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     Chapter 1


    Barcelona, December 12, 1487


    Joachim Déulocresca


    This will be the last time. I keep repeating these words over and over to myself. I made port two days ago and all I want right now is to get this contraband safely delivered, collect on my investment, and then− my days as a smuggler will be over.


    I’d told the old goldsmith Baruch Silveyra, “I’ll require more than a pittance for my trouble this time. There’s considerable risk.”


    The silver-haired craftsman stroked his beard with his usual reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, my client will pay. Haven’t I always insured you a fair profit?”


    “True.”


    The old man wagged his finger. “Don’t forget, young maestro, there is more to this than money. We couldn’t keep our faith alive if no one supplied us. You’re performing a noble task, a mitzvah.”


    Mitzvah or not, I’m going to abandon such risky dealings once and for all. I swear it.


    I draw the strap of the kidney-shaped bag over my neck and shoulder, and adjust it across my chest. The silver ritual article wrapped in velvet nestles snugly inside. I maneuver the pouch around my torso, so it now rests at the small of my back. My fine wool cape conceals it all. The buyer of this consignment better be straight dealing and prompt. His precious item came all the way by ship from Marseilles. It cost far more than Silveyra’s advance, and it forced me to drain my purse to acquire it. And now, the stormy season of mare clausum has arrived and maritime commerce will end. There will be no proper work or income until spring.


    I ride from my home outside the city walls toward the Santa Madrona gate, and gaze up at the woman’s face carved on the keystone, and the toothy battlement overgrown with ivy. I adjust my chaperone hat and draw the tippet forward over my shoulder to give the appearance of a respectable country gentleman. I smooth my moustache and pull a few strands of hair down to cover the scar on my right temple and cheekbone, where I got clipped by a line from an apprentice sailor’s poorly knotted pin. I count myself lucky to still have an eye.


    Ahead, travelers who enter the gate slow to peer at something, stalling the movement forward. I realize they fortified the guard and there is a lance bearer on horseback. I grip the reins tighter in my glove. The squeak of crushing leather resonates through my body. A city militiaman holds some kind of document and questions travelers departing the city. I swallow dryly, and attune my ear to eavesdrop as we amble past. I avert my eyes, although the soldiers don’t seem to be the least bit interested in me. From the fragments of conversation, I gather they want to intercept someone trying to flee the city. I breathe a little easier once I’m past the checkpoint. The Drassanes shipyard lies straight ahead, surrounded by the sagging scaffolds and tattered awnings of the fish market and counting houses. The air reeks with the metallic stench of fish entrails. Ordinarily, city folk greet everyone with a good-natured nod or polite smile. But today, the sunburned stevedores who haul in the vessels keep their eyes downcast; grim as pallbearers at a funeral. Seated along the shore, the rows of fishwives who usually sing while mending nets keep silent. There is only the harsh madrigal of squawking seagulls and barking dogs. Something has happened while I was away at sea. Perhaps a rumor of plague has gripped the city.


    I stable my horse, turn inland, and pass taverns and inns. My path weaves around the porters carrying stone for the construction of the Basilica. Beggars and hawkers, bankers and tradesmen crowd the principal thoroughfare. No one so much as meets my gaze. Further on, the clang of hammers marks the shield makers’ guild and the sword smiths. The air is thick with the fumes from their forges. Silveyra’s shop is located down the next corridor flanked by brick and mortar buildings several stories high. At the corner, a beggar with a withered leg and truncated arm sprawls on the pavement.


    “Mercy, sir. Mercy.”


    I pause and reach into my dwindling money pouch, draw out a few maravedes and let them fall. Two women walk toward me. They smile, titter to each other, and separate. One retraces her steps and disappears around the far corner. The other continues toward me with an unseemly stare. When she gets closer, I notice the frayed chemise peeking through the laces on the sides and sleeves of her faded gown. Kohl lines her eyes and her lips are a strange vermillion. She clutches the ochre hooded cloak that marks her as a pelota, a lawful harlot.


    “What a handsome one you are, for a Jew.”


    I clutch the red and white badge at my shoulder that marks me.


    She comes alongside and puts her arm through mine. I protect what’s left of my coins, in case she’s a pickpocket.


    “Tell me your pleasure?” she says in the voice of a child, though her years on the street have aged her. My scars and beard often make me seem older than my 22 years. For a moment, I admire the tempting peach flesh peeking from the edge of her bodice.


    “Sorry, I’ve come on business,” I say, and point at the sign projecting above the doorway of the jewelry shop. I pull away. But when I get to the door, I stop cold. Two huge beams secure the entrance. Someone has nailed a noticia to the door.


    By order of the Holy Barcelona Tribunal, this property is hereby seized as collateral toward fines and pending costs owed for administration of a criminal proceeding.


    I step back and turn to the maid. “What’s happened here?”


    “You mustn’t ask. Come away,” she says, and recoils.


    “What? Why must I not ask?”


    She glances up and down the corridor, then narrows her eyes and speaks in a whisper. “Any who seek the welfare of Tribunal prisoners will become suspects themselves.”


    The Inquisition. The hair prickles on the back of my neck. I’d heard rumors of their reign of horror in Toledo and Seville. Have they imported their cruelty to Barcelona now? The harlot backs away and turns to go.


    “Wait, don’t leave. Tell me what you know.”


    She’s ignores me, quickens her pace. I run to catch her, grab her by the arm, and pull her into a portico. She wrestles to free herself and tries to step past me, but I block her way.


    “I want an answer,” I say, and pin her against the wall.


