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Praise for the Captain Alatriste series


‘A thinking man’s adventure novel, where sword fights and tales of derring-do are interwoven with wonderful passages of poetry and gems of historical and cultural information’


The Times


‘Pérez-Reverte is very good at evoking the atmosphere of a teeming, corrupt and jaded Madrid, unhappily enduring the reign of Philip the Fourth in the last decades of Spain’s imperial glory. He is superb at the precisely choreographed sword fights’


Daily Telegraph


‘Equipped with a quick-witted, charismatic hero and much to provoke and goad him, Mr Pérez-Reverte has the makings of a flamboyantly entertaining series. Captain Alatriste ends with a wicked flourish, an evil laugh and a strong likelihood that the best is yet to come’


New York Times


‘Splendidly paced and filled with a breathtaking but not overwhelming sense of the history and spirit of the age, this is popular entertainment at its best: the characters have weight and depth, the dialogue illuminates the action as it furthers the story and the film-worthy plot is believable throughout’


Publishers Weekly


‘Pérez-Reverte’s moody, wounded semi-hero … is a whole-cloth invention out of 17th-century Madrid that has led to a 21st-century literary phenomenon … introduces a charismatic, complicated leading man … the clash and dash are thrilling; the swordplay is a bonus’


Entertainment Weekly


‘Purity of Blood is the latest in a line of utterly unputdownable novels by Arturo Pérez-Reverte in which he has finessed a storytelling tradition stretching back to his great literary predecessors … This latest book is brimming with all the panache of previous novels by the writer and with even more confidence … this is glorious stuff, the kind of book to remind us how exhilarating old-fashioned adventure writing can be’


Daily Express


‘Captivating … This is fiction that can be enjoyed on several levels: as a poignant evocation of doomed imperial splendour; as a clever literary game in which historical and invented figures rub shoulders; as a parable about racism past and present; or as a simple tale of swashbuckling derring-do’


Sunday Times


‘The plot moves quickly … Pérez-Reverte is … engaged with the theme of religious fanaticism, providing vivid depictions of the Inquisition and its public theatre of auto-da-fe’


Times Literary Supplement




To Antonio Cardenal for ten years of friendship, films and fencing




THE KING’S GOLD


ARTURO PÉREZ-REVERTE


Translated from the Spanish by Margaret Jull Costa
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What do we gain from it all? A little glory? Some rich rewards, or merely boredom? You’ll find out if you read our story.


Garcilaso de la Vega




1. THE HANGED MEN OF CÁDIZ


‘The reason we are brought so low is that those who should honour us instead conspire against us. Once, it was enough merely to brandish the word “Spaniard” for all to tremble; now, for our sins, that reputation is almost lost…’


I closed the book and looked where everyone else was looking. After several hours without a breath of wind, the Jesús Nazareno was finally heading into the bay, driven by the westerly breeze that now filled the creaking mainsail. Grouped along the deck of the galleon in the shadow of the great sails, soldiers and sailors alike were pointing at the corpses of the English, which either adorned the walls of Santa Catalina castle or hung from gallows erected on the shore along the boundary of the vineyards that faced out to sea. The bodies resembled bunches of grapes ripe for harvesting, except that these grapes had been harvested already.


‘Curs,’ growled Curro Garrote, spitting into the sea.


He had greasy, grimy skin, as did we all: soap and water were in scarce supply on board, and after the five-week voyage from Dunkirk via Lisbon bringing home the soldiers from the war in Flanders, the lice were the size of chickpeas. Garrote bitterly stroked his left arm, rendered almost useless by the English at Terheyden, and gazed in satisfaction at the San Sebastián sandbank, where, opposite the chapel built next to the lighthouse, lay the smoking remains of a ship that the Earl of Leicester himself had ordered to be burned, with as many of his own dead on board as he could find, before re-embarking on another ship and fleeing with those who had survived.


‘They paid a heavy price,’ someone said.


‘And would have paid a heavier one still,’ said Garrote, ‘if we’d got here in time.’


