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Toledo, Kingdom of Castile 

Spring, 1201



Ada of Keyworth stared at the poppy pod, the one the apothecary rolled between his skeletal fingers. “What would you have me do for it?” she asked him in Arabic. 

Seated, Hamid al-Balansi lolled the pod in his palm, around and around. A halo of sunlight from the doorway at his back left his aged, bearded face in shadow. But she could see his voracious eyes and the arch of his rank smile. “When was your last taste, inglesa?”

She licked chapped lips. “Two evenings ago.”

“Ah,” Hamid said, his grin widening. “Without your ration, I do not envy your suffering come nightfall.” 

“Then don’t make me suffer. Give me the tincture.” 

“The question is not what I would have you do for it.” His sharp voice held none of the pity she sought. “Instead, I should ask what you are willing to do.”

The cramped alcove at the rear of the apothecary’s shop pressed closer around her. Ada cringed, the tapestry-lined walls threatening like ominous sentinels. Afternoon sunshine illuminated the ragged edges of the tapestry that covered the doorway, shining around it like a corona, polluting the air with the stench of dirty, heated wool. Seated on a scatter of worn brocade pillows, Ada hugged her knees and concentrated on the pale green seedpod. 

“Please.” The plaintive word grazed the parched tissue of her throat. “I have no money.”

“Worse than that, pretty one. You have debts. Bad debts to unsavory men.”

Panic caught fire in her chest, at war with the chills. “My debts are no concern of yours.” 

“Oh, but they are. If I give you the tincture for free, I keep you from asking for another loan.” When Hamid teased one of the pod’s seams with a ragged thumbnail, he released a drizzle of milky liquid. “Your creditors won’t appreciate my taking business away from them.”

“Do they have to know?” The grotesque little whisper hardly sounded like her. 

“They always know. These people you owe, they are the eyes and ears of Toledo—not the high-minded courtiers you count among your patrons.” He raised a bushy white eyebrow. “Why haven’t you asked Doña Valdedrona for the money you need?”

“She is at the Alcázar in Segovia with King Alfonso, and most of the household with her,” Ada said. “But even if she were here, I could never ask such a favor.”

“Yet you ask it of me. And you have nothing else to sell?”

She thought of the scrolls, the ones she had pilfered from amongst the belongings of Daniel of Morley, her mentor. The English scholar had helped her and Jacob find patronage with the Condesa de Valdedrona, then spent the better part of a year tutoring Ada in the half dozen languages of Iberia. A ragged bit of her conscience had not let her bring the man’s scrolls. They sat in a satchel in her room. Now she wished she had. 

“No. I have nothing.”

He laughed without mirth. “More’s the pity. We shall have to come to an agreement, you and me.”

His fingers steady and sure despite his age, Hamid picked up a bowl from the squat table at his knee and placed the poppy inside. With a mortar, he crushed the fragile, unripe pod until nothing remained but moss-green filaments bathed in creamy resin. He added two more pods, pulverized them, and sluiced wine over the mash. Deep burgundy muted to a paler shade in the bowl. After draining the liquid to a flask, he added pinches of cardamom and cloves. 

Ada absorbed the scene, taking in every familiar movement. She imagined tasting the foul, stinging tincture, feeling the blissful release of the opium. Soon. Soon, she would be free of the wicked torture of unending dreams, that terrible nightly spectacle. 

The only remaining matter was what Hamid would ask of her. She closed her eyes. A distant part of her mind—the part that hovered above the pain and the insatiable cravings—recalled a very different life. Ada of Keyworth, the scholar. The translator. The woman from England who had once lived for reasons other than opium. But what had those reasons been? She could no longer recall. That failing only added to her despair. 

And what would Jacob do when he found out? He had asked her to make one promise, one ridiculously harmless promise for her own safety. And she could not keep it.

Hamid capped the flask. The liquid sloshed as he shook it vigorously, the fluff of his shabby white beard shivering with the movement. Watching, waiting, Ada faced an unassailable truth. She lived in that bottle. She would do anything to have it. 

“And now the small matter of my fee,” he said. 

“Whatever you ask. I’ll find a way to pay.” 

His rodent grin sent frissons of fear up her arms—or was that the sickness? Anything but the sickness of withdrawal. 

If need be, she would stab the grizzled apothecary in the neck and steal his goods. She had killed once before, and memories of Sheriff Finch’s bloody end revisited her nightly. Finch’s ornamented dagger still dangled at her waist, the last item of value she possessed. But she could not part with the macabre souvenir, which she regarded now as a talisman against those who would do her further harm.

Tension curled in her muscles. She clutched the hilt. Patterns of inlaid jewels and raised scrollwork gouged her damp palm. One quick strike and Hamid would fall dead. One quick strike and she would steal every poppy in his shop.

Movement at the curtained doorway caught her attention. Two giant men in black robes swished the tapestry aside. The sunshine was blinding. She released the dagger to shield her eyes. When they dropped the faded wool into place, the burly guards stood at either side of Hamid’s bony limbs and parchment skin. 

And the flask was gone. 

“Where did it go? You said we could come to an agreement!”

“But our agreement had naught to do with murder,” he said, the dark pools of his eyes alighting on her dagger. “I felt you were liable to become unreasonable.”

Fingers, hands, arms—she could not stop shaking. “You know I need it.” 

Hamid pulled the flask from the folds of his white linen robe. He removed the cork and set it on the table at his knee. “Keep your peace, if you would. A hasty move might upset the table, and then your tincture will be no more.” 

“Please!”

Once she had been able to read people very well. Particularly men. She had read them like her beloved languages, knowing just what they needed to hear. But all she heard was a watery streak of hysteria in her voice.

