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Foreword





  Sultana: Two Sisters takes place in fourteenth-century Moorish Spain, during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hajjaj Yusuf I of Granada. It is a fictional account of his two wives, Butayna and Maryam. Both women endured lives as slaves in Yusuf’s harem before they became his constant companions and the mothers of his heirs. My understanding of the achievements of Yusuf’s reign, the political landscape of medieval Spain, the impact of the Black Death on the population, and the lives of captives like Butayna and Maryam, could not have occurred without reference to the following sources:




  The Alhambra by Robert Irwin (Harvard University Press – 2004)




  The Alhambra: Volume I – From the Ninth Century to Yusuf (1354) by Antonio Fernandez-Puertas (Saqi Books – 1997)




  The Black Death 1346 – 1353: The Complete History by Ole J. Benedictow (The Boydell Press - 2004)




  The Gibraltar Crusade: Castile and the Battle of the Strait by Joseph F. O’Callaghan (University of Pennsylvania Press – 2011)




  Arab Women in the Middle Ages: Private Lives and Public Roles by Shirley Guthrie (Saqi Books – 2001)




  Captives and their Saviors in the Medieval Crown of Aragon by Jarbel Rodriguez (The Catholic University of America Press – 2007)




  A History of Medieval Spain by Joseph F. O’Callaghan (Cornell University – 1975)




  Jewish Life in the Middle Ages by Israel Abrahams (Dover Publications, Inc. – 2004)




  Las Siete Partidas: Volume II – Medieval Government: The World of Kings and Warriors, translated by Samuel Parsons Scott, edited by Robert I. Burns, S.J. (University of Pennsylvania Press – 2001)




  Las Siete Partidas: Volume IV – Family, Commerce and the Sea: The Worlds of Women and Merchants, translated by Samuel Parsons Scott, edited by Robert I. Burns, S.J. (University of Pennsylvania Press – 2001)




  Las Sultanas de la Alhambra: Las grandes desconocidas del Reino Nazari de Granada (siglos XIII-XV), by Barbara Boloix Gallardo (Patronato de la Alhambra y del Generalife Editorial Comares – 2013)




  Under Crescent & Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages by Mark R. Cohen (Princeton University Press – 1994)
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Chapter 1





  ––––––––




  The Raiders




  Esperanza Peralta




  Castilla La Mancha, Kingdom of Castilla-Leon




  January 18, AD 1336 / 3 Jumada al-Thani 736 AH / 4th of Shevat, 5096




  ––––––––




  Esperanza Peralta snuggled closer to Miriam Alubel and clutched hands so unlike her own—weathered and careworn with small, brown burns earned in the service of Miriam’s goldsmith father. Miriam’s fingers appeared as those of a woman twice her age of nineteen, with livid veins visible beneath pale, coarse skin. Yet, Esperanza found comfort in the familiar touch.




  Wintry air intruded into the wooden horse litter. Faint streaks of sunlight peeked through thin seams. The chill seeped within the woolen blanket, folds of linen, and cendal, even the leather of Esperanza’s zapatas. She wriggled her pinched toes in the ankle-length boots. The litter swayed and wobbled on the poles. Its panels scraped against her back.




  Miriam murmured, “Try to sleep, mi querida.” Her chafed lips pressed against Esperanza’s forehead. “The cold would not trouble you then. Shall I sing to you as I do with my daughter?”




  At the velvety tone of her friend, spoken in their shared Castillan tongue, Esperanza patted Miriam’s hand. “Did I awaken you? I cannot sleep, not while I am aware of the daylight. Papa said we would arrive at the next town soon. That was hours ago. I am sorry to complain.”




  “You will be sorrier if your father should find us bundled so close together.”




  “Why? In your state, you fare better in a litter than upon horseback. Papa may not have encouraged my friendship with you, but he has never denied me your company. He even offered you and Palomba comfort at my side.”




  “Doctor Peralta tired of your insistence. You can be forceful when you wish. Your father should have taken the trouble to check your willfulness or ensured your duenna did so.”




  Esperanza giggled. “He tried.” Not even he or a succession of governesses had improved her fractious nature.




  “You must never again impose your will upon him in regards to me. Be grateful he allowed my presence on this journey. He needed Gedaliah, not me.”




  “Papa is a courteous man, not given to the usual prejudices against Jews. Besides, your husband should have you at his side. You could not abandon your daughter. Gedaliah may be gone for at least three months.”




  Esperanza released Miriam and cupped the woman’s rounded belly instead. The child nestled inside stirred with furtive movements.




  “What if your baby arrived early? A father should be present once his child enters the world. I could not bear it if Gedaliah missed the opportunity now, since he was absent for a month after Palomba’s birth.”




  Miriam nuzzled Esperanza’s brow. “The babe always turns at the sound of your voice. He recognizes you.”




  “He?”




  “Gedaliah thinks it is the son he has prayed for and I share his belief.”




  “Hmm, a son I shall never know. I envy you, Miriam, for you will return home.”




  “I have never held any attachment to Talavera de la Reina. Jews can never call any of the kingdoms of Spain their homeland.”




  “But in Talavera’s aljama, everyone showed you great respect as the daughter of the foremost goldsmith in the community and the wife of his best apprentice.” Esperanza had visited Talavera’s Jewish quarter once. She stayed long enough to understand the respect the Alubel name commanded in the community.




  “Sí, among the kehilla, my family has achieved merit. To Christians, however, we will never be more than the Jews they have tolerated. I have accepted this fact. You must do the same. Our religions divide us, as do other circumstances. We will never share the same course in life. Our destinies are different. At times we travel in the same direction, but it is always along separate paths.”




  A trace of bitterness lent a raspy tone to Miriam’s otherwise smooth voice.




  She fingered a gold brooch inlaid with carnelian and sardonyx, which fastened her woolen mantle at the neck. Miriam had given it to her. “Even in marriage we do not tread the same course. I must wed a stranger my father has chosen, while you have known and loved Gedaliah for all your life.”




  Miriam whispered, “Never loved.”




  Esperanza raised her head and allowed a scant distance between them. “You have never loved your husband? Not even once in these two years you have been wed.”




  “Your artlessness loses its charm with such questions. You must know a contract served as the basis for my marriage, as with yours. Do not expect love in marriage for it is a rare blessing. Instead, find your joy in the children born from such a union.”




  Miriam reached for the ink-black hair of the daughter who nestled at her left. With hands clasped in sleep, Palomba wriggled and murmured before she settled into deep even breaths again.




  Esperanza smiled at the tenderness Miriam displayed. “I remember when Papa was so gentle with me.”




  “I’m sure he still is.”




  “He is distracted. Thoughts preoccupy him. Though he will not speak the words, he is troubled.”




  “The Cerdas have done him an injustice. Doctor Peralta shall survive this time of trouble. He has always persisted against the world’s adversities. This time shall be no different.”




  With a wearied sigh, tendrils of white vapor from Esperanza’s lips curled and dispersed. Would Miriam’s words prove true? After long years of service to the Cerdas to recommend him, her father believed another wealthy patron would secure his services as a physician. Esperanza prayed no one would inquire as to why he sought another employer now.




  He had contracted a betrothal arrangement within five months of his discharge. The prospective groom had visited within a month, his parents at his side. They signed the betrothal documents, while Esperanza gave quiet assent to the barter of her life to strangers. The end of their two-week journey eastward into the Levant meant she would never see Talavera de la Reina again. At the coastal town of Alicante in the old kingdom of Valencia, her future husband and his mercantile relatives expected her arrival.




  She smiled at her foolish, fanciful thoughts. Rather, their hosts awaited the delivery of her extravagant bride price. She recalled her future husband, a sallow-faced young man with golden curls who had shamed her with his lascivious demands. The memory of his Christian name eluded her, but perhaps it would come to mind before she reached the destination. Mere months could not have altered his haughty disposition or the dour expressions of his parents. She faced a precarious future among those who would tolerate her because of the generous dowry her father offered.




  Miriam asked, “Do you consider your betrothed, Esperanza?”




  “I think of the future and how life in Alicante may be.”




  “I do not doubt you shall know the usual comforts. Consider yourself fortunate. You will have servants and charge of a household, at least when your husband’s mother is absent. Once you are in control, rabbit stew will never appear at your table unless you wish it.”




  Esperanza giggled at Miriam’s reference to the tiresome meal. Throughout the journey, they often lodged for the night at the guesthouse of an isolated Cistercian or Benedictine chapter house and the rare inn. Gold maravedies did not guarantee any variety at dinner. No matter where they went, stringy stewed rabbit flavored with herbs, garlic, and onion became the staple. Thank God, they would eat no meat on the morrow, as custom dictated on Fridays.




  Miriam continued, “What do you anticipate this future will hold?”




  Esperanza frowned until her forehead hurt. “I don’t imagine any prospect in particular.”




  Miriam sniggered. “You must learn to be a better liar once you are wed, mi querida. Otherwise, your new family may discern your thoughts. Your gaze reveals all, hope coupled with resentment.”




  “My views upon this marriage are plain. Why should I act as if it pleases me? For Papa’s sake? He must know the hastiness of my betrothal requires time before acceptance comes. What do I care for the opinions of the haughty boy I must marry or his parents?”




  “You may when you realize this new life is dependent on their good graces. You should seek to please them though it may be difficult. Indeed, they may look at you and wonder if you are female at all. There have been fourteen summers since your birth, though no one would know it for you are straight as a stalk.”




  Esperanza pressed her lips together. After the disastrous first encounter with her betrothed, her hopes for happiness withered like summer buds at the change of season. Youthful optimism would fade soon under the burdens of marriage. Did Miriam also have to remind her of the bitter truth? Esperanza had not bled, still did not possess hips to stir a man’s ardor or breasts to suckle his children. Her last governess had warned her, a woman in childbirth needed generous hips. She often despaired of Esperanza’s future as a mother.




  “Papa has cautioned me not to worry. He says I need more time to blossom.”




  Miriam snorted. “Pray your flower blooms long before your husband’s mother clamors for grandchildren!”




  “I trust Papa’s word. He is a fine doctor. The Cerdas thought so.”