    “My time is not free.”


    “I’ll pay your fee.”


    She stops struggling and tilts her head with a smirk. “Alright, four reales.”


    “Fo- three!”


    “Very well, three.”


    I hunt for the coins. “Talk!”


    “I happened this way about a week ago with a friend, late in the night after the taverns closed. I saw the Santa Hermandad- dressed all in black; their faces covered- five or six of them with swords and spears. They took them all, bound and gagged, even the girl.”


    “The entire family? Where?”


    “To the old Roman prison, under the city walls near the Shrine of St. Eulalia. They rounded us up with them, just to have their way with us, but let us go in the morning.”


    “What happened to the Silveyras?”


    “I don’t know for certain. Once inside, you’re not allowed to speak to anyone, not even an advocate. They don’t honor your rights under the Usages. You are never told what your accusers have said, but they torture you until you confess not only your own misdeeds, but the names and deeds of all others involved.”


    A wave of black bile fills my stomach.


    “Best not to stay here long,” she says and hurries away.


    I lean against the wall, take deep breaths to slow the thundering in my chest. Here I am in the center of the Catholic city carrying on my person incriminating evidence that I’m an accomplice to their heresy. I’m a dead man if I get caught. I have to get out of here.


    I step out of the portico and hurry down the corridor. Where the passageway meets the main street, I check both directions. Suddenly, the beggar I’d passed earlier thrusts out his crutch, and strikes me across the shin and bars my course.


    “The Hermandad might be interested to learn about a young Jew that came to call on the Converso goldsmith.” He laughs. “Give me what you gave the girl, and I’ll keep your secret.”


    I’m not sure if he is teasing or threatening. “How can I trust you won’t sell it to others for even more?”


    He laughs again. “You don’t.”


    I kick the walking stick aside and draw the knife from inside my boot. I bend down, grab him by the shirt, and pull him up, with the blade at this throat. “You dare threaten me? You’ll keep your silence if you want to live.” I’m bluffing, but he doesn’t know that. I’ve had my share of dangerous brawls, but I’ve never actually killed anyone.


    “Please. I didn’t mean it,” he groans. “I- I’m starving.”


    “Fool!” I release him, stow the blade, and stand upright. What to do now? “I’d wager you hear and see a great deal, hobbling all over the city, listening out of sight and being discounted by most. What other secrets do you possess?”


    “They aren’t the only ones to disappear. Since the last days of the Edict of Grace, they have taken many in the night, still in their bedclothes. No one is safe.”


    I take several more coins from my pouch. His eyes widen. “Keep watching and listening, old man. Your information could be of use to me. In the meantime… you’ve never seen me here.” I shove the money into his fist, pick up his staff, hand it to him, and speed away.


    Every joint and sinew in my body tenses like a twisted cable ready to snap. I’ve known this panic only one other time, when a storm at sea blew us off course. At that time, a compass told me in which direction we drifted. Now, I’m not sure where it’s safe to go. I run. But then I realize a man in flight stands out in a crowd of plodding laborers. I slow down and fall into step with two stevedores with a handcart. The darkest of the humors pulses through me.


    When the Inquisition arrived in Barcelona, it changed everything. I now understand why the citizenry who have until now been tolerant if not friendly, today won’t even acknowledge my existence. They’re afraid to be seen interacting with a Jew for fear someone will suspect them of heresy. I AM the plague to them, like all of my kind. And this badge on my shoulder is like a pus filled canker announcing my heritage to everyone who sees me. Even though the law obligates me to wear it, I tear the badge from my cloak.


    A uniformed militiaman approaches on horseback, so I maneuver around the cart and the men to hide from his view. I turn my face away as he passes. I gather my wits, and my training as a ship’s navigator takes over. My grandfather prepared me well to act decisively, even in the face of my fear. It’s no different than dead reckoning on a Portolon chart. What is the next leg of my journey?


    My internal bearings steer me back toward the place all mariners feel familiar and safe, the port. A ship is a sovereign country with its own rules and rulers. Perhaps I can board some late departing vessel and leave the country. But it’s the most dangerous season in the western Mediterranean. The best I could hope for is a small fishing vessel that sails along the Costa Brava. But what about my horse, Susa? She’s such a rare beauty, with her dappled silver coat. I can’t abandon her here. My only choice is to take her from the livery and go into hiding.


    I finally arrive back at the Drassanes. The cavernous dry dock echoes with the pounding of shipwright’s tools. I hurry inside. Two men carry a curved plank from the steam chamber toward a caravel they’re building. I pass a jabega, an old fishing craft under repair. I spent so much time here in my youth; I know the maze of arches well. There used to be a small door to dispose of bilge water and sewage into the Cagalell. I wonder if it is still there. That might be a safer way out than taking a chance on being stopped, questioned, or searched at the gate.


    I find an old tattered shipwright’s apron and kerchief, remove my cloak, hat, and the kidney bag, roll them together and hide them at the bottom of a barrel of scrap wood. Next, I put on the disguise to blend in and meander through the bays, carting around several pieces of wood, and I hunt for the way out. There, on the southwest perimeter, still as foul and rank as I remember, stands the outlet to the moat surrounding the city walls, slick with all things putrid. For now, I have to be cautious and patient.


    I pass several hours wandering and ducking into shadows until there is no longer enough sunlight for the craftsmen to see their handiwork, and they gradually leave the dry dock. I merge with them into the crowd, retrieve Susa from the stable, and lead her right back into the Drassanes. I steal my way around the vaulted bays, gather my things, and steal out the slimy bilge door before the watchman comes to bolt it closed for the night. I guide Susa along the narrow banks of the moat until I reach the reed-shrouded levy. I swing into the saddle and signal Susa to break into a gallop. We cut across the grazing land of the Ravel toward home on Montjuic, the massive promontory south of the walled city, overlooking the sea.