“Here is my proposition,” he said. “Will you hear it?”

Struggling for a breath, she looked up at the stern guards with their impassive faces and broad shoulders. One wore a massive mace at his hip. They made the tiny alcove even more confining. Backed against the rear wall, she would not be able leave without their consent. 

But she had no desire to escape, not without the tonic.

“Yes, I’ll hear it,” she said flatly. 

For the first time, pity changed the old man’s withered features. His toothy grin faded. With steady hands Ada envied, he gestured to the open flask. An invitation. 

She snatched it from the table. Greedy swallows bathed her tongue in bitter, spiced wine, trailing a path of fire to her gut. The warm wash of opium soothed her tattered spirit and quelled the shakes. Warm. Floating and free. The price he would demand, how she would satisfy her next, inevitable appetite—none of it mattered.

As the tincture enveloped her senses, she smiled and retrieved the dagger from her belt. Holding onto that grim reminder was of no value. “For you. My payment.”

“Keep your blade, inglesa,” he said. “Where you’re going, you will need it.”

***
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HANDS CLASPED BEHIND his back, Gavriel de Marqueda followed two fellow men from the Order of Santiago. They walked deep into Toledo’s underbelly where the sun lost its way among dark holes and labyrinthine streets. He concentrated on the journey and eschewed the need to inquire after their destination. His novice-master, Gonzalo Pacheco, revealed nothing before he was ready to do so. Novices who asked questions only raised his ire. 

Gavriel would know soon enough. Working to dispel his unease, he breathed steadily through his nose despite the littered foulness of the alleyway. Returning to any city, especially one as large as Toledo, filled him with dread. An undercurrent of vice, sin, and violence spoke to him in a language he had struggled to forget. 

He belonged to the Order now—at least, he would after completing Pacheco’s final assignment.

Listening to footsteps in triplicate, he allowed the monotonous parade of sound to drown his misgivings. His place was one of submission now, and in submission, he would find peace.

Someday.

“I understand your gloom, brother,” said Fernán Garza, a fellow aspirant. He eyed the dank alley with his usual mixture of disdain and amusement. “To return to life fettered by these robes—I cannot bear it, not when we’re within reach of women and wine.”

Gavriel pulled the white linen of his hood to one side, glaring at his companion. “You would rather partake in the sin than rise above it?”

“Yes. And I’ll believe you a decidedly less interesting creature if you disagree with me.”

“I disagree with you,” Gavriel said.

“Ah, but what am I saying?” He rolled his eyes skyward and shook his head. “At Heaven’s door or in a beautiful woman’s arms, your foul temper would never abate. You’re an example of all that is tedious about our, shall I say, profession.”

Pacheco glanced back through the half-light of dusk, never breaking his powerful stride. “And you’re an example of why noblemen should keep from having more than three sons.”

“Master, my feet ache,” Fernán said, his voice that of an ill-mannered child. “Shall we have a brief respite?”

Stopping at the top of a stairwell, Pacheco’s white robes roiled around his legs. The red emblem of Santiago—a fleury cross tapering to the point of a sword—decorated the left side of his chest. He nodded toward an entrance at the foot of the stairs. “We shall take our rest down there. Inside.”

Gavriel eyed the scarred wooden door as he would an armed combatant. Whatever lay beyond that portal would serve as his final trial. One more task and he would prove himself worthy of the Order. Failure would mean expulsion. Expulsion would mean a return to life with the de Silvas—or his revenge against them. He shuddered as sweat beaded at the base of his neck.

“Lead the way, Gavriel.” Pacheco stared from beneath his white hood. “Unless you would rather forfeit your obligation.”

Accept. Submit. God’s will.

He nodded and descended the rough, crumbling steps. Splinters of shale slid beneath his boots, as did human refuse and slippery garbage. He scraped his palm along the stairwell to find his balance. Moist patches of rotting mortar gave way beneath his fingertips. 

“Fitting you should lead us, as this place seems in keeping with your disposition,” Fernán said. “Though when we’ve concluded our ministering, I should like to visit some happy place of love and verse—in keeping with my disposition.”

Gavriel turned at the base of the steps and threw back his hood. Two days of Fernán’s prattle on the road from Uclés would wear a hole in the patience of a saint—patience Gavriel worked hard to maintain. “Brother, I have taken a vow to abstain from violence—”

“Or else you’d likely cut out my tongue. I know. God grants small mercies.” 

Pacheco angled his head of cropped silver hair toward the door. “Proceed, both of you.”

With his fingers tensed on the rusted iron latch, Gavriel breathed deeply and prayed for fortitude. He knew this place. Rather, he knew places like this. Hidden from sight. Shrouded in lies and crime and hopelessness. Rife with temptation. 

He pushed open the heavy door. The brothel inside confirmed his darkest fears.

“Well, well,” said Fernán, peering over his shoulder. “Perhaps this is my sort of destination after all.”

Illuminated by meager torchlight, a score of women in varied states of undress lounged on pillows and sloping chairs. Men lingered with the harlots, ducking beneath low, irregularly spaced beams. The shadowed mess of garish colors contrasted with the dark streets outside. Finery and incense could not mask the underlying stink of unwashed bodies and sex. 

At the far end of the wide, windowless room, a man stooped on a raised platform. An olive-skinned girl wearing only a kirtle stood at his side. The man spoke in a clipped mash of languages—Castilian and Mozarabic, the vernacular of the underworld—and espoused the girl’s virtues. She had no family, no disease, no debts. Neither did she have her virginity, the man disclosed, but patrons lined the platform anyway, gold and morabetins in hand. Eyes closed, the girl swayed on the verge of collapse.

Merciful Lord. An auction.

