shock and amazement, César reached out and grasped the archbishop by the throat, sending his drool cup flying, and dragged the decrepit old priest up out of his chair.

Basilio wanted to watch this, but the four knights rushing at him were young and deserved his full attention. Facing them, Basilio stepped into the opening of the center aisle. This was going to be difficult with only one weapon and an arquebuz ball in his stomach, Basilio figured, but there was nothing left to do but fight more fights.

For Alejo and Don Manuel.

Basilio took his L-shaped stance and glanced to his left as the archbishop fell to the floor, the throwing dagger in his heart. Don César was staggering back like a drunkard, and one of the nuns, the woman Basilio thought that he recognized, ran to the fallen old man.

The first two Red Spurs lunged into his sacred circle and all other thoughts fell away. All that remained was la destreza. The art of Don Manuel.

Parry and parry and counter and parry.

Slice. A throat opened.

And slice. Joyeux across the eyes.

Those two fell and Basilio inhaled.

He glanced again at the nun. He’d thought she was aiding the fallen archbishop, but as her hands fell upon the Book of the Seven Hands and the translation, she looked up at Basilio. Her mantle was pushed back and he could see her auburn hair now. Large, fine eyes. And the broken nose. And he knew.

“Imelda?” he said, blinking at her.

Imelda shred the nun’s mantle from her body. Like the archbishop, Don César, the Red Spurs, and everyone else, she was here for the books. She was here for revenge, Basilio figured, as the next two Red Spurs rushed at him. They lunged, and a single parry of Basilio’s guided both swords aside.

Don Manuel was dead. Didn’t she know?

The knights persisted, but they were slowed by their armor, and so it was easy enough to shove one into the other, pile them into a pew and fall on them for the kill.

As Basilio stood, red cloth swirled in the corner of his eye. It was Zacarías. He held a smart-looking espada and crouched in the side aisle, facing off with Imelda. She was carrying both books under one arm and an absolute treasure of an espada in the other hand.

“Time for you to make good on your end of the bargain, my lord,” she said.

My lord? Basilio stared. What was this about?

More knights came running in the front door of the chapel. Basilio faced them but kept his attention on the priest and Imelda.

“Kill Basilio and stamp out the heresy,” Zacarías shouted, pointing across the pews at Basilio.

“No more delays,” Imelda snapped. “Tell me where to find Don Manuel.”

His voice suddenly lurching out in a sob, Basilio bellowed, “For the love of God, Zacarías killed him, Imelda. Don Manuel is dead!”

Then, as if punctuating his words, there was a distant thump of sound, followed by the whistling noise of a cannonball.

The hair on Basilio’s arm stood up as he listened to the incoming ball. From up on the cedar ridge, he figured. From where he’d met the monks. Italian-speaking monks.

Milan, 1499, he realized.

It wasn’t a big cannon, judging from the sound—probably nothing more than a little falcon, a falconette, the very kind that Italian mobile artillery teams loved. They were here for revenge on Don Manuel too, for his siege in 1499.

“Knight with a Thousand Enemies is right,” Basilio said. He dived under a pew, letting out a scream of pain as he stumbled, landing flat on his wounded arm and stomach.

There was a loud crash of lumber overhead, and plaster and wood fell in a dense cascade, hitting the pew seat above Basilio’s head. The Red Spur knights who’d entered the church were now bolting for the front door.

Word had gotten out that Basilio was here, he imagined. Alejo’s body was in the mausoleum below. The old Italians must have thought that Don Manuel was in this chapel too, and now that experienced artillerymen had found it with one cannon shot, the next was coming shortly. The little building was doomed.

Basilio sighed in agony and rolled onto his side so he could see under the pews. Zacarías and Imelda were swearing, stamping the floor and circling one another, oblivious to the falling timber and plaster dust. From this angle, Basilio could see only their feet—the priest’s shoes and Imelda’s black and indigo Turkish slippers. It looked like a dance.

“I should have known,” she shouted. “You killed Don Manuel?”

