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			1495 Seville, Andalusia.

			As the Inquisition closes in can Isaac protect both his family and his faith?

			The Inquisition is determined to execute heretics like Isaac - those who practice Judaism in secret. Friends and family are arrested and set against each other. Isaac’s best friend is accused of heresy and he is forced to choose between him and his own family. King Ferdinand offers to help him - can Isaac trust him? As the mystery unravels what secrets will Isaac uncover about himself, his friends and his family?

			Can Isaac discover the real killer and disprove the ‘blood libel’?

			You can download a free short story and !nd out more about the Isaac Alvarez mysteries at www. michaellynes.com.
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			The second enthralling Isaac Alvarez Mystery.

			Seville, 1498. As the Inquisition’s grip tightens Isaac and Isabel must choose between family and faith. Will they survive the consequences?

			Isaac seeks revenge on Torquemada for murdering his wife and best friend. He’s not the only one who wants The Grand Inquisitor dead. The King commands Isaac to investigate. Should he save the man he hates? Fail and he loses the King’s protection — the only thing keeping him alive. Feeling abandoned by her father and con”icted by his heresy, Isabel sets out to discover the truth. The trail leads to the darkest places in Seville. She’s unnerved by a shocking revelation and a surprising discovery about her real feelings. Can Isabel use what she unearths to save her father and their family?

		

	
		
			For my granddaughter

			Lily

		

	
		
			‘Three things are necessary for the salvation of man: to know what he ought to believe; to know what he ought to desire; and to know what he ought to do.’

			St. Thomas Aquinas, Two Precepts of Charity, 1273
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			PROLOGUE

			The Convent of St. Thomas Aquinas

			Ávila, Spain,

			Midnight, September 15th, 1498

			ISAAC LURKED IN THE SHADOWS OUTSIDE Torquemada’s bedchamber, contemplating which would be more satisfying: the smothered screams of the old bastard from beneath the pillow as his life slipped away, or the spurt of blood from his slashed throat?

			It had been easy to gain access to the convent the former Grand Inquisitor had built for his retirement. Isaac had kept watch on the main gate from the seclusion of the forest, surprised it wasn’t protected by the queen’s guards. Was Torquemada so confident of divine protection, or was he just out of favour? No matter, it made Isaac’s mission easier.  Once the sun had dipped behind the hills he slipped in before the bells tolled for Vesper prayers. He’d hidden in this dark corner and waited.

			 A creak from the stairs. One of the sisters checking on Torquemada? His leg spasmed and Isaac suppressed a cry of pain. Ducking down, he drew his cloak around him, trying to render himself invisible. He peered through the darkness towards the top of the staircase. The moonlight shimmering across the flagstones remained undisturbed. Nobody. He stood up, felt the back of his leg, and shook the tension out of his shoulders. He exhaled and his breath formed a brief cloud. The air was cooling, it would soon be morning. He’d waited long enough. The door handle was cold. He levered it down – surprised to find it unlocked – slid inside and turned the key in the lock. 

			With his back to the door, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Mounds of books and papers emerged from the darkness. The air was stuffy and dry with an odd smell – deathly sweet, like incense burning over rotting flowers. The embers of a fire muttered in the hearth, throwing just enough light to see an enormous, raised fourposter bed about ten paces away. Torquemada lay on his back, shuffling and snorting. A single high-backed chair stood in front of the dying fire. A decanter and a glass sat on a low table next to it. He must have had a nightcap of Jerez sherry from his private stock. Isaac had shared a glass with him once. Before the bastard had executed his wife, Maria, and his best friend, Juan.

			Isaac walked heel to toe across to the side of the bed nearest the hearth. He was halfway there when a log shifted and popped. The snorting stopped. He froze. Torquemada turned away from the fire. Isaac waited until the snoring started again before moving. Did he have the strength to pull Torquemada toward him and smother him? The Grand Inquisitor had gotten fat in retirement. Perhaps slicing his throat was easier? He reached for the dagger at his waist.

			It had taken Isaac three years to be ready to end this demon’s life. Yet he hesitated – still torn between the desire for vengeance and the prospect of hell. If he committed the mortal sin of murder, he might never be with Maria in heaven. But he could repent after dispatching Torquemada, couldn’t he? Or was he just a coward? If he did nothing he wasn’t sure he could live with himself. If he killed Maria’s murderer he’d be signing his own death warrant and perhaps condemning his soul to damnation. Hell wasn’t having no choice; it was having to make a choice between terrible things.