    The route gradually rises in elevation, a trail switching back and forth across the face of the hill. Susa slows as she climbs the grade. I approach a sheltered spot where there’s a spring secluded in the brush. I dismount and walk Susa the rest of the way. The area is wooded with oak, Aleppo pine, and juniper. The sweet fragrance revives my spirit as the sun edges toward Montserrat in the west.


    Poor Baruch Silveyra. He is so much more than just a liaison for smuggled goods. Our ties and affection have roots deep in my boyhood past. Is there nothing that I can do for my dear friend? A knot tightens in my chest. As I let Susa quench her thirst and I fill my water skin, a grave new realization creeps into my mind. What if they have tortured my name from the lips of that gentle old soul? That makes me a wanted man. The authorities could already search for me, and my home is under surveillance. I’ve been far too casual. I’d better hide out, lie low until I can really assess my risk.


    I remount and ride along the ridge toward the western plateau. Finally, the trail descends to a grassy bench on the southwestern slope of Montjuic. The low-pitched roof of Azariah’s stables comes into view. My best friend Aaron and his father raise horses and own this livery. It nestles at the mouth of a box canyon, surrounded by flat grassy pasture, hemmed in against the hillside. Their massive stone family masia is like a well defended keep, with its ample lintels, shuttered windows, and an oak door reinforced with wrought iron braces. Smoke rises from the chimney, dissipating in the cool air. The doors to the stable stand open. In the paddock beyond, I can see half a dozen horses grazing, soon to be brought inside. It will probably be safe to stay here until I get my bearings and decide what to do next.


    * * *


    I am thankful to still be alive and free this morning, and grateful to Aaro and Señyor Azariah for letting me stay. But I’m far from knowing the right thing to do. I have no way of determining the jeopardy I face. The authorities might want to arrest me. I could leave Barcelona. But I won’t have enough money to get through the winter or feed my horse, if I go someplace else like Montpellier or Valencia. I’m stuck with this extravagant burden in my kidney bag, and don’t even know who the buyer is. No one in my village can afford such a thing. But perhaps if I went elsewhere, I could sell it to recoup my losses. The silver alone is worth a fortune.


    I open the shutter and peer outside. Indigo edged clouds shroud the mountains and a cold storm approaches from the north. It’s not a good time to be on the road or under sail. Aaro left to scout the village at daybreak to see if it’s safe for me to return home. But there’s no sign of him. I hope he’s safe, and finds out something to help me decide my next move.


    As much as the uncertainty and risk have me unsettled, when I think about Baruch Silveyra, it weighs me down like misplaced ballast; my heart lists to one side. Silveyra came into my life at a painful time. I was only seven when mother died. My grandfather was on a crossing to the Kingdom of Venice. Although my grandmother tried her best to console me, I fell into deep melancholia.


    When grandfather eventually returned, he brought back the most marvelous toy that raised my spirit. It was a small lion made of hammered brass. On the inside, it had some instrument of genius that made the legs and jaw move. The curious thing enchanted me so that it became my sole delight. It broke my heart on the dark day something came apart inside and it stopped working. So, my grandfather took me into the city to the botica of Baruch Silveyra. I watched him take the toy apart with his fine tools and repair the coiled workings inside. Once again, my lion could strut across the tabletop and roar. Silveyra seemed like a wizard to me. He breathed new life into this precious broken thing. From that day forward, I would visit him often. He would look after me while my grandfather was at sea. Silveyra is like the father I never had.


    I hear the rhythmic crunch of hooves in gravel as a rider approaches. It’s Aaro. I go to unbar the door. My friend is tall and robust, like the horses he raises. He slides down from the saddle and secures the reins to a post.


    “The neighbors said three members of the dark brotherhood came through the village while you were at sea. They vandalized a few homes. They shattered several water urns, overturned carts, and smeared filth on the walls. But nobody got hurt.”


    He loosens the strap of the saddle, removes it and then the blanket under it. “Your place looked untouched, Cimo; sealed up tight the way you left it.” He leads the horse toward the pasture, and I follow him.


    “What does the rabbi have to say?” I ask.


    “What does he always say? Why aren’t you at worship services?”


    This brings a smile to my lips. “So, no one came looking for me.”


    “I didn’t actually ask. But everyone knows we’re friends. I’d think if hooded thugs had been hunting for you, someone would have warned me. There’s a chance the Hermandad was here just making their usual mayhem.”


    “Maybe so.”


    He raises a brow. “Are you going to tell me what you’re involved in?”


    My eyes search the ground and then I meet his expectant stare. “When the time is right.”


    Aaro opens the gate and leads the horse to the pasture to let the horse cool down before stabling her.


    “I guess I’ll risk heading home,” I say. “I appreciate all you’ve done.”


    “It’s nothing.”


    I gather my things and leave the Azariah’s stables. The steep, furrowed road through a wooded landscape is strenuous to scale on foot. I reach the edge of our little enclave of terraced houses clinging to the side of the hill. Atop a knoll, I pause to catch my breath. From this point, the grade levels and the road divides, winding through the village. I veer left, onto a lane flanked by tall fences of rough-cut stone. At the end of the cul-de-sac sits my place, the two-room cottage I inherited from my grandfather and he inherited from his. I skulk toward it, in case someone lies in wait. I study the outer courtyard wall where the word Xuetas has been smeared in excrement on the plaster. But my cottage is still intact. Unmarred, a carved wooden sign hangs above the entry and features a colorful insignia of a ship and the name Déulocresca. I unlock the heavy door, push it open, and enter the small courtyard. I throw the bolt on the inside, close my eyes, and take a slow, deep breath.