Down the row, Basilio could now see the Book of the Seven Hands and the translation stacked on the bench where Imelda had obviously set them. He crawled toward the books on hand and knees, and was halfway down the row of pews when someone grabbed his ankle and yanked him backward. He landed on his belly with a shout of pain and looked back.

Don César had his ankle in one enormous, gloved hand. He was glaring at Basilio with his one eye, the rest of his face a burned mess of flesh.

Basilio’s sword was pinned underneath him. He couldn’t get a grip on the hilt.

Crawling up Basilio’s leg, hand over hand, and simultaneously dragging him backward, Don César shouted, “You just won’t die!”

“I was going to say that to you!” Basilio said, still fumbling for his sword.

Basilio looked back over his shoulder, and, suddenly, a rondel was in Don César’s hand. He raised it, leaning back to plunge it into Basilio’s back.

Basilio kicked and thrashed to free himself.

Just then the haggard knight gave a muffled grunt, his grip slackened, and his breath came out in a horrible hiss.

Someone was there, standing over Don César. Basilio looked back. A tall man with an espada of Toledo make. A red beard and a balding pate.

“The Toreador!” Imelda shouted in dismay. “He’s bloody alive!”

“What,” Zacarías said, “in the name of God?”

The two were fighting back and forth across the altar now, the wide dais where Alejo had been laid out.

Basilio looked up at him. “Alejo?”

Alejo shouted down at the dead César. “That’s for killing my cousin, dog-sodomite.” Then he looked at his blood-brother. “Holy hell, what happened to you?”

Basilio gawked up at him. Alejo seemed truly alive and so himself. Loud. Boisterous. Obtuse in his farm-boy way.

Zacarías shouted, “Why are you fighting me? Your duty is to extinguish the heretics!”

Imelda broke off from Zacarías with a cry of disgust and anguish. Spinning, she rushed at Alejo.

Alejo, barefoot and still wearing his white linen burial shift, stepped back into the center aisle and deftly met her charge, their swords crossing.

“Basilio,” he called, “it’s Imelda!”

“Put down the espada, Toreador,” Imelda said as Zacarías stepped forward to cover her flank.

Alejo kept the pews on either side of him, protecting his flanks too. “Why in the world should I do that?”

Still on the ground, and with Imelda and Zacarías now occupied, Basilio crawled to the books.

Thump.

Alejo, Imelda, and Zacarías each looked at one other and then their heads swiveled to look about the church, at the heavy beams holding up the wide roof over their heads.

Basilio seized the two books and rolled under a pew.

Zacarías broke away first, then Imelda, each dashing for the cover of the pews. Alejo lingered, still watching Basilio crawl under the pew.

The explosion was deafening. More plaster rained into the church; wooden beams and planks crashed to the floor. If it weren’t for the pews, a beam the length of a rowboat would have crushed Basilio and Alejo together.

Basilio looked at his blood-brother and wheezed, “How did you come back to life?”

“Oh, I was dead? That explains the mausoleum. I think Paracelsus’s potion saved me somehow.”

“It didn’t save you, you Galician sheep-rapist. You took too much of it.”

“Too much is always a good thing,” he grinned.

Basilio was short of breath again. “We need to go.”

Alejo scrambled on hands and feet away from Basilio into the suffocating, swirling dust. With books in hand, he stood and heard a voice from under another pew.

“Basilio, I’m stuck.”

It was Imelda. She was on the floor next to the four dead Red Spurs, who were lying with their arms akimbo.

“I can’t move my leg, Basilio. Please don’t leave me here.”

A fire had crept up a near wall from a downed torch. It was smoky as well as dusty in here now. Smothering.

Without thinking about the consequences of saving this woman who’d just attacked Alejo, Basilio bent to get leverage under the beam that had Imelda pinned. A wave of nausea hit him deep in the gut. The thick dust in the air and the ball lodged in his stomach were making him feel as if he couldn’t hold his bowels.

Shouts of surprise. A clash of steel from the altar. Basilio could see that Alejo was stepping into a ferocious attack.