			Torquemada abruptly heaved himself upright. Isaac stepped back and took a long, steadying breath, hoping it might quieten his thumping heart. Torquemada slumped back down with a snort and rolled over toward him. The firelight flickered across his hideous, sagging face that seemed to melt into the pillow. A yellow boil covered the tip of his nose. Mouth agape, his blackened tongue lolled over his bottom lip. Perhaps it was true that your face comes to reflect what’s inside of you. 

			A muffled sound from outside the chamber. Isaac glanced at the door. The bells were announcing the Lauds’ service. The convent would soon be stirring. He’d wasted too much time. Again.

			He turned back and unsheathed his dagger.

			Torquemada’s eyes were wide open …

		

	
		
			Book I

			Ten months later …Seville and Granada, Andalusia, July 1499

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Granada

			AS THE MUEZZIN’S CRY ANNOUNCED ANOTHER DAWN, shafts of sunlight from behind the peaks of the Sierra Nevada crept across the face of the Alhambra – situated high on the Sabika hill – suffusing the citadel’s red walls with a saffron glow. The variegated light glided down the brick ramparts of the fortress to find Granada at its base. It moved on to illuminate the city’s terracotta tiled rooftops, pomegranate studded trees, and blue and white mosaic tiled fountains. It even insinuated itself into the shadowy alleyways of the labyrinthine Albaicín, creeping into the homes of the Mudéjares finishing their prayers, most too afraid of their Catholic masters to complete their devotions in the few remaining mosques. The sun did not discriminate though - it lit the houses of poor and rich alike. It brightened the home of the wealthy spice merchant, Abdul Rahman, where he lived with his brother Abu Ali Sina – the last remaining apothecary in Granada.

			A while later, it found its way into the furthest corner of the Albaicín, through the window of Bar Aixa where even at this early hour, in this devout city of the worshippers of Allah, men were drinking alcohol. Or at least Lorenzo Calderon was. The spice merchant and the apothecary deemed it haram, forbidden. But Calderon just called out for another glass of sherry from his recumbent position upon a bench in the shadows.

			‘Would the señor like some mojama to go with his liquid breakfast?’ Teresa the brunette serving girl asked, hands on hips. She wore a short-sleeved yellow tunic over a green skirt. Both were tight fitting.

			‘No, the señor would bloody well not,’ he replied, waving her away.

			She stood with narrowed eyes, itching to say something. Deciding against it she stalked away, talking to herself in a low voice.

			‘My dear Teresa, if you had seen what I have, done what I have, been where I have, you wouldn’t question my choice of morning refreshment,’ he said.

			She continued muttering from behind the bar as she noisily put away mugs and tankards. She returned, thumped his sherry down, spilling drops of the golden liquid that reflected sunlight as they pooled on the table.

			As he sat up, he raised an eyebrow at her.

			She raised one back and cocked her head.

			‘Thank you, my dear.’ He blew her a kiss and reached for the glass with a trembling hand. He took a sip, ‘Nectar,’ he sighed contentedly. ‘When you lose a family, your position, and your … status…’ exaggerating the sibilance of the last word, he fell silent. He stared at Teresa’s backside as she sashayed back behind the bar. Finishing the rest of the drink in one greedy gulp he put his feet up on the bench. 

			‘Don’t get too comfortable,’ Teresa called out. ‘I’m expecting a big crowd by lunchtime. Their Majesties are passing on their way to the Alhambra. I’m hoping to catch sight of their youngest, the Infanta Catalina. I’ve heard tell she’s got beautiful golden-red hair.’ She pulled one of her straggly locks to her eyes and grimaced.

			Calderon twisted his head towards the bar. ‘Isabella and Ferdinand are coming?’

			‘Didn’t you know?’ She shook her head. ‘Too busy sleeping off the sherry.’

			He looked around as though dazed. He cupped his chin in his hand and narrowed his eyes. ‘They’ve been wandering the Kingdom for seven years. Why are they returning now?’

			‘Her Majesty did send word to me, but I can’t share it with you,’ Teresa deadpanned. 