He would gladly have strung up some of those bunches of grapes himself. The English and the Dutch, as smug and arrogant as ever, had attacked Cádiz the week before with one hundred and fifty warships and ten thousand men, determined to sack the city, set fire to our ships in the bay and seize the treasure fleet that was due to arrive from Brazil and New Spain. In his play The Girl with the Pitcher, the great Lope de Vega began his famous sonnet thus:


The Englishman bold, armed only with trickery,
Thinking the lion of Spain asleep in his lair …


And that was precisely how the Earl of Leicester had arrived, the typical cunning, cruel, piratical Englishman – however much the people of that nation may hide behind privileges and hypocrisy. He had disembarked a great many soldiers and succeeded in taking the fort of Puntal. At the time neither the young Charles I nor his minister Buckingham had forgiven the rebuff received when the former had wanted to marry a Spanish infanta, who kept him waiting around in Madrid for so long that he finally lost patience and returned to London with his tail between his legs. I’m referring to the episode, which I’m sure you’ll remember, when Captain Alatriste and Gualterio Malatesta came within an ace of putting a hole in the young King’s doublet. However, unlike the day thirty years before when Cádiz was plundered by the Earl of Essex, God chose otherwise this time: our men were armed and ready, the defence was hard fought, and the Duke of Fernandina’s soldiers were joined by the inhabitants of Chiclana, Medina Sidonia and Vejer, as well as by any infantrymen, horses and old soldiers who happened to be to hand. And thus we Spanish gave the English a sound drubbing, and the English hindered our efforts only by spilling a great deal of their own blood. After much suffering and having advanced not one inch, Leicester hurriedly re-embarked when he realised that what he could see heaving into view was not the treasure fleet but our galleons: six large ships and a few smaller vessels, Spanish and Portuguese – for at the time, thanks to the great King Philip’s inheritance from his mother, Spain and Portugal shared both empire and enemies – each one equipped with good artillery, and carrying veterans coming home on leave and infantrymen from now disbanded regiments, all of them battle-hardened from the war in Flanders. When our admiral had been given the news in Lisbon, he had set off for Cádiz under full sail.


The heretics’ sails, however, were now nothing but tiny white dots on the horizon. We had passed them at a distance the previous evening as they limped home after their failed attempt to repeat their good fortune of 1596, when all Cádiz burned and when they had plundered even the libraries. It’s amusing how the English make such a fuss about the defeat of what they, with heavy irony, refer to as our Invincible Armada, and about Essex and so on, but they never mention the occasions on which they came off worse. Poor Spain may have been an empire in decline, with more than enough enemies eager to mop up the sauce with their bread, but the old lion still had teeth and claws enough to go down fighting before its lifeless body was shared out amongst the crows and the merchants. They, duplicitous Lutherans and Anglicans all – Devil take ’em – never had any problem combining their worship of a very indulgent God with piracy and profit – among heretics, being a thief had become one of the respected liberal arts. If one were to believe their chroniclers, we Spaniards made war and enslaved people purely out of pride, greed and fanaticism, while those who murmured about us behind our backs – they of course plundered and trafficked and exterminated in the name of liberty, justice and progress. But that, alas, is the way of the world. What the English left behind them on this occasion was thirty ships lost at Cádiz, many colours brought low and a large number of dead on land – about a thousand, not counting the stragglers and drunks whom our men mercilessly hanged from the city walls and from the gallows erected in the vineyards. This time their plan blew up in their faces, the whoresons.


Beyond the forts and the vineyards we could see the city with its white houses and turrets tall as watchtowers. As we rounded the bastion of San Felipe and the port finally came into view, we could already scent the earth of Spain the way donkeys can scent grass. A few salvos of cannon greeted us, and the bronze mouths protruding from our gunports offered a loud response. At the prow of the Jesús Nazareno, the sailors were preparing to drop anchor, but only when the men had scrambled up the yardarms to take in the sails, and the canvas was flapping loose on the spars, did I put away my copy of Guzmán de Alfarache – bought by Captain Alatriste in Antwerp as reading matter for the voyage – and rejoin my master and his comrades on the forecastle. Almost everyone was excited and glad to be once more within reach of land, knowing that all the troubles of the voyage would soon be over: the danger of being hurled onto rocks by contrary winds, the stench of life below decks, the vomiting, the damp, the meagre daily ration of rank water, the dried beans and the worm-eaten ship’s biscuits. A soldier’s lot may be a wretched one on land, but it is far worse at sea. If God had intended man to live there, he would have given us fins, not hands and feet.


When I reached Diego Alatriste’s side, he gave a slight smile and placed one hand on my shoulder. He looked thoughtful, his green eyes studying the scene before him, and I remember thinking that his was not the expression one might expect on the face of someone arriving home.


‘Well, here we are again, my boy.’