    Once inside the cottage, I unfasten the buckle and release the kidney bag from my waist. I set the bag on the table, and withdraw the precious item inside. I remove the article from its velvet cover. The sunlight glints off the intricate silver filigree. They told me it resembles a Catholic altar piece with its three ogival arched panels. But it’s a clever decoy. I unlatch tiny pins on the outer two panels, allow them to swivel horizontally on a hinge, and reveal the row of delicate little reservoirs for oil. It transforms into a menorah for celebrating Hanukkah.


    How will I ever find the buyer of this rare treasure? All I know about these people is they gather to pray in the cellar of Jaume d’Arguens, the dyer. I have never ventured there. The identities of these forced converts remain a mystery. They are the Remnant, the enduring descendants of a violent riot that devastated the Barcelona Call a century ago. The Catholics burned the synagogue on the anniversary of the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem. Thereafter, unconverted Jews were forbidden to live within the city walls, a decree rescinded and renewed many times since then. Some believe this underground congregation is actually the Lamed-Vav, the 36 Hidden Righteous. Like Sodom and Gomorrah, God protects the entire city of Barcelona from the Angel of Death for their sake. However, Silveyra disclosed a type of code they use to identify friends and allies, a verse from the book of Exodus:


    The bush burned with fire, but the bush was not consumed.


    I have to figure out how to make contact with them, so I can deliver this valuable ritual item. As to my dear friend Silveyra; if he is going to be tried as a criminal, I have to know the outcome. I want to be present and see it through; out of respect and loyalty. But how do I do any of this without risking my own life?

  


  
     Chapter 2


    Barcelona, January 25, 1488


    Aularia Bautista


    Drums, drums. The ceremony must be starting. I dart to the balcony and sweep back the damask drapes. I push the doors open and step barefoot onto the rain-washed tile, wearing only my chemise. I shudder from the morning chill and wrap my arms close across my chest. The mist makes it difficult to see, but I can tell the streets below are teeming with people, some huddled under porticos, others plodding toward the city center. The volume of the drums, marching feet, and impassioned voices carry from the central plaza many blocks away and send a quiver along my spine. Images of the battles in Granada blossom in my imagination, and the drums the Moors use to strike fear in the hearts of the bravest men. Such are the tales of the traveling merchants, guests at my father’s table. Their stories bring me immeasurable fascination, as does any news of the world. But today there is a different kind of battle: as my teacher Friar Cirera portrays it, a battle for the human soul. He has talked about the spiritual importance of this event for months. The very first Act of Faith ever to be held in Barcelona is about to take place, and I’m about to miss it. Papa insisted I remain at home.


    People have been streaming into the city for days, arriving here beneath my feet. The highborn arrive from their country estates in lavish carriages. Caballeros and their attendants enter on horseback in dazzling apparel and riding tack. Even the common folk dress in their best homespun and parade with banners, as if to herald a coronation. But yesterday, when the sisters of the Order of St. Claire entered the city in their immaculate habits of white wool, every bystander and storekeeper stopped what they were doing to watch the angelic procession.


    I must witness this ceremony; although I know it isn’t safe to go out without a chaperone. Papa always confines me during festivals and public celebrations, even though I reached marriageable age two years ago. He says it’s protecting me from the eyes of young men with less than wholesome motives. “Remember your station,” he says, “after all, you are my only surviving heir.” While he regularly insures that I attend the Mass every Sunday, he has never been a pious man himself, and obviously doesn’t understand how important this is to me. And so, as much as I adore Papa and dread his scolding rant when I get home, if he won’t take me, I’ll go by myself.


    I turn from the balcony and sit on the bench at the foot of my bed to put on my hose. I braid my hair while I look through my armoire. I locate my black velvet saya, pull it on over my head and cinch up the lacings down the sides. I wrap my cloak around my shoulders, draw the hood over my head, and slip out the door of my bed chamber. I carry my shoes so as not to be betrayed by their clatter against the stone stairs descending to the entryway of our villa.


    Near the door, I pause and listen for a moment. All that thundering should have awakened the entire household. But no one seems to stir. Quietly, I unbar the door and step outside. I can see my breath as I slide my shoes on and merge into the foot traffic, bumping shoulders with loitering travelers and street hawkers as I pass. My middle flutters with and mixture of wary vigilance and naughty excitement for having slipped away unnoticed. I traverse several blocks. I cover my mouth and nose with the edge of my hood, trying not to gag from the odor of urine and animal dung accumulated in the overcrowded street.


    As I get closer to the Plaça de Sant Jaume, the banner hanging overhead draws my attention. It displays a cross in the center of a green background, a crusader’s sword on one side and an olive branch on the other. This must be the pennant of the Holy Office, the Barcelona Tribunal. The inscription reads: To carry out God’s Will toward the Jews. What could that mean? It must have something to do with salvation, forgiveness of sins, and reconciliation of the fallen… what could be more important?


    Spectators line the perimeter of the plaza, four or five deep, packed shoulder to shoulder. The Bishop of Catalonia is going to give special absolution to everyone who attends and they even rumored that the queen herself might appear. I notice a young boy clutching a carved wooden horse in his fist. He stands near a craftsman from the dyers guild whose indigo stained hand caresses the child’s cherubic face. I squeeze through a little further and find myself on the corner adjacent to the town hall. Next to me stands a woman dressed in a gown clearly discarded by her mistress, evidenced by the tattered hem and stains under the arms.