  “Sí! At least until they dismissed him!”




  A tingling sensation swept up the back of Esperanza’s neck and she looked away. The bitter truth of her father’s losses left them without supporters except the kind Peralta wealth could buy, like the strength of Gedaliah Alubel’s mercenaries. Esperanza reached for the neckline of her layered garments. She grasped the precious rosary worn against her skin. Until her betrothal, she had never believed any of the words Fray Rufino compelled from her. Where she had once mocked the Dominican, prayer became her refuge from panicked thoughts of the future.




  Her personal shame magnified as she glanced at Miriam. Did she know the truth behind what had happened between Efrain and Don Alfonso de la Cerda? Were there secrets to which Miriam’s husband might have been privy? Efrain might have confided in the goldsmith and secured his daughter’s bride price at the cost of great mortification.




  “Miriam, do you know why the Cerdas released Papa from their service?”




  “I have oft told you I do not, mi querida. Why do you question my word again? Have I ever given you reason to doubt me?”




  Under her white toca and the veil worn with the headdress, Miriam’s eyebrows arched. Esperanza discerned the challenge in Miriam’s hardened gaze darker than indigo and in the firm set of her thinned lips.




  Miriam demanded, “Well? Have I?”




  “You have not. Still, I feel there are certain truths I have not discovered.”




  “If so, then you should ask your father, if you dare provoke him again with your impertinent questions. You do remember what happened last time?”




  The flesh on Esperanza’s cheek tingled. Unbidden, the memory of a slap across her face came to mind. She avoided Miriam’s pertinent stare afterward.




  Palomba stirred. Her eyelashes fluttered against plump, dewy cheeks. A soft whimper escaped her. Miriam turned her attention to her daughter. She cradled Palomba’s head with one hand and untied the cords, which held Miriam’s mantle closed at the neck. The woolen cloth pushed aside, she loosened the threads at her back. Palomba whined while her mother pulled her slender arms from the sleeves of the fitted saya and unlaced the wrists of the linen camisa worn with her robe. Miriam bunched these garments around her prominent belly. She bared her rounded shoulders and breasts engorged with milk. White fluid dribbled from her nipple down to her stomach, where a faint brown line trailed to her navel. When Miriam grasped her full breast without any sign of embarrassment, Esperanza bit her lower lip.




  Miriam fitted her little girl against her in a tight embrace. “My Palomba, come nurse.”




  She cupped the child’s head and sang to her. With a wriggle, the child latched on to the pebbled nipple, evidenced by Miriam’s sudden wince.




  Esperanza pressed against the wooden beam behind her. “Does it hurt when she nurses?”




  “She has a few teeth, which can leave their mark.”




  “Then why do you endure her at your breast?”




  Miriam raised her dark eyebrows. “Gedaliah never wished for another woman to feed our child. I was not fortunate to hire a wet nurse after Palomba’s birth, unlike your mother.”




  Esperanza sighed. “You remark on the differences between us at every opportunity.”




  “I tell truths you must never allow yourself to forget, for both of our sakes. When you birth your husband’s babies, other women shall attend them. A duenna shall raise your children.”




  While Miriam sang to her daughter in a hushed, evocative melody of Ladino, Esperanza joined in the song. For a brief instant, their voices blended, Miriam’s rich husky tone coupled with Esperanza’s dulcet one. At a sharp glance from Miriam, Esperanza lapsed into silence again.




  Miriam sniffled. “Why do you persist? You shall never have the talent for song as I do.”




  “Then why did you take the trouble to teach me if you believe it was a wasted effort?”




  “You should forget those lessons. Your husband’s family would not welcome a daughter who would fill their grandchildren’s ears with Jewish lullabies. Do not arouse their concerns.”




  “Why should they be concerned?”




  Miriam did not answer. She resumed her tune alone.




  Esperanza lowered her gaze. The future seemed so uncertain. Still, she stared hard at Miriam’s abdomen. Would her husband’s children delight her with the same joy as Palomba brought to her mother? She considered Miriam’s earlier advice. In truth, she might never love the young man who awaited her in Alicante. She did not doubt her ability to love any children she bore him. Her mother had enriched Esperanza’s childhood with steadfast care and never left her daughter in doubt of her adoration. Esperanza would do the same with her children.




  She murmured, “I suppose my father was wrong.”




  Miriam paused in the midst of her song. “About what?”




  “Before we left Talavera, I shared my concerns about the travail of childbirth with Papa. He said my husband would have to wait until after I bled to try for children. Father also suggested women who nursed for at least a year between each ordeal would not conceive soon afterward. You have nursed Palomba since birth for eighteen months. Yet, you are with child again.”




  Miriam laughed. “What can men know of women’s bodies?”




  “My father is a learned doctor with many years of training!”




  “I do not deny this fact. As mothers themselves, midwives understand a woman’s travail best, which is why they attend the delivery of children.”




  “Last winter, your cousin’s husband summoned my father to Talavera’s aljama when his wife endured a difficult childbirth.”




  “I remember you went with him. As I recall it, you insisted on the journey to a place no well-born Christian girl would enter.”




  “He could not leave me alone in our house, without a duenna or anyone to ensure my safety in his absence.”




  “But for Avram Alubel’s miserly ways, his wife would not have needed a doctor’s care. Avram hired the services of an inexperienced midwife because he is a close-fisted, youthful fool. He jeopardized the lives of his wife and babe for a few maravedies.”




  “Papa saved the boy and his mother.”




  “A breech birth would not have caused difficulty for an expert midwife.”




  Palomba raised her tiny head and turned an almost severe glare on Esperanza. The child possessed prominent eyes, the irises a deep shade of smoky blue. Thick black hair framed her face in an imitation of her mother’s features.




  Miriam kissed Palomba’s curls before she dressed herself again. She laced the saya again, which gaped and revealed the camisa. Esperanza’s last governess had often warned against poor or indecent women who wore a robe and undergarment without the pellote. Esperanza suspected the hard-faced woman would not have thought well of Miriam’s current attire.




  “You should not look upon me with such reproof in your stare, Esperanza. Heed my experience in such matters for I am a woman who has had children. Remember I am older than you.”




  “By five years!” Esperanza met the sharp glint in Miriam’s dark eyes, almost indistinguishable from the black pupils at their center. The length of her neck evoked memories of elegant swans along the banks of the Tagus River.




  Dimples indented the soft curve of Miriam’s florid cheeks and her brows flared again. “Your mother’s temper shows itself.”




  “What do you know of it?”




  “The good Doctor Peralta often surrendered to it to keep the peace of his house. You are more like your mother than him.”




  Esperanza bowed her head. “I’d rather be like Papa. I wish we could have stayed in Talavera. All of his friends there abandoned him and I still don’t know why.”




  Miriam draped an arm over her shoulder. “Not all of his associates. My husband has not turned from him. Do not tell me you care about the sentiments of those old fools and drunkards in Talavera? For years, they had the honor of a noble physician in their midst.”




  “A short time after Papa helped deliver Avram’s boy, our neighbors muttered ‘Cristianos Nuevos’ at our backs whenever we went out. Papa told me to ignore them. I could not. Why did they call us New Christians?”




  Before Miriam could answer, the horse litter lurched. Its wooden walls shuddered. From outside, the loud snorts of the Peralta horses vied with a deep rumble in the ground.




  Esperanza plucked the string of jet rosary beads worn next to her skin. Her father had brought the gift from Santiago de Compostela for her first Communion. “Dios mío! Is it an earth tremor?”




  While Palomba whimpered and buried her plump cheeks against her mother’s arm, Miriam cocked her head. “Earth tremors have not troubled La Mancha for several generations.”




  “Papa told me one collapsed the house of his grandfather Esteban and killed him.”




  “This is no tremor. The horses and pack animals would have grown restless long before midday.”




  Before Esperanza could ask how Miriam knew, their conveyance came to a sudden stop. Palomba slipped from her mother’s lap with a loud wail. Esperanza slammed the back of her head against the wood. Tears clouded her vision. Her fillet secured a gauzy, white veil over the dark brown hair she wore loose. With a deep inhalation, she pressed against a sore patch of her skull. Her hand came away bloodless. She heaved a deep sigh.




  Miriam gasped and hugged a frightened Palomba against her body. “Hush, my sweet one, hush! Your father’s men shall protect us.”




  “Protect us against what?” Esperanza demanded. She and her father depended on Gedaliah’s men, who protected the Peraltas’ property in their strongboxes. Would the men guard her family as well?




  “Moors! To arms!”




  The terror laced in the voice from outside left Esperanza aghast. Her fingers tightened on the rosary until the golden cross cut into her palm. Moors in La Mancha! They had received no word of a renewal of the ageless conflicts between the Christians of Castilla-Leon and the Mohammedans with their false religion, who kept a tenuous hold on southern Spain from their stronghold at Granada. Her father would never have risked the arduous journey given any advanced knowledge. The danger their party faced now derived from the frequent raids, with which the Mohammedans drove terror into the hearts of Christians. How had they crossed la frontera between their kingdom and the towns at the outskirts of Castilla-Leon without detection?




  “The men must protect us. Your husband has twenty in his pay for our protection.”




  Miriam sneered. “And if the Moorish number is greater?”




  “Then, Dios mío help us.”




  “You may wait upon heaven’s grace. I intend to save myself and my child.” Miriam unlatched the bolt over the shuttered doors.




  Esperanza grabbed her shoulder. “No, you can’t leave!”




  Miriam shrugged her off and clambered down with Palomba perched on her hip. A streak of burnished orange blazed across the evening sky. Shadows darkened the rough-hewn walls of Alcaraz, their destination.




  Esperanza hung back for a moment before she followed Miriam into the crisp, dry air. The tip of her boot stubbed against a low bar and plunged her into the dirt. Dazed, she pushed herself up on her palms and knees. Her fingers fisted in mounds of sienna-colored earth.




  “Esperanza! Get up now!” Efrain Peralta steadied his skittish mount and reined in the horse near her, before he dismounted. His sharpened gaze glowed, his eyes the color of burnished brass. He flung the folds of his rust-colored mantle behind his left shoulder and revealed a green samite pellote slit up to the inner thigh, worn with a gold belt and a dagger in a scabbard at his hip.