He said this in a strange resigned tone, as if being here were no different from being anywhere else. I, meanwhile, was gazing ahead at Cádiz, fascinated by the play of light on its white houses and the majesty of its vast blue-green expanse of bay, a light so very different from that of my birthplace, Oñate, and yet which I also felt to be mine.


‘Spain,’ murmured Curro Garrote. He sneered as he said this, pronouncing the word as if he were spitting it out. ‘The ungrateful old bitch,’ he added.


He touched his shattered arm again, as if in response to a sudden pang of pain or as if he were trying to remember why it was that he had been prepared to risk both limb and life at Terheyden. He was about to say something else, but Alatriste shot him a stern glance with those piercing eyes of his, which, along with his aquiline nose and bristling moustache, gave him the threatening air of a cruel, dangerous falcon. Alatriste looked at him briefly, then at me, before once again turning his cold eyes on Garrote, who said nothing more.


The sailors had dropped anchor, and our ship stood motionless in the bay. Black smoke from the fort of Puntal still hung over the strip of sand that joins Cádiz to the mainland, but the city had otherwise barely been touched by the battle. People had gathered near the royal warehouses and the customs house and were standing on the shore waving, while feluccas and other smaller boats gathered round us, their crews cheering as if we had been the ones to drive the English from Cádiz. Later, I learned that they had mistaken us for the advance party of the Indies fleet, whose yearly arrival we, like the soundly beaten Earl of Leicester and his Anglican pirates, had anticipated by a matter of days.


And God knows, our voyage too had been long and full of incident, especially as far as I was concerned, for this was my first experience of those cold northern seas. From Dunkirk in a convoy of seven galleons – with various merchant ships and Basque and Flemish privateers bringing our numbers up to seventeen – we broke through the Dutch blockade as we headed north, where no one was expecting us, and fell upon the Dutch herring fleet, of whom we made short work, before continuing round Scotland and Ireland and returning south across the ocean. The merchant ships and one of the galleons had left us – at Vigo and at Lisbon respectively – while the larger ships sailed on down to Cádiz. As for the privateers, they stayed in the north, prowling the English coast and doing an excellent job of plundering, burning and generally disrupting the enemy’s maritime activities, just as they regularly did to us in the Antilles and wherever else they could. Well, God willing, what’s good for the goose …


It was on this voyage that I witnessed my first naval battle. We had sailed through the channel between Scotland and the Shetland Islands a few leagues west of an island called Foul – a black inhospitable place, like all those grey-skied isles – when we came upon a large flotilla of the herring boats the Dutch call buizen, under escort by four Lutheran men-of-war, amongst them an urca, a large impressive storeship. The merchant vessels with us stood aside, keeping well to windward, while the Basque and Flemish privateers fell like vultures on the fishing boats, and our flagship, the Virgen del Azogue, led the rest of us into battle against the Dutch men-of-war. As usual, the heretics made excellent use of their artillery, firing on us from a distance with their forty-pound cannon and their culverins, all thanks to the skilful manoeuvrings of their crews, so much better adapted to the sea than the Spanish. This was a skill in which – as the disaster of the Great Armada demonstrated – the English and the Dutch always had the advantage, for their sovereigns and their governments encouraged the nautical sciences, took good care of their sailors and paid them well, whereas Spain, whose vast empire depended on the sea, merely turned its back on the problem, accustomed to giving more importance to the soldier than to the sailor. Indeed at a time when even common port prostitutes boasted aristocratic names like Guzmán and Mendoza and the army still felt that it had something of the nobility about it, the navy continued to be considered one of the lowlier professions. The result was that while the enemy had plenty of good artillerymen, skilled crews and captains experienced at sea and at war, we – despite our excellent admirals and pilots and even better ships – had only valiant infantrymen. At the time, though, we Spaniards were greatly feared when it came to hand-to-hand fighting, and for that reason during naval battles the Dutch and the English usually tried to keep us at a distance, to dismast our ships with cannon shot and batter us into submission by slaughtering as many men on deck as possible, while we struggled to get close enough to board, for that was where the Spanish infantry was at its best and had proved itself to be both ruthless and unbeatable.


