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​Prologue

​The African Record
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The first map did not come from Spain.

That was the trouble with it.

For centuries, every respectable account of the old southern frontier had agreed on one thing: Villalba Gate was not worth much attention. It had been a road name, perhaps. A ruined watch post. A minor holding absorbed into larger estates after plague, war, marriage, debt, and the patient appetite of kings. By the nineteenth century, scholars argued over whether Villalba had ever been more than a cluster of boundary stones and stubborn local memory.

The villagers said otherwise.

They spoke of a knight who had ruled the gate before the land changed names. They spoke of a dark queen buried beneath a chapel no one could properly locate. They spoke of a king who had sworn to remove the knight from history and of people who had sworn, in answer, to keep him in blood.

No serious archive had supported them.

So the story had been filed where uncomfortable memories often go: under folklore.

Then the Kasa-Manden records surfaced.

They were not beautiful at first glance. No illuminated saints. No polished royal chronicle. No gold leaf surviving under glass. The first bundle was ordinary-looking: darkened leaves, cracked edges, repaired fold lines, worm-bored margins, and ink faded brown from centuries of heat, smoke, handling, and survival.

But the names remained.

Rodrigo Martín de Villalba.

Princess Zahara Amara de Villalba.

Inés Zahara de Villalba.

Mateo Amara de Villalba.

The names appeared not once, but again and again, in copied records held in separate collections connected to old Kasa-Manden royal witness traditions. One copy named Zahara as daughter of King Amara Sefu and Queen Nalia. Another described her marriage to a Castilian lord who held a fortified road domain called Villalba Gate. A third mentioned a chapel below the south ridge, a lower chamber beneath the altar, and a stone marked with the words:

We remember.

Dr. Samuel Diabaté did not call it proof when he first presented the records. He was too careful for that. He called it “an external witness tradition with geographic consistency.” The phrase sounded dull enough for a conference room, which was why some of the older scholars allowed him to finish speaking.

He laid the translated extracts on the table one by one.

The first was a marriage witness copy.

The second was a child-name register.

The third was a travel route.

The fourth was a damaged burial reference.

The fifth was the line that unsettled the room:

The king took his name from books. We kept it in our blood.

Dr. Helena Varo, field director of the Spanish team, broke the silence.

“Where did they say the chapel stood?”

Diabaté placed a copy of the oldest route description beside a modern satellite print. The old record did not use modern coordinates. It spoke instead in the stubborn language of people who knew land by use: the lower ford, the three wells, the old mill, the road that bent toward the ridge, the chapel where the gate road climbed.

Helena studied the page.

“That place is not called Villalba.”

“No,” Diabaté said.

“It has not been called Villalba in any public record for centuries.”

“No.”

She looked up at him.

“But the land is there?”

Diabaté nodded once.

“The Spanish archive says Villalba vanished. The African record says it was renamed.”

That was the sentence that sent them south.

They did not arrive with television crews or dramatic speeches. They arrived with permits, ground scanners, folded maps, local objections, three graduate assistants, one municipal official who wanted the matter finished before election season, and an elderly farmer named Tomás Rueda who told them they were digging in the wrong place.

“The chapel is not there,” Tomás said, pointing with his stick toward a rise of dry grass and broken stone beyond the survey tape.

Helena shaded her eyes.

“The municipal record places the chapel foundation below the olive terrace.”

“The municipal record,” Tomás said, “never had to bury anyone.”

He walked with difficulty but without uncertainty. They followed because old men who know land rarely point at stones for vanity.

The rise did not look important. A low, uneven ridge. Dry soil. Thorn scrub. Weathered stone showing through grass. A few old olive trees twisted by age and wind. Beyond it, a shallow depression where water might once have moved after rain.

Diabaté unfolded the copy of the Kasa-Manden route.

“The lower ford should be there.”

Tomás pointed with his stick.

“It was there. Before they cut the modern road.”

Helena turned.

“And the wells?”

“Two filled. One buried. My grandfather said there were three.”

One of the assistants stopped writing.

Diabaté looked toward the ridge.

“And the chapel?”

Tomás removed his cap.

“Under that.”

No one joked after that.

The first week gave them fragments: tile, lime mortar, two disturbed burials from a later period, animal bone, a rusted nail cluster, broken roof stone. Enough to justify continuing. Not enough to prove anything.

The second week uncovered the western line of the chapel foundation.

The third found burned stone near what had once been a door.

The fourth found the mill site.

Not a great mill. Not one for royal accounts. A local one, broken and buried, but where the Kasa-Manden record said it should be. Charcoal remained in the soil. Grain impressions survived in hardened clay. Beneath a collapsed beam pocket, they found the partial skeleton of a young male, the bones marked by heat damage.

The local story said a miller’s son had died in the burning.

The Kasa-Manden record had named him as Martín, son of Lope the miller.

After that, the excavation changed.

The assistants spoke more quietly. The municipal official stopped visiting in polished shoes. Tomás came every morning and stood beyond the tape with his cap in his hands.

On the thirty-ninth day, they reached the altar foundation.

It had been broken in some later violence or collapse, its upper stone split and shifted. Beneath it lay a second slab, smaller than expected, sealed with lime and fitted too carefully to be ordinary flooring.

Helena knelt in the dust.

There was writing on the stone.

Not much remained. Time had taken most of it. Moisture and pressure had done the rest. But one line, cut deeper than the others, survived in damaged Latin and local Romance, the letters crude but deliberate.

Diabaté read the translation twice before he said it aloud.

“Not saints. Witnesses.”

Helena looked at the stone.

“That is not a burial marker.”

“No,” Diabaté said. “It is a warning.”

They photographed everything. Measured everything. Called in additional conservation staff. Worked slowly because haste is one of the common ways the dead are dishonored.

The slab was raised near dusk, after the conservators had braced the edges and finished their measurements.

Cold air breathed up from below.

The opening was narrow and dark, with stone steps descending into a chamber beneath the old altar. The first light lowered into it showed a wall, then carved marks, then names. Not one inscription. Hundreds. Some cut cleanly. Some scratched with knives. Some only handprints pressed into old plaster before it hardened. Crosses. Witness marks. Children’s letters. Adult names. Lines repeated by people who must have come here across generations.

At the center of the far wall, larger than the rest, were the words:

WE REMEMBER

Tomás began to cry.

He did not cover his face. He stood under the evening light with his cap in both hands and let the tears move down his old cheeks as if he had been waiting all his life to see stone agree with him.

The chamber was sealed for the night.

The next morning, they descended.

The crypt was smaller than the legend and larger than the record.

Two primary burials lay beneath the east wall.

The man had been placed on the right. The woman on the left. Not beneath him. Not behind him. Not apart from him. Beside him.

The man’s remains were damaged by age but undisturbed. Beside him were corroded sword fragments, two spurs, pieces of mail, a broken seal ring, and part of a banner staff darkened almost to black. The sword had not been laid for display alone. It had been broken before burial, not carelessly, but ritually or deliberately, as though its work had ended with him.