  A sinewy man, Efrain Peralta shared the diminutive stature of his daughter. Late evening sunlight framed him in a golden-orange glare as he strode toward her. Spurs affixed to his zapatos drew furrows across the soil. Lines etched in his olive-brown features betrayed a year’s worth of misfortune. The dark brown hairs atop his head had lost their luster and begun a steady retreat from his sloped forehead. A full beard with flecks of gray almost hid the creases around his mouth. At fifty-six years old, his gnarled fingers and gangling arms coupled with a receded hairline gave him the appearance of a man burdened by age. His prideful bearing and a strident tone hinted at the strength he retained.




  She scrambled to her feet and clutched his arms. “Papa, what are we to do?”




  He clasped her to him for the space of a heartbeat. “You must flee!”




  She warbled, “Where, Papa? Where can I go? I won’t leave without you or Miriam!”




  The first haven along their route might have been at Montiel. They had avoided the castle there, because the Cerdas held sway over its inhabitants. Most of the sparse settlements across La Mancha crowded around fortified defenses. Set on a wide plateau, Alcaraz abutted a rugged hill. Her father had hoped to reach the township this evening. The Mohammedans had held Alcaraz until a century ago, when the tide of the Reconquista under Alfonso VII of Castilla-Leon swept over the town and its castle. It could not offer refuge from the attackers, not when they approached from the same direction.




  Gedaliah’s men had closed ranks and surrounded their charges. More than half the men brandished swords, while six others drew their crossbows. Before the Mohammedans could close another third of the distance, a lethal volley of bolts cut down three men in the lead. The Jews cheered, but a slight decline in the enemy numbers would not be enough.




  Miriam stood silent beside her red-haired husband’s horse with Palomba. Their mutual gazes took in the approach of the Mohammedans, who drew their swords and whooped in spiteful glee. They showed no interest in minor losses and left the bodies where they fell. Faded light clung to the edges of their long, curved blades.




  Esperanza strained for the sight of someone at the ramparts of Alcaraz. No denizen appeared at hand to witness the drama south of the township. Unimpeded, the formidable band of dark-clad Mohammedans drove their mounts across the meseta, the tableland of La Mancha.
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  Esperanza surveyed the scene in mute horror. The pious Fray Rufino del Moral knelt in the dirt beside his donkey. The priest wore a frayed white habit paired with a shorter black cloak, his scapular. Wooden rosary beads trembled between fat fingers. With his beady eyes closed, the Dominican muttered a fervent prayer. Beads of perspiration set his tonsured head aglow. His pathetic state stirred not a shred of pity within Esperanza. His cruelty would have never ceased if Miriam had not spoken of his excesses to Esperanza’s father. The memory of Fray Rufino’s chastisements summoned a dull ache in her muscles.




  Efrain grasped her arms and shook her. “This is no time for your stubbornness. You are my child and I will not lose you!” He released her and grabbed the reins. “Get on the horse. Ride west now, the evening sun ahead of you. At night, you will look for the North Star on your right. Do not stop until you reach the safety of Valdepeñas, where we departed from yesterday. Valdepeñas belongs to the caballeros of the Order of Calatrava. The Cistercians shall protect you for my sake.”




  He drew his dagger and cut the strings, which secured a weighted pouch to his leather belt. He shoved the purse filled with coins into her hand. “For your care and comfort.”




  She clutched the sack. “You want me to ride off alone into the darkness? Papa, I can’t reach Valdepeñas!”




  “You can and you will! You have spent more time with horses than I ever did, since you were four years old. I do not ask you to ride on without me. I am telling you! Get on the damned horse! I will not see your life ended by a Mohammedan’s blade. Greater peril may lie ahead, but you will make the attempt to escape.”




  He considered failure a possibility, yet held hope for her against the obvious threat. Such words gave a clear indication of his resolve and the graveness of their state. Still Esperanza stood catatonic. Her gaze watered.




  He captured her face between his withered hands and pressed his lips to her cheeks and forehead in turn. “My most precious life. I beg of you, please go. Do not let me live my last moments with the knowledge of your failure to try. Whatever happens, you must survive. If I can, I will come for you at Valdepeñas. Wait for me there.”




  “Papa, no—”




  “I’ll go with her.” Miriam joined them. “We’ll keep each other safe.”




  Gedaliah had abandoned his mount and given orders to his men to stand firm. He never spared a backward glance for his wife or child. Esperanza could not fathom how his last exchange with Miriam might have affected both of them.




  Efrain regarded Miriam. “Protect yourselves if you can. My daughter is all I have.”




  She gave a stiff nod and ran to Gedaliah’s horse. She grasped the reins her husband had discarded and tugged the mare behind her.




  Efrain kissed both of Esperanza’s hands. “Promise me you’ll survive.”




  “I will, Papa, I will. We’ll see each other soon at Valdepeñas.”




  He said no more and led her to his horse. He helped her to mount astride the animal. Then he offered to take Palomba. Her mother hesitated. Then, she nodded and handed him the child. Settled astride the saddle with her saya bunched up to reveal her booted feet, Miriam reached for Palomba and secured her with a hand around the toddler’s waist.




  With a slap on the rump of both their horses, Efrain urged their departure. Esperanza’s mount bolted straightaway, Miriam’s own beside them. Esperanza gripped the reins and pressed her knees against the mare’s sides.




  “There is always hope, mi hija!” Efrain’s shout echoed across the plateau.




  The full force of the Mohammedan charge clashed with Gedaliah’s company. The screams of men and horses reverberated across the plain. Her face awash with tears, Esperanza peered behind her although Miriam yelled, “You’ll break your neck! Do not look back! We cannot help them now. Do as your father said. Survive.”




  Esperanza refused to abandon him to his fate as Miriam had done with her husband. Another brief glance showed Gedaliah had ducked his head and avoided a blow, while he slashed upward at the same time. His sword cleaved his attacker’s chest before the man sprawled backward on his horse. Then Esperanza’s father gripped his side just after a rider clad in white rode past him.




  “Papa!”




  Esperanza relaxed her thighs. She grabbed the mare’s mane and loosened her hold on the reins. The horse slowed in response while Miriam’s mount shot past them.




  “Esperanza! What are you doing?”




  She did not answer the furious demand in Miriam’s voice. Instead, she slowed her horse to a canter and circled the ground. Darkness had almost consumed the evening. The combat in the distance threw up spirals of dust and almost obscured her vision. She found her father. He knelt beside a supine body garbed in grayish-white. Efrain pressed his hand to his side. Blood seeped between his fingers while a crimson blotch extended across his tunic.




  Miriam snatched the reins from Esperanza’s hands. “You cannot help your father. He would never forgive himself if you died trying to save him.”




  Although Gedaliah’s men fought on, more of their dead littered the ground. Among them Gedaliah rested facedown. His flame-colored hair rippled in the wind. Miriam’s audible gasp warned of her awareness.




  Another flurry of dust rose up. Out of the spiral, four pairs of riders sped across the ground. Men slung a wide net between their horses.




  Miriam screamed. “It’s a raid! The Moors have come for captives. We must flee.”




  Esperanza blinked as her father sagged to the ground. He did not move. Esperanza could not tear her eyes away from the scene.




  Miriam snagged her arm. “Damn you! Do not linger here. He is dead! Do not dare to make his sacrifice a vain one! You promised him you would survive. We have to leave now! We must live to have our vengeance another day.”




  At Miriam’s prod, both horses sped away again. A brusque wind ripped away Miriam’s toca and it tumbled across the meseta. The veil remained affixed with pins. Her thick dark hair streamed from it like spilled ink. The clash of swords resounded from behind them. This time, Esperanza did not look back. Tears blinded her as she dwelled upon loving memories of the father who had cherished her and given his life to save hers. She must repay him and live as she had sworn.




  She and Miriam flew through tortuous turns and bends in the long pass at dangerous speeds. The labored snorts of the horses and shouts from the men behind them became louder, grew closer. Esperanza leaned forward. Her mare stretched her neck. Her dark mane flowed on the wind. Still, the riders gained on them. As they emerged at the base of another plateau, the first two riders flung their net, which sailed through the air and missed their targets.




  “Look ahead! Christians!” Miriam cried.




  Two large bands of men who brandished swords and torches sped toward them. The riders wore hooded white mantles with scarlet crosses. Their white pellotes billowed and revealed blackened armor underneath.




  Tears almost blinded Esperanza and she shouted to Miriam, “It’s the caballeros from the Order of Calatrava. We are saved!”




  A smaller group on mules crested the rise, Cistercian monks. She could not fathom why the group traveled so late in the evening, but sent silent thanks heavenward for their arrival. Swords upraised, they charged down the slope and readied to defend Esperanza and Miriam from their pursuers. Castillan ballesteros, with their crossbows at the ready, aimed and fired on the Mohammedans.




  As they neared, Esperanza looked over her shoulder. A Mohammedan with a large nose drew abreast of her. His ragged breaths came closer. Puffs of air billowed from his gray horse’s reddened nostrils. She dug her heels against her mount. Desperation overwhelmed her. His companions aimed for Miriam, who held on to a tear-stricken Palomba. The girl wailed and wriggled against her mother. When they flung the second net, the mesh ensnared horse and rider. Miriam’s scream pierced the evening.




  The Mohammedan beside Esperanza swooped in and dragged her on to his horse. He lifted her through the air and slammed her into the saddle. His action left her breathless for a moment. In the next instance, she reared her head back and bashed it against the bulbous nose of her captor. He grappled with her. He forced her wrists together with one hand against the pommel until she swore he must have broken the bones. Even as she wriggled, he retained firm control over her and his horse. He wheeled his horse in the direction they had come. Miriam’s screams and the squeals of her horse echoed behind Esperanza.




  “Miriam! Miriam! Where are you?”




  A quarrel shot by a Castillan ballestero whizzed past Esperanza’s cheek. Her Mohammedan captor drew a knife and pressed it to her side. He growled unintelligible words in her ear. Without the benefit of the knowledge of Arabic, she perceived he warned her to be silent. The last promise she had sworn to her father kept her silent. She would do what she must for survival. Her captor kept her on his mount and plunged into the darkness.