So it was during the battle near the isle of Foul, with us as usual trying to edge in closer, and the enemy, as was their way, trying to prevent us from doing so with almost continuous fire. Despite this onslaught – which brought down half the rigging and left the deck awash with blood – the Azogue, managed valiantly to get in amongst the heretics, so close to the Dutch flagship that we actually rammed their forecastle with our spritsail. From there, grappling irons were thrown, and a horde of Spanish infantrymen boarded, amidst much musket fire and brandishing of pikes and axes. Not long afterwards, we on the Jesús Nazareno, now sailing to leeward and firing on the enemy with our harquebuses, saw that our fellow Spaniards had reached the quarterdeck of the Dutch flagship and were brutally repaying the enemy for what they had hurled at us from afar. I need only say that the most fortunate amongst the heretics were those who jumped into the icy water to avoid having their throats cut. Thus we captured two men-of-war and sank a third; a fourth, badly damaged, managed to escape, while the privateers – for our Catholic Flemings from Dunkirk did not hold back – gleefully plundered and burned twenty-two herring boats, which desperately tacked this way and that, like chickens trying to outrun a fox that has sneaked into the chicken run. And at nightfall, which in those latitudes arrives when it is still only mid-aftemoon in Spain, we headed south-west, leaving behind us a scene of fires, shipwrecks and desolation.


There were no further incidents apart from the discomforts of the voyage itself, if we discount the three days of storms halfway between Ireland and Cape Finisterre, which flung us about below decks and had us all saying our paternosters and our Ave Marias – indeed, before it could be secured, a loose cannon in the San Lorenzo rammed several men against a bulkhead, crushing them like bedbugs – leaving the galleon so much the worse for wear that in the end she limped off to seek shelter at Vigo. Then came the alarming news that the English were once again attacking Cádiz, something we learned only in Lisbon. And so, while some escort ships detailed for the Indies route headed off for the Azores in order to warn the treasure fleet and provide it with reinforcements, we set sail for Cádiz, just in time, as I said, to see the backs of the English.


I made use of the voyage to read, with great delight and profit, Mateo Alemán’s Guzmán de Alfarache, and other books that Captain Alatriste had either brought with him or acquired on board; these were, if I remember rightly, The Life of the Squire, Marcos de Obregón, a volume of Suetonius and the second part of The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quijote de la Mancha. There was also, as far as I was concerned, a practical aspect to the voyage which would in time prove extremely useful, for after my experiences in Flanders, where I had acquired all the skills of war, Captain Alatriste and his colleagues took it upon themselves to train me in swordplay. I was rapidly approaching the age of sixteen; my body had filled out; and the hardships endured in Flanders had strengthened my limbs, tested my mettle and toughened my resolve. Diego Alatriste knew better than anyone that a steel blade can place the most humble man on the same footing as a monarch, and that when all the cards are stacked against you, knowing how to handle a fine piece of Toledo steel provides a more than decent way of earning one’s daily bread – or indeed of defending it. To complete my education, begun in the harsh school of Flanders, he decided to teach me the secrets of fencing, and to this end every day we would seek out a part of the deck where our comrades would make room for us or even form a circle to watch with expert eyes, proffering opinions and advice and larding these comments with accounts of feats and exploits sometimes more imagined than real. In this world of connoisseurs and experts – for, as I once said, there is no better fencing master than the man who has felt cold steel in his own flesh – Captain Alatriste and I practised thrusts, feints, attacks and retreats, strikes performed with the palm up and with the palm down, wounds inflicted with the point of the sword and with the edge of the blade itself, and various other techniques at the disposal of the professional swordsman. Thus I learned all the tricks of the trade: how to grab my opponent’s sword and then drive my blade into his chest; how to draw my blade back, slashing his face as I did so; how to slice and to thrust with both sword and dagger; how to use a lantern to dazzle, or even the light of the sun; how to make unashamed use of feet and elbows; and the many ways of wrapping my cloak around my opponent’s blade and then finishing him off in a trice. In short, I learned everything that goes to make a skilled swordsman. And although we could not know it at the time, I would soon be presented with an opportunity to put all of this into practice, for a letter awaited us in Cádiz, along with a friend in Seville and an extraordinary adventure that would take place at the mouth of the Guadalquivir river. But all of this I will unfold in the fullness of time.


Dear Captain Alatriste


You will perhaps be surprised to receive this letter, which serves, first and foremost, to welcome you on your return to Spain, a voyage which I hope has been happily concluded.