The woman’s burial held different signs of power. Gold-threaded textile fragments. Beads consistent with West African workmanship. A veil pin. A small cross wrapped once in cloth. A narrow bracelet pressed near the wrist. At her breast lay a metal document tube sealed with pitch, wax, and corrosion.

Helena’s voice was low.

“They buried her as his equal.”

Diabaté did not answer at once.

On the wall above the burials, under layers of soot and mineral staining, someone had carved two names.

The first was partly damaged but readable.

RODRIGO MARTÍN DE VILLALBA

The second had been cut more deeply, as if the hand that carved it had refused every future attempt at forgetting.

ZAHARA AMARA DE VILLALBA

Below both names, in a later hand, were the names of two children.

INÉS ZAHARA

MATEO AMARA

Helena stepped back from the wall.

The air in the chamber felt too small for what had survived there.

It took three days to stabilize the document tube.

It took another two to open it.

Inside were leaves wrapped in layers of decayed cloth and treated skin. Some pages were too damaged to move. Others had survived with astonishing clarity, protected by darkness, dryness, and the stubborn care of whoever sealed them.

The first page was not a chronicle.

It was a confession of witness.

The hand was disciplined, upright, and severe.

Diabaté translated while Helena listened.


I write because men with crowns have long memories for obedience and short memories for truth.

I am Rodrigo Martín de Villalba, Warden of the Gate, husband to Zahara Amara, father to Inés and Mateo, servant of God before king.

The king said history would not know my name.

Let him who finds this know first: the king lied.


Outside, the wind moved over the broken chapel stones. Beyond the ridge, traffic passed on a road built long after Villalba’s name had been removed from maps.

Above them, the modern world kept moving over land that had changed names.

Below it, a dead man had answered a king.

Helena looked at the burials again.

“So he was real.”

Diabaté closed his eyes briefly.

“They both were.”

Tomás stood near the entrance, too old to descend the steps but close enough to hear. When Helena came up, dust on her knees and shock on her face, he asked only one question.

“Was she there?”

Helena removed her gloves slowly.

“Yes.”

Tomás breathed out.

“And him?”

“Yes.”

The old man nodded once, as if receiving news he had always known but had never expected the world to admit.

“My grandmother said the books were not all on this side of the water.”

Diabaté looked toward the chamber below.

“She was right.”

By evening, the site had changed language: classification, conservation, sequence, chain of custody. Necessary words. Smaller words than wonder.

Photographs were secured. The local authorities were notified. The chamber was sealed under guard. The first formal report would use careful phrases, because careful phrases are how scholars survive what they cannot yet fully explain.

But no caution could undo what had opened.

The African record had led them to the renamed land.

The local memory had led them to the stone.

The stone had opened.

The dead had names.

And beneath the broken altar of a forgotten chapel, the knight time forgot had begun to speak.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

​Warden of Villalba Gate
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Boundary roll, damaged copy:
From the north watchtower to the lower ford, the toll, bridge, well, mill, and road answer to Villalba.
Villalba Gate was not a castle, though strangers often made that mistake.

There was a castle at its heart, yes — gray stone on a long ridge, hard against the wind, with a square keep, two curtain walls, a chapel, a yard, a cistern, stables, granaries, and an old gatehouse patched so many times that no mason could point to the first wall and call it original.

But Villalba was larger than stone.

It was the road below the ridge, the lower ford, the three wells, the sheep tracks, the olive terraces, the mill on the bend, the watchtower above the south pass, the chapel farms, the toll post, the cattle ground, the winter fields, and the villages that leaned toward the castle in danger and complained against it in peace.

It was land with teeth.

It was also land with memory.

Lord Rodrigo Martín de Villalba rode before sunrise because a man who governed from a chair would be lied to before noon.

He came down from the ridge with six men behind him and no banner raised. Banners were for strangers, ceremonies, and battle. His own people knew the sound of his horse well enough.

The air smelled of damp earth and mule sweat. A thin mist held low over the fields, turning the first light gray. Beyond the road, sheep moved like dirty wool over the slope. A boy at the lower well saw Rodrigo and stood too quickly, spilling half a bucket down his own legs.

Rodrigo reined in.

The boy froze.

“What is your name?”

“P-Pedro, my lord.”

“Whose son?”

“Marcos the thatcher.”

Rodrigo looked at the spilled water, then at the boy.

“Did the bucket offend you?”

One of Rodrigo’s men coughed behind him.

The boy swallowed. “No, my lord.”

“Then do not throw water at your own boots when I pass.”

A woman drawing from the well covered her mouth, not well enough to hide her smile.

Rodrigo dismounted. He took the bucket from the boy, lowered it, drew it full, and set it on the stone lip.

“Carry it with both hands.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And tell your father his south roof still sags.”

Pedro blinked. “You saw it?”

“It is a roof. It does not hide well.”

The woman laughed outright that time. Rodrigo turned his eyes to her, and she became suddenly concerned with her rope.

He mounted again and rode on.

His men followed.

They were not court-polished men. Villalba did not breed that kind easily. They were scarred, sun-cut, practical, and quiet in the saddle. Men who knew the difference between a lord’s temper and a lord’s judgment. Rodrigo had little use for the first. He expected the second from himself before he demanded it from others.

At the mill, the first trouble waited.

Lope the miller stood outside with flour dust in his beard and murder in his eyes. Across from him stood Beltrán Soria, a wool man from the upper village, with two sons behind him and one swollen cheek. A broken cart tongue lay between them like evidence.

Brother Esteban, priest of the chapel at Villalba, stood nearby holding a folded complaint and looking as though he had already heard too much truth from both sides.

Rodrigo dismounted.

No one bowed properly. They bent their heads enough to satisfy respect and little more. He preferred that. Men who bowed too low were often reaching for something.

“Speak,” Rodrigo said.

Lope began first because Lope always began first.

“He brought the cart across my mill yard before prime, my lord, without leave, split the tongue on my stone, and then claimed the stone had moved.”

“The stone has always been there,” Beltrán snapped.

Rodrigo looked at him.

Beltrán shut his mouth.

Rodrigo turned to the broken cart tongue. “Whose cart?”

“Mine,” Beltrán said.

“Whose stone?”

“Mine,” Lope said.

Rodrigo looked at Brother Esteban. “Whose patience?”

The priest sighed. “God’s, my lord, though Lope has borrowed heavily against it.”

Lope bristled. Rodrigo lifted one finger, and the miller swallowed whatever had risen.

Rodrigo walked the yard himself. He looked at the wheel ruts, the broken wood, the stone corner, the churned mud, and the sacks stacked near the door. He crouched once, touched the ground, and stood.

“You crossed too close,” he said to Beltrán.

“The road is narrow.”

“The road is not the mill yard.”

“There was a mule standing in the lane.”

Rodrigo turned to Lope.

Lope’s eyes slid away.

Rodrigo let the silence sit until the miller could feel its weight.

“Whose mule?” Rodrigo asked.

Lope muttered, “Mine.”

“And why was your mule in the lane?”

“It slipped its tie.”

“Did it?”

Lope’s mouth tightened.

Rodrigo turned back to Beltrán. “You pay Lope for the damage to his stone facing.”