  ***




  On a moonless evening, the stranger dragged Esperanza from the gray stallion. He shoved her next to a large rock beside a desiccated stump, the sole evidence of trees in the barren landscape. Her elbow banged against the stone so hard, tears pricked her gaze. She hung her head and bit her lip. She stifled a cry. She would never give her abductor the satisfaction of the resultant pain displayed in her features.




  He cocked his head as if he studied her. His stubby nose at the center of a pockmarked face disgusted her almost as much as the jagged scar, which rippled across his left cheek. On the furious ride, he had snatched the sack of coins from her grasp. The red strings, which secured the money inside, looped around his leather belt. Now, he knelt at her feet and reached for the fasteners of her zapatas.




  She kicked him straight in the chest. “Do not touch me, you ugly savage!”




  He scrambled and regained his foothold. The knife he had pressed to her ribs earlier reappeared in his copper-colored hand. She shrank against the stone as he raised the blade.




  “La!” A gruff tone echoed in the night. Thick leather boots emerged from the shadows. Esperanza’s gaze traipsed up the length of them. They reminded her of similar expensive pairs she had seen on the feet of the Cerda men. The boots rose to the wearer’s knees and vanished at the hem of a voluminous white cloak. Hooded dark eyes peered at her from a weather-beaten craggy face. Other men followed the stranger until at least twenty of them stood over her.




  She drew her knees up to her chest and averted her gaze. The stranger dismissed the man with the knife and took his place. Thin olive fingers went for her chin. She slapped his hand away and seethed at his presumption. Those around him stepped back or focused murderous glares on her.




  A chuckle rumbled through the stranger’s barrel chest before his stare darkened. His palm swung wide and connected with her cheek. Sudden tears fell.




  He stood. “I have no wish to hurt you. Never do that again, mi querida.”




  If he had said anything else in the Castillan tongue, except for the cherished term Miriam had long favored her with, she might have shown no reaction to his silver-tongued tone. Now, she might never see her dearest friend again. She would never know of her fate or if the caballeros had intercepted the Mohammedans. Had Miriam and Palomba escaped? The weight of her present misfortune, the loss of her father, and the uncertainty of Miriam’s circumstances stirred Esperanza. This man, the clear leader among his companions, had ruined all their lives.




  She raised her chin and spat in his face.




  He did not hesitate. His thick fingers clenched her veil and ripped it along with the fillet from her head. He wound a haft of her locks around his hand and pulled hard. A fire flared across her scalp. Hair tore from the roots. He delivered two more fierce slaps to her cheeks. She bit her tongue and shuttered her gaze.




  He pushed her against the rough rock face and loosened his hold. Shards of stone dug into her back through her dirtied clothes.




  The young man with the knife and a vicious scar etched in his cheek returned. He offered her his profile. Guttural sounds enveloped his exchange with the white-cloaked leader. Esperanza shuddered each time he stabbed a finger in her direction. At one point, he made as if to grab her again. The other man at her side shoved him back and berated him until he backed away.




  The leader pointed at the purse of stolen coins affixed to the young man’s belt. His counterpart clutched his gains against his hip. He shook his head and stalked off, though his commander issued terse shouts.




  Snorts and whinnies echoed. Esperanza peered into the dimness. Had the knights of Calatrava found them at last? In the same instance she readied to let loose a shrill scream, the cloaked man knelt. He covered her mouth with his hand and choked off the sound. At a silent wave from him, his men melted into the shadows as if she had imagined them there. Eight riders cantered in a line toward the remnant of the tree.




  Esperanza could have wept for a mix of bitter sorrow and relief. Miriam sat atop the last horse. Palomba clung to her mother. Miriam had strapped her daughter to her with her veil. The little girl’s bloodshot eyes, with swollen and puffy circles beneath them, revealed her torment and fear. Her mother clambered down from the horse, at a prod from one of the Mohammedans. He shoved her toward the rock. Miriam kissed Palomba’s head and soothed the child.




  The man behind Esperanza released his hold and she rolled toward Miriam. “I thought you had gained your freedom! I was certain the caballeros saved you.”




  “They were too far away and the Moorish crossbows countered theirs. If you had ridden off, as I told you and not worried for your father, the caballeros would have rescued us. Now, we belong to these Moors to do with as they will.”




  Esperanza drew back. A heavy weight settled in her stomach. Her wet gaze watered again. “How can you blame me for concerns about my father?”




  “Because he told you not to worry! He warned you to get away, to survive. You have made a mockery of your promise to him.”




  “So, I should have abandoned him as you did Gedaliah? Have you shed one tear for the father of your children? When you told me you did not love him, I never imagined you would have left him to die in La Mancha!”




  “Tears are for fools! Will tears change our circumstances now? Gedaliah is dead. Your father is dead. We are captives along the frontier.”




  “Not forever!”




  “No one knows where we are. Our lives are altered evermore because of your stupidity and stubbornness,” Miriam accused.




  The stranger in his white cloak intruded on their exchange with a husky laugh. “Listen to you foolish women! You bicker amongst yourselves when you should have concerns about the future.”




  With a final shake of the dark curls stop his head, he turned away and strode among the men who had just returned. Two pairs of them hefted the Peraltas’ strong boxes. They placed them on the ground. Two others wielded iron bars against the locks. They pried the caskets open. Their leader knelt and plunged his hands into the bolts of cendal in each wooden box. From one, he withdrew two small bags. He delved inside them with rapacious speed. His gleeful cry rent the silence. He pulled out a fistful of gold coins and showed them to those of his company. His companions gathered around, patted each other on the backs, and laughed at their ill-gotten gains.




  The leader searched the other chest. A frown marred his brow as he drew out a rolled parchment. The thick sheepskin bore a red wax seal. He opened it and read in silence. His gaze fell on Miriam and Esperanza, who turned her face away from the spectacle, while the rest of the marauders rummaged through her dowry.




  She muttered, “We are not without hope. The Cistercians have seen us. They will not halt the pursuit, especially if there are tracks in the dirt to follow.”




  Miriam answered, “You believe they can see pathways in darkness? Even if they have torches, the caballeros would not wish to stray far from protection. If they wait until morning to resume the search, the wind will have obliterated the tracks the Moorish horses left behind.”




  “Then the Order will stop at Alcaraz and tell of what they have seen. There must be a garrison to send word of our capture across La Mancha and warn about the raiders. At least, they will find my father’s body and the others slain upon the ground.”




  A lump swelled inside Esperanza’s throat and she swallowed with difficulty. The weight of her loss settled upon her shoulders. She did not cry. Perhaps Miriam was right. Tears would gain her nothing now.




  “What chance awaits us then, eh?” Miriam hugged Palomba against her body and kissed the child who still whimpered. “Do you know what Moors do to their captives? To women without protection?”




  Esperanza closed her eyes. “I won’t let them hurt any of us. The promise of ransom must be enough to convince them to leave us untroubled. Before we left Talavera, I worried for our safety. Papa assured me the current truce between the Mohammedans and Castilla-Leon would ensure our safety—”




  “He did not consider raiders who have little concern for treaties between kings.”




  “He could not have anticipated this attack! It is a crime to take captives when there is peace between Christian and Mohammedan. Why do you think they brought us here so fast, if not to escape detection by any trackers from Alcaraz? These are greedy men. They have seized a little of Papa’s wealth and will wonder if there is more. They will ask for ransom. My father told me of such transactions, where the alfaqueques of the Cerda court organized aid and brought captives out of bondage, even from across the Mediterranean Sea.”




  “How can any exchange occur? Are you blind or just stupid? These Moors have stolen everything you held of value. You have nothing with which to repay the fee of one maravedi, which an alfaqueque would demand. Even if the Moors believed your claim, to whom would they send word of our capture? Would you have our captors write to Alicante and your dear betrothed’s family instead?” Miriam’s snort echoed on the wind. “The moment they received word of your capture, the wool merchant and his wife would have cause to rescind the arrangement. If they have any reason to suspect our captors abused you or placed you in a Moor’s bed, your betrothed’s parents would find an untainted bride for their prideful son and leave you to your doom.”




  “You still have relatives at Talavera de la Reina! We will tell these wretches of the Alubel clan and they will submit demands for payment.”




  “You think my kinfolk have the wealth to purchase freedom for me and my child? Would you see them beggared, reduced to penury?”




  “If their sacrifice saves your life and Palomba’s own, then so be it!”




  Miriam’s shoulders sagged. Even as her chin trembled, she laid it against her child’s brow. “My relatives will not risk the attempt. They will abandon me as well. Fate has consigned us to lives as captives and slaves until we die.”




  “I will never be a slave! There is no one left of my family at Talavera de la Reina, but I shall make my own appeal to the mendicant orders. The Franciscans or the Trinitarians will help.”




  “For once in your life, think, Esperanza! When the mendicants attempt their rescue, they seek to secure more than a few meager lives. They would never choose you, a female with no wealth or skills to enrich their coffers. Shall you sing to them at mealtimes or sew their frayed vestments? Those embroidery lessons with your duenna shall not avail you.”




  “My father’s good name still means something.”




  “Not without the Cerdas’ patronage. Give up this foolish expectancy of liberation. Better the Franciscans or Trinitarians should spend hard-won gold on a royal official, a nobleman, a soldier, or a master mason than a mere girl.”




  “All life is valuable.”




  “Sí, a sentiment the Moors would appreciate. They have no trouble assigning value to the life of each captive sold into bondage.”




  Esperanza buried her face in her hands. It could not be as hopeless as Miriam described.




  A moment later, another squabble erupted, again from the copper-colored youth with the fearsome scar.




  “That one has demanded his share of the spoils now, including you,” Miriam muttered.




  “What?” Esperanza lifted her head as he motioned to her again. “You can understand them? You speak Arabic. Why have you never told me before now?”




  Miriam rolled her eyes. “Did you think my father and husband dealt with just Christians in their business? Sí, I can understand the Moors. Big Nose with his scarred face wants you as part of his reward.”




  “He cannot have me.”