    “Has it started, The Act of Faith?” I ask.


    “The Parade of the Penitent was over before sunrise, miss,” she replies. “The Auto de Fe has just finished. 21 men and 29 women were on trial and most have reconciled to the church. See, they wear the Sanbenito.”


    I lean from side to side, trying to see around a young mother who comforts her fretful infant. The crowd parts, and for a few moments I see clearly across the square. At the far side of the plaza is a platform on which dignitaries and clergy sit. I glimpse the red robes of the cardinals and the shimmer of gold embroidery on the cloaks of the nobles. Several dozen people trudge barefoot in front of them, each wearing conical hats and yellow scapulars with a red St. Andrew’s cross. Black-robed monks lead them single file toward the Cathedral, as the bells peal.


    A company of armor-clad guards holding spears approaches, and force back spectators who are blocking the thoroughfare that leads north. They make way for another procession of some kind. But as the crowd surges, I get pushed back and my view is now blocked. All around me, the throng jostles and sways. I catch the odor of fowl breath and unwashed bodies. I press and wriggle my way to the front again.


    On the opposite corner stands a man in a leather jerkin with burly arms. Why is he holding a club, as if he’s going to attack? And two women near him are holding sticks. And there, what are they doing? Are those women actually gathering animal droppings from the road? How disgusting. I peer to the side to see if anyone else has noticed this. I recognize the candle maker and his wife from Mass on Sundays. He peels back his lips, bares his teeth like a rabid dog. A shudder spreads through me and I gasp.


    “Get ready, they’re coming, the filthy pigs!” he shouts.


    “Xuetas, let them burn in hell!” The woman spits her words.


    From every direction, people jeer. I glance from face to face. Not a forgiving or even piteous one among them; only contorted expressions and blazing eyes. I don’t understand. I’ve watched many glorious parades and processions, but never anything menacing like this. My heart thunders. I can see the prisoners. Three people approach on donkeys, their hands bound. An old man and a middle-aged woman are at the front. They both wear black scapulars with red flames.


    I turn toward a young man standing at my right, dressed in a regal blue doublet and cropped riding cape, after the manner of the Venetians. Clean-shaven, he’s rather handsome, but for the scar on his temple.


    “What is happening?” I say aloud.


    He leans toward me. “They are escorting these prisoners to the quemadera to be burned at the stake,” he replies in a perfect Catalan, though he appears to be a foreigner. I cover my gaping mouth with my palm.


    He nods toward the procession. “May they receive God’s justice in the world to come.”


    Justice? What of the Lord’s mercy? The prisoners draw closer, and now I realize I know these people. How can this be? It’s the jeweler, the kindly old man whose shop I visited many times with my father, for a new bracelet and cloak pin. It’s Señyor Silveyra, and that must be his wife. I can’t believe it. Such kind and generous people.


    The crowd erupts into a rage, pelting them with dung, rotten vegetables, and rocks. I recoil. The filth splatters in all directions, and I jerk my arm to shake off something rotting with maggots that has fallen on my sleeve. A sharp pain flares in my shoulder, and then my head from misdirected stones. I shelter my head with my hands, and look to the Barcelona militiamen who accompany the victims on horseback. Why don’t they restore order? But their faces display the cold indifference of statues.


    Several people run into the street, close to the Silveyras, beating them with sticks. They clubbed the jeweler in the head. He falls forward in a slump, and blood streams onto the animal’s neck. The poor beast brays and runs into the crowd. Onlookers seize its bridle, holding it as they pummel the old man. Above the noise, I hear the bells of the Cathedral tolling in mournful judgment. I glance toward the young man in blue. He isn’t jeering or joining in the melee. He glares with a pained knot in his brow, lips taut and eyes welling.


    There is a shriek, and I turn my gaze toward the sound. I don’t recognize her at first in such a disheveled condition, but then I blink in disbelief. It’s Maria Blanca, the jeweler’s daughter. They bound her atop a donkey and stripped her naked to the waist. Women run alongside her, yank at her hair, and spit on her. The air was rank with a stench of the sewage that covers her. I had always admired Maria Blanca, or should I say envied. She possessed all the most desirable attributes of beauty most young women do not; her ivory skin, her honey colored hair. I confess I resented her, even despised her at times, especially when she’d flaunt her jewelry. But now my heart sickens.


    Maria Blanca singles me out, imploring me with her eyes, as if probing my very soul. The terror on her face is paralyzing me, and the hair rises on the back of my neck. I’m gripped with foreboding. I gasp and break off the stare.


    “Don’t cast your evil eye, you bruixa!” a haggard old fishwife screams at her, and several people swarm in to attack. I feel an overwhelming urge to run, but everything reels and my knees start to buckle.


    “Señyorita?” The young man in blue grasps my elbow. “Are you alright?”


    I struggle to regain my composure. “I think so, thank you,” I reply, and right myself. He releases my arm and bows.


    Behind Maria Blanca, a man I don’t recognize follows on foot. He wears only a loincloth. They tethered his hands to the donkey on which they bound Maria. He struggles to keep up. I can tell he has fallen several times by the scrapes trickling blood down the front of his body. For a moment, the thought comes to me that this scene resembles the Passion. The Lord trudged through the streets, being whipped and beaten. I brush the tears from my cheek and I instinctively make the sign of the cross.