Beltrán looked outraged. “My cart is broken.”

“Your cart broke because you took another man’s yard as road.”

Then Rodrigo turned to Lope. “You pay half for the cart tongue.”

Lope made a sound like a kicked rooster. “My lord—”

“Your mule blocked the lane. You knew it. You let him turn into your yard and waited for damage.”

The miller’s face reddened beneath the flour.

“And because you were ready to profit from a neighbor’s mistake, you will grind Beltrán’s household grain for one month without taking extra measure.”

Lope stared.

Brother Esteban stopped pretending not to enjoy himself.

Rodrigo looked to Beltrán. “You will keep your sons from striking men twice their age over broken wood.”

Beltrán glanced at the son with the swollen cheek.

Rodrigo said, “If they need practice with their fists, my stable yard has dung enough for both.”

The boys went pale.

The matter ended there.

It did not end because all men were satisfied. Justice rarely satisfied everyone. It ended because each man knew Rodrigo had seen more than he had been told.

Rodrigo mounted again.

Brother Esteban walked beside him as far as the chapel lane.

“You have made Lope angry.”

“Lope wakes angry.”

“That is true.”

“He sleeps angry.”

“That is also true.”

“He will die angry and complain that the grave is too narrow.”

Brother Esteban smiled despite himself. “God may widen it out of mercy.”

“God has shown Lope mercy every day by not making him his own neighbor.”

The priest crossed himself, though whether in piety or amusement was unclear.

They rode past the chapel farms, where two women and an old man were cutting late herbs near the wall. One woman bowed her head. The old man raised a hand and called that the west ditch still had not been cleared.

Rodrigo looked at his steward.

Mendo Arraz, who had ridden silently behind him, stiffened.

“I had men sent last week,” Mendo said.

“Sent is not cleared.”

“No, my lord.”

“See it done before rain.”

“Yes, my lord.”

They rode on.

The second trouble waited near the north pasture.

Three royal collectors stood beside a tally board, two mules, and four Villalba shepherds who looked more angry than afraid. The collectors wore decent cloaks and the expressions of men who believed parchment made them taller. One of them held a document with a red cord and a seal that had suffered from travel.

Rodrigo did not dismount.

The oldest collector stepped forward. “Lord Villalba.”

“Who are you?”

“Gonzalo Peret, appointed under authority of the crown to assess extraordinary provision for road and defense.”

Rodrigo looked at the tally board.

“You have marked sheep.”

“For lawful levy.”

“Whose law?”

Gonzalo lifted the document. “Royal order.”

Rodrigo held out his hand.

The man hesitated only a breath before giving it.

Rodrigo read.

His men waited. The shepherds watched him the way hungry men watch bread.

The order demanded provisions from several frontier holdings. It named districts east of Villalba. It named three towns south of the ridge. It did not name Villalba Gate.

Rodrigo folded the document and returned it.

“You have ridden too far west.”

Gonzalo’s face remained polite. “My lord, all lands benefiting from the king’s road peace bear obligation to support—”

“Villalba maintains its own road.”

“The crown maintains the peace.”

Rodrigo looked beyond him, toward the road where two of his own men had died the previous winter holding the lower pass against raiders who came through fog before dawn.

“The crown was not at the lower pass.”

Gonzalo’s mouth tightened. “Careful, my lord.”

Rodrigo dismounted then.

The shepherds went still.

He walked close enough that Gonzalo had to lift his chin.

“I am careful,” Rodrigo said. “That is why you are still standing with your hand attached to your wrist.”

The collector did not move.

Rodrigo continued, quiet enough that the sheep bells seemed loud.

“You have an order. It does not name my land. You marked my people’s sheep. You will unmark them. You will return the two lambs already penned. You will take water for your mules, bread if you need it, and the road east before noon.”

Gonzalo swallowed. “And if I refuse?”

Rodrigo glanced at the four shepherds.

They had not drawn knives. They had not needed to. Their hands rested near belts, staffs, and crooks.

“If you refuse,” Rodrigo said, “you will discover that sheep are gentle only because shepherds prefer them living.”

One of the younger collectors took a small step back.

Gonzalo was not foolish enough to die over a levy not written plainly enough to defend him.

He nodded once.

The marks were scraped from the tally board. The lambs were released. Rodrigo ordered bread sent and water drawn because lawful refusal did not excuse poor hospitality.

When the collectors rode east, one shepherd spat into the dust behind them.

Rodrigo turned.

The shepherd lowered his eyes.

“Do not spit at the king’s seal,” Rodrigo said.

“My lord, I spat at the man.”

“The dust cannot tell the difference.”

The shepherd bowed. “Forgive me.”

“Keep your spit for flies.”

That ended the matter.

For now.

By midmorning, Rodrigo had judged a mill quarrel, denied an unlawful levy, ordered the ditch cleared, inspected the lower granary, and sent two men to repair the cracked stone at the third well. None of this would enter a royal chronicle. Chroniclers preferred battles. They rarely wrote of ditches, which was why so many kingdoms smelled worse than their songs suggested.

At noon, Rodrigo returned to the castle yard.

Villalba’s keep rose above him, blunt and gray. The gatehouse shadow cut across the packed earth where stable boys worked, chickens escaped certain death under horses, and a blacksmith cursed at a hinge that refused to confess its weakness.

Mendo Arraz walked beside Rodrigo toward the hall.

“The royal collectors will complain.”

“Yes.”

“To whom?”

“Someone who enjoys complaints.”

“The court?”

“Then they will be well received.”

Mendo’s face remained serious, though the corner of his mouth moved.

The steward was a narrow man with a careful beard and careful hands. He trusted ledgers more than men and Rodrigo more than ledgers, which made him useful. He had served Rodrigo’s father and remembered when Villalba’s roof leaked into the high table. He had seen Rodrigo come home from war thinner, harder, and less willing to be fooled.

“There is another matter,” Mendo said.

“There is always another matter.”

“A rider came while you were at the north pasture.”

“From where?”

“South road first, then west by the ridge. He carried no royal color.”

“Merchant?”

“No.”

“Priest?”

“No.”

“Then why are you still making me guess?”

Mendo handed him a folded strip sealed with plain wax.

Rodrigo broke it.

The writing was careful, the message brief.

A royal delegation from Kasa-Manden, traveling under guarded witness, requested safe passage through Villalba Gate. The party carried trade letters, witness documents, and persons of rank. Among them traveled Princess Zahara bint Amara, daughter of King Amara Sefu and Queen Nalia.

Rodrigo read it twice.

Mendo watched him.

“That is a long road,” the steward said.

“All roads are long to men who guard them poorly.”

“This one comes with royal blood.”

“So it says.”

“And foreign guards.”

“So it should.”

“And documents.”

Rodrigo folded the message. “Documents bleed less than men. I prefer both protected.”

Mendo waited.

Rodrigo looked toward the south road visible beyond the yard.

“How many?”

“The rider did not know exact number. More than twenty. Fewer than a hundred. Pack animals. Scribes. Armed escort.”

“Have the lower road swept.”