Six brawny guards surrounded Gavriel and his companions, an offensive maneuver for close-quarter combat. He watched for weaknesses in their formation but found none. With the exit at his back, he felt confident in his ability to make a hasty escape—except for how Fernán whimpered and pressed close.

The largest of the six men drew a lustrous, engraved sword of Berber origin and barred their entrance. “What business have you here, Jacobeans?”

The blade glinted beneath the torchlight. What Gavriel would have given to grip that sword. But his hands were empty and his vows were heavy. He was an aspirant to a sacred order, an obstinate fact that had been much easier to remember while secluded in Uclés. Before any manner of belligerence, he was defenseless.

Pacheco pushed forward and addressed the lead guard. “Salamo Fayat is expecting us.”

The words were a key to unlock the human gauntlet. Five of the armed men dispersed. They blended with the shadows, tapestries, and patrons. The lead man sheathed his sword and offered Pacheco a curt bow. “This way, honored guests.”

Gavriel exchanged a quizzical glance with his fellow novice. Fernán smiled and said, “This is a greeting more befitting the Order, don’t you agree?” 

“At a brothel?”

“Pacheco has influence enough, and the Order has gold enough, to ensure everyone finds a happier afterlife. No wonder they welcome him.”

“I am curious,” Gavriel said with a heavy sigh. “Why would the owners of such a place want their clientele redeemed?”

“What would it matter to them? Sinners are easy to come by. Tomorrow there will be just as many eager to gain entrance.” Fernán grinned, his pale skin shining with sweat and oil and his eyes wide to the room’s delights. “Oh, that I could be one.”

Weaving a narrow path between the women and their patrons, edging nearer the auction platform, Gavriel followed the burly guard. He wished he had kept his hood in place, for he felt curious eyes walking over his face, neck, and hair, while his own curiosity swelled like a gorging tick. Waiting. Waiting for Pacheco’s decree. The brothel’s ominous temptations and his worries about the upcoming test crushed against his breastbone. The air vibrated with currents of lust and greed, the laughter of the damned.

“Stay near the platform,” Pacheco said before slipping into the crowd. 

Gavriel lost sight of the slender man’s silver hair where he disappeared into a rear alcove. Minutes passed, leaving him no choice but to confront the auction proceedings. The girl in the linen kirtle had been replaced by a young Moorish boy with skin like dark, oiled wood. He wore wrapped breeches and a neck manacle, his skittish eyes the size of eggs. A handful of murmured bids later and the boy was sold.

The hands Gavriel clasped at his back tensed and released, almost of their own accord. He stilled the anxious rhythm and fought a quick surge of nausea. Sweat slid between his shoulder blades. He was pressed on all sides by the heat of torches and bodies and wild memories. The urge to flee was nearly as strong as the urge to fight. 

“You are to choose one,” Pacheco said upon his return. “Each of you.”

Gavriel turned to him. Questions stuck in his mouth. But Fernán found no difficulty bridging the silence. “I have dearly missed the luxury of personal slaves since leaving my parents’ estate. Very thoughtful, Master.”

“This is your trial, Fernán, just as you are mine.” Pacheco’s black eyes narrowed and swiveled between his aspirants. “These souls are in desperate need of redemption. You will work with one to provide spiritual guidance. Turn them toward the Church. Help redeem them of their wicked ways, and you will pass your final test.”

A year spent within the confines of the Order and living by its doctrines had taught Gavriel not to disagree with Pacheco’s commands. His word determined if and when men passed their novitiates—the period of penance and trials before being accepted into the brotherhood. 

But oh, how Gavriel wanted to disagree.

The lines around Pacheco’s mouth deepened into trenches. “You fear this challenge, Gavriel. Why?”

Because I am not ready. 

For once, he wished Fernán would intervene with some inane drivel, but the man was busy assessing the next human offering. Gavriel exhaled through his nose and forced tense muscles to relax. He toughened his lies until they became the truth.

“I have no fear, Master.”

“Then choose one,” Pacheco said quietly. “It’s quite intimidating, I know, to look upon a sea of depraved faces and know that you can give such a gift to only one. How do you choose?”

Fernán rocked back on his heels, that idiot grin stretching his lips. “I, for one, will choose some terrible good-for-nothing. No sense busting my hopes on a near miss.” 

Pacheco scowled. “You will regard this challenge with great sincerity, or you will not be returning to Uclés.” 

“And how is this a threat?”

“Your father has indicated that you are no longer welcome at your family estate. As of last week, Uclés is your one and only home. Treat it with the respect it deserves.”

Fernán’s features drained of their scant color. He used a wide sleeve to mop the sheen of sweat from his forehead. “Well, then, that changes my standards considerably.” He turned toward the bulk of the room and addressed its seedy occupants. “Are there any virgins here? Virgins with an inclination toward study and prayer? And perhaps rudimentary husbandry skills?” 

Gavriel tugged on Fernán’s arm. “Stop it, you fool.”

“This isn’t working. Should I try speaking in Mozarabic?”

“You should try behaving as if you wear the Cross of St. James,” Pacheco said with unmistakable menace.

“Master,” Gavriel said. “What if the one I choose does not wish to accompany us?”

“This is a slave auction. What choice will they have?”

“You intend that the Order will own them?”

“Of course,” Pacheco said with a shrug. “Gavriel, you of all people should know this is no ordinary brothel. Make your selection and let us have done with this place. Now that our business in Toledo is concluded, we will return to Uclés tomorrow.”

Fernán nodded toward another Moorish young man who stood on the platform. “I’ll take him then. One’s as useless as another.” 

Pacheco placed the appropriate bids and purchased the slave. The stooping auctioneer led his most recent sale down the steps. Fernán looked the youth up and down, his expression twisted in a distasteful sneer. “I wonder if he even speaks Castilian.”