    As the procession moves into Carrer de Jaume, the guards take up the rear. The crowd surges behind them toward the Borne, the northern part of the city where they hold public executions. The very thought of watching these victims being burned at the stake is too horrifying. I turn toward the only sane and kind person in the crowd, the young man in blue. But he has already maneuvered in the opposite direction, against the flow. The plume of his blue hat rises above the masses. He is the only other person in this throng that seems as disturbed as I am by what is taking place. I wish I knew who he was.


    My head aches and I feel a little queasy as I push through the dispersing mob, back toward home on Carrer de Ferran. I cross several blocks, and by the time I arrive again at the doorstep of our villa, I’m bilious. I reach for the door handle, and the image of Maria Blanca flashes in my mind. I feel my stomach heave, turn around, and hurry back into the street to vomit. After a moment, I right myself, draw in a wavering breath and wipe my mouth.


    When I open the door, Ana, our matronly housekeeper meets me. Her hair is bound in linen, and she wipes her hands on her apron.


    “Señyorita Bautista, where have you been? You went to the Auto de Fe, didn’t you? But, your father…” Her disapproving expression melts as she reaches out and touches my hairline. Her mouth is agape. “Blessed angels, you’ve been hurt.”


    “Ana, please bring warm water to my bedchamber,” I tell her, pull off my fouled velvet cloak, and hand it to her. I rush up the stairs and retreat to my room.


    I had expected the Auto de Fe to be an uplifting ritual, inspiring the finest Christian ideals. Many of the people in the crowd are fine Catholics on any other day. How could they be so brutal, overcome with such sinful Wrath? The entire thing was terrible. Papa must have known this would happen. That must be why he would not take me. He was right. I should never have left the house.


    Within moments, Ana lumbers into the chamber carrying a pitcher of warm water, and fills the basin on the dressing table where I sit. She tips her head to one side and combs her fingers through my hair, studying my hairline. “Mind you, Aularia, you are far too adventurous for a young woman. What happened here, my sweet?”


    “Nothing. People in the crowd were throwing stones at some prisoners and I failed to duck out of the way.” Reluctantly, I lift my eyes, peer at my reflection in the looking glass, and survey the tender spot where I got pelted by the rock. A small purple bruise has erupted, but no blood. Still, Ana sponges it with a damp cloth.


    “I suspect you got quite an eyeful,” she says.


    “You won’t tell Papa, will you?”


    She gives me a hug and shakes her head, “But you mustn’t do anything like that again.” She purses her lips in a solemn frown, shaking her head, and turns to leave the bedchamber. I stare at my hands and immerse them into the washbasin. The faint sound of the drums carries across the distance, and a cold void aches in my middle.


    That poor girl. I picture flames licking up the sides of Maria Blanca’s perfect oval face and high forehead; her hair like waves of golden honey turning to cinders. I tremble, still haunted by this nightmare. I may have envied Maria Blanca once, but I never wanted her to suffer this way. My hands stroke the sides of my face; trace my cheekbones, which have always seemed too prominent; my jaw and chin too angular. Am I not guilty myself− of Envy and Pride? Maria Blanca can’t be a witch. And it’s hard to believe she could be a heretic. She was always at Mass. I lower my face and cup the water with my hands to rinse away the images and guilt staining my conscience. How could this happen. What misstep could she have made that resulted in her fate, and could that also happen to me?


    Joachim Déulocresca


    I have to break free from this mob and get away. There is nothing I can do for my poor friends, the Silveyras. I shake my head, clench my jaw, and swallow my outrage. It’s all I can do to keep from hurting someone. They’re swarming like maggots over a carcass, but haven’t yet had their fill of blood and death. And what is their delight? To watch the flames blister the flesh of a kind man, his wife and daughter, all because of how they pray. What a testimony is that to the goodness of their faith… invoking the name of God, as if burnt flesh pleases Him. How depraved. I glare at the faces as I pass. Murderers. They flaunt the sardonic grin of sharks with dead eyes.


    I turn in the opposite direction of the crowd and veer down a narrow side street, and retrace my steps back toward the harbor. Sunlight pierces the fog, and patches of sky appear as I near the Port Authority. At this hour, the stevedores would usually unload the vessels and the fishmongers lay out their catch. But they have deserted the docks. Only a watchman, a handful of sailors, and the rodents scurrying up and down the tow cables inhabit the docks now. Even the town gate has only a solitary soldier, who no longer seems to care who comes or goes.


    “Looks as though this storm is moving out,” a voice says behind me.


    Startled, I snap my head toward the voice. Then a smile of recognition crosses my lips. Pero Cardona, the Harbor Master stares back at me. He is a short, ruddy-skinned man, his face encircled with a tangled mass of salt and pepper curls. Cardona had once been a close friend of my grandfather and shared many voyages. However, he ended his seafaring days in favor of a more settled life, and married the Magistrate’s daughter. While this won him the title of Harbor Master, it also required he abandon our Jewish faith and my grandfather’s friendship. The only outward clue to his former life is that beard, which makes me suspect he may still practice our faith in secret, but I have never asked. Nevertheless, Cardona has always treated me with kindness, and sent business my way.


    “Joachim? I scarcely recognize you, young maestro,” he says. “You’ve changed the cut of your jib.” He inspects me up and down, and covers his mouth as if to stifle a laugh. A mix of shock and confusion beams from his eyes. “That’s quite a colorful doublet you have on. I’m not sure your grandfather would approve of such immodesty or that ostentatious feather in your hat.”