“It was swept two days ago.”

“Again.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Double scouts at the south bend and the old quarry.”

“Yes.”

“Tell Brother Esteban to prepare guest-right witness.”

Mendo nodded.

“And clear the east hall.”

The steward blinked. “The east hall?”

“They are not traders sleeping among sacks.”

“No, my lord.”

“Send word to the kitchen. Meat if we have it. Beans if we do not. Bread either way. Clean water before wine. Their animals watered before their men eat.”

Mendo’s expression shifted faintly. Approval, perhaps. Or merely the satisfaction of seeing order take shape.

“And the men?” he asked.

“Armed but not bristling.”

“That will require explanation to some.”

“Then explain it.”

“How?”

Rodrigo turned to him. “Tell them a guest who comes under protection is not prey, spectacle, or rumor. If any man cannot understand that, he can watch the pigs until God sharpens his mind.”

Mendo nodded once. “That they will understand.”

Across the yard, a stable boy dropped a bucket. The noise cracked loud against the stone. A horse tossed its head. Rodrigo looked toward the gate.

He did not yet know the woman named in the letter.

He did not know her voice, her face, her mind, her faith, or the way her name would one day be carved beside his beneath a chapel floor.

He knew only what duty required.

A royal daughter had entered his road.

While she traveled under Villalba’s protection, every stone, well, bridge, and blade in the domain answered for her safety.

Rodrigo gave the folded message back to Mendo.

“Write the receipt,” he said. “Name her fully.”

Mendo paused.

“Fully?”

Rodrigo looked at him.

“If a father sends his daughter across half the world with her name intact, we will not shorten it at my gate.”

Mendo lowered his head.

“Yes, my lord.”

Rodrigo walked toward the chapel before entering the hall.

It was not large. Villalba’s chapel had been built by practical men with limited coin and urgent souls. Its walls were thick, its windows narrow, its altar plain. No jeweled saints looked down from gold. The crucifix above the altar was dark wood, old and worn where generations of hands had touched the foot.

Brother Esteban stood inside trimming a candle.

Rodrigo knelt.

He did not pray beautifully. He had no gift for it. His prayers were often blunt, short, and plain enough that a scholar might have mistaken them for orders if not for the silence around them.

Lord, keep my hand from pride.
Keep my land from wolves.
Keep my tongue from lies.
Make me answer rightly for what is placed beneath me.
He remained there longer than he intended.

When he stood, Brother Esteban was watching him.

“You have the look of a man who has been given trouble before supper.”

“A delegation comes.”

“From the south?”

“Farther.”

“How far?”

“Kasa-Manden.”

The priest’s brows rose. “Then trouble comes with gold on its shoes.”

“Perhaps.”

“And why through Villalba?”

“Because roads lead places.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the truest one.”

Brother Esteban studied him.

“Will they be safe here?”

Rodrigo looked at the crucifix.

“They will be under my protection.”

“That was not my question.”

Rodrigo turned back.

“No,” he said. “But it is my answer.”

By late afternoon, Villalba had begun to change its face.

The east hall was swept. Extra straw was laid. A cracked bench was removed before some foreign guard sat on it and thought Villalba kept furniture fit only for enemies. The kitchens sent smoke into the yard. Boys ran messages. Men checked girths and bowstrings. Women argued over whether guests of such distance would prefer spiced lentils or plain meat, then made both because argument rarely filled a bowl.

At the south watch, two riders returned with dust on their cloaks.

Rodrigo met them in the yard.

“They are near the lower bend,” one said. “Orderly column. Armed. Pack animals. Two covered litters. Several scribes, by the look of them. Banners, but not raised high.”

“How many?”

“Forty-six counted. More may be behind.”

“Any pursuit?”

“None seen.”

“Any wounded?”

“Not seen.”

Rodrigo nodded. “Open the outer gate. Keep the inner clear.”

The rider hesitated. “My lord.”

“What?”

“There is a woman riding near the front.”

Rodrigo waited.

The man seemed unsure why he had spoken. “Not in a litter.”

That made two stable boys look up.

Rodrigo’s face did not change.

“Then she has a horse.”

The rider flushed. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good. Horses prefer being used honestly.”

The men scattered to their duties.

The sun had begun to lower when the first of the Kasa-Manden party appeared on the south road.

Rodrigo stood beneath the gate arch with Mendo to his right and Brother Esteban to his left. Behind him, Villalba held its breath in all the ways a land could: servants pretending not to stare, guards pretending to stare only as duty required, boys craning from behind barrels, women watching from upper walks, old men judging posture, horses, saddles, and everything else by standards no visitor could know.

The party came in disciplined order.

Scouts first. Then armed guards with spears, shields, and curved blades. Then pack animals under careful lead. Then scribes and attendants. Then riders in finer cloth. Their banners were carried low because guest-right had not yet been formally received. Indigo, deep red, white, and gold moved in the evening light.

Then Rodrigo saw her.

She rode near the front, not behind the men.

She was slender, upright, and still in the saddle, wearing deep indigo with gold at the edge of her veil. Her skin was so dark the last light seemed to rest against it rather than upon it. The men around her guarded her, but not as one guards helplessness. They guarded rank.

She did not look around Villalba like a woman impressed by stone.

She looked as if she were measuring whether the stone deserved the people who trusted it.

Her eyes found Rodrigo.

Not boldly. Not shyly.

Directly.

The column halted.

A man of middle years rode forward and spoke first in careful Romance. “Lord Rodrigo Martín de Villalba?”

Rodrigo inclined his head. “I am he.”

“I am Idris of Kasa-Manden, witness-speaker under seal of King Amara Sefu and Queen Nalia. We request passage, water, rest, and lawful protection under guest-right.”

Rodrigo stepped forward.

“You have come to Villalba Gate. While you keep peace, peace will keep you here. Your people will have water. Your animals will be tended. Your wounded, if any, will be seen. Your documents will be guarded if you request it. Your dead, should God forbid them, will be buried by name.”

Idris watched him closely.

That last promise had landed where Rodrigo intended.

The woman on the dark horse spoke then.

Her voice was controlled, low, and clear.

“And if peace does not keep us here, Lord Rodrigo?”

The yard seemed to draw inward.

Mendo looked at the ground.

Brother Esteban went very still.

Rodrigo looked at her fully.

“Then whoever breaks it will answer to me.”

A faint movement passed through the Kasa-Manden guards. Not alarm. Appraisal.

The woman held Rodrigo’s gaze.

“Is that custom, law, or pride?”

Only then did Rodrigo understand that this must be Zahara.

He answered without looking away.

“Law if you accept it. Courtesy if you refuse it. Pride if any man violates it.”

For the first time, something almost like amusement touched her mouth.

Not a smile.

A warning that she knew how.

Idris turned slightly toward her. She gave the smallest nod.

He faced Rodrigo again.

“Princess Zahara bint Amara of Kasa-Manden accepts guest-right under Villalba.”

Rodrigo bowed his head, not deeply, but enough to honor rank.

“Then Villalba receives Princess Zahara bint Amara by name.”