“You could ask him,” Pacheco said.

“Oh, the hassle this will be.”

A woman with fair skin followed the auctioneer to the center of the platform—a woman to stop the breath in Gavriel’s lungs. The muddied sounds of the brothel faded. Fashionably dressed in a deep blue linen gown decorated with fine embroidery, she surveyed the crowd of buyers with a placid look. No fear tainted her shadowed eyes. No tension contorted her muscles. No bitterness ruined the smile on her mouth. For all the world, she embodied the peace Gavriel had yet to find—this woman on the verge of bondage.

She rolled her eyes shut and licked her lips, head falling back. Unbound hair the same red-brown of ripened dates stretched to the curve of her waist. Gavriel imagined digging his hands into those silky strands and bending her body to his. Mouth dry, he choked on the image of transforming her look of peace into one of desire. Desire for him.

A quick glance revealed that animal hunger mirrored across dozens of faces. Fernán bathed her with a look of abject lust. “Can I change my mind?” he asked. 

The muscles in Gavriel’s arms and torso tensed. The nameless woman inspired more thoughts of sin than he had suffered in months. Lust. Envy. Wrath. He closed his eyes, breathless, but dark imaginings would not leave him be. Squeezing his fists until he thought his fingers would break, he prayed for strength—strength enough to hold his temper until she was gone, until temptation passed.

A loud commotion of shouts and drawn swords clamored from the entrance. Heads turned. The same six guards materialized out of the shadows and barred entrance to a young man with black, curling hair. Patrons around the auction platform backed away from the disorder, cramming bodies against bodies. One man elbowed Gavriel in the stomach. A woman screamed. 

And so did the man at the door. 

“Ada!”​​​
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Chapter Two
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The intruder, nothing more than a half-grown boy, dodged swinging swords—jumping first, then rolling clear. He scrambled between two guards and slipped like a fish from their grasp. Spinning once, he drew a pair of exotic, curved blades from their sheaths. Metal met metal as he defended against another guard—a man twice as wide and twice as slow. The boy caught his opponent’s sword between the curved blades and twisted, which sent the much heavier weapon to the ground. 

Gavriel watched the display with curiosity, admiration, and envy. Saints save him, mostly envy. He had not seen fighting skills of such refinement and grace in years, not since he last held a weapon. Young, agile, and calculating, the intruder fairly danced through his attackers. He disarmed them when possible and incapacitated them as a last resort.

Well, that was one difference. Gavriel had never hesitated to kill.

The brothel’s patrons bunched and shrank like sheep in a pen. Women screamed and covered their exposed bodies. Tucked into a shallow alcove, several musicians continued to play, as if oblivious to the threat. Or perhaps they were accustomed to a steady diet of violence and disruptions.

“This way,” Pacheco said, grabbing Fernán’s slave by the arm. “There’s a back door.”

Mouth agape but blessedly silent, Fernán tugged his slave’s arm and followed Pacheco’s lead toward safety. 

Gavriel did not move.

Another handful of guards emerged from secret places. Roused from sleep or maybe from a woman’s bed, one had forgotten his tunic but not his sword. Another strapping man picked up a piece of wood from a broken table and used it as an impromptu shield. The boy was outnumbered, and for what? 

Why? The girl at auction?

Gavriel found the woman rooted to the same spot on the platform. The boy’s desperate shout, the rolling waves of violence and fear—none of it had changed her placid expression. She idly reached a hand to the low beam ceiling. The stretch pulled her fitted bodice taut over her breasts. A private smile turned the corners of her lips as she teased loose a bit of crumbling plaster.

“Gavriel, we must leave. This is my command.” Pacheco’s thundercloud expression left no room for argument, but Gavriel offered one anyway.

“That boy stands eight to one.”

“Do not think of going to his aid.” Pacheco squinted, reddening with anger. “Do as you’re told, novice.”

Gavriel retrieved a fallen sword and stood ready to aid the boy, to defy his master. He tightened his fingers around the hilt and sank into a relaxed stance. The heft and weight of the weapon was a homecoming, more familiar than the billowing robes he wore. But the contrast gave him pause—that place where the white linen at his wrists draped over gleaming steel.

“You have responsibilities,” Pacheco said, his voice devoid of the previous flash of anger. Cold now. Threatening. “You made a vow—not to me, but to God.”

Yes. One of three vows. 

He would abstain from violence.

The second vow, obedience, pressed down on the backs of his hands. The sword grew twice as heavy, then heavier still, until it dropped from numb fingers. The muffled clang of metal against the swept earth floor rattled into his bones.

“Come away now.” Pacheco tugged his sleeve.

Atop the auction platform, the strange slave girl yelped. Surprise marred her peaceful features as a man grabbed her around the waist. Gavriel recognized him as one of the patrons who had been prepared to bid for her. The sleepy-eyed slave laughed, but when her captor did not relent, she struggled to escape his clutching arms.

“Ada!” The boy intruder fought past one more guard to within a body’s length of the platform. Blood stained his tunic. “Stop him!”

Gavriel jumped onto the platform without thought and thrust out his leg. 

The abductor and his comely treasure took a tumble, rolling down a trio of steps. Her arms and legs flailing beneath the man’s weight, the woman fought with unexpected zeal. She shrieked in an unfamiliar language and kicked free of entangling skirts, hooking a boot heel into his calf. He slapped her cheek with the back of his hand. 

But she would not be contained. 

She slammed a knee between his legs and thrust the howling man aside. On all fours, she scampered past fleeing patrons and screaming women to find the sword Gavriel had dropped. She stood, wiped a mess of tangled hair from her forehead, and raised the weapon in a convincing stance. Someone had taught her how to hold a blade. 