    “In actuality, Señyor Cardona, these were his.”


    He rears back and crosses his arms with a frown. “Oh- is that so? Well, he never would have worn them at home on Montjuic. And what kind of Jewish face is this?” He grasps my jaw, my beard trimmed down to stubble, and my hair clipped in the style of the Venetians.


    I jerk my face away and grimace. “With recent events, it’s dangerous to go around the city in traditional dark robes. One may as well wear a target. I still have pay-ote,” I say, and draw a long lock of hair from behind my ear.


    Pero chuckles to hide his disquiet. Then, his eyes widen as he realizes what is missing from my shoulder. “Where’s your Badge, pelegri? Have you lost your faculties? Are you trying to get arrested?”


    “No! I’m trying NOT to get beaten, arrested, or killed,” I say. “I’m trying to blend in.”


    “But concealing your true identity is illegal.”


    “Well, some rules are unjust and meant to be broken. I don’t know if that makes me a criminal, a philosopher, or a fool. You won’t report me, will you?”


    “Of course not. You’ve always seemed to walk the edge, young pelegri, and skirted the boundaries. Perhaps it’s your namesake, the rebel king of Judah, who had the temerity to defy the conquering Babylonian, Nebuchadnezzar. So tell me, did you witness the Auto de Fe?”


    I groan. “I saw the Silveyras being led to their deaths.”


    Cardona drops his head. “They say his own housekeeper denounced Silveyra, because he’d caught her stealing from him.”


    I shake my head. “There’s no justice, only madness, utter madness.” I survey our immediate surroundings and lower my voice. “How do you know you’re not next? Aren’t you frightened?”


    Cardona’s brows pinch together. “God forbid. I’m a good, faithful Catholic. Besides, Cardona is an OLD Christian name.”


    “A lot of good that will do if someone wants to get rid of you. What if one of those poor victims utters your name under torture? That’s been my fear.”


    Pero looks down and draws a deep breath. “Let us pray that neither of our names is forced from their lips. Dark days, my young friend.”


    I stare back, seething. “We have to do something. There must be some way to prevent this from happening to others like the Silveyras.”


    He pats me on the shoulder. “Slow down, young maestro. I don’t disagree with you. But everyone is under a cloud of fear. You don’t know who to trust and who is a hidden enemy. It’s dangerous to even talk about it.” He embraces me for a moment and then looks out at the harbor again, glassy-eyed with pursed trembling lips. An awkward silence hangs in the air between us, and I sense he knows more than he can say. He strokes his beard several times and regains his composure. “By the way, there is a merchant ship set to depart on the last day of February for Tripolitanos. They need a navigator.”


    “Tripolitanos? I desperately need a living, but that voyage is too treacherous in winter. What fool would embark a month before the end of mare clausum?”


    “Who do you think? Agusti Rabassa.”


    I hiss and rub my brow in disgust. “That squid courts death! I could use the money, but let me think on it.”


    Smiling, Cardona nods his head. “Don’t wait too long. And be watchful, Joachim.”


    “Of course. Peace be with you,” I say, as I saunter toward the stable to retrieve my prized Andalusian and head for home.


    I grow uneasy as I ride toward the Santa Madrona gate and hope my efforts to veil my identity will still work. This morning, my disguise allowed me to enter the city and move about free to witness the proceedings without fear of ill-treatment. I pat my chest to make sure my document is still there, tucked inside my doublet if I get stopped. Having practiced the art of mapmaking, I replicated the script and emblems of a legal charter. With the stroke of a quill, I transformed myself into Giacomo Dioramo de Venzia, a mercantile agent. Now, if only those half-literate guards believe it’s real.


    But as I approach the portal, the solitary guard takes one look at me in my grandfather’s fine Italian garments and with two unenthusiastic fingers waves me on. It must be they are no longer looking for fugitives; they’ve already captured them and sent them to their doom. I’m almost disappointed that I don’t get to test my charter.


    Susa trots at an unhurried pace across the ribbon between pastures toward the mountain. About halfway across the Ravel, I look back over my shoulder to insure I’m not being followed. I smile, relieved to be alive and free. If I was a genuine criminal, my skill as a forger could easily become a lucrative enterprise. But what if I were to use this skill to help Inquisition refugees? I could create a variety of documents, identification papers, legal charters, and credentials to help someone escape; save someone’s life.


    When I reach the rocky outcropping near the crest of the hill, I gaze back toward the walled city. Four pillars of black smoke rise from the quemadera in the distance. I close my eyes for a moment and whisper. Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God; the Lord is One; the mainstay of Jewish prayer which martyrs recite with their last breath. I take one more look, and then click my tongue, and signal Susa to resume the trek homeward with a dull ache in my chest.


    I continue to the summit and arrive at the old Jewish cemetery on the outskirts of my village. I feel a strong prompting to pause here. I yearn for some kind of solace or wisdom; or perhaps it’s the pain of knowing kind old Silveyra can’t be laid to rest here among his people. I slide out of the saddle and tie the reins to the fence. I walk along the rows and glance at the inscriptions. Nissim ben Hillel, died 1339; Orovida and Juceff ben Abramo, died 1307. Rabbi Meir ben Tuviah died 1406. My people have lived in Spain for over 1000 years, before the Muslims, before the Catholics. We brought commerce, trade, philosophy, medicine, and poetry. They taught me that the Jews of Spain descended from Jerusalem nobility, who fled when the Romans destroyed the Temple. Preserved in my family name, Déulocresca, are traces of the royal Davidic lineage; the Branch described by the prophet Jeremiah.