Then, throughout the building there was a great wooden moan like the creak of a ship at sea or the groan of tall trees swaying ever so slightly in wind.

“Oh, no,” Basilio whispered.

“Please help me, Basilio,” Imelda pleaded frantically.

She was a love of Don Manuel’s. He’d wronged her, later admitting it to Basilio. Basilio again braced himself under the beam and this time heaved it off of Imelda’s leg.

Basilio turned and saw Alejo and the inquisitor, misty silhouettes in the smoke and dust, sword points thrusting and chattering against each other.

“Who the hell are you?” Alejo shouted. “Why are you and Imelda trying to kill me?”

Basilio shouted to Alejo, “The building is about to collapse! One more cannonball and we’re dead.”

“Go! I’ll keep this bastard priest away from you.”

There was no time to argue. Basilio bent and helped Imelda to her feet. “Can you move?”

“Yes. Lead the way. Just don’t go too fast.”

He looked back at her. She was just a dark blob in the smoke and grit in the air. The two walked the slow walk of the wounded, with the building still moaning over its own wounds, and the deep sound of its groaning reverberated through Basilio’s body.

“Alejo, come with us!” Basilio said with a loud cough. He felt like vomiting again.

“No, go, Basilio!” Alejo shouted back.

“Imelda!” The inquisitor was shouting too. “You must stop Basilio! Do it!”

Basilio led Imelda to where he thought the purple curtain should be, the passage through which Don César and his two lieutenants had emerged. He found it on the other side of the altar and then slipped out into a back atrium filled with cracked statues of angels and broken benches. Marble stairs led down into the mausoleum, Basilio figured, judging by the fine banisters and polished steps. The air was easier to breathe back here and it was easier to see too. He opened the back door, which led out into a massive garden of green, red, and yellow. He turned to Imelda saying, “What a relief, I thought that we were—”

An explosion. But not a cannonball, this time. It was like lightning in his brain. Something hit Basilio and he spun, fell to the floor.

He shook his head to clear his senses. Imelda had struck him on the back of the head with the hilt of her sword. Sitting on his rump, he looked up at her in dazed bewilderment.

“I’ve always liked you,” she said.

Basilio went for his sword but couldn’t draw it fast enough as Imelda took one step back and kicked him in the face.

Again, that explosion of lightning in his skull.

It was just a barefoot kick in those little slippers, but, suddenly, he was on all fours on top of the books, so Basilio decided it was a very good kick. “You like me?”

“I always have,” Imelda said, snapping her espada into its sheath. “So I’m not going to kill you.”

Then came a kick to the mouth. And another to the brow.

“This is a special friendship,” Basilio said, panting on his back.

Imelda bent down to whisper to him, her lips so close they brushed against Basilio’s ear. “Don Manuel told me. I’ve always known, and I never told anyone,” she said, yanking the two books from his grasp. “Remember that, Basilio.”

He looked up, through swollen eyes. Aching face, mouth bleeding. He was sure he’d lost at least one tooth. “All right. Thank you.”

Thump.

Basilio looked up at Imelda, and Imelda looked down at Basilio. If she left him here, the chapel would crush him.

“You just said…”

Imelda spun away with the books, then stopped and whirled back to look at him.

“You just said you wouldn’t kill me!” Basilio slurred.

“Bloody fucking hell,” she shouted and hauled Basilio to his feet, dragging him through the back door of the chapel. Basilio managed to get his feet under him, and they feebly hauled themselves to the wide garden that ran up to the back door, with pretty lavender, sweet thyme, and a refreshing, trickling fountain.

Basilio looked back. The chapel was aflame and its roof folded in like parchment in the rear of the building.

“Come out, Alejo,” Basilio said quietly.

A cannonball smashed into the roof, and the rickety, smoldering chapel rocked and swayed, another creaking groan rising up from the structure.

Just then Alejo could be seen through the chapel’s back door. He was backing into the atrium from the altar where he’d been dueling, retreating before Zacarías. Alejo’s hands were in the air. He was unarmed.

“You are finished,” Zacarías shouted from the altar.