  “How would you stop him if he truly intended it? The man in the white cloak, who the other one refers to as ‘Uncle Ahmed’, says the same. He says you are likely a virgin. He says even if you are not as beautiful, as the black-haired woman, muger fermosa, your innocence alone will fetch a high price. The younger one, who Ahmed has named as Fadil, will not listen. He demands a woman for his pleasure tonight. Fadil says he deserves a reward after the risks they have taken. It seems his father has contributed horses and financed their raids. He says if his father were here, he would deny him nothing.”




  Miriam leaned closer, intent on their conversation. “Ahmed says it is good his brother is dead. Otherwise, he would know he had sired a lustful fool for a son.” She paused and then added, “He chides his nephew for his selfishness. The other men just escaped the Castillan knights with their lives and all Fadil can think of is a woman. One among them says he should wait to quench his fires among whores. Fadil insists he will not wait. Now their leader says, he declares—”




  Miriam fell silent. She pulled Palomba impossibly closer and her pained stare fell to the ground. Esperanza prodded her. “What does he say? Please tell me.”




  Miriam replied, “Their leader says Fadil may have me tonight instead since I am no virgin.”




  Palomba whimpered and covered her ears against the argument. Esperanza understood what the men intended for Miriam and wished she might avoid their cruel words as the child did.




  Instead, Esperanza cried, “My family will pay a fine ransom for our return!”




  The leader sniffed the cendal fragranced with dried orange peels for the last time. He stuffed the fabric into the strongbox again.




  In a hushed tone, Miriam demanded, “What are you doing? A lie will gain us nothing!”




  “It might save you from the lust of our captors,” Esperanza muttered. She inhaled as the man strode toward them.




  He asked, “What did you say?”




  Esperanza tilted her chin a little. “My father is a wealthy man, a doctor in the household of the Cerdas, the old princely household of Castilla-Leon. He has traveled on ahead of us to meet with the relatives of my betrothed in Alicante. You must send word of our fate. In return you will receive a reward, if you do not mistreat us.”




  He shook his head. “I guessed right. This wealth,” he said, as he gestured with a wide sweep of his hand to the chests, “belonged to Castillans of great means. Your father must indeed be a rich man to provide such a dowry. The offer of fine cloth meant you must be a bride on your way across La Mancha for your wedding.” His gaze shifted to Miriam. “Who is this woman with you?”




  When neither she nor Miriam gave an answer, he turned to Esperanza again. “What is your name?”




  She answered with her Christian name and he nodded. “Sí, you would be the little hope of your father, would you not? Perhaps a fortunate alliance awaited you in Alicante, eh?”




  “It still does, as does your reward.”




  “Tell me about the woman and her child.”




  “She is my duenna and she travels with me to my new home.”




  “A youthful woman to occupy the vaunted position of governess in your home. It is possible her skin, soft as a flower petal kissed by morning dew, deceives me about her age.” He crouched and grabbed Miriam’s hand. He pressed his fingers against her palm. She remained silent although her nostrils flared.




  “These dry, coarse hands do not lie. They have known greater toil than any rich Castillan’s governess ever could. Where I am taking you, they do not care so much for the touch of a woman, just what she can do with her other parts.”




  When his hold slackened, Miriam pulled away from him and wiped her palm on her skirt.




  He shoved the parchment at her. “Read this to me.”




  She glared at the paper. His hand struck her cheek. “I said read it, damn you! Now!”




  Esperanza clutched Miriam, who shook off her hold.




  He asked, “You are a Jewess and her friend, are you not? A Christian girl and a Jewess who have traveled the meseta in a caravan loaded with a fortune in precious fabric. Should I still wonder at your presence here? Tell me how these words pertain to you.”




  Miriam’s fearless silence challenged him. Her scrutiny flickered from the smooth sheepskin to his face. “They do not. If you are so eager to know the letter’s contents, you should find someone to read it.”




  “I have. You! The words are Ladino. Isn’t that what you Jews speak? What is this?”




  Miriam’s mouth moved, but the words remained inaudible. Esperanza leaned into her and hoped to catch some meaningful phrase. Miriam lifted her gaze. “Al-suftaja.”




  Esperanza questioned her, “What are you saying?”




  Miriam flicked a sharp glance in her direction. “It is a letter of credit my husband granted your father. Upon arrival, the bearer, Efrain Peralta, or his representative should present the missive to a Mattai ben Tsevi in Alicante. Ben Tsevi holds a sum equal to the claim submitted here for my husband’s sake. A normal custom.”




  Esperanza drew back. “My father took money from your husband? Why would he need it?”




  Miriam snapped, “How else did you expect him to provide for you? He could not travel with all he valued—”




  The man before them growled, “Enough! I tire of your arguments.” His somber stare met Esperanza’s own again. “It seems I have ruined all of your prospects. It was not to be, querida.”




  “It can still be if you would listen. What of my father and the reward I have promised? There is greater wealth in Alicante than you have found among our coffers.”




  Miriam pinched her hip for the brazen lie. Esperanza ignored her. Perhaps the family of her betrothed would take pity on her when they received the request for ransom. They could not know the misfortunes befallen her father. They would pay for her release in anticipation of recompense. Then together, she and Miriam would prevail upon the Jew in Alicante to render his obligation to Gedaliah’s heirs. The grand scheme unfolded in Esperanza’s mind. She would worry about the consequences of her lies later, if she managed to gain freedom for her and Miriam. Freedom for her, Miriam and Palomba mattered.




  The Mohammedan leader scratched his tangled beard before he stood. “There might be more coin for me elsewhere, but I’m uncertain it lies within the old kingdom of Valencia.” He reached within a fold in his cloak and withdrew a long curved blade with woven bands along its surface. He pointed the sword at Esperanza, who shriveled against the rock.




  “You see this, little hope? The finest steel from Damascus. I took this from the first man I slaughtered more than twenty years ago. It has never left my hands since then. I remember each person it has killed. I have never beheld another blade of the same quality and craftsmanship, until today.”




  He pulled another weapon from within the cloak. The jewel-encrusted handle glittered in the darkness. Esperanza shuddered as he held up the dagger she had last seen in her father’s hands. A gift from the Cerdas, he had treasured the weapon with its golden handle encrusted in sapphire, emerald, amber, and opal gemstones.




  The Mohammedan continued, “My sword sliced open the man who carried this weapon. It left a grievous wound in his side. You remind me of him, a man who wore green silk. He stood about your height, his eyes the color of a newborn fawn. He fought with valor and killed three of my men before I was compelled to end his life.” Her gasp did not stop him. “I believe he was your father. Now, he lies dead on the meseta of La Mancha. He does not await you in Alicante, nor does the value of this letter of credit. Whoever your betrothed may be, he shall have to find another rich bride to wed. Your future lies elsewhere.”




  As her father’s killer turned and walked away from her, Esperanza shook with fury. She scrambled to her feet and lunged at him. Her momentum shoved him face down in the dirt, unprepared for her assault. She pummeled his back.




  “Murderer! I hate you.”




  Two of his men dragged her off him and held her from him, though she kicked at the air. He rose on his hands and knees. A white blob from his lips landed in the dirt.




  His gaze met hers. “There is fire inside you. I would hate to extinguish it forever.”




  Tears streamed down her cheeks. She maintained her struggle against the steadfast hold of her captors. One said something to his companion, who laughed and nodded.




  Their leader stood and brushed the topsoil from his ruined cloak. “My men say you are a hellion and they pity the man who tries to tame you. I say it shall never occur. I am not the man to try.”




  His nephew brushed past him. He sneered at the younger man before he tended to the strongboxes.




  The ugly youth knelt at Miriam’s feet and grabbed her leg. Over his shoulder, his uncle shouted. Two others restrained Esperanza and dragged her away. She struggled against them. “No! Let me go! Miriam! Let me stay with Miriam.”




  Across the encampment, Miriam put up one hand and warded off the intent of the one who wished to claim her. Esperanza could not understand their exchange. A note of desperation shattered Miriam’s voice. Her hands shook as she unraveled the knot in the veil, which secured her hold on Palomba. The child wailed and screeched, terrified by the proximity of the strange man.




  He slapped Miriam with an open palm and pulled out his knife. He sliced through the veil and grabbed Palomba by the leg. She dangled in his grip, her screams almost animalistic. Esperanza kicked and clawed the men who held her back, while Miriam sobbed and held her arms out for her child. Her abuser gave a maniacal chortle and swung Palomba toward the rock.
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  The raiders took a southward track through crystalline rock passes and skirted weathered limestone formations. In the daylight hours, they retreated into large caverns, which concealed their horses as well. At night, they traveled and crossed the low-lying Guadalquivir River without incident. The fourth day of captivity ushered a change in the terrain. A labyrinth of ravines and gorges gave way to the first carobs, myrtle trees. Lavender and oleander bushes grew in thick clusters. Dense clouds hung heavy in the sky. The vista might have been a welcome sight after the arid, sienna-colored plains of the meseta. How could Miriam gain any pleasure from her environs?




  Later, the raiders skirted a large town in the darkness. She had not recognized the place. Its extensive wheat fields hid her captors’ movements. As the next morning dawned, most of Ahmed’s men dismounted when he called for a respite from their journey.




  He said, “Al-Qal’at ibn Zaide is far behind us now.”




  Miriam assumed he meant Alcala la Real, the northern town she had last seen. If any world-be trackers had followed them into Andalusia, the men were safe from justice on this side of the buffer zone. They found shelter from the glare of midday under rows of shady carob trees set on the southern edge of a wide plateau. Their leader did not join them. He ordered four of his companions to remain on horseback, while he shepherded Esperanza to the center of the encampment.




  Miriam sighed for he had not included Fadil in his company. The youth idled beside his horse, his possessive gaze on her.




  Meanwhile, Ahmed shoved Esperanza to her knees and repeated the same pronouncement he often made whenever they stopped. “The first man to touch this one will see me slice off his balls and his manhood. I will feed those parts to the fire before staking out any such fool in the noonday sun to suffer in agony. Keep far from the girl. She is the prize.”




  Although she could not have understood the extent of his protection, Esperanza buried her face in her hands and wept. Miriam turned away. A solitary golden eagle nestled in the canopy above her head. A hare darted between petals of cistus shrubs. Miriam’s mouth watered. Would she ever taste fresh meat again, instead of the stale bread her captors offered at times?