			Calderon glanced back at her, and she widened her eyes. ‘How would I know why Their Majesties do anything?’

			He grunted. ‘They’re not expected until the afternoon you say?’

			‘That’s what I heard.’

			‘Plenty of time then.’ Arranging his cloak as a makeshift pillow, he stretched out along the bench, put his wide-brimmed hat over his face, crossed his arms and was soon snoring softly.

			Isaac glanced up at the sun as he entered the now crowded Bar Aixa. It must be midday. Teresa returned his nod with a warm smile. He regularly enjoyed a snack and a glass of sherry before returning for lunch at Abdul Rahman’s house. Living with the spice merchant and his brother Ali Sina had many advantages but alcohol wasn’t one of them. They drank a lot of nabidh, and he could only drink so much of the sickly sweet, lightly fermented date juice. Besides, he was drawn to the name of the bar: “Aixa,” Arabic for “alive and well.” He was certainly the former. 

			Isaac looked around for somewhere to sit but the only place was taken by a man sprawled across a bench. Isaac gently shook his shoulder. The man turned on his side, away from the cause of the interruption. His impatience stoked by thirst, Isaac wrenched the man’s shoulder, commanding him to “wake up.” He sat up and reached instinctively for a weapon concealed at his waist.

			‘I wouldn’t,’ said Isaac as he pushed his cloak aside and touched the handle of his rapier.

			The man wiped a hand over his face. Then he bent forward, appearing to reach for something.

			Isaac took a step back and drew his sword halfway.

			At the sound of metal on metal the man looked up and held out his hat. ‘It fell on the floor when you so rudely awakened me.’

			Isaac sheathed his weapon.

			‘Who the hell are you?’ the man said, jutting his jaw.

			‘I’m Isaac Camarino Alvarez,’ he said with a small bow.

			‘Why in God’s name did you disturb my rest?’ 

			Isaac turned a palm upwards, swivelling his head to indicate the packed tavern. 

			The man grunted his acknowledgement and slid across the bench. ‘Lorenzo Calderon,’ he said, holding out a hand. Isaac shook it and sat down in the space Calderon had vacated. 

			Teresa elbowed her way through the throng and placed a glass of sherry and a plate of glistening mojama in front of Isaac. She acknowledged his thanks with a nod. Then she rolled her eyes at Calderon, who gave her an enquiring look in return.

			‘You’ve had enough.’ She shook her head as he started to protest. ‘No. You can have something to eat, and that’s all.’

			Calderon sighed.

			‘Add it to my bill,’ said Isaac.

			Calderon appraised him for a long moment. ‘Most generous,’ he finally muttered.

			As they sat side by side in silence Isaac stole a sidelong glance at his new companion. Calderon appeared a little shorter than him, stouter too. Something in his bearing made Isaac think he was in his late thirties, almost a decade younger than himself. But anger seemed to have aged him. It was in the deep lines on his forehead, the tightness of his mouth and the hazel eyes tinged with malice. His own eyes were the same colour. He hoped they didn’t reflect the anger he felt inside. Spite, that was the main feeling he got from Calderon. What had happened to him? 

			Teresa returned with another plate of the cured tuna and a basket of rye bread. They murmured their thanks.

			Calderon said, ‘My apologies, señor, I was sleeping off a heavy one,’ as he balanced a sliver of mojama on a hunk of bread, eyeing it suspiciously.

			‘I see,’ Isaac said, as though he understood, but it was many years since he’d been drunk. Not even after the death of his beloved Maria had he permitted himself such indulgence. 

			Calderon nibbled at the bread, winced, and rubbed his stomach. He put it back on the plate. 

			‘Are you here to see Their Majesties?’ Isaac asked.

			Calderon narrowed his eyes at him. ‘Why do you want to know?’

			‘Making conversation, that’s all,’ he replied, taking a sip of sherry.

			‘My apologies, señor.’

			Isaac dipped his head in acknowledgement. 

			‘Alcohol makes me more suspicious.’

			‘Why drink so much?’

			‘When you’ve lost as much as I have it’s sometimes the only way to get through the day.’