Perhaps the boy warrior who fought to reach her side. 

She began to laugh again and swayed to a rhythm the musicians had stopped playing. Her purloined sword dipped. Gavriel hopped off the platform, intent on pulling her from danger. 

“Down!” the boy shouted.

Gavriel dropped to the floor and dragged the woman with him. He flung aside her weapon. A squeal of metal sounded above their heads where the boy used his curving blades to deflect a dagger—a dagger aimed at Gavriel’s neck. The thwarted abductor wanted his prize back. Only two parries later, the man dropped dead beside Gavriel and the young woman he still held. 

She smiled up at their champion. “Jacob!” 

The boy named Jacob panted. A riot of sweaty black hair curled across his brows. He caught Gavriel’s eye. “Can you take her out the back?” he asked in Castilian, his accent thick and unfamiliar.

“Can you fight free on your own?”

Jacob only nodded, turning to defend against another guard. 

Gavriel hauled the woman to her feet and hoisted her over one shoulder. She fought him just as she had fought the eager patron. Wild limbs struck his back and kicked the air in front of his face. He squeezed tighter. Some detached part of his brain recognized the curve of her backside and the deep satisfaction of using his muscles to keep her close. 

Woman and man.

He flinched at the thought. Spongy pillows gave way beneath his feet as he picked through the messy brawl toward the rear exit. Although he wondered about the boy’s success against the armed hordes, he dared not look back. The temptation to exchange a flailing female for the cool power of a blade might be too great.

Pacheco and Fernán awaited him in the alley behind the brothel. The stench of fetid but temperate night air was a welcome change to the heated poison of smoke and perfume. Gavriel’s infuriated burden used the change of scene to renew her efforts. She pounded his back and scratched his neck with long nails. He pulled her from his shoulder. 

The woman landed with a hard thump on filthy cobblestones. She wheezed, her breath gone. Gavriel knelt and pressed his thumbs against two points at her throat, applying pressure until she collapsed. 

“You killed her!” Fernán gasped. 

“I did nothing of the sort. Now she rests.” He unfolded his long limbs and stood tall. “What happened to your slave?” 

“He escaped,” Fernán said, beaming. “Can you believe my luck? I think it means God has freed me from my obligation.”

“Hardly. We’ll discuss that later.” Pacheco stared at the motionless woman, eyebrows bunched together. “Who is she, Gavriel? And what are you doing with her?”

Jacob burst through the alcove door with a shout. He and Gavriel pushed the door closed and wedged it shut. Pounding fists echoed into the alley like a war cry. 

Picking up the woman in the midst of chaos had been one thing. Touching her again gave Gavriel pause. But the pounding fists did not relent. He steeled himself and lifted her limp body. 

“What is this about, niño?” he asked.

“No time,” Jacob said, breathless. “Run.”

***
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THROUGH TOLEDO’S WINDING cobblestone streets, where every surface was bathed in shadow, Jacob ben Asher split his attention between his unexpected companions. The silver-haired man led their ragged group, while the thin one stumbled behind him, his face a waxen gray color. The tallest of the three—the one who had tripped Ada’s captor and hauled her from that disgusting place—carried her over his shoulder. 

Jacob would have rather taken Ada back to the condesa’s palace, but he could not risk being caught. Not by the guards at the brothel. Not by los pedones, the city infantry. Upon finding a Jew alone with a dazed Christian woman after dark, they would not ask questions before detaining him. Or worse.

And as blood flowed from his collarbone, seeping under his tunic and down his chest, Jacob could not be certain of making it to the palace himself, let alone with Ada in tow. Pain gathered in a dull pulse and refused to be ignored.

He tensed his fingers around the hilt of his knives. The silver-haired man led them deeper into a part of the city Jacob had never explored. Worry escalated with every fatigued step. These men were members of a religious order. Their white robes emblazoned with red crosses and their closely cropped hair said as much. Whether knights or clergymen, he no more relished being subjected to their varied sense of justice and inherent prejudices than he did seeing Ada on that auction block. Bitterness welled beneath his ribs, making it hard to breathe. 

Foolish woman. 

They stopped before a large building, some blend of residence and place of worship. The exterior, although austere, was graceful and attractive. Brick and stone alternated up the high, sheer walls. Their creamy color glowed faintly in the darkness. A defensive wall ran around the second story, and wooden balconies scattered across the patchwork of windows and arched brick doorways. 

“This is one of our properties,” the silver-haired man said in Castilian, his black eyes intent on Jacob. “You and the girl are welcome to stay with us tonight.”

The design was Mudéjar—Moorish people who had long lived within Christian communities. Jacob wondered how these men had come to own a property they obviously had no hand in designing. Except, perhaps, for the bell tower. Christians added bell towers, and Moors added minarets. Like stamps of ownership.

“Who are you?” he asked, working his tongue around their words. Even after more than a year in Toledo, he claimed no genuine fluency. 

“I am Gonzalo Pacheco. This is Fernán Garza and Gavriel de Marqueda, two of my novices from the Order of Santiago. We are freyles clérgicos.” 

“Clergymen?” He glanced at the one called Gavriel whose height and strength hinted at a capacity for combat, not prayer and sacrifice. “You are not caballeros?”

“I understand your hesitancy,” Pacheco said, smiling. Whether because of circumstances or night shadows, the smile did nothing to reassure Jacob. “We have no intention of trying to convert you this evening—merely in tending the girl and your wounds.” 

Jacob flicked his eyes to armed men walking along the defensive wall. “I worry nothing of conversion.” 

Gavriel hiked Ada on his shoulder, her long hair trailing down his back. “We’ve had enough violence for one night, niño.”