At that, the old stones of the gate gave back the sound of her name.

Somewhere behind Rodrigo, Mendo’s stylus scratched across his wax tablet.

Fully, as ordered.

The gates opened wider.

And Princess Zahara entered Villalba.
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​Chapter 2

​Princess Zahara of Kasa-Manden
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Kasa-Manden witness copy, translated fragment:
She was received at Villalba by name. Water was given first to the animals, then to the people. No chest was opened before witness. No guard was disarmed without cause.
Guest-right began with water.

Rodrigo watched that first.

Men lied with bows, smiles, titles, and gifts. They lied less easily with buckets. A host who gave wine before water wanted praise. A host who watered animals first understood the road.

Villalba’s stable boys carried full buckets to the Kasa-Manden horses while Mendo’s men counted pack animals, not to seize or pry, but to account for what had entered under protection. The Kasa-Manden guards watched every hand that touched a rein. Villalba’s guards watched them watching. Suspicion sat in the yard like a third company, armed and patient.

Rodrigo let it sit.

Trust offered too quickly was usually foolishness or bait.

Princess Zahara remained mounted until the first line of animals had been led to water. She did not fidget, did not complain of dust, and did not look toward the hall as if comfort were owed before duty. She sat her horse with stillness enough to shame men who mistook movement for command.

Her horse was dark, narrow-headed, and travel-thin but well kept. Its tack had been repaired along the road more than once. The leather bore careful stitching. The metal fittings were polished but not vain. Nothing about the animal or its rider suggested a court party carried by ease.

Rodrigo noticed the guards around her, too. They were tired. Not soft-tired, as men became after too much eating and ceremony. Road-tired. Their eyes moved. Their shoulders remembered weight. Two had fresh bandage cloth showing beneath their sleeves. One held his spear in the wrong hand, favoring his right side.

Idris of Kasa-Manden followed Rodrigo’s glance.

“We had trouble three days east of the dry ravine.”

“Men or weather?” Rodrigo asked.

“Men dressed as weather.”

Rodrigo looked at him.

Idris’s mouth did not smile. “They came suddenly, made noise, broke little, and vanished before pursuit could grow teeth.”

“Testing you.”

“Yes.”

“For goods?”

“For measure.”

That answer pleased Rodrigo more than a longer one would have. He looked toward the lower road.

“Any dead?”

“None of ours. One mule lamed. Two guards cut. One chest strap severed.”

“Which chest?”

Idris paused.

Zahara answered from her horse. “The one nearest my mother’s sealed letters.”

Rodrigo turned to her.

Her voice was the same as it had been at the gate: low, clear, controlled, and sharpened by use rather than ornament. Her Romance was careful, each word set down as if she had chosen it from a tray and found no reason to hurry.

“Did they know which chest?” Rodrigo asked.

“I do not know,” Zahara said. “But ignorance does not cut so neatly.”

Rodrigo held her gaze.

“No,” he said. “It does not.”

One of the Villalba men brought water to her horse. He was a young guard named Sancho, broad-shouldered and usually loud enough to frighten crows off a wall. Now he moved as if the whole yard might hear his bones. He offered the bucket at a respectful distance, eyes fixed somewhere near the horse’s shoulder.

Zahara looked down at him.

“What is your name?”

“Sancho, my lady.”

“Are you afraid of my horse, Sancho?”

“No, my lady.”

“Then you may come close enough for him to drink.”

A ripple passed through the Kasa-Manden guards. Not laughter. Something smaller.

Sancho stepped closer. The horse lowered its head and drank.

Zahara watched the animal, not the men watching her.

When the horse had finished, she dismounted without waiting for a hand. She did not do it sharply or as a rebuke. She simply knew her own body, her own balance, and her own dignity. Her boots touched Villalba’s yard with almost no sound.

Standing, she was not tall enough to loom over men, but height was not what made the yard alter around her. She had the trained stillness of one born under many eyes and taught early not to waste movement. Her skin was so dark that the late light seemed to rest at its edge, unable to pass through or diminish it. Gold lay at her throat and wrists, but the gold looked secondary, as if it had been permitted to serve.

A few servants stared too long.

Zahara noticed.

Rodrigo noticed that she noticed.

She said nothing.

That restraint told him more than offense would have.

Mendo approached with the wax tablet in both hands.

“My lady,” he said, stiff but correct. “Villalba has entered your name by receipt.”

Zahara’s eyes moved from him to the tablet.

“Read it.”

Mendo blinked.

Rodrigo did not help him.

The steward read, “Princess Zahara bint Amara of Kasa-Manden, daughter of King Amara Sefu and Queen Nalia, received under guest-right at Villalba Gate with household, guards, letters, trade witnesses, pack animals, and sealed chests, before sundown.”

Zahara listened without expression.

“You shortened nothing,” she said.

“No, my lady.”

“Why?”

Mendo’s face went carefully blank, the face of a man deciding whether truth was safe.

“My lord ordered it.”

Zahara looked at Rodrigo.

Rodrigo said, “A shortened name can become a shortened claim.”

For the first time since entering Villalba, Zahara’s face changed fully. Not warmth. Not softness. Recognition.

“You know records,” she said.

“I know men.”

“That is nearly the same labor.”

“Only if the records are honest.”

“Then you know too little of records.”

Mendo’s stylus stilled.

Brother Esteban, standing near the chapel lane, lowered his eyes in a manner that suggested prayer had arrived at a convenient time.

Rodrigo said, “Villalba prefers its ink plain.”

“Plain ink still lies if the hand is bent.”

“Then we watch the hand.”

Zahara studied him a breath longer. Then she turned to Idris.

“The chest with my mother’s letters is to be set in the east hall, against an inner wall, under our guard and his witness.”

Rodrigo looked to Mendo. “See it done.”

Mendo nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

“And no chest opened,” Zahara said, “until witness is seated.”

Mendo looked at Rodrigo.

Rodrigo’s eyes did not move from Zahara. “As she says.”

The yard heard that.

Zahara heard it too.

She did not thank him. That would have made the order seem like a favor. She gave the smallest inclination of her head, one authority recognizing another.

Guest-right continued.

The Kasa-Manden company entered Villalba in order. First the guards who needed rest, then the scribes, then the attendants, then the pack train, then those of higher rank. The covered litters held not Zahara, but an elderly woman of the delegation with swollen feet and a young scribe fevered from the road. The sight corrected several assumptions before words could.

Zahara walked beside the litters herself until they reached the hall.

Rodrigo saw it.

She was not performing kindness. She was counting cost.

Inside the east hall, Mendo had done well enough. Fresh straw covered the floor. Benches had been wiped. A brazier was lit but not smoking. Water stood in pitchers before wine. Bread waited under clean cloth. Beans and meat were both prepared, as ordered. Space had been left near the inner wall for the sealed chests.

Villalba’s people had gathered in every permissible opening: servants at thresholds, guards by posts, boys carrying messages they had already delivered twice, women coming in and out under excuse of food. They were not cruel people, but curiosity had no manners unless beaten early.

Rodrigo stood at the hall entrance.

“Look once,” he said, not loudly.