Imelda stood with her espada in hand.

Basilio tried to get to his feet, but he was too beaten and bloody. He could only watch.

“The only way I can let you live is if you forswear your master’s teaching, Toreador!” Zacarías shouted. “Help me take Basilio, and I will beseech the Vatican to let you live!”

Alejo laughed. “Ask me to pull a bone from my body. No. I can’t do that.”

Zacarías had now backed Alejo into the foyer at the top of the mausoleum stairs. They were both only a few feet away from the back door of the chapel.

The roof over them was about to fall, Basilio could see. “Alejo.”

“You don’t understand me! Swear that you will never teach la destreza or anything that Don Manuel taught you, and I’ll let you live.”

Alejo shook his head. His voice was lively, painfully sincere. “Oh, no, I plan on rebuilding the master’s school with him. I plan on spreading la destreza across Europe with Basilio. Why shouldn’t everyone know the Seven Hands?”

The Italians’ next cannonball hit with an enormous crash, and the entire front half of the church fell in on itself, with banners of dust unfurling through the remaining windows and up through the gaping, falling roof.

“Go meet your master!” Zacarías bellowed over the din of the dying church.

The blade came shoving though Alejo’s back, poking out high between his shoulders and through the linen shift, staining it crimson.

“No! Alejo, no!” Basilio shouted.

Zacarías turned, aiming Alejo’s back to the mausoleum steps.

“Run, Basilio!” Imelda shouted. “We have to get away from the church!”

Basilio couldn’t. He staggered toward the back door. “Alejo!”

Alejo’s hands were up, the sword was still in his chest, and his face was lit with that laugh.

Then Zacarías kicked him down the marble stairs.

A second later, the roof over the rear half of the church fell in place.

Imelda grabbed Basilio and dragged him back from the church as flames and smoke leaped from the back door.

Zacarías dashed from the fiery doorway and his robes caught as he fled. Smoke flowed from every crevice in the tottering structure, and the back half collapsed in a ball of smoke and soot pouring out after Zacarías as he ran into the garden.

Basilio and Imelda fell into another bed of flowers and herbs. He stared at the rising column of smoke over the chapel. Basilio felt not like his life had been crushed, but that all of reality had caved in. A Paracelsian collapse. His master was dead, the man he’d loved more than any other soul. And his blood-brother had died twice in a day. It seemed almost comic in its cosmic proportions as he watched Zacarías tearing his burning cape from his body and flapping about the garden like a burning stork. The chapel fumed and smoked.

When he’d stomped out the fire, Zacarías looked across the garden and called to Imelda. “You have the book? Ah, excellent.”

“Leave this to me,” Imelda said, standing and setting the Book of the Seven Hands and its translation in the nasturtium. “That’s the Marqués. The Marqués of Málaga.”

Basilio could barely move or think, but he figured she was delirious from the smoke. “The Marqués died in the Levant years ago,” he said.

She stood looking down at Basilio, her back to the inquisitor, and spoke with her eyes cranked sidelong to watch him. “No. He is alive. He’s the Black Hand of the Vatican now, their assassin. Do you understand me?” Imelda said, eyes on Basilio’s now. “He apparently killed Don Manuel, he killed Alejo, and now he’s coming to kill you, Basilio.”

Alejo had stolen the book from the Marqués, years and years ago, and now here he was to retrieve it. It all made sense in a horrible sort of way.

Zacarías came striding toward Basilio and Imelda, espada drawn.

Imelda bided her time, and when the inquisitor was close enough, she whirled and lunged in one swift action.

But Zacarías parried as if he’d expected it. He chambered the force of Imelda’s lunge, and then, as if pointing out a spot on her shirt, he easily stabbed her in the chest. She fell backward onto a flower bed, clutching her wound, grimacing at the sky.

Zacarías bent down and grabbed the two books. He looked at both of them in admiration, and then dropped the mere copy onto the ground. Then he strode toward the burning chapel, as if out for a little stroll.

Over his shoulder, he said to Basilio, “Is this era a ‘rebirth,’ as some are calling it? A reawakening of ancient, superior knowledge?”