  After Ahmed mounted his horse again, he gave the order to ride out. Hooves thundered in a descent from the highland. The wind rattled carob pods, the color of dried blood. Miriam closed her eyes and inhaled the resin from the evergreen leaves of the cistus.




  “Come, my beauty. This time I will have you on your hands and knees. You will be the mare to my stallion.”




  She shrugged off Fadil’s hold and Ahmed’s men laughed. Fadil jerked her against him and swung her around in the iron circle of his arms. “Or not. Either way, I shall have you again!”




  She wrenched an arm free from his hold and slapped him. He released her and returned the gesture with remarkable force. She hit her head against a rock shingle and sprawled at his feet. She clutched her cheek. The bezel of his ring had broken the skin. He pounced on her. His hands tugged her ruined skirt. Esperanza’s sobs echoed and grew more bothersome while Miriam fought in vain. She scratched and spat at him. Her curses went unheeded as he kneed her legs apart. Deep inside, she maintained her vow. No matter how many times he took her, she would never submit.




  ***




  Later, Miriam endured the Moor’s leisurely touch, almost a gentle caress. She stared into the depths of Fadil’s dark-eyed gaze. Disheveled hair hung in disarray over her shoulders. A purple blotch marred her face on the right.




  The Moor’s forefinger traced a line along the curve of her left cheek. Dried blood flaked off a thin laceration of the skin. “It will be a match for my own scar. I never desired it, my beauty.”




  She slapped his hand away. “Do not touch me, you swine!”




  “You must know I do not seek to alter your loveliness.” Despite the insult, her rapist’s voice never rose above a whisper in a mockery of a lover’s tenderness. “Let me be kind to you. Why must you continue to fight me so? I would give you anything in the world if you asked for it with some courtesy.”




  She raised her chin a notch. “Would you free me from your hold?”




  “I cannot. Such is beyond my means now.”




  As his onion-scented breath stirred a new wave of nausea in the pit of her stomach, Miriam kept her features impassive. What could he perhaps offer her of value? Could he give her Palomba back, the life of the daughter he had so destroyed on a whim? Could he grant her fervent wish for justice and meet his slow death at the end of his blade?




  He cupped her chin with a free hand with potent energy. A lesser woman would have winced or cried out. She did neither.




  He asked, “Does the cut hurt? I do not want to be the cause of your pain. Instead, I could give you joy your husband never did.”




  “You know nothing of my husband.”




  “True. If you would submit, you would enjoy my loving.”




  His loving? Is that what he called rape? Did the fool assume she had learned to enjoy his brutish rutting atop her each day and evening? A few nights ago, he had dashed Palomba against the rock and ravaged her mother beside the spot where the murdered child’s blood seeped into the earth.




  Now, the man who had murdered her child and raped her had grown attached to his prize. Miriam wished she could have laughed in his ugly face and skewered him with the weapon at his hip. Instead, she pushed at his shoulders and sat up. She rejected his vile attempt at a lover’s intimacy. “Get me water to wash your seed away. It defiles my body, as does the stench of your mouth upon me.”




  He cocked his head and laughed. Food remnants filled the gaps between his yellowed teeth. “Careful, woman, I will not bear much more of your viper’s tongue. Besides, you forget who holds authority here. Shall I remind you again?”




  Aware of his sentiment toward her, Miriam perceived the balance of power between them. She maintained a level gaze with him. His lips parted somewhat as he sucked in a breath and exhaled, captivated. She could bind this one body and soul to her if she wished. Perhaps when the opportunity arose, she would peel away the layers of flesh with his blade and discover whether a heart dwelt underneath, something which held compassion for others.




  When he touched her shoulder, she rebuffed him with a hand. “You said you would give me anything in the world. I asked for water from the stream.”




  Frigid air swept a shudder through her frame and gooseflesh pimpled her skin. She sucked the cold air into her chest and hoped her fearlessness would deter his interest.




  Fadil’s gaze dipped to her bared breasts. The flesh from the tattered camisa he had torn in his haste on the first night. He sucked in his breath and reached for her. This time she slapped his fingers away. “Get the water! I will not ask again.”




  His nostrils flared. His gaze lingered on her exposed skin. She returned his stare without fear and did not attempt to cover herself. When he clenched his teeth together, the scar along his ruined cheek rippled.




  He rose and swiped the dust from his knee-length tunic. “You do not command me, woman.” He pitched his voice low so the others could not hear.




  Still, he spun on his heels as she expected and went to his horse. He untied one of the saddlebags, which swayed in the afternoon breeze from his pommel. A gourd in hand, he sauntered through lone clumps of sage grass to the nearby arroyo.




  A cramp rippled across her lower abdomen. She stifled a sob and stared at her stomach. “Please, no.”




  Another painful spasm followed. She groaned and lifted her head. She glared in Fadil’s wake and spat into the dirt twice. Nothing she could do would rid her of the taste of his foul breath in her mouth. When she scanned the encampment, vacant or indolent looks met hers. The men lounged in idle contemplation, heedless of the deaths they had caused and the lives they had ruined. Now, Miriam studied the features of each and memorized all she could of them. Several returned her determined stare with impertinent leers. One nudged another and they both laughed. None dared move toward her.




  Esperanza huddled, her chin on her knees. Her sobs had dissolved into hiccups by now. Miriam shook her head at the young girl’s misery. Did she cry due to the cold or hunger, or did she just bemoan the loss of the shoes their captors had taken so she could not run away? Whatever the reason, tears would not help her. She should consider herself lucky. She had lost a father, while Miriam endured the murders of her child and husband. Even in their current circumstances, Esperanza fared better. She did not face the threat of rape.




  Fadil thwarted Miriam’s contemplation, for he returned in haste and flopped on the ground. Water sloshed from the gourd and fed the parched and broken earth.




  The careless fool grinned at her in his idiocy. “I have decided you will be mine. My uncle can have my share of the spoils. All I want is you. After you have delivered of this babe, I shall put another into your belly, one whom my uncle cannot sell as a slave. If you obey me, I shall be generous to you. Any children I sire upon you may have their freedom.”




  She snatched the vessel from his grasp, tore a strip from the hem of her tattered saya, and wadded the cloth. Then she dipped it into the water. She shoved aside her grief and sang for the tender child ripped from her clutches, a sonant melody about a mother and daughter in preparation for the Shabbat meal. She used to sing it for Palomba, in days when Miriam imagined how her child might carry on the traditions of their faith. Now Palomba would never grow to womanhood or teach songs to children of her own, because of the devil beside her mother.




  The muscles in Miriam’s battered body throbbed with a deeper intensity than the heavy ache in her throat, the pain of tears she refused to shed. She scoured her face and arms, which bore dappled marks where Fadil had seized her on the previous night. Fresh bruises from the morning’s violence marred her skin. She could count the layers of scratches, discolorations and scabs if she wished, each a reminder of when her captor had gripped her hard, or shoved or slapped her. She would never forget his cruelty.




  Each of the Moors sat silent, even Fadil, captivated by the sound of her voice. Even Esperanza had roused herself from her petulant mood. Childlike eagerness warmed Fadil’s stare even now, turned soft and doe-like. How pathetic. He did not fool her for a moment. She knew the capricious brutality he could inflict. Someday, he would comprehend her true nature just before she ended his life.




  He captured her chin again and forced her to meet his regard. “What do you think of our future together, my flower?”




  For her part, she had ignored his ruminations. She halted her song and asked, “Does my opinion matter to you?”




  His hold on her fell away along with his enraptured stare. “You are a captive, after all, so I suppose it does not. I should not discuss such plans without the knowledge of what my uncle will say. I must speak to him as soon as he returns.” Then he scrutinized her again. “I must tell him before he decides to sell you. I could not bear it. You must be mine. You are mine!” His fingers closed on her wrist.




  She glared at him in silence until he removed the offensive hand. Her voice filled the air again. Her throat swelled so much it required brief pauses between verses before she could resume. She sang for her beloved Palomba, gone from her arms forever, because of a boy who pretended to own a man’s lusts and appetites.




  She hitched her skirts to her upper thighs and ran the wet cloth down her legs. Lascivious sniggers and whistles followed. She ignored Ahmed’s men. A smear of blood on the rag sent a shudder through her.




  Beneath lowered lids, she took full measure of Fadil instead. He reminded her of Gedaliah with his gangling limbs and elongated fingers. His movements were awkward and erratic, as if uncontrolled impulses raged through his body. Gedaliah’s ambitions had accounted for his nervous energy. Therein lay the one similarity between her husband and the impetuous fool at her side. She guessed he might be her age or even a year or two younger.




  Despite his youth, he possessed the temperament of a man accustomed to obedience from others. Where had this Moor gained such confidence? Those whom he could not compel, he would kill. Did he presume she would submit to his willpower in due course? A soundless chortle escaped her at the thought.




  “Why do you laugh? Do you delight in my company at last?”




  She soothed the dull throb at the soles of her feet. Their captors had removed her shoes on the first night. “Does it please you to assume so?”




  “It does.” He reached for the strands of hair, limp on her shoulder. He cradled the length of her neck. “You please me.”




  The wind brought the snorts of horses before the earth rumbled. Fadil and his company sprang to their feet with swords drawn and crossbows at the ready. From a thick cloud of dust, Ahmed emerged on the crest of the plateau. He returned with double the entourage of men.




  He spoke with his nephew first. “Get the captives ready. We ride for the city now.”




  “La! Not until we speak of my woman.”




  Ahmed threw back his head and laughed in Fadil’s face. “Who is your woman? I do not recall when you captured any other besides the two I have taken. Where is the female you would claim? Bring her out so we may all see her.”




  “I meant the one with the black hair. You know I captured the other on my own.”




  “Then you should have kept her for yourself! Instead, you brought her into my camp. Your error, not mine. Be satisfied with the meager pleasures you have attained with a woman who fights you at each chance. Take your gold and go home. Enjoy the comforts of all your father bequeathed you, including a house filled with female slaves. They are not as pretty, but they are good-natured.”