Boy.

Jacob rubbed his tongue along the roof of his mouth. Once he had stood alongside Robin Hood and Will Scarlet—those legendary heroes of England. He had fought to bring low the villains who had imprisoned Ada and threatened the whole of Nottinghamshire. Jacob was a clever and worthy fighter, respected by those who knew him. 

With that litany running through his mind, he said, “I am called Jacob ben Asher, and I appreciate your generosity.”

A maze of corridors and a dozen inquisitive faces later, Jacob sat bare-chested on the floor of a private room. The austere space was in keeping with the dictates of a religious order. Pacheco sat at his side, bearing a tray of clean linen strips and a bowl of runny, milky salve. 

“I’m surprised you did not suffer worse,” he said, examining Jacob’s wounds.

“Master, why tend this Jew?” asked Fernán. The thin, sallow novice stood in the doorway to an adjoining room. His frightened expression had been replaced with contempt. 

“Although I disagree with his faith, he saved Gavriel’s life,” Pacheco said. “He deserves medical attention at the very least.”

“Gracias,” Jacob said quietly. He had known too many eager zealots who would have left him for dead in an alley. The aging Jacobean’s generosity eased his apprehension.

When the salve bit into the nasty slice on his upper arm, he clamped his lips together. The other, deeper gash just below his collarbone awaited treatment, but he would not give Fernán the satisfaction of seeing him cringe.

The tall one, Gavriel, patted a strip of cotton to the back of his own neck. Dark dots of blood colored the strip and stained his draping white hood. Jacob looked to where Ada lay prostrate on a simple cot. He wondered how much of the man’s flesh was embedded under her fingernails.

“Now explain yourself,” Gavriel said. “You took an unforgivable risk to your person, charging in as you did.”

“That is none of our business,” Pacheco said.

Jacob worked to keep pace with their conversation, their words a jumble in his brain. Ada was better versed in the Castilian language. No, she was a master. Truly gifted.

Gavriel loomed above where he and Pacheco sat, appearing more formidable than pious. “Master, his actions put us in danger. I for one would like to know why.” 

“Mind your tone, novice.” 

Gavriel dropped his gaze and muttered a thick-voiced apology. He turned to the room’s single window, hands clasped at his back. The stained glass was nearly opaque, but light from the room’s two torches reflected patterns of color across his face.

Pacheco exhaled a weary sigh and returned to Jacob’s wounds. “This one at your collarbone may require sutures. Do you have a physician who can attend you?”

“One of your own kind, no doubt,” said Fernán.

Jacob shook his head and ran an unsteady hand through his hair. Sweat had dried, curling the ends to the texture of straw. “Her Excellency’s physician is Christian.”

Pacheco raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

“The Condesa de Valdedrona. I was sent afield with her men and returned only this afternoon.” He glanced at Ada again, her skin pale as pale as the brothers’ robes. An impotent feeling of anger and sadness settled in his stomach. “I searched the palace, but Ada was missing again.”

“Missing?” Half of Gavriel’s face caught the torchlight. Half hid in the night shadows. “She’d been abducted?”

Jacob hissed as Pacheco probed the wound at his collarbone. He could endure pain of the flesh, but the pain Ada had caused burrowed deeper and was proving far more destructive. Life in Castile had aged him more than he cared to contemplate.

“No. Creo que...” He exhaled heavily, searching for the words. “I believe she was there by choice.”

Gavriel frowned. “Why?”

Meeting the man’s fathomless eyes was a challenge. Admitting the truth was almost impossible—a failure unlike any he had known. “She has a taste for opium.”

The three Jacobeans stilled. They exchanged soundless looks until, inevitably, they turned to Ada. She always seemed so peaceful when she slept, cradled by the drug—perhaps in compensation for the terror of her waking life. 

“And she was willing to sell herself to slavery?” Gavriel’s expression held none of the sympathy Jacob would have hoped for from a man of God. 

“Perhaps her debts are too many.” Months of unshed tears clotted in Jacob’s throat. This devotion did neither one of them any good. “I could not leave her in that place, a terrible fate. She would never break her promise, not when well. But when she is in the grip of the poppy, her choices are not her own.”

Pacheco tied the last of the dressings. “What is your connection to her?”

“We have both come from England and serve Doña Valdedrona. I am...her friend.”

“And more if you’d have your way, judío?” asked Fernán. “But she wouldn’t have you, would she?”

“Fernán.” Pacheco’s warning tone silenced him, but Fernán’s smile remained fixed and taunting—reminding Jacob that he had shed his weapons upon entering the Jacobeans’ house. Probably for the best. “We’ll offer what assistance we can and deliver you both to Doña Valdedrona’s residence here in Toledo.”

“No, no—please,” Jacob said.

“Your pardon?”

Jacob stood and pulled on his tunic and mail, his mind turning. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. The ragged scratch of fatigue and grief pressed back. He was far too tired to take care of her any longer.

The solution was a good one. She would never forgive him, but perhaps she would live and grow strong and escape this terrible half-life. 

“I beg you,” he said quietly. “Take her with you.”

***
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GAVRIEL HAD BEEN STUDYING Ada’s peaceful face and revisiting the violence he had felt in the brothel—that black and deadly surge. He had not held a sword in a year. He missed it, just as he lamented the loss of power, status, and authority that had been his.

But young Jacob’s request snatched him from that picture of false peace. “What?”

“You are brothers of the Order of Santiago.” Jacob met each man’s gaze in turn. “And your monastery is to the east, in Uclés, sí?”

Pacheco nodded. “That is correct.”

“Please, take her with you.”

Old fears slithered over Gavriel’s skin. The girl was dangerous. “Absolutely not.”