			Isaac considered his own losses: his best friend Juan executed by the Inquisition; his wife, Maria, murdered by the Grand Inquisitor; and his own exile by the king from Seville. He’d never considered alcohol the answer. ‘What have you lost? If you’ll permit the intrusion …’

			‘Don’t worry señor. I should give you something in return for this fine food.’ He glanced at the mojama and scowled. ‘Even if it’s only my story.’ Calderon cleared his throat. ‘I used to have a large mulberry estate on the outskirts of Granada, on the road to Avila. You might have seen it?’ He paused and looked at Isaac expectantly. 

			‘No, I’ve never ridden that road.’ It was an instinctive denial; no-one must ever know of his journey to Avila the year before. And he certainly didn’t want anyone finding out what had happened that night in Torquemada’s bedchamber. Isaac registered the disappointment in his companions’ eyes. Calderon obviously craved recognition for his former status. Having once been a trusted adviser to King Ferdinand, Isaac understood.

			‘Anyway,’ Calderon cleared his throat, ‘our trees produced some of the finest berries that were made into the silk the tailors use in the Albaicín. I farmed the land with my two sons.’ His eyes softened and he was silent for a long moment.

			‘What happened?’ Isaac asked gently.

			‘Those Inquisition bastards took everything,’ he said banging his fist on the table. ‘Claimed they had reports we were employing conversos who were holding secret prayer meetings on the estate. Can you believe it?’  He looked at Isaac. ‘Why would I give room to a bunch of Jews pretending to be Catholics?’

			‘Why indeed?’ Isaac shook his head and shifted away from Calderon. As a converso himself he found the direction of the conversation disturbing.

			‘They seized the farm and forced me to move my family into a stinking hole in the Albaicín. Surrounded by Moors. “Allah hu akbar”  day and night, driving us crazy.’

			Isaac resisted the impulse to say that it was more respectful to use “Mudéjar” than “Moor.” He could have added that the main customers for Calderon’s silk were his noisy neighbours in the Albaicín. But it would be pointless. It would just spiral into an argument. He saw Calderon eyeing his sherry glass, so he picked it up, drained it and sighed with exaggerated contentment.

			‘My wife died within a year.’ 

			Isaac felt a twinge of guilt for his pettiness.

			‘My sons are with my sister in Seville.’

			Isaac could empathise. His own children had remained in Seville after his exile. His eldest, Isabel, took care of his son Gabriel as well as his two wards, Juana and Martîn. They had been orphaned when their father, Juan, had been executed and his wife, Ana, had apparently taken her own life. What he couldn’t agree with were the man’s obnoxious views. He remained silent.

			‘What’s your story?’ Calderon asked.

			‘Oh … very boring, compared to yours. Nothing of note. I must be going.’

			‘What’s the rush? Stay and have another drink. Perhaps Teresa will relent.’

			‘I have an appointment.’ He paused deliberately, holding Calderon’s eyes. ‘With His Majesty.’ He couldn’t resist the lie. A small punishment for the drunkard’s intolerance of Jews and Mudéjares.

			Calderon raised his brows in surprise.

			Pleased by this reaction Isaac stood and gave a small bow. He reached into the leather pouch slung around his waist and placed two silver coins on the table. He caught Teresa’s eye, and she smiled at him. Pretending not to see Calderon’s outstretched hand he pushed his way through the crowd towards the door.

			Emerging onto the street he gave thanks that, although there were some similarities to their stories, he hadn’t become a drunken bigot like Calderon. He wondered what the man was hiding. Why was he so on edge when asked whether he was waiting for a chance to see Their Majesties? Why exactly were they visiting Granada? He had a suspicion. 

			More importantly, how could he engineer an audience with the king to plead for an end to his exile?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Seville

			THE EARLY MORNING BREEZE blowing across the Guadalquivir River scattered wisps of brunette hair about Isabel’s face. She loved to watch the sunrise from the roof terrace of Casa de la Felicidad. She wrangled her hair with a purple silk shawl and then drew it across her chest to ward off the early morning chill. Papa had given it to Mama as part of her wedding trousseau. Isabel wore it whenever she needed to feel Mama’s presence. She luxuriated in its calming softness and for a few moments it was though her mother embraced her. 	