  Loud guffaws and vigorous nods of agreement followed. Ahmed turned and spoke with one of those who had accompanied his return to the camp, a man Miriam had not seen before. A Moor who stood closest to Fadil clapped his back and urged him to forget the woman, especially when he would find a compliant whore in the city or even in his own house. The youth growled low in his throat and shrugged off his companion’s hold.




  “Uncle, you will give me the woman I have claimed. Take my share of the spoils. I care nothing for coin or expensive fabric.” He pointed at Miriam. “I want her.”




  Ahmed turned from his conversation with raised eyebrows as if surprised by his nephew’s defiance. His gaze alighted on Miriam. “You cannot have her. I have already promised both of the Castillans to Juan Manuel. He is their master now.”




  Who was this Juan Manuel, whom Ahmed had mentioned often in the last two days? What new uncertainties might she face with a stranger than with these others?




  Fadil’s lower lip quivered. Miriam suppressed a smile. He was little more than a boy in a man’s guise after all. His bright stare remained on her. She stood and eyed him. Did he possess the courage to hold the tears back? He did. Desire coupled with determination hardened his gaze and stilled the quivers of his mouth. His next move proved more unexpected.




  He drew the knife worn at his hip. With a snarl, Fadil aimed the weapon for his uncle’s stomach. Shouts of dismay and outrage arose. Even Esperanza emerged from her torpor. Her horrendous scream echoed across the plains. At the same time, Ahmed realized his nephew’s intent and grabbed the blade. His jaw line tightened. Blood seeped between his fingers and dotted the once pristine cloak with rich flecks of red.




  Fadil screeched and the dreadful scar twitched in his fury. His uncle’s viselike grip on the blade held. Without warning, Ahmed twisted it. Fadil cried out. Ahmed raised his leg and kicked his nephew in his stomach. In the instant Fadil tumbled backward, Ahmed leapt from his horse. He flung Fadil’s knife to the ground. Ahmed delivered another swift blow to the young man’s groin and did not stop.




  Fadil’s groans matched each powerful wallop against his stomach and ribs. Bloodied spittle dribbled between his lips. Perspiration dotted Ahmed’s brow. His heavy booted feet landed with forceful precision. His men stood idle, their expressions aloof. A heavy grunt escaped Ahmed before he ceased the relentless kicks and staggered away from the battered body of his nephew. Ahmed sagged on his knees in the dust, exhausted from his exertions.




  Miriam hefted her threadbare skirt and edged a little closer. Fadil’s chest still rose and fell, though his breaths grew labored. Each intake and exhale must be agony for him. He cupped between his legs and hitched his knees up to his chest. The tears he had kept at bay a moment ago now trickled across the ridge of his nose and pooled below his ragged cheek.




  A deep sigh coursed through Miriam’s body. Fadil’s pitiable state was not enough. Sunlight glinted off the edge of his blade, discarded near his uncle’s feet. Ahmed still gulped mouthfuls of air. The bout had depleted his last reserves of energy.




  Miriam darted one last glance at him before she eyed the weapon. Fortune might never offer her this opportunity again. It would be quick, a better end than Fadil deserved. His uncle would kill her, but then she would be with Palomba again in death. She took a step forward.




  “La!” The resolute command in Ahmed’s voice halted her at once. He switched from Arabic to the Castillan tongue in the next breath. “You will not kill him. Not today.”




  Her stare fixed on him. He grasped the blade in his crimson-stained hand and staggered to his feet.




  Miriam ground her teeth together and tossed her hair. “He murdered my daughter, a sweet babe. She never harmed him. I live by the words of my people and my faith: life for life. He forfeited his when he stole my Palomba from my arms and dashed her against a rock for the sake of fickle whim alone.”




  Ahmed shook his head. “Your daughter’s life was not the first Fadil has ever taken. It will not be the last. Nothing can ease your pain except time. My nephew’s death will not bring your daughter back. Accept her loss.”




  “I will never forget my daughter. Her blood cries out for justice. She shall have it.”




  He ignored her and called for two ropes. One of his men obeyed. Ahmed approached Miriam, the rough hemp coiled in his hands. He held out his hands and awaited her acquiescence. Miriam stared hard at the rope and then into his eyes. He drew back for a moment as though startled by what he must have seen.




  “Listen and understand me well, woman,” he whispered. “Fadil is impetuous and vicious. He is still my kin.”




  “I will have my vengeance against him regardless,” she insisted.




  “I do not permit it! I cannot surrender my duty as his uncle to mold Fadil in the image of my brother, into a man worthy of his heritage. We were not always thus. Along the banks of the Guadalete River, below the banners of the conqueror Tariq, my ancestors routed the armies of Roderick. My great-grandfather struck the deathblow against Pedro Arias, master of the Order of Santiago, on the plains of Tolosa a century ago. Fadil is all I have left of a once illustrious clan. I cannot allow you to injure him for the sake of the brother I shall love until my last breath, the man who was his father.”




  “You dare speak of family and duty? I do not care for your proud origins or your sentiments, slaver! You have taken everything from me. Why should I care for your misfortunes as the guardian of this wretch? After the harm he has done, he deserves death. You will not deny me.”




  “I must. Do not gainsay me. His punishment is not for you or me to decide. He will earn the fate he deserves. His end shall not come at your hand or my own.”




  “You almost kicked him to death because he attacked you. You could have killed him. He is mine. He owes me a large debt, one he must settle with blood. He has stolen more from me than he can ever repay. One day, he shall give me his worthless life in exchange. I swear it.”




  “Not on this day.” He grabbed the hands she would not offer and tied them at the wrists. Turbulent heat spread across her belly. When he secured her bonds, she bit back a wince just before he met her gaze again. He did not flinch as before.




  He muttered, “Beautiful women make fools of all men. Fadil shall soon count himself among the fortunate who escaped your clutches.”




  “Not for long.”




  Ahmed glared at Miriam and tugged the rope. She raked her blistered feet across rough pebbles and shards of sandstone. Each footfall left a thin trail of bloodied smears. Her gaze focused on Fadil, who cradled his stomach and rolled in the dirt. Soon, she stood beside Esperanza.




  Their captor wrenched the girl to her feet. She batted at his hands. Dirt mired her ruddy cheeks and clung to the dark ringlets of hair tipped with fiery ends, one of her two favorable physical attributes, the other being the eyes inherited from her mother. Her skin remained pallid, even in summer. Her cheeks proved too gaunt. A narrow face with large eyes gave her an almost rodent-like appearance. She would never be a beauty like Miriam.




  Despite Esperanza’s protests, the slaver secured her hands with the other end of the rope, which already bound Miriam. At least their travail had not diminished her companion’s spirit. She would need her strength for the trials ahead.




  Ahmed directed his men, who fanned out and stripped the low-hanging pods from the carob trees before they stuffed them into sacks. “We’ll feed our pack animals later,” their leader said.




  Someone retrieved Fadil’s gourd and shoved it into the injured youth’s satchel. “What do we do with him?”




  Ahmed brushed his mare’s dappled sand-colored coat. He refused an answer. Another of his followers dared make the same inquiry and earned an angry scowl for his trouble.




  Miriam flicked a glance over her shoulder. “You cannot abandon him.” She would never have her revenge if Fadil died on the plains.




  Ahmed strode toward her and halted at less than a pace between them. His hot gaze seared her own, as he strove for the truth of her soul. “You wanted him dead earlier, woman! Now you think he should live.”




  “You said his life was not yours to take. Instead, you would assure his death if you left him here to rot. Can your heart bear the loss? Do you even have one?”




  His weathered features contorted in a horrid mask. When he raised his hand, she cupped her abdomen and met his stare. “After the trials I have suffered, what is one more beating? Strike me down if you must, Moor. You will regret it one day.”




  He fisted his fingers in the dirtied cloak and spat into the dirt. “Empty, vain promises. You are not worth the effort. I knew you would be trouble from the moment you entered our encampment. I wish Juan Manuel joy of you. I doubt he shall find it.”




  He whirled from her side, though her voice chased him. “What of Fadil?”




  Silence answered her. He grasped the rope again and dragged her with Esperanza toward his horse. He looped the second length of hemp with the first and gripped the rope. Miriam jerked against her restraints while he mounted.




  Ahmed growled low in his throat. “Cease your struggles, woman! I will drag you behind the damned horse whether you will walk or not!”




  “I will not leave this place until I know what you intend to do about Fadil.”




  He chuckled. “By the Prophet’s beard, you are a strong-willed bitch! I had thought you hated my nephew’s attentions. Perhaps you offered a ruse. Are you one to deny a man with a lie on your lips while your body betrays the lustful truth?”




  She knew he spoke in Arabic for the benefit of everyone around them, so they might enjoy her humiliation. The men laughed while Miriam glared at his back.




  He turned in the saddle and rubbed a hand over his craggy face. “Someone, get the simpleton whom I must call my nephew slung over the back of his horse. Be careful now! I want him to live to see a doctor.”




  Two of his men hefted Fadil, while one removed the saddle on the youth’s horse and threw a blanket over the animal’s back. Fadil’s breath escaped him in a pain-filled wheeze. The men fastened him to the horse with leather straps around his torso. A hideous shriek from him scattered hares through the brush. Ahmed’s followers left his limbs to dangle on either side of the mount. At some point, his head hung limp as he fainted.




  Satisfied, Miriam nodded. Ahmed’s jaw tightened and he jerked the rope. She tripped and abraded her toe against a sandstone shard. Pain shot through the soles of her feet. She suppressed a moan and followed her captor in silence.




  Wisps of distended clouds raced across an azure silk sky and wove bands of shadowy blotches across rugged hillocks and the lustrous red and green vega. The horses dipped down an inclined track from the plateau to a wide plain below, encircled to the east and south by mountain peaks shrouded in pristine snow. At the epicenter of the wooded valley, the rust red walls of a city rose from the earth blanketed in a coat of white.




  Miriam inhaled. “The Damascus of Andalusia. Gharnatah.”




  Beside her, Esperanza asked, “What are you saying?”