The threshold of the back door was just a couple of flaming and charred posts with fire still licking the walls on either side. The inquisitor came as close to the doorway as he dared.

“Alejo and you wanted to reawaken a heretical fighting force. One that can be learned by rabble and nobleman alike?” He called to Basilio over the roar of the chapel fire. “No, a martial art for the common man will not be allowed to take root in Spain—and the Vatican will especially not allow it anywhere near New Spain.”

Zacarías threw the ancient Book of the Seven Hands into the fire.

Basilio looked down at Paracelsus’s copy. It looked so meager and fake compared with the ancient stateliness of the original, and with a surge of will and adrenaline, he got to his feet, ready to go for his sword.

But Zacarías came forward, nearly running, and stopped Basilio easily, the point of his sword hovering before Basilio’s throat.

“So ends the story of the Knight with a Thousand Enemies,” he said, the point of his espada now pressing into Basilio’s throat. “And so it ends for the Great Basilio too.”

Basilio looked down at Imelda, who was holding her chest wound and lying in red carnations. Spain’s flower. Her bright eyes had drifted to Basilio and Zacarías, and her breathing was rapid and shallow.

Basilio said with weariness, “Give me the same chance that you gave Alejo?”

Zacarías’s eyes flashed with curiosity. “To forswear your loyalty to Don Manuel?”

Basilio nodded. “I don’t care about reawakening anything. I never did,” he slurred. “Alejo wanted that, but I didn’t. Now he and Don Manuel are gone and I have no desire to dream their dreams.” He took a step to the side, turning Zacarías’s back to Imelda, just as he had turned Alejo’s back to the mausoleum steps. Basilio hoped she had something left. “Look at me. My arm. If I survive these wounds, I’ll be crippled for life. How could I teach a martial art?”

“You haven’t convinced me yet,” Zacarías said. “But I am listening. What will you do, if not teach?”

“What can I do? The truth is out about me,” Basilio said flatly. “I suppose I’ll go back to León. Let my father decide what’s to be done.”

“Swear it then. Swear you will never teach la destreza,” Zacarías said.

“I swear it,” Basilio said. And that was that.

“And,” Zacarías said, stepping forward until his sword point touched Basilio’s throat. “Swear that you are the Duchess Constanza.”

He shut his eyes. He did not retreat. He let the inquisitor’s sword point press. Basilio couldn’t say it. At least, the end will be quick, he thought. If this was the Marqués, he was always a greedy and impatient man.

But instead of a slice through his throat, there was a clang of steel in front of Basilio’s face.

He opened his eyes and there was Imelda, her sword crossed with Zacarías’s, a great splash of blood down the front of her white shirt.

“You have taken my quarry twice now, the English spy and the book itself,” she said, and the ice and iron in her voice made Basilio and Zacarías both step back. “Now I am taking your prize away from you.”

Imelda and Zacarías fell into dueling poses, testing one another, trading the tapping of espadas, feeling out the remaining strength and will to fight.

“If you want the glory of killing the Great Basilio,” Zacarías said, grinning his canine grin, “I offer him to you now.”

“Oh, if anyone kills Basilio,” Imelda said, “it will be me. But you first, liar. You told me revenge on Don Manuel was mine. You used me during this collaboration, just as you used me long, long ago.”

Zacarías pressed the fight. He was nervous and overeager, wanting to take what advantages he imagined that he had, Basilio saw. The exchange between them was more like an angry, nasty knife fight. The inquisitor tried to keep Imelda at bay with little slashes of ex and zed before her sword tip, but Imelda was better. She waited, hanging back and baiting him.

But she waited too long. Zacarías saw her attention turn to Basilio for just one little breath, and he rattled her blade with a ringing blow, knocking her espada from her hand.

She did not retreat. Indeed, she smiled a little smile that dented her cheek.

Zacarías cried out in anger and his sword thrust straight forward into Imelda’s face.