			A chill of another sort went through her as the rising sun silhouetted Castillo de San Jorge on the far bank of the river. Mama had been murdered there four years ago in an Inquisition torture chamber at Torquemada’s hands. So much had changed. Isabel was now solely responsible for the three children. Gabriel at fifteen had begun to understand his role as man of the house. He’d lost his puppy fat and acquired an elegant, graceful manner. He revelled in being taller than her. She’d noticed the admiring stares he drew from the groups of young ladies when they took an evening walk together. The twins had been so withdrawn after their parents’ deaths but now thrived under her tutoring. Juana was as feisty as ever and her brother Martîn still fiercely protective of her. She hoped Mama was proud as she looked down from heaven. 

			Their housekeeper, Catalina, looked after them in her robust, stubborn style. Catalina had married Rodrigo whose wife had died of heartbreak after the murder of their son, Fernan. The Jews were blamed for it, the so called “blood libel.” Things may have turned out differently had Papa stayed out of the murder investigation. He might be here with them. 

			And yet so much remained the same. She was still unmarried and a governess. She would be eighteen soon. Nobody’s wife, nobody’s real mother. She believed – hoped? – she had the power to change that in an instant. The letter from Ali in Granada offered an opportunity. She felt a sense of lightness as optimism took hold. 

			Alejandro too remained unmarried. He was now senior advisor to the king, Papa’s old position. An eligible, handsome, bachelor. Why hadn’t anyone else captured his heart? Did he still yearn for her the way she did for him? If she told of him of her regret for spurning his marriage proposal he would come back to her. Wouldn’t he? Her skin tingled with the same excitement she’d felt when accepting his proposal on this very terrace, just a year ago. And then she’d reneged. For what? She’d been angry at him for accusing her of betraying Papa. Once the tempest had passed and the truth had proven more slippery than either she or Alejandro had realised, she’d been too stubborn to speak to him. She hadn’t talked to him properly since. They acknowledged each other when their paths crossed in the calles. They could hardly do otherwise; the lanes were so narrow. Pride was terrible. A cardinal sin.

			‘Señorita?’

			‘What is it?’ She turned to face Catalina who, despite her increasing stoutness, had crept up on her, so lost was she in regret. 

			‘A visitor. Señorita,’ the housekeeper replied, clenched fists on hips. Glaring.

			Isabel got the message – the tone of her reply had been unnecessarily sharp. She’d been annoyed by the interruption of her memories of Alejandro. She looped an arm through Catalina’s, but she refused to budge. Isabel flashed her a smile, the housekeeper shook her head and they went down the stairs into the main house arm in arm.

			‘Who is it? I wasn’t expecting anyone. Not this early.’ Could thinking of Alejandro have conjured him? Her stomach lurched.

			Catalina said, ‘You can wipe that smile off your face.’

			Isabel stopped halfway down. ‘Who is it?’

			‘It’s not who you hope it is. Someone you’ve not seen for a long time. I told him you were busy, but he said it was urgent. And I didn’t like to turn away a man of the cloth.’

			Isabel came to an abrupt halt at the threshold to the small chamber adjoining the main hall. A monk sat in one of the two high-backed chairs positioned in the centre of the room. The chairs were angled towards the hearth so he could not see her, but she could see his profile.

			Despite not seeing him for four years, she immediately recognised the long, sallow face, the hooked nose, and brown gimlet eyes. The friar was calmly threading a string of rosary beads through his fingers, praying sotto voce. 

				A surge of white hot fury burnt through her. How dare Catalina let him in? Had she lost her mind? She looked around but the housekeeper had scuttled away. The moments spent casting around for Catalina allowed her rage to subside, a little. Hadn’t the friar and Catalina been friends long before Isabel had been born? He’d probably played on her sentimental nature. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d manipulated someone. She reminded herself that wrath was another of the cardinal sins. Taking a deep breath, she looped the shawl behind her back and over her forearms and crossed the threshold.

			‘How are you my child?’ Friar Alonso de Hojeda, Torquemada’s former deputy, said in honeyed tones as he stood. He made the sign of the cross and pocketed the rosary beads. ‘You aren’t pleased to see me?’ he said with a slight smile.

			Not for the first time she regretted that her facial expressions betrayed her genuine emotions so easily. ‘Would you expect me to be? Father.’ She took a position facing him but did not sit, neither did she invite him to.