  The girl’s voice croaked from disuse and the misery she had endured. These were the first words they had exchanged since their initial captivity. For the most part, Fadil’s lust and Ahmed’s insistence upon Esperanza’s isolation had kept them apart.




  “We are in Granada, or as the Moors say it, Gharnatah. My father often spoke of this city. He was born here.”




  “You never told me so. Why did you keep it a secret?”




  Miriam countered, “Why should I have told you? When we were children, a small, spoiled child as you had little reason to care for my family’s origins.” She paused when Esperanza frowned at her. “I never thought I would see this place.”




  “You sound almost pleased,” Esperanza murmured.




  “My feet still tread this earth. What greater pleasure do I have than my life?” Miriam could not resist a taunt. “Are you so eager to be with your Jesus? Fray Rufino should have lived to witness this newfound faith.”




  “At least if I had died, I would be with Papa.” Then Esperanza raised her chin a notch. “Still, I will keep my promise to him. I must live.”




  The riders approached the northern gate of the city. Traders of every sort and origin rode or walked the dirt track. Ahmed waited for his turn among them.




  “Ah, it is Ahmed al-Qurtubi. The slaver scum has returned.” A bad-tempered guardsman with a bedraggled beard peered behind Ahmed’s mount. “Best take this scruffy lot to the public baths before sale. No one will thank you if lice spread through the city.”




  The sentry’s reed-thin companion chuckled. “The taller one with the dark hair holds promise, after a bath.” He approached and fingered the thin abrasion on Miriam’s cheek. She endured his intrusive attentions. “The other is younger, but plain-faced. I do not like them so small and scrawny. Nothing except skin stretched over bones.”




  Esperanza stared at the ground, oblivious to the insult. In the past, she had demonstrated an aptitude for Catalan and Latin, under Miriam’s impromptu instruction. For the first time, Miriam regretted her failure to tutor the girl in some Arabic. After all, she deserved to know what others spoke of her. Why should Miriam possess the brutal knowledge alone?




  The guard rubbed several strands of Miriam’s hair between his thumb and forefinger. He glanced at Ahmed. “How many dinars do you want for this one?”




  Ahmed shook his head. “She has already been sold. I must deliver her to her new master.”




  The man grunted. His companion slapped his hand away. “You have a wife with a child on the way. Find someone else to slake your lust, better than this dirtied whore.”




  The sentries demanded payment of the tax required of all traders for entrance into Granada. Then they ushered Ahmed and his company inside. Stalls lined the grounds of the city’s fortifications and bustled with activity. Ahmed cursed a camel boy who did not move his beast in haste.




  The horses clattered along a narrow, cobblestone street. A gutter bisected the road, through which all manner of human and animal filth oozed in a thick sludge of discarded food, excrement, ashes, sodden straw, fetid water, and oils. While Esperanza raised a hand to her nose, Miriam trudged behind Ahmed’s mount in strained silence.




  On both sides of the filthy street, people bargained for leathers and cotton, knives, kitchen pots and utensils. The stalls of food vendors beckoned with a tantalizing variety of odors. Miriam’s stomach rumbled in response. In the hustle and bustle of the marketplace, a red-faced fruit seller lobbed a rotten pomegranate at a street urchin. The emaciated boy, dressed in rags, scampered down a darkened alley. Guards brandished long scimitars with curved blades as they chased him. The men shoved aside anyone unfortunate enough to dawdle in their path. Glares from unfamiliar faces surrounded Miriam. The proximity of every stranger threatened her well-being and sanity.




  They passed through a horseshoe archway, which gave entry beyond a secondary wall. Here, buildings abutted each other. Slate roofs jutted and almost blotted out the sky. The city’s denizens rambled across the narrow pathway or lingered over a variety of wares. Women haggled over precious silks and a large selection of red, yellow, and green spices, while men visited the armories and blacksmiths’ stalls.




  The rectangular grid of streets gave way to another section. Miriam’s knees almost buckled. She clutched the ragged folds of her bodice and swayed at the grim sight of miserable captives clustered beneath the thatched roof of an open stall. At the forefront of two rows, a young man stood at auction. Ragged in appearance, he clutched the hand of the female companion just behind him. Three small children huddled with the couple. The woman cradled the youngest child against her thigh. The little boy wept as would-be buyers pawed and inspected him. Miriam closed her eyes and blotted out the sight of another family soon to be torn asunder by the Moors.




  To live now, she must surrender to another person’s whim. She gritted her teeth, nauseated at the thought of fate’s caprice. She would have to survive by her wits alone.




  She opened her eyes again and forced herself to witness the wretched scene behind her. Coins exchanged hands and rattled in the weighing pan of a brass scale. Soon a pot-bellied man dragged the mournful boy from his parents. Miriam shuddered. At least her Palomba had escaped such cruelty.




  Ahmed rode on, oblivious to her distress. He led her with Esperanza under another carved arch, his men at the rear. They ascended an incline shaded by myrtle trees. The cobblestones smoothed and followed distinct pattern. A cool breeze descended upon the shrouded walkway. The furor of the marketplace retreated. Whitewashed structures clung to the right of the hillside. The occupants of the houses remained hidden behind shuttered windows. Through the gaps in the trees on the left, Miriam discerned the rocky façade of a gorge. Water cascaded nearby from some imperceptible source.




  Where the street intersected a narrower road, Ahmed slowed his horse. He patted the mare’s neck and murmured to her before he dismounted. Miriam sneered. He demonstrated more fondness for an animal than he showed for people. He went to an ornate wooden door. Iron rivets jutted from the door, interspersed between the exterior latticework. Sculpted of rough-hewn stone, the entryway rose above walls of the same material on either side of the wood.




  Before the slaver put his hand to the brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, a tall fair-skinned man with shoulder-length, light brown hair emerged from the entryway. He closed the door behind him. Brown spots dotted his pale, weathered hands and speckled his cheeks.




  “You have returned to my house.” He spoke the Castillan tongue with the ease any native of the country might have.




  “As I promised, Juan Manuel Gomero.” Ahmed offered a stiff bow. “You awaited me? How else could you have anticipated my arrival?”




  “You presume much. I wish to know whether your boastful words are true. Let us hope you have not wasted my precious time. I’ll see your offer now.”




  Miriam eyed the stranger. He smoothed the folds of his brocaded pellote colored a garish orange. He circled Miriam and Esperanza, before he paused beside the latter. She held the appearance of quiet reserve. His clean-shaven face colored a little for some imperceptible reason. He cast a sidelong glance at Ahmed before his stare alighted on Esperanza again. He tapped a forefinger against his lips. A ruby set in gold surrounded by lustrous pearls glinted on his hand and caught Miriam’s eye.




  He reached for Esperanza’s bedraggled curls. The spiteful glare she offered must have jolted him from his presumption. He stumbled and almost fell. Ahmed righted him. A gust of wind whipped through the street and revealed the girl’s stick thin form through her clothes.




  “You see, my friend?” Ahmed waved at Esperanza. “She is silk and fire.”




  “You mean once my Sadiya washes the dirt away,” the buyer mused. Both men chuckled. “Sí, this captive may have some worth, though perhaps not the full value you have demanded. You shall not cheat me this time. Although she is thin and a little boyish, I admit her thick hair and the fire in her gaze would stir anyone. Hmm, young and tender. She is a virgin?”




  “I have no doubt she remains unspoiled.”




  Juan Manuel grunted. “Humph. Your assurances offer little comfort. I will have the proof myself.”




  Miriam darted a glance at Esperanza, who appeared uninterested. How could she remain impassive while these men decided her lot in life? Miriam would not submit without a fight. She would master her own destiny, no matter where fate consigned her.




  “Then we have an agreement?” Ahmed asked.




  “Not so fast! You remain too hasty for my pleasure.” Juan Manuel’s stare lingered upon Esperanza as he noted, “For once, Ahmed, your liar’s tongue may not have boasted. Her features are more angular than I would have liked. No, I have chosen the wrong word. Rather, her face is delicate, fine-boned.”




  When Miriam snorted, she received a quizzical glance from the man before he added, “With kohl for her eyes and some color on her lips, she shall reveal her true worth.”




  Ahmed winked. “You have boasted your Sadiya could work miracles.”




  “Indeed, she can.” Juan Manuel approached Miriam. He scrutinized her with a frown and then lifted an eyebrow. “You have spoiled this one, Ahmed. Look at these scars and the bruise. What of this cut on her face? My patrons have specific desires. All of my stock must be beautiful and free from blemish. You never mentioned she was pregnant either. I bargained for a midwife to attest to the younger one’s virginity, not for the sake of a woman with child! Take this one away and make what profit you can in the market.”




  Bitterness assailed Miriam. How dare this egotistical peacock dismiss her, especially after he had shown excessive reflection on Esperanza’s bland appearance?




  Ahmed clasped his hands together. “I thought you would be pleased to know she is fertile. I could sell the mother and the unborn child for fifty maravedies less than the agreed upon price. You would gain two captives at a bargain.”




  “Fifty gold coins less? Bah! You presume I still wish to buy her. You do not fool me when it’s clear you are eager to rid yourself of the woman.”




  “You mistake me. She is yours. Do not quibble over a few scratches. They will fade.”




  “In a month? I expected to auction both females then.”




  Miriam sucked in her breath. Juan Manuel’s home would not be their final destination.




  Ahmed rubbed his crinkled brow. “My fool nephew is to blame for her flaws. As you must guess, I had to correct his wayward expectations.”




  Juan Manuel glanced at the prone body draped across the horse before his stare returned to Miriam. His stare, the warmth of amber, assessed her. She had seen this honey-gold color suffused with brown undertones in only Esperanza’s gaze. Did the girl even notice the similarity she shared with a stranger? Miriam pushed aside thoughts of her, as he intended to buy the girl. She forced her lips to form a smile and hoped he would not discern the charade. He returned the gesture with candid appreciation in his gaze.




  When he stroked the tip of his finger down her nose, she steeled herself not to recoil. She must appeal to him or suffer Fadil’s continued abuses.




  He murmured, “She is well-proportioned. The face is rather exquisite, even with the marks on her. These ink-black eyes also intrigue me. What other talents does she possess beyond the ability to stir your nephew’s lust, Ahmed?”
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