With what strength he had left, Basilio stepped forward and blocked the thrust. But Zacarías simply laughed at him and grabbed Basilio’s wrist, twisting it viciously.

Imelda shot forward and grabbed Zacarías by the sword arm at the wrist. For a moment, they were a cruel tableau, each on the verge of killing another.

Then Imelda’s left hand flashed up. It was empty, and her bare white palm made a curious gesture in the air like a benediction.

Before Basilio could make sense of what had happened, Zacarías fell backward, his throat opened in a long, fleshy slit. His hands were clutching at his neck, and blood shot through his fingers onto his inquisitor’s robe. Red upon red.

Basilio glanced at Imelda’s shirtsleeve and saw the glint of steel in the hem.

“Bravo,” he said, exhausted, relieved. But then he caught himself and leaped back from Imelda, espada ready.

Seeing his sword up, Imelda turned with hers ready too.

“You don’t trust me?” she said. “I’ve saved your life twice now.”

“You kicked me in the face a lot more than twice.”

“You are alive? Santa Sofia!” someone was shouting.

Basilio backed away from Imelda and raised his sword as Paracelsus came riding into the wide garden from a side street. With a bedroll on the back of its saddle and his leather bag lashed there too, Paracelsus’s horse was leading the black-and-white dray Padrona, who tossed her long shaggy mane and bridled at the tether in annoyance.

“Many people are coming!” Paracelsus called, his horse galloping straight across the garden beds. “The whole town now that the bombing has stopped! And Lord Casal! You must leave immediately! Wait!” He executed an impressive trotting dismount—a move worthy of a cavalryman, Basilio thought. “Let me look at you.”

Paracelsus ran to Basilio and quickly examined his stomach and arm sling, then clasped his hands in gratitude.

“My dressing held! I am utterly amazing. Now look, here is Padrona. I was hoping you could save her, and you are alive, so you must take her,” he said, unlashing her from his saddle. “This is no way to end our blessed association, but, for the love of God, Basilio, I must ride to the Port of Barcelona at once.”

“You’re leaving?” Basilio took Padrona’s reins. “What’s wrong?”

“An Englishman has spotted me,” he said, looking back the way he’d ridden. “We saw each other as the Red Spur knight ran me to Don Porfirio’s mansion. And with Lord Casal on his way here, you are again in great danger. Who is that woman? Hello,” he said to Imelda, scanning her bloody white shirt and the burns across her brow. “Superficial sword wound. That will heal. Now I must go!”

Paracelsus turned back to his horse, ready to mount up, but then his immense head swiveled to look to his right. He pointed to the nasturtium bed a few yards away.

“My translation is lying there upon the ground like a thrown horseshoe,” he growled.

Imelda and Basilio both glanced at it. Then Imelda looked at Basilio. Basilio looked at Imelda.

Their swords came up again.

“Apparently I shall retrieve it,” Paracelsus said. He walked over and picked up the translated Book of the Seven Hands as if it were a volunteer flower in the garden. As he walked back to them, the alchemist turned the new, crisp pages of the book carefully, as if to inspect for possible damage. He ran his hand along the brown binding and then offered the book to Basilio, ignoring Imelda and her sword.

“It’s yours, I imagine.”

Basilio did not accept it. He looked at Imelda. “Are you going to kill me if I take it?”

“I’ve been trying to decide that,” she said. After a tense moment, she sheathed her espada. “There’s no use. I must return to court and inform the king that I’ve failed. Rey Carlos wanted the Book of the Seven Hands, not a copy.”

That wasn’t the whole truth, Basilio knew. In the church she had grabbed both books. She did want the translation—for herself, Basilio guessed, and Zacarías had set it aside too, just a moment ago. For all the talk of destroying la destreza, there had been great interest in saving its training manual. Imelda eyed the book now, but not with covetousness, Basilio thought. More like possibility.

“I have to go! Take it, damn you. This is the better book to have, anyway,” Paracelsus pleaded.