			‘I hoped that time would have healed some of your pain, my child. As we read in Matthew, “If you forgive other people when they sin against you, your Heavenly Father will also forgive you.”’ He skewered her with a piercing look.

			 How dare he, second in command to the man who’d killed her mother, ask for forgiveness? Was he in the chamber when she died? And yet, his words and the look on his face unmoored deeper feelings in her. She didn’t know whether it was conscience, piety, or guilt that pricked her more sharply. She sat and motioned for him to join her.

			‘Why are you here?’ Yes, she admitted to herself, there was also curiosity.

			‘I returned from the Indies at the end of last year, at Father Tomás’ request.’

			She bristled at the mention of the former Grand Inquisitor.

			‘Imagine my desolation at discovering he had died during my return voyage.’

			This was rich: expecting empathy from her. She fixed him with a dead-eyed stare and said nothing.

			‘I wouldn’t expect you to share my feelings.’

			He had some self-awareness after all. ‘I didn’t mean why are you in Seville, or why have you returned from exile, I meant why are you in my house?’ She asked slowly and with deliberate menace, registering with pleasure the flicker of surprise that passed over his face.

			‘The Church sent me to the Indies to save the souls of those poor savages. I was not exiled.’ He paused. ‘Unlike your dear Papa.’ 

			She clenched the rounded ends of the armrest, her knuckles whitening from the pressure. The rage was returning.

			‘To answer your question, I’m here to thank you.’ He paused. ‘Yes, you heard correctly, to thank you.’

			God’s blood! Look at what he was doing to her, she was cursing now. Once again he’d read her mind from the feelings that had escaped onto her face. ‘For what?’

			‘For what you said to me that night at La Giralda.’

			She raised her brows. She’d tried to forget the moments they’d shared at the top of the cathedral bell tower four years ago. When he’d abducted her.

			‘When I asked you the first time for forgiveness.’ He looked away towards the hearth. ‘When I sought your absolution.’

			And in her youthful innocence – or was it arrogance? – she’d been flattered into giving it to him. But forgiveness had come with a condition. ‘That’s in the past. I’m not interested in discussing it.’

			‘Very well.’ 

			‘If that’s all. Father?’

			‘There was one other matter.’

			She composed a smile. Now we get to the real reason you’re here.

			‘You recall Brother Andreas?’

			Of course she did. Another of Torquemada’s acolytes. Possessed of a beautiful singing voice, and an endearing innocence embodied by an oversized habit that swaddled him like a child. Her smile seemed to encourage Alonso. 

			‘I know you met with him, and he told you of our story.’

			She glanced through the window to the courtyard and remembered the two occasions she had sat and talked with Father Andreas there. On the first he sang mother’s favourite hymn to her, Madre de Deus. She felt again the pleasure of listening to his soaring soprano. On the second he’d revealed to her the love he and Alonso shared when they were novitiates at the Monasterio de San Juan de los Reyes. Now she remembered! That was also where Catalina had first met Alonso. She’d sneered at Andreas when he’d said, “love”, assuming it was carnal and sinful. He’d assured her it was a deep, fraternal bond. There was such sincerity in his voice that she’d believed him. He admitted they’d been young and foolish and taunted the master, who had his revenge by willfully misinterpreting their relationship. In almost the same way she had. But he’d done it with malice. The master sent Andreas away, and they never saw each other again. Hold on, what had Alonso just said?

			‘But he told me you never saw each other again. How do you know he told me about your, your … love?’ 

			Alonso smiled.

			She was almost touched by its apparently genuine warmth.

			‘Because I’ve been meeting with him every week for the last few months. When I’m permitted.’

			His voice had softened, and she found herself leaning in to hear him. ‘Permitted?’

			‘He’s a prisoner in the Castillo in Seville. Accused of murder.’ He furrowed his brows. ‘I thought you knew?’

			She shook her head. Another disadvantage of not communicating with Alejandro: she hadn’t kept up with political events. ‘Murdering who?’ 