    I arrive at our family plot and gaze at the headstone with our family crest and surname carved in Hebrew letters. My throat swells with grief and my eyes blur. I try to summon a memory of my mother’s face and the gleaming raven hair she bequeathed me. But too many years have passed to recall her with much clarity. However, I’ve never forgotten what she’d often repeat at those times when I suffered some rebuff or maltreatment for my heritage or circumstances of birth.


    The blood of warriors and kings runs through your veins, Joachim. Never be ashamed of who you are. Let the God of Israel use you for His purpose.


    I never understood what that meant growing up. And it seems I’ve always carried a mantle of shame for being a Jew and the progeny of my mother’s rape. I don’t see myself as either a warrior or as royalty. But I yearn to live up to her hope for me and honor Silveyra’s martyrdom. A pang from deep in my gut makes me wince. How can I stand by, hide in the shadows, while my brothers cower under siege? I’m the only Déulocresca left.

  


  
     Chapter 3


    Barcelona, February 6, 1488


    Aularia Bautista


    The ivory figure of the Virgin Mary on the mantle draws my eyes upward. Translucent rosary beads glisten in my hand. My fingers smell of lemon peel and anise from the infusion placed in my bath water this morning. It’s awkward kneeling on the floor and my legs quiver to maintain balance. My tutor, Friar Miguel Cirera, sits beside me on a low stool. Despite the biting pain in my knees, my heart warms with fullness, and I savor the fragrance of cedar incense. My voice wavers as I recite in Latin just above a whisper. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”


    “That is correct, Aularia,” “And now the Gloria Patri.”


    “Glory be to the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.”


    “Perfect. Your Latin continues to improve each time we meet. As you may recall from our lessons, the Church does not require the recitation of the Rosary under pain of sin. So, can you recall why it is so important?”


    I hesitate for a moment before speaking. “Does it give us graces?”


    “Exactly, not only during our lifetime, but peace at death and glory in the next world.”


    He rises and extends his hand to help me up. As I stand, my other hand accidentally brushes against the outside of his thigh. Heat radiates from his body through the coarse wool of his robe. The sensation brings a quickening inside of me, which makes my cheeks grow warm. I glance furtively at his face to see if he perceives this. For an instant, his eyes widen and brows lift. His lips part, and then draw up into a grin. He is older than me, but younger than my father. I’d guess around 30. He became my teacher less than a year ago, when the Inquisition first came to Barcelona. I’m not sure why they reassigned my first teacher, old Friar Corasciola.


    Friar Cirera gives my hand a squeeze and seems to stand uncommonly close enough that his shoes touch the hem of my crimson damask gown. His eyes study the embroidered edge of my bodice. He draws a breath, and the whistling through his nostrils gives me goose flesh.


    “Come, let’s sit and wait for your father. I will tell you more about the Rosary.” Friar Cirera leads me to the long table in the main hall. I take the customary place for my lessons at one end, and sit in a high-back chair upholstered in red velvet. He sits to my left.


    I stare at his soft smile and proffer this might be the right time to ask about what happened at the Auto de Fe. I need to understand and make sense of what I saw, how the Silveyras, who I thought exemplary Catholics, could be put to death.


    “Friar, there is something troubling me.”


    “What is it, my child?”


    “Well, I attended the Auto de Fe. I watched a young woman I’ve known for many years being led to the stake. Her image stays in my mind. Her eyes… And I’ve been heartsick ever since.” I stop short of telling how guilty I feel that I’d once envied Maria Blanca.


    He lowers his gaze. “We are all grieved in the face of such things.”


    “Why must she be killed in such a horrible manner? Is there no grace for her?”


    Friar Cirera sits back in his chair and folds his hands at his waist. “As soon as one takes up the yoke of Christ, temptation will follow, or false doctrines can mislead a believer.”


    “False doctrines?”


    “Yes. As you saw during the public trial, nearly forty people confessed and repented of their sins. Some accepted their penance and were reconciled to the Church. But, it is a far worse offense when a sinner refuses to confess, and remains unrepentant.”


    “But why such brutality?”


    “Aularia, unless he or she does penance at a level of austerity equal to the degree of sin, there can be no absolution. So, if we do not deliver the penance to the unrepentant on their behalf, their souls will be confined to the eternal fires of hell.”


    “So you’re saying it is to insure their salvation, even if they’re unaware of their own peril.”


    “Yes, sadly.”


    I am sick inside. I hear and understand his reasoning, and I want to believe him. But it doesn’t quite sit right at my core. However, if I refuse to accept what he says, does that make me a heretic? Would they put me on trial? And if I accept it, does that obligate me to inflict such cruelty on fellow Catholics who fall short?


    Finally I speak. “Is there no prospect for them? Can they not be touched by the Holy Spirit? What of the God of Love?”


    He leans toward me with a crimp in his eyebrows. “Surely there is always hope. You can pray for them most earnestly.” Friar Cirera places his elbows on the table. He rests his chin against his clasped hands and stares down at the tabletop with a furrowed brow. After a few moments, he looks up at me.


    “Actually, there may be another way to help these fallen, and be of great service to the Church.”


    I straighten. “Pray, tell me.”


    “As part of my duties, I call upon parishioners who, shall we say, need our fellowship. If this ministry interests you, I’ll send you as my representative to certain families that might benefit from your piety and benevolence. It would be a valuable testimony to your faith and the power of the Lord.”


    “Oh, I would relish the opportunity to help.”


    “Very well. There are two households I have been praying for. You can minister to them. Hopefully, they will receive you into their
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