The nearest servants stiffened.

“After that, work.”

The hall corrected itself.

Zahara’s gaze moved across the room.

“You govern eyes also?”

“When they are attached to people eating my bread.”

“And if they are attached to guests?”

“Then I hope their mothers governed them before they reached my gate.”

A breath passed through her nose. Almost amusement.

The elderly woman from the litter was helped to a bench. Zahara knelt beside her and spoke in a language Rodrigo did not know. It had a low river sound, with firm consonants and gentle turns. The old woman touched Zahara’s cheek. Zahara covered the hand with her own and stayed there until the woman released her.

Then Zahara rose.

A young Kasa-Manden scribe, thin and fever-bright, tried to stand with a writing case in his arms. Zahara took the case from him.

He protested weakly.

She said something short.

He sat.

Brother Esteban came forward with two of Villalba’s women who knew herbs, fevers, and the stubbornness of men who claimed not to need tending. Zahara looked at him closely.

“You are the priest?”

“Brother Esteban, my lady.”

“You tend bodies also?”

“When God sends them near enough.”

“Good. This one has burned three nights and lied for two.”

The young scribe made a wounded sound.

Zahara ignored him.

Brother Esteban looked pleased. “Then he has already begun confession.”

The scribe did not understand the words but disliked the tone.

Zahara looked at Rodrigo. “Your priest laughs at sick men?”

“Only the ones who survive.”

Brother Esteban crossed himself. “And only with care for the soul.”

Zahara gave him the smallest possible look.

Rodrigo saw Brother Esteban discover, perhaps for the first time in months, that his tongue had limits.

The fevered scribe was taken away to a side chamber. Two of Zahara’s guards watched him go. Rodrigo nodded to one of his own men to attend as witness, not jailer. Zahara saw that too.

When food came, Idris remained standing beside the sealed chests.

Rodrigo said, “Your witness-speaker should eat.”

Idris said, “After the chests are entered.”

“Entered where?”

“In record.”

Mendo was already opening his tablet.

A Kasa-Manden scribe brought out a narrow board and ink case. Both sets of witnesses sat across from one another: Mendo with his wax and stylus, the Kasa-Manden scribe with ink, Idris between languages, Brother Esteban standing for chapel witness, and Zahara standing behind her people, close enough to hear every word.

Rodrigo stood beside Mendo.

The first chest contained trade letters under seal.

The second held cloth, weights, and gifts.

The third held witness copies.

The fourth was the chest whose strap had been cut.

When it was set down, one of the Kasa-Manden guards muttered under his breath. His left hand flexed near the hilt of his blade.

Rodrigo’s men shifted.

Zahara turned her head.

The guard stilled.

She said one word.

He lowered his hand.

Rodrigo watched the exchange and understood two things. Her guards were not tame. And they were hers.

The strap showed a clean cut under the leather wrap, nearly hidden unless one knew where to look. Rodrigo crouched and examined it.

“With a narrow blade,” he said.

Idris nodded. “A thief’s knife.”

“No. A patient man’s knife.”

Zahara’s eyes sharpened.

Rodrigo stood. “A thief cuts fast and takes what he can hold. This cut was made to fail later or be blamed on road wear.”

“Then the chest was meant to open after we entered another man’s keeping,” Zahara said.

“Perhaps.”

“Perhaps is a useful word when men have no proof.”

“It keeps fools from declaring certainty too soon.”

“And wise men?”

“They use it while looking for the knife.”

Zahara looked at the cut again.

“Then let us look.”

Mendo entered the damage. The Kasa-Manden scribe copied it. Brother Esteban witnessed it. The chest was opened.

Inside lay sealed letters, folded cloth, and a smaller inner case bound with cord.

Zahara inspected the seals herself. She did not ask a man to tell her whether her mother’s letters had been touched.

One seal had a pressed edge, barely altered.

Zahara’s face did not change.

Idris saw it and went still.

“What is it?” Rodrigo asked.

Zahara held the letter by its cord.

“This seal was warmed.”

Mendo leaned forward.

Rodrigo did not touch it. “Opened?”

“Tested.”

“Can you prove it?”

“Not yet.”

Rodrigo looked to Mendo. “Enter that word.”

Mendo scratched.

“Tested?” he asked.

“Tested,” Zahara said.

Her eyes stayed on the seal.

The Kasa-Manden scribe copied the word.

Idris’s voice grew colder. “If those letters are copied or altered—”

“Then whoever did it wished us to accuse the house that received them,” Zahara said.

The hall had gone too quiet.

Rodrigo looked at the chests, the witnesses, the guards, the watching servants, the doorways, the shadows behind men’s faces.

A delegation came under his protection with damaged straps and tested seals. Whoever had cut the leather had done it before Villalba, but if the letter had failed here, the shame would have fallen under his roof.

He felt the shape of the snare.

Zahara had felt it first.

“We will seal the chest again,” Rodrigo said. “Your seal and mine.”

Zahara looked at him.

“My seal has no right over your mother’s letters,” he said. “But it has right over what entered Villalba under my protection. If the cord is cut again, both houses will know where the wound was made.”

Idris watched Zahara.

She nodded.

“So it is witnessed,” she said.

Mendo entered it.

Brother Esteban stepped closer and made the sign of the cross over the chest, not with ceremony enough to offend the guests, but enough to mark that Villalba’s chapel had seen.

The chest was sealed again.

Only then did Idris eat.

The meal that followed was louder than the recording had been, because hunger is less dignified than law. Villalba’s bread was coarse but warm. The beans were better than expected. The meat was tougher than Mendo would have liked. Kasa-Manden guards ate with the discipline of men who had known stretches where no second bowl came.

Zahara ate little. Not delicately. Simply enough.

She watched the room.

Rodrigo watched her watching it.

He had known court women who learned to appear uninterested because interest gave men hooks. Zahara was different. She made no performance of indifference. She looked directly at whatever required measure: the hall beams, the serving order, the guard placement, the door to the yard, the distance between her chests and the hearth, the way Villalba boys glanced at African blades, the way one of her own men favored his wounded side.

Her beauty was not lessened by that attention. It was sharpened by it.

The hall had seen beautiful women. Travelers came through Villalba. Noble parties passed. Brides arrived. Widows remarried. Daughters grew into faces that made boys forget pails and prayers.

But Zahara was not merely beautiful.

She had the kind of presence that made beauty answer to rank, and rank answer to judgment.

Brother Esteban, having recovered from her earlier look, sat across from Idris and attempted conversation through three languages and much hand movement. Mendo pretended not to listen while listening carefully enough to correct the household record later. The Kasa-Manden scribe, fevered but stubborn, escaped his bedding long enough to sit near a wall and be discovered by Zahara within twelve breaths.

She crossed the hall.

He tried to hide the writing board behind his knee.

She held out her hand.

He surrendered it.

She read what he had written, then said something that made him lower his head like a boy. She kept the board.

Rodrigo said, “He is yours?”

“He is my mother’s scribe.”

“Then he outranks fever?”

“He thinks so.”

“Many men do.”

“And you, Lord Rodrigo?”