			‘Father Tomás.  Her Majesty was furious after her confessor’s death, so someone had to be blamed for the suspected arsenic poisoning. Andreas was an easy target.’ He sighed. ‘An outsider, a gentle soul.’ Alonso broke eye contact with her for the first time and looked down at his hands, writhing in his lap. ‘He’s being kept in the most appalling conditions.’ He glanced out at the courtyard. ‘I’ve been seeking an audience with Their Majesties to get them to understand the injustice of his imprisonment. He would never do such a thing. But they will not see me.’ He blew out a long breath through pursed lips. ‘I petitioned Cardinal Cisneros. As the queen’s confessor I thought he would have some influence. But he refused to intervene and referred me to Señor Alejandro.’ He turned to look at her.

			‘Hm hm,’ she said, not trusting herself to say anything else.

			‘You used to be … close?’

			She said nothing.

			‘He claims he’s too busy in his new position as senior advisor to see me. Be that as it may, I can’t let Andreas linger in that squalid cell any longer. His condition gets worse every time I see him. And the people they keep him locked up with.’ He shook his head. ‘Vermin.’

			She raised an eyebrow.

			He added hastily, ‘Although they are God’s children too. And, of course, I pray for all their souls.’ He crossed himself. ‘You recall his beautiful voice?’

			‘It’s impossible to forget.’

			‘The water cure injured his throat.’

			Cure? Isabel shuddered. The Inquisition’s torturers, or “seekers of truth”, bound their victims and forced water into their lungs until they lost consciousness. The only thing it “cured” was your ability to breathe.	

			‘Andreas can barely talk now, let alone sing.’ He looked down at the floor.

			Was he crying? Her heart shifted, just a little. ‘What is it you think I can do?’ she asked gently.

			‘Ah, that’s where we come to some … difficulty,’ he said, brushing a palm over his eyes as he looked back up at her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Granada

			AS HE LEFT BAR AIXA, Isaac pushed away thoughts of Calderon. The man was not worth his time. Making his way to Abdul Rahman’s compound, where he now called home an annexe at the back of the main house, he made slow progress through the crowded, rambling zigzag of alleys that formed the Albaicín. So different from his hometown where at least the calles gave an illusion of order. He missed Seville. Most of all he missed his children.

			It was much noisier here, filled with the chatter of the veiled Mudéjar women in their long white robes of silk or cotton. The greeting of “Salaam” seemed obligatory for everyone, and the muezzin’s call to prayer punctuated the air five times a day. He wondered how much longer Their Majesties would allow that to continue. In Seville people were more reserved, more respectful of privacy. The Albaicín was a village where everyone knew each other’s business. You could stop anyone on the street and ask the whereabouts of someone and there was a good chance of being told their exact location. In Seville, you would be rewarded with a suspicious stare, even if the person knew the answer.

			If Isaac wasn’t fully adjusted to the sounds of his adopted city, he loved the smell of it. At mealtimes the air was suffused by the soft, spicy aroma of ras-el-hanout - the mixture of cumin, cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamon and ginger that Abdul Rahman had made his fortune from selling. Business was good as the Mudéjar loved to rub spice into their meat. At other times the scent of heavy, oaky incense curled its way into his nostrils. Nuggets of sandalwood and frankincense were set alight in burners, the smoke perfuming houses and even clothes.

			Using his broad shoulders to winnow a way through a particularly narrow lane he emerged at a horseshoe doorway flanked by tall cypress trees. He rapped the iron door knocker shaped as a downturned hand. It represented the Hand of Fatima, the name of Prophet Mohammed’s daughter, and was used to ward off evil. The heavy door groaned inward to reveal Khaled, Abdul Rahman’s trusted retainer. He wore a long white robe, cinched at the waist by a thin leather belt.

			‘As-salamu alaykum,’ Khaled said, closing the door with a small bow.

			‘Wa-Alaikum-Salaam,’ Isaac replied, stepping into the courtyard to be greeted by screeching parrots flitting between the palm trees. Ahead of him was a portico of three whitewashed bays. The central one was double storey.  A bear of a man wearing a red silk robe stood on its balcony reading a book.

			‘Salaam, Abdul Rahman,’ Isaac called up. He let his fingertips play in the water as he walked past the burbling fountain. ‘Salaam, Isaac. Just in time for lunch,’ the spice merchant called out with a huge grin, proudly revealing a set of gleaming teeth. He swore that chewing on a miswak stick five times a day kept them shining white. Isaac had tried it but didn’t like the earthy, bitter taste. Abdul Rahman was about the same age as Isaac, but his energy and enthusiasm always made Isaac feel old.