Perhaps this is exactly how each successive book within the book within the book was created, Basilio thought. The Spanish-Arab initiates of the OMVI had fought to make a translation of the Latin book, and the Latin-speaking initiates of the OMVI had fought to make a translation of the Greek. Who knows whom the Greek initiates were struggling to remember? Maybe Adam wrote the first one, struggling to pass on sword instruction from St. Michael himself. Clearly, the most important thing to Don Manuel was being able to read the words of his predecessors, not simply to collect and own the untranslated, inscrutable book. Basilio took the copy and opened it to see Paracelsus’s magnificent handwriting and the figures of assaulting, parrying, and readied fighters, which he had resketched in ink throughout.

The figures all looked like Alejo.

Paracelsus gave Basilio a curt, friendly nod and a kind, ugly smile, then turned away, but Basilio stopped him.

“You Northerners take your parting like farmhands leaving a barn,” Basilio chided him. “Come. Embrace me before you go, Paracelsus. Say good-bye like a Spaniard, goddamn you.”

“For the love of…” Paracelsus muttered. But he faced Basilio and allowed the swordsman to hold him and kiss both cheeks. Before the alchemist could pull away, Basilio murmured in his ear, “Thank you for the throwing dagger.”

Paracelsus chuckled. “It helped?”

“In ways I cannot count,” he said. “And thank you for taking care of Alejo.”

Paracelsus raised his soft, girlish hands and held Basilio gently. The alchemist sucked in his breath, and to Basilio it sounded like prelude to a sob. “I was with him for ten days straight. I taught him the twelve-point Kabala sword steps from the Book of the Seven Hands. I will miss him so dearly.”

They broke their embrace. As Paracelsus mounted his horse, Basilio said, “Am I a Philosopher’s Stone?”

Paracelsus smiled down at him from his saddle. “Mainly, I was buying you time to clear your head. You weren’t looking so good. But you could be, I suppose. I’ll do more research and let you know. Now ride, Basilio, and may the divine truth follow you. And with you, there, you swordswoman, whoever you are. Dear me, the doctor who set your nose was a vile miscreant. I’ll misdirect the excellent Lord Casal’s soldiers! I’m off!” And Paracelsus rode back the way he’d come.

Basilio felt ready to crumple. His belly wound. His shattered left arm. His kicked-in face and, yes, lost tooth. “Oh, God. I can’t fight my way out of this town.”

“You won’t need to, because I’m with you,” Imelda said. She herself looked a ghoulish fright with that spray of blood down the front of her shirt. “My papers of royal passage will carry me through any gate in Spain. So I’ll see you through the east gate. And, who knows, maybe further.”

Basilio looked at her, surprised. “You will? Why?”

Imelda said, “I want to see what’s in that book. Or maybe I just want to see what happens now that la destreza is out of that pig Don Manuel’s hands and in yours, instead.”

Basilio wanted to defend his master and first true love, but she was right about that much: la destreza was in his hands. Literally. “I vowed never to teach it.”

“An empty promise made to a false priest?” Imelda said. “It’s your duty to break that one.”

“Good point.” He led Imelda to the sullen draft horse and gestured for her to mount up. Padrona remained, allowing the king’s assassin to swing herself up onto her back.

Basilio smiled wanly at Padrona. “Oh, of course. Her, you like.”

Then, in a show of faith that Basilio told about for the rest of his days, Padrona kneeled upon her forelegs as if sensing it would be difficult for Basilio to mount up.

He let Imelda pull him atop of Padrona, and they were off with the sounds of Lord Casal’s soldiers chasing someone on horseback to the east gate.

“Gracias, mamacita. Gracias,” he said to Padrona. “Let’s see if we can exit through the west gate, Imelda.”

Imelda sighed, and a long pause passed between them as Padrona walked them along. “And after the gate is behind us? Do you have an idea where we’re going?”

“We’ll eat a small lunch outside town and catch a second wind,” Basilio said.

There was a devilish ring to his voice that Imelda seemed to enjoy.

“Luchar luchas más?” she said.

“Let’s go kill those bastard Italians for shooting at us.”

Imelda rubbed her wounded leg and said enthusiastically, “Amen.”

THE END
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