“I have lost arguments with fever.”

She looked at him directly.

“You admit losing?”

“When the witness is still alive.”

She considered that. “A useful honesty.”

“It has saved me from worse lies.”

The words hung for a moment longer than courtesy required.

Then a disturbance rose near the east door.

One of Villalba’s lower toll clerks, a man named Ferrán, had entered with a rolled schedule and more confidence than rank permitted. He bowed to Rodrigo, then to Zahara, then to Idris, each bow shallower than the last.

Rodrigo knew him. Ferrán kept toll marks near the lower road and had a talent for adding small numbers where tired travelers were unlikely to challenge them.

Mendo stiffened.

“My lord,” Ferrán said, “I was told to bring the toll schedule for stranger passage.”

“You were told by whom?” Rodrigo asked.

Ferrán’s eyes flicked toward Mendo.

Mendo’s face did not help him.

“The usual custom, my lord.”

“Custom has no mouth. Who told you?”

Ferrán swallowed. “No one, my lord. I thought it prudent.”

“Then prudence has made you early and unwelcome.”

Ferrán tried to smile. “Only to prevent confusion.”

Zahara’s eyes had moved to the rolled schedule.

“May I see the confusion?” she asked.

Ferrán blinked.

Rodrigo held out his hand.

Ferrán gave him the schedule. Rodrigo passed it to Zahara without opening it.

That did more to silence the room than a shout would have.

Zahara unrolled the schedule on the table.

Idris stepped closer.

Mendo came around Rodrigo’s shoulder, already irritated.

Ferrán had written the ordinary tolls correctly at first: animals, pack loads, guarded chests, road use, mill crossing if required, market protection if staying beyond agreed nights. Then, beneath the proper lines, he had added three extra entries: surety for armed strangers, sealed-chest witness due, and extra guard due.

Zahara read slowly.

Then she read it again.

Her mouth remained calm.

“Surety for armed strangers,” she said.

Ferrán straightened. “A common caution.”

“Against whom?”

“My lady?”

“My guards have entered under witness, under my name, and under Lord Rodrigo’s protection. Against whom is the surety taken?”

Ferrán opened his hands. “It is merely wording.”

Zahara looked at Rodrigo. “In your land, do words collect silver?”

“When clerks write them near numbers,” Rodrigo said.

Mendo made a sound in his throat.

Zahara returned to the schedule.

“Sealed-chest witness due,” she said. “Who is paid this due?”

Ferrán looked at Rodrigo. “My lord’s officers.”

Rodrigo said nothing.

Zahara asked, “For what labor?”

“For lawful protection.”

“They are already protected under guest-right.”

“Additional guarding, my lady.”

“From whom?”

Ferrán’s face tightened.

Zahara tapped the third entry with one finger.

“Extra guard due. You charge us once because we are armed, once because we carry sealed chests, and once because your lord is honorable enough to keep guest-right.”

Ferrán’s cheeks flushed. “My lady misunderstands—”

“No,” she said.

One word.

Not loud.

The room stopped moving.

Zahara looked at the schedule, then at Mendo.

“Is this Villalba’s hand?”

Mendo’s jaw was hard. “No, my lady. It is Ferrán’s hand.”

Ferrán began, “I wrote under assumption of—”

Rodrigo turned his head.

Ferrán stopped.

Zahara looked back at the schedule. “Then Ferrán’s hand is expensive.”

A few Villalba servants lowered their eyes very quickly.

Zahara rolled the schedule and held it out to Rodrigo.

“He has not only insulted us,” she said. “He has endangered you.”

Ferrán stared.

Rodrigo took the roll.

“How?” he asked.

It was not challenge. It was invitation.

Zahara answered without hesitation.

“If we pay, a record exists that Villalba charged foreign guests beyond custom after receiving them under protection. If we refuse, he may claim we rejected lawful toll. If our sealed chests are opened under this line, your house becomes the place where my mother’s letters are exposed. If anything is missing later, suspicion has already been priced.”

Mendo looked at Ferrán as if measuring rope.

Rodrigo felt the same cold shape he had felt at the cut strap.

A smaller snare.

Or part of the same one.

He looked at Ferrán.

“Who asked you to write this?”

“No one, my lord.”

Rodrigo let silence work.

Ferrán’s face shone.

“No one,” he repeated.

Zahara watched him.

Rodrigo said, “You will sleep in the lower storeroom tonight under guard.”

Ferrán went pale. “My lord—”

“You will have bread, water, and time to remember whether no one has a name.”

“My lord, I meant no harm.”

“No. You meant silver. Harm came as company.”

Rodrigo gave the schedule to Mendo.

“Enter the false charges. Mark them void. Copy them twice.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“To whom will copies go?” Zahara asked.

Rodrigo looked at her. “One to your record. One to mine. One to the chapel.”

“That is three.”

“Villalba counts better than Ferrán.”

Ferrán was taken away.

The hall breathed again, but not as it had before. Villalba’s people had seen Zahara read a trap in three lines. The Kasa-Manden party had seen Rodrigo let her expose it before his own household. Neither fact was small.

Brother Esteban leaned toward Mendo and said quietly, “If more clerks were locked away before supper, the world might yet improve.”

Mendo muttered, “Do not tempt me.”

Rodrigo heard both and ignored them with discipline.

Later, after food had been cleared and the sealed chests placed under joint watch, Zahara stepped into the yard for air.

The sky had gone dark blue over the ridge. Torches burned near the gate. Villalba’s walls held the day’s heat poorly. Night came quickly to stone.

Rodrigo came out after her because the yard was still his responsibility and she remained under his protection. He stopped several paces away.

“My lady.”

She did not turn at once.

“Lord Rodrigo.”

“You corrected Ferrán cleanly.”

“He corrected himself. He only needed reading aloud.”

“He is not usually so generous.”

“Then perhaps I was fortunate.”

Rodrigo looked toward the lower road. “No. He was careless because he expected distance to make you dependent.”

“Many men mistake distance for weakness.”

“Do they?”

She turned then.

The torchlight found the gold at her veil and throat, then gave up trying to command the rest of her. Her face was calm, but not empty. She was tired. He saw that now. Deeply tired. Not defeated. Not fragile. Tired as a person becomes when rank requires composure long after the body has asked for mercy.

“They think a woman far from her father’s walls must accept whatever roof is offered,” Zahara said.

“Not in Villalba.”

“You say that before testing.”

“I say that because it is guest-right.”

“Guest-right is only as strong as the man who loses by keeping it.”

Rodrigo accepted that.

“Yes.”

She studied him.

“What do you lose by keeping it for us?”

“Perhaps nothing.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the truest one I have tonight.”

Her eyes remained on him.

At length she said, “You pray in your chapel.”

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“Enough.”

“Enough what?”

“Enough sense not to mistake myself for God.”

The answer seemed to settle somewhere in her.

“That is a rare prayer for a lord.”

“Then lords pray poorly.”

“Kings also.”

Rodrigo did not answer quickly.

The torches moved in the wind. Somewhere inside the hall, a man laughed, then stopped as if remembering where he was. A horse stamped in the stable. Farther off, one of the watchmen called the change of post.