			A long trestle table was set out in the shaded walkway beneath the balcony. Abdul Rahman lumbered down the stairs and clasped him firmly by the hand. He was always amazed by the warmth of host’s greeting, even after only a short absence.

			‘Sit, sit,’ the spice merchant said, clapping his hands. 

			Servants appeared and began loading the table with couscous, grilled vegetables, and roasted lamb. The air became fragranced with spice. Abdul Rahman sat at the head of the table, with Isaac on his right, with his back to the fountain. 

			‘Ali Sina not joining us?’ Isaac gestured towards the plate set out opposite him.

			‘My brother has yet to return from the Apothecary,’ Abdul Rahman replied peering up at the position of the sun. ‘He’ll be here soon. We can begin.’ He filled his plate with lamb and couscous, muttered, ‘Bismillah’ and began eating with his fingers. Isaac was no longer uncomfortable with this custom and followed suit. 

			Abdul Rahman beckoned a servant who filled their earthenware mugs with pomegranate juice. Isaac first drank it here with his son two years ago. Gabriel grimaced as the mug of sticky purple liquid was placed in front of him. Abdul Rahman told him how important the pomegranate was, both religiously and as the symbol of Granada. It could cleanse your heart and fill it with light, keeping you free from sin and temptation. Isaac smiled to himself recalling the spice merchant’s delight as Gabriel gulped the juice down and asked for more. ‘Now you are a true Grenadino!’ their host had shouted.

			‘Where have you drifted off to?’ Abdul Rahman asked.

			‘Memories.’

			‘Good ones, by the look of you.’ 

			‘Yes, good ones,’ Isaac replied as he helped himself to more food. ‘Delicious.’

			 ‘What have been up to this morning? Anything of interest happening at the archbishop’s office?’

			Isaac appreciated his good fortune in securing a position as a lawyer working for Talavera. His father’s close friendship with the archbishop had helped. He was grateful to work for a principled man who the Mudéjar called Santo Alfaqui - the Holy Teacher. 

			‘Only the preparations for Their Majesties’ visit.’

			Abdul Rahman took a gulp of pomegranate juice. ‘And why are they coming?’ He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth and raised an eyebrow. ‘Top secret?

			Isaac shrugged. ‘All I know is Their Majesties are tired of wandering the Kingdom and intend to set up court in the Alhambra for the foreseeable future.’

			‘I can hazard a guess.’ Abdul Rahman paused. ‘Cisneros accompanying them?’

			‘Yes.’ Isaac scowled.

			‘Santo Alfaqui must be pleased,’ Abdul Rahman said sardonically. ‘First,’ he rapped the table with a forefinger, ‘Cisneros becomes Queen Isabella’s confessor – a position Talavera coveted –and now,’ another rap, ‘he’s being posted here.’ He shook his head. ‘To speed up our conversion to the “One True Faith.”’ He chewed his food furiously. ‘Do you know how many mosques we used to have in the city?’ 

			Before Isaac could hazard a guess Abdul Rahman said, ‘More than two hundred. Now less than a tenth of them remain.’ He blew out a long breath. ‘Their Majesties –the queen in particular – want rid of us. Cisneros will no doubt use Inquisition tactics.’ He growled. ‘In the end everyone talks under torture. It doesn’t mean they tell the truth.’ 

			He tried to get a word in, but Abdul Rahman gave him no opportunity. ‘He’s just a cut-price Torquemada. At least Talavera tries to explain the supposed benefits of conversion in Arabic.’ He rapped the table again. ‘Cisneros believes explaining Catholicism to us is like ‘giving pearls to pigs.’ His voice grew louder.

			‘Indeed. Carrot versus stick.’

			‘Are we to be treated no better than donkeys?’ he roared.

			‘My apologies, I didn’t mean to …’

			The spice merchant laughed and banged his fist on the table. ‘You’re too easy to tease Isaac. Stop being so serious.’

			‘These are serious times.’

			‘When are they not?’

			‘What are you two arguing over now?’ Ali Sina asked, placing a hand on each of their shoulders.

			‘You crept up silently, brother,’ Abdul Rahman said with a smile.

			‘It wasn’t difficult with the racket you two were making,’ the apothecary
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