Jacob drew back his shoulders, a motion that must have aggravated the wound at his collarbone. But he stood straight to look Gavriel in the eye. “You owe me a debt of life.” 

“Your actions put us in danger in the first place.” 

“I saved you,” Jacob said. “Pay me in return by saving her.”

“You’re not able?”

Those same proud shoulders slumped forward. “I...I try. All that I can think and do—it falls short.” The boy no longer aimed his pleading gaze at Pacheco or Fernán. Only at Gavriel. “I ask for her sake.” 

“No.” 

Jacob curled his hands into fists. “You turn on a soul in need? What manner of man are you? What manner of Christian servant are you?”

Fernán snorted. “More than you can claim, judío.”

The boy leapt. Colliding with Fernán and falling to the ground, the weight of their bodies broke a chair into a heap of splintered timber. Jacob grunted and landed a solid punch before Gavriel and Pacheco hauled him up. 

Jacob sputtered planted his boot in Fernán’s side. “I will kill him!” 

Gavriel squeezed the back of Jacob’s neck until he calmed. “And I’ll pretend I didn’t hear you say that. The magistrate would not take kindly to a Jew making such a threat.”

Struggling to his feet, Fernán wiped blood from his mouth. “I want him jailed.”

Pacheco raised a hand. “Enough, Fernán. The boy is distressed, and you test the steadiest souls.” 

Fernán spit and dabbed his lips with shaking fingers, then looked around to wipe them on something other than his robes. “Oh, go ahead and take her, Gavriel. What’s the worst that could happen? She’s a senseless, voluptuous, completely vulnerable woman who’ll depend on your care for all the hours of the day and night.” He snickered, but his body was still cowed. “That’s hardly a challenge at all.”

“I can let him finish what he started,” Gavriel said. “I doubt the outcome would be in your favor.”

Pacheco stepped between them. His age, authority, and a single cautionary look quelled the fight. “You behave like squabbling children, not Jacobeans.” He pointed to the adjoining room. “Fernán, leave us.”

Gavriel released Jacob and bowed his head. The brief violence had only delayed their master’s decision. 

“I ask that you go to Doña Valdedrona’s estate,” Pacheco said to Jacob. “I’ll arrange an escort of knights for you. Return with the girl’s personal effects, and we will discuss her care in the morning, when tempers have cooled.”

Jacob nodded, still flushed, his eyes keen. He pulled on his boots and strapped a belt around his waist. He left the room after one last glance toward the woman on the cot.

“Master.” Head still bowed, Gavriel struggled for calm. “Master, tell me what to do.”

“She will be your responsibility now.”

A judgment. A sentence. Not for the first time, he thought that exile would have been the wiser choice. This life of sacrifice and restraint was far too grueling.

“And if I cannot?”

“You will,” Pacheco said firmly. “And we both know the consequences if you do not.”​​​
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Chapter Three
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Ada awoke in the back of a cart. Her head rattled as fiercely as the rickety wheels. Her stomach tightened, that place where hunger met nausea, but she thought she would never be able to use her sticky, swollen tongue again. The side of her face ached with a bruise the size of a fat, ripe olive. 

She sat up, her joints and muscles stiff. Squinting against the sun, she saw a gray donkey pulling the cart. Two men riding ahead on horseback wore white robes. The one holding the donkey’s tether might not have needed reins; he rode his animal with graceful ease. His tall, lean body absorbed every movement of the horse’s plodding steps. The other man, however, fought his mount with stiff and jerking movements. 

Toledo was nowhere to be seen. The jagged mountains that bounded the city looked like pale blue teeth, far behind her on the horizon. Limitless grasslands stretched wide, broken only by dots of windmills, the occasional cluster of distant sheep, and the banks of the Tagus River. Its waters ran quietly beneath the bright spring sun. 

Where was Jacob? The previous night’s events were a blur of colors and melodies punctuated with bright moments of fear and anger. More nightmares. They seeped into every breath, even when she abandoned herself to the throes of the tincture. She would never escape if they followed even to that otherworldly place.

But she distinctly remembered Jacob. He would help her banish the headache that throbbed like goblet drums.

“Jacob?” His name stuck on her tongue. She cleared her throat. “Jacob, where are you?”

Overly loud, her rusty voice croaked across the wind-stirred mesa. The horse carrying the awkward man shied and reared, casually tossing its rider.

“Fernán,” said a third man, also on horseback at the rear of the cart. “Other horses would ride your mount better than you do.”

Tired and disoriented, Ada worked to keep up with his use of the Romance language. A Castilian dialect. Well educated.

“But he’s a gelding, Master,” said the man called Fernán. “The beast should enjoy my slight imposition a great deal more than that of a randy stud.” He stood and dusted half the road from his robes. With a hand pressed to his lower back, he walked toward the spooked horse. “Could you assist me, please?”

The tall man, surely a knight, pulled on the reins and brought his horse and the donkey to a halt. He swung gracefully to the ground. The flat, endless expanse of the Ocaña Mesa made whole towns appear small and insignificant, but even against that inhospitable landscape, he looked intimidating. White robes did nothing to soften the hard lines of his face. Closely cropped hair as dark as kohl shone with highlights of red and amber, burnished by the rising sun.

“You’ve been thrown three times now,” he said without sympathy. “Why don’t you ride with the woman?”

“In a cart? Pulled by a donkey?” Fernán straightened his body with a jester’s false dignity. “I’m still a man.”

“Then sit a horse like one.”

“Spoken with the patience and charity of a true man of God, Gavriel.”

Gavriel. That man.

“Hello? Pardon me, but where is Jacob?”

All three men turned quizzical looks her way. She had used English. Few people on the Peninsula spoke English, and these holy men showed no signs of comprehension. She tried the question again in Romance, using their Castilian dialect. “Dónde está Jacob?”