Zahara looked toward the chapel roof.

“Your priest crossed himself when I corrected him.”

“He does that when words fail.”

“Do they fail him often?”

“Less often than they should.”

A smile touched her mouth, brief and real enough that Rodrigo looked away before he could be accused by his own mind of staring.

He had seen beautiful women before. He had been young once, though some days Villalba seemed to dispute it. Beauty did not confuse him. It moved through halls, drew songs, caused foolish men to spend coin and wiser men to keep distance.

This was not that.

Zahara’s beauty was obvious enough to be the least safe thing to notice first. Her mind was quicker than courtesy. Her dignity did not ask permission. Her faith sat under her words like stone under water. She was far from home and yet not displaced inside herself.

Rodrigo did not yet love her.

But something in him had understood that he would have to be careful.

Not because she was dangerous in the manner of enemies.

Because truth often was.

Zahara turned back to him.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we should inspect the cut strap and the warmed seal in full light. If the same hand touched both, it will have left the same habit.”

“Yes.”

“And Ferrán should be questioned before he sleeps too comfortably.”

“He will not.”

“Do not beat him before he names who paid him.”

Rodrigo’s brow moved.

“Do your people beat answers from clerks?” she asked.

“Only the ones we dislike.”

This time, the smile was smaller. Gone almost before it was born.

Zahara said, “I will hear his answer.”

“It is my land.”

“They were my mother’s letters and my company’s name.”

“That is true.”

“So I will hear his answer.”

Rodrigo looked at her, the woman under his protection, the princess far from her father’s court, the guest who had already seen traps in leather, wax, and ink.

Many men would have said no from habit.

Rodrigo disliked habit when it dressed itself as law.

“You will hear it,” he said.

“And it will be witnessed.”

“Yes.”

“And written.”

“Yes.”

“Fully?”

He looked at her.

“Fully,” he said.

Then she inclined her head and returned to the hall.

Rodrigo remained in the yard after she had gone.

At the gate, one of his men shifted watch position. Above the road, the stars came out cold and bright. Villalba slept badly when trouble entered under guest-right, but it did not sleep unguarded.

Rodrigo looked toward the south, where distance, dust, and unseen enemies lay.

The cut strap.
The warmed seal.
The false charges.
The testing attack three days east.
Four small things.

Small things were where larger crimes learned to walk.

He turned toward the chapel.

Before dawn, Ferrán would speak. Or refuse. Either way, his silence would be entered.

By name.

Rodrigo went inside to see the records secured.

Behind him, beyond stone and road and dark fields, the old gate held.

For one night more.
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​Chapter 3

​Blood on the Road
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Casualty note from Villalba road party:
Two dead of Villalba, one dead of Kasa-Manden, one mule killed, six men wounded, three shields broken, fourteen arrows recovered, and one sealed chest struck but not opened.
Ferrán remembered before dawn.

Fear had worked where pain had not been needed.

He had been given bread, water, a blanket, and a guard outside the lower storeroom. Rodrigo had ordered no beating. That unsettled the clerk more than fists would have. A man who expected pain could prepare himself for it. A man given silence had to sit alone with the size of his lie.

When Rodrigo entered, Ferrán was awake on the floor, knees drawn up, eyes red from either sleeplessness or prayer. Mendo came behind Rodrigo with a wax tablet. Zahara entered after him with Idris and one Kasa-Manden guard. Brother Esteban stood at the doorway because men lied less cheerfully when a priest watched their mouths.

Ferrán looked from Rodrigo to Zahara.

“My lord,” he said.

Rodrigo did not answer.

Ferrán swallowed. “My lady.”

Zahara stood still. She wore no jewels now except the cross at her throat. Her hair was covered in plain dark cloth. Without gold and court cloth, she looked no less royal. That seemed to trouble Ferrán.

Rodrigo let him look.

Then he said, “Name him.”

Ferrán’s mouth opened.

Closed.

Mendo set his stylus to the wax.

Ferrán stared at it.

“Name whom, my lord?”

Rodrigo looked at the steward.

Mendo began to write.

Ferrán heard the scratch and flinched.

Rodrigo said, “You wrote false charges without order. You placed them before guests under my protection. You made coin lines that could shame my house, expose sealed letters, and make lawful refusal appear rebellion. You did not think of all that by yourself.”

Ferrán’s lips had gone pale.

“I was told only that foreign parties often pay more to avoid delay.”

“By whom?”

“A road man.”

Rodrigo did not move.

Ferrán looked toward Brother Esteban, then away.

“He did not give a name.”

“Then give what he gave.”

“A cloak. Brown. Good wool. Not a poor man. He had two riders with him. They drank at the lower toll shed two nights before the princess came.”

Mendo wrote.

“He knew she was coming?” Zahara asked.

Ferrán’s eyes flicked to her.

“Yes, my lady.”

“Did he know my name?”

Ferrán hesitated.

Zahara stepped closer.

“Did he know my name?”

“He knew part of it.”

“What part?”

“He said Zahara.”

“And the rest?”

Ferrán’s shame looked smaller than his fear. “He called you the black princess.”

Idris made a sound low in his throat.

The Kasa-Manden guard’s fingers tightened on his spear.

Rodrigo turned his head once. The room obeyed.

Zahara did not blink.

“What did he want opened?” she asked.

Ferrán’s face pinched.

Rodrigo said, “Answer.”

“The chests.”

“Which chest?” Zahara asked.

“He did not say. He said foreign seals hide foreign tricks. He said if a chest opened under toll right, no one could fault Villalba for counting what entered.”

Mendo’s stylus dug harder.

Zahara’s voice stayed level. “How much did he pay you?”

Ferrán stared at the floor.

“How much?” Rodrigo asked.

“Six silver.”

Mendo stopped writing.

Brother Esteban closed his eyes.

Rodrigo looked at Ferrán as if the man had become a smaller thing.

“Six?”

Ferrán’s face crumpled. “My lord, I did not think—”

“No.”

Rodrigo’s voice was quiet.

“You did not.”

The clerk began to weep then. Not loudly. His shoulders shook. The sound did not move Rodrigo.

Zahara looked at Mendo. “Enter the amount.”

Mendo did.

Rodrigo said, “What mark did the man carry?”

Ferrán wiped his face with his sleeve.

“A yellow hawk. On one saddle cloth.”

Mendo looked up.

Brother Esteban opened his eyes.

Idris said, “You know it?”

Mendo spoke before Rodrigo did. “Cendón.”

Rodrigo’s face did not change, but something in the room tightened.

Zahara heard the change. “Who is Cendón?”

“A noble house east of the ridge,” Rodrigo said. “Proud when sober. Louder when not.”

“Friend to you?”

“No.”

“Enemy?”

“Not openly.”

“Those are sometimes worse.”

Rodrigo looked at Ferrán. “Where is the silver?”

Ferrán pointed to a loose floor stone near the wall.

Mendo went to it, lifted the stone with a knife, and removed a small cloth purse. He counted quickly.

Six silver.

Zahara
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