Thanks to the news you sent me from Antwerp – where your face, bold Spaniard, doubtless made even the River Scheldt grow pale – I have been able to follow your steps, and I hope that, despite cruel Neptune’s traps, you continue safe and well, as does, too, our dear Íñigo. If so, you will have arrived at precisely the right moment. For if, upon your advent in Cádiz, the Indies fleet has still not arrived, I must ask you to come at once to Seville by whatever means possible. The King is currently in this city of Betis, on a visit to Andalusia with Her Majesty the Queen, and since I am thankfully still in favour with Philip IV and with his Atlas, the Count-Duke of Olivares (although of course yesterday is gone, tomorrow has not yet come, and one untimely sonnet or epigram could easily cost me another period of exile in my personal Ponto Euxino, Torre de Juan Abad), I am here in his illustrious company, doing a little of everything and apparently a great deal of nothing, at least officially. As to the unofficial, I will tell you about that in detail when I have the pleasure of once more embracing you in Seville. I can say no more until then, only to remark that since the matter requires your participation, it is (naturally) a matter requiring swords.


I send you my very warmest regards, and greetings also from the Count of Guadalmedina, who is here with me, looking as handsome as ever and busily seducing all the ladies of Seville.


Your friend, always,


Francisco de Quevedo Villegas


Diego Alatriste put the letter away in his doublet and climbed into the skiff beside me amongst the bundles containing our luggage. The boatmen’s voices rang out as they leaned upon the oars that splashed in the water, and we gradually left behind us the Jesús Nazareno, where it lay motionless in the still water along with the other galleons, so imposing with their high, pitch-black sides, their red paint and gilt glinting in the daylight, the spars and tangled rigging rising into the sky. Shortly afterwards we were back on land, feeling the ground sway beneath our uncertain feet. After weeks confined to the deck of a ship, it was bewildering to be amongst so many people and with so much space in which to move about. We delighted in the food on display outside the shops: oranges, lemons, raisins, plums, salt meat and fish, the white bread in the bakeries, the pungent smell of spices, and the familiar voices touting all kinds of unusual goods and merchandise: paper from Genoa, wax from Barbary, wines from Sanlúcar, Jerez and El Puerto, sugar from Motril … The captain stopped at a barber’s, who shaved him and trimmed his hair and moustache, and I remained at his side, gazing happily about me. In those days Cádiz had not yet displaced Seville in importance as regards the route to and from the Indies, and the city was still small with only four or five inns and taverns, but its streets, frequented by people from Genoa and Portugal, and by black slaves and Moors, were bathed in a dazzling light, the air was transparent, and everything was bright and cheerful – a world away from Flanders. There was barely a trace of the recent battle, although everywhere one saw soldiers and armed civilians, and the cathedral square, our next stop after the barber’s, was packed with people bound for church to give thanks to God that the city had been saved from being plundered and burned. As arranged, a messenger, a freed black slave sent by Don Francisco de Quevedo, was waiting for us there, and while we took a cool drink at an inn and ate a few slices of tuna with white bread and green beans drizzled with olive oil, he explained the situation. After the alarm provoked by the English attack, every horse in town had been requisitioned, and the surest way therefore to reach Seville was to cross over to El Puerto de Santa Maria, where the King’s galleys were anchored, and there board a galley that was preparing to sail up the Guadalquivir to Seville. The messenger had, he said, arranged for a small boat with a skipper and four sailors to take us to El Puerto, and so we returned to the port and on the way were given documents signed by the Duke of Fernandina, a passport granting free passage and embarkation as far as Seville ‘to Diego Alatriste y Tenorio, one of the King’s soldiers on leave from Flanders, and to his servant Íñigo Balboa Aguirre’.


In the port, where bundles of soldiers’ luggage and equipment were being piled high, we bade farewell to the few comrades still lingering there – as caught up in their card games as they were with the local whores, who, in their distinctive half-capes, were taking full advantage of the recent disembarkation to seize what booty they could. When we said our goodbyes, Curro Garrote was already back on dry land, crouched beside a gaming table that guaranteed more tricks and surprises than spring itself, and playing cards as if his life depended on it, his doublet open and his one good hand resting, just in case, on the pommel of his dagger. His other hand travelled back and forth between his mug of wine and his cards, accompanied by curses, oaths and blasphemies, as he saw half the contents of his purse disappearing into someone else’s. The malagueño nevertheless interrupted his activities to wish us luck, adding that he would see us again somewhere, here or there.


‘And if not there,’ he concluded, ‘then in Hell.’