Gavriel boosted Fernán back onto the horse and tugged the reins, looping them around his own saddle’s pommel. One burden discharged—for that was how he stalked about, a man burdened by a great weight—he turned to Ada. “Your friend Jacob is on his way to the capital.”

To make sense of the words, she pushed aside the details of his body: the breadth of his muscled shoulders, the intensity of his dark brown eyes, and the unexpected glint of anger she found there. “To Segovia?” she asked.

“Doña Valdedrona is at court with King Alfonso, and Jacob went there to meet her.”

Betrayal like a shard of glass sliced into her heart. Loyal, steadfast, and adoring, Jacob had been her only true friend in Toledo. Most were suspicious of her education and talent for languages, while others thought to use her for their ends. She had balanced them all to gain favor with the widowed condesa, relying on Jacob as her trustworthy confidant. 

And when the thirst for another sip of the tincture got the better of her, she could rely on his caring and discretion.

That he could abandon her for the beautiful young noblewoman, leaving Ada to these men, smacked of the treason her sister had committed—Meg, who had chosen Will Scarlet over her own flesh and blood. 

But if Jacob thought to treat her so cruelly, she would leave him behind as easily as they had England. She owed him nothing.

“Now I know where Jacob is,” she said tightly. “But where are we? And who are you?”

“We’re clergy from the Order of Santiago, on the road to Uclés,” Gavriel said. “To your new home.”

“Are you mad?”

“Keep your voice down, mujer.”

The warm spring wind tossed hair in front of her eyes. She swiped it back. Her fingers caught in tangles and snarls. “My home is at Her Excellency’s residence in Toledo. My belongings are there, and I demand to be returned at once.”

“Your belongings are with you in the cart,” he said. “And we’re not returning to Toledo.”

“This is an outrage!”

He lifted a black brow. Some men would have accompanied the move with a smile or smirk. His face hardly shifted. He only pinned her with a steady stare. “I wonder, where would ‘home’ be today had Jacob not saved you from the auction?”

The auction. Memories and fears and wants crowded back like a flood. Humiliation chilled her skin but ran hot through her blood. 

“Have none of you a shred of kindness?”

Gavriel regarded her as would a statue. The elderly man shook his head, a mask of pity shrouding his aging features. “This is for your own good, child,” he said.

“More like, she brought this on herself.” Gavriel stepped closer to the cart, his white robes snapping like an unfurled sail. “Before the week is out, you’ll bear much worse.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your boy Jacob will come for you in a month. My task is to ensure that you are safe and free of the opium by the time he returns.”

No opium. No release. Only the terrible pains of withdrawal and the desolation of failure when she succumbed again—always succumbing, because the alternative was simply too terrible. 

“You cannot do this!”

“I intend to,” Gavriel said, “with or without your cooperation.” 

“You would keep me captive?”

“I’ll be a kinder master than any who would’ve had you last night.”

She shot to her feet in the cart, but two hands as hard as iron clamped her shoulders. For the span of a lightening flash, they were face to face. Like his hair, his eyes contained flecks of other colors—colors of sunset and the high plateau. In those eyes, she saw no glint of sympathy or kindness. Only more anger. 

A looking glass. The reflection was a rage as deep as her own. 

She smoothed her features to match his blank expression, then glanced to where fluttering white linen met the tanned skin of his neck. She licked her lips. 

And then she was back in the cart, thrust down by powerful arms. Her backside met wood. She grimaced, but a grin snuck over her mouth. He was not so impassive after all. 

“We should arrive at Yepes by nightfall, halfway to Uclés. Sit in silence or be bound and gagged.” Gavriel stepped back and sketched a mocking bow, one at odds with his stoic face. “Those are your choices.”

Ada glared at each man in turn before resting her scowl on the back of Gavriel’s shorn head. He urged the horses to continue an eastward trudge, and she gripped the hilt of her dagger.

***
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HE RODE AHEAD OF THE others, back straight and eyes on the endless horizon. His agitated mind, however, returned to Ada like a thirsty animal to a stream. Queens regarded their subjects with less hauteur than she did. But unlike a subject, Gavriel was not obliged to lower his gaze or obey her dictates. 

Resentment boiled in his body. Every piece of him rebelled against the task Pacheco had assigned. He would need to live with the burden or risk being cast back into the world where his need for revenge would reign unchecked. The Order stood between Gavriel and doing murder.

His vows had been much easier to keep at Uclés. Except she would be there too, bringing with her all of the temptations life had to offer.

No. The drowned rat of a woman was just short of a harlot, no matter her fine clothes and patrons. Scrubbed of the opiate, her blue eyes held none of the intoxicating peace he had envied. It had been a lie. She was a woman torn by vice, and the spell she had woven around him at the brothel was thankfully broken. 

He inhaled deeply. He would obey his master and do right by Ada—no matter her reluctance—and take his place as a Jacobean.

With Fernán marginally in control of his mount and Ada momentarily accepting her confinement, the small party resumed its journey. The plateau stretched east ahead of them, bleached of every color except parched brown earth and pale scrub grass. 

How different from where Gavriel was raised in Marqueda, a small city in León, the kingdom just west of Castile. Temperate and green, Marqueda supported lush vineyards and citrus and olive orchards. This place was nothing of the kind. Seated high on his mount, dwarfed by an endless sky and flat land, he felt exposed and restless.

He topped a slight rise and gazed on the shallow valley below. In the far distance, a caravan of merchants plodded eastward. Men on horseback flanked three ponderous wagons. Drivers kept their horses and donkeys moving at a slow if steady pace. Sunlight twinkled off
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