Next, we said goodbye to Sebastián Copons, who, as you will remember, was an old soldier from Huesca, small, thin and wiry, and even less given to talking than Captain Alatriste. Copons said that he was thinking of spending a few days leave in Cádiz and would then, like us, travel up to Seville. He was fifty, with many campaigns behind him and far too many scars on his body – the latest, earned at the Ruyter mill, had traced a line from his forehead to his ear – and it was, he said, perhaps time to be thinking about going back to Cillas de Ansó, the little village where he’d been born. A young wife and some land of his own would suit him fine – if, that is, he could get used to driving a spade into the earth rather than a sword into the guts of Lutherans. My master and he arranged to meet up again in Seville at Becerra’s. And when they said goodbye, I noticed that they embraced in silence, with no fuss but with a stoicism typical of both.


I was sorry to leave Copons and Garrote, even though, despite all we’d been through together, I had never warmed to the latter, with his curly hair, his gold earring and his disreputable air, but they were the only two comrades from our company in Breda who had travelled back to Cádiz with us. All the others had, in one way or another, been left behind: Llop from Mallorca and Rivas from Galicia were lying six feet under the Flemish earth, one at the Ruyter mill and the other in the barracks at Terheyden. Mendieta from Vizcaya – assuming he was still alive to tell the tale – would be lying in a gloomy military hospital in Brussels, prostrated by the black vomit, while the Olivares brothers, taking with them as page my friend Jaime Correas, had reenlisted for a new campaign in the regiment led by Don Francisco de Medina after our Cartagena regiment, which had suffered so much during the long siege of Breda, was temporarily disbanded. The war in Flanders had been going on for a long time, and it was said that, in view of all the money and lives the last few years had cost, the Count-Duke of Olivares, minister and favourite of our King Philip IV, had decided to place our army there on a defensive footing in order to cut expenses, reducing the fighting force to an indispensable minimum. The fact is that six thousand soldiers had been discharged, either voluntarily or by force, which is why the Jesús Nazareno was returning to Spain full of veterans, some of them old and infirm, others having been paid off, either because they’d completed the regulation period of service or because they were being posted on to different regiments and units in Spain itself or around the Mediterranean. Many of them were weary of war and its perils, and might well have agreed with that character in a Lope de Vega play:


What have the Lutherans
ever done to me?
The Lord Jesus made them,
and He can slay them –
if He so chooses –
far more easily than we.


The freed slave sent by Don Francisco de Quevedo also took leave of us in Cádiz, having first shown us to our boat. We climbed aboard and were rowed away from the shore, and after we had again passed our imposing galleons – it was strange to see them from so low down – the skipper, judging that the wind was right, gave orders for the sail to be raised. Thus we crossed the bay, heading for the mouth of the Guadalete, and by evening we had joined the Levantina, an elegant galley anchored along with many others in the middle of the river – all with their lateen yards and spars tied up on deck – opposite the great salt mountains that rose like heaps of snow on the left bank. The city, white and tawny, stretched away to the right, with the tall castle tower protecting the mouth of the anchorage. El Puerto de Santa Maria was the main base for the King’s galleys, and my master knew it from the time when he had set sail against the Turks and the Berbers. As for the galleys, those war machines propelled by human blood and muscle, he knew far more about them than most would care to. That is why, after presenting ourselves to the captain of the Levantina, who glanced at our passport and gave us permission to stay on board, Alatriste found us a comfortable place near a crossbow embrasure – having first greased the palm of the galley master in charge of the rabble with a silver piece of eight – and remained awake all night, his back resting against our luggage and his dagger at the ready. As he explained in a whisper, a faint smile on his lips, it would take at least three hundred years in Purgatory before even the most honest of galley slaves, from the captain down to the last forced man, was given his discharge papers and allowed into Heaven.


I slept wrapped in my blanket, untroubled by the cockroaches and lice scampering over me, for they were hardly a novelty after my experiences on our long voyage on the Jesús Nazareno. Any ship or vessel is home to gallant legions of rats, bedbugs, fleas and all manner of creeping things who are quite capable of eating a cabin boy alive and who observe neither Fridays nor Lent. And whenever I woke to scratch myself, I would see close by me Diego Alatriste’s wide eyes, as pale as if they were made of the same light as the moon that moved slowly above our heads and above the masts. I thought of his joke about galley slaves being discharged from Purgatory. The truth is I’d never heard him give a reason why he had asked Captain Bragado for us to be discharged after the Breda campaign, and I hadn’t been able to get a word out of him either then or afterwards; however, I sensed that I might have had something to do with the decision. Only years later did I learn that at one point Alatriste had considered the possibility, amongst many others, of travelling with me to the Indies. As I have told you before, the captain had, in his fashion, looked after me ever since my father’s death in battle at Jũlich in the year 1621, and had apparently now reached the conclusion that after my experience with the army in Flanders – useful for a lad born into that particular period and with my particular talents, as long as I did not leave behind me my health, life and conscience – it was time to see to my education and prepare for my future by returning to Spain. Alatriste did not believe that a career as a soldier was the best choice for the son of his friend Lope Balboa, although I proved him wrong about that when, after Nördlingen, the defence of Fuenterrabía and the wars of Portugal and Catalonia, I was made ensign at Rocroi and, after leading a company of two hundred men, was appointed lieutenant of the Royal Mail and later captain of the Spanish guard of King Philip IV. However, such a record only shows how right Diego Alatriste was, for although I fought honourably on many a battlefield like the good Catholic, Spaniard and Basque that I am, I gained but little reward, and what advantages and promotions I was given were due less to the military life itself and more to the favour of the King, to my relationship with Angélica de Alquézar and to the good fortune that has always accompanied me. For Spain, rarely a mother and more often a wicked stepmother, always pays very little for the blood of those who spill it in her service, and others with more merit than I were left to rot in the anterooms of indifferent functionaries, in homes for the old and frail or in convents, just as they had been abandoned to their fate in many a battle and left to fester in the trenches. I was the exception in enjoying good fortune, for in Alatriste’s and my profession the normal end to a life spent watching bullets rain down on armour was this:


Broken, scarred and crippled,
Carrying, if you’re lucky, a letter,
To present at the door of hospitals
Where no one ever gets better.


Not even asking for a reward, a benefice, the captaincy of a company or even bread for your children, but merely a little charity for having lost your arm in Lepanto, in Flanders or in Hell itself, and instead seeing the door slammed shut in your face with the words:


So you served His Majesty
And lost your arm?
Bad luck, we say!
But why, pray, should we pay
For Flanders’ harm?


And then of course Captain Alatriste was growing older. Not old in years, you understand, for at the time – the end of the first quarter of the century – he must have been only a little over forty. I mean that he had grown old inside, as was the case with other men like him who had been fighting for the true religion ever since they were boys, receiving nothing in exchange but scars, travails and misfortunes. The Breda campaign, in which Alatriste had placed some hope for himself and for me, had proved hard and unrewarding, with unfair officers, cruel commanders, much sacrifice and little benefit. We were all as poor as we had been when we started two years before, apart, that is, from what we had managed to ransack from Oudkerk and from other pillaging expeditions, and not counting the discharge pay – my master’s, for we servants were unpaid – which, in the form of a few silver escudos, would at least allow us to survive for a few months. Despite all this, the captain would go on to fight again, when life obliged us to serve once more under the Spanish flag, until I saw him die as I had seen him live: standing, his hair and moustache now grizzled, sword in hand, his eyes calm and indifferent, at the Battle of Rocroi, on the day when the best infantry in the world allowed themselves to be defeated merely in order to remain faithful to their King and to their own legend and glory. And thus, exactly as I had always known him, in good times, of which there were few, and in bad, of which there were many, Captain Alatriste died true to himself and to his own silences. Like a soldier.


But let us not anticipate stories or events. Long before that, as I was saying, something was already dying inside the man who was then my master. Something indefinable but of which I first became truly aware on the voyage that brought us back from Flanders. For all my youthful lucidity, however, I still did not quite understand what that something was, and could only watch as a part of Diego Alatriste slowly withered and died. Later, I decided it was a kind of faith, or the remnants of a faith, perhaps a faith in the human condition or in what heretical unbelievers call Fate and what decent men call God. Or perhaps it was the painful certainty that our poor Spain, and Alatriste with her, was sliding down into a bottomless pit with no hope of anyone getting her or us out of it, not for a long time, not for centuries. And I still wonder if my presence at his side, my youth and the adoring way I looked at him – for I worshipped him then – did not force him to maintain his composure, a composure which in other circumstances might have drowned like mosquitoes in the wine, of which he occasionally drank far too much, or might else have found resolution in the black, definitive barrel of his pistol.




2. A MATTER REQUIRING SWORDS
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