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There is a law of stern Necessity, the immemorial ordinance of the gods made fast forever, bravely sworn and sealed: should any Spirit, born to enduring life, be fouled with sin of slaughter, or transgress by disputation, perjured and forsworn, three times ten thousand years that soul shall wander an outcast from Felicity, condemned to mortal being, and in diverse shapes with interchange of hardship go his ways. The Heavens force him headlong to the Sea; and vomited from the Sea, dry land receives him, but flings [him] unwanted to the burning Sun; from there, to the heavenly vortex backward thrown, he makes from host to host, by all abhorred.

—Empedocles

Life is warfare and a journey far from home.

—Marcus Aurelius
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Chapter 1 
[image: ] The Horse

The first thing the girl noticed about the horse was that it had never been shod, or, if it had, such season stood so far into the past that the animal’s hoofprints in the soil of the vega had become indistinguishable from those of a wild horse. Yet the beast was a gelding. Someone had cut it. This, the girl thought, made no sense. Clearly the animal had belonged to one who had meant to employ it in concert or competition with other horses. Otherwise, why geld it? Neither the girl nor the other children could reckon an explanation for this anomaly.

The beast was feral now, and starving. There were lions in the mountains, and wolves, hungry as so many creatures in the years of famine and drought. The horse did not climb to the Alta Loma for fear of these predators. Nor was pasturage ample even in this high country. Where the blue grama grass and other native forage had flourished in earlier seasons, this had been bleached away by months of sun and wind.

The girl tracked the horse. She had learned the trails and traces by which it descended from the parched highlands. Hunger and thirst compelled the animal down-valley, among the settlements of men.

It is unnatural, the girl knew, for a horse to hold itself apart and alone. Horses are herd animals; each seeks the company and comfort of its kind. This one was different. If you trailed it for part of a morning, as certain of the children of San Marcos and the other river towns did out of curiosity and for sport, you would see it move apart from any living thing that approached. Even a rododora, a tumbleweed on the wind, would make it shy off.

Yet, gaunt as it was, the horse possessed power. Its conformation was more like an Arabian than an Andalusian or a Paso Fino, with a long neck, a broad chest, and powerful hindquarters. This was a mount, the riding masters might say, that was built for impulsion or “push.”

The children of the valley teased the girl over her fascination with this orphan. They called it “Mariah’s horse” and giggled, declaring that she was in love with it. The boys advanced imaginary rewards for the animal’s capture and made jests of the fee the carniceros would proffer for the meat on its bones. Once, to torment the girl, a band of children tried to catch the beast for slaughter. They rigged a rope enclosure across a rift in a foothill wall and, setting fire to the parched grass in a wide circle roundabout, while adding their own shouts and cries, drove the horse into this trap. The horse stumbled momentarily when its left foreleg plunged among ground broken by a colony of burrows. It recovered its footing at once and, turning about to face its would-be captors, bit at them, driving them back, and made good its escape.

The children swore later, when their fathers had marched them into town to the priest to perform penance for their cruelty, that, up close with the horse, they had noted on its chest and flanks a number of scars, some from the claws of lions or bears, they believed, and others, the children testified, that appeared to be the produce of sabers or lances or even musket balls.

The horse was a chestnut with a white blaze. Upon its right shoulder, where the leg starts down, the children declared they had noticed a faded brand in the shape either of the Cross of San Julian or the letter X, though the mark was so worn with time and faded from the sun that none could say for sure that it was not the produce of some wound or natural disfigurement. The children guessed the horse’s age at between ten and thirteen years. They based this on the wear of its teeth.





Chapter 2 
[image: ] The Valley

The valley in which the horse ranged was constituted of three topographical regions.

Across the floor—the fertile, rolling vega—lay the ranches and haciendas of the great grant holders and landed gentry. A two-wagon highway, the Camino del Valle, ran beside the river, sometimes on the western bank, where the land was level, at other places spanning the watercourse by means of stone-founded bridges to flat country on the other side. These spans, the priests taught, had been built many centuries past by the legions of Rome, for whom the region had been a province of their empire—Hispania Citerior, Nearer Spain. The valley had been a recruiting center to which youths of all Iberia trekked, and even some of Gaul, Germania, and even the city-states of Greece, seeking to enroll themselves beneath the eagle. One could see still, carved upon these bridges’ foundation stones,

LEG VI FER

for the Sixth Legion Ferrata, and

LEG X FRE

for the Tenth Legion Fretensis.

Mounting the slopes above the valley floor were the foothills, called El Medio—the Middle Ground. Here, scattered at intervals across the upland vales, lay the farmsteads and woodlots of those who served the great ranches or supplied them with produce and fodder. The hills were watered by springs and acequias—irrigation channels—of Moorish antiquity, when the sons of Mahomet ruled Spain, and Andalusia was called Al-Andalus. Most were so narrow a child could leap them. One great channel, the Acequia Madre (Mother Ditch), ran the length of the valley, feeding tributary rills that branched out to the farms and ranches of the poor.

The great landed establishments flanking the river were white-walled and red-tile-roofed, wooded in sycamore and mountain elm planted centuries past in great rows for shade and as windbreaks. Upon slopes baked by the sun stood groves of olive and walnut, lemon and clementina. Mulberry plantations, upon whose leaves fed the silkworms whose labor produced much of the valley’s wealth, spread for miles in the sun. Above these, on hills seared to gold, throve the great wild oaks, to whom drought meant nothing.

The valley was horse country. Trek down any lane; beyond fence lines of stone or piñonero pine, the eye would take in, one upon another, well-ordered horse barns, riding rings, and training fields. The great families bred racing stock and cavalry mounts. Even the most impoverished landsman of the Medio kept a mare or two of hopeful bloodlines, for the dream of birthing one day a foal of quality.

The third region was the high country, the Alta Loma. Here lay the haunts of spirits and wild beasts. The horse did not venture into this precinct. Lower down, he feared the farmers and the poor croppers of the foothills. These, especially the boys and youths of the mean establishments, looked upon everything wild as game to be hunted and chased or tormented for sport.

The horse knew these youths by sight and smell. At night he would venture to the Mother Ditch. He watered only at places that possessed a downhill runway for flight. The horse never used the same spot twice. There was one pack of wolves whose territory ran from the northern bends of the river, the Guadalquivir, to the vale that opened onto the Córdoba Road. The pack passed through the valley once every four weeks, always at the dark of the moon. The horse knew the hour of this passage by scenting the fading stink of their tracks from the pack’s previous transit. On these nights, the horse braved the hazards down-valley. He passed the hours of fear among the margins of the great ranches, where the wolves would not follow.

The girl knew all the horse’s haunts and habits. She tracked him at every chance—slipping away from her father and brothers while they slept—barefoot, armed with only a sickle. Had the animal, she wondered, been captured by some rancher or breeder years past, who had treated him with cruelty? Had he fled and become wild? What privation did the horse experience now, alone and always in fear?

The girl left apples for the horse when she chanced to see him. Her practice was to set two in a line, atop stones or fence posts or even on bare ground, while she herself took up a position, seated or kneeling, with the third piece of fruit on a post or stone beside her. The girl hoped the horse would take the first manzana, then the second, and finally come to her. And upon several occasions, the animal seemed on the instant of doing just this. But each time the inopportune appearance of other children or youths of the Medio spooked the horse and drove him off.

The girl was certain that the horse recognized her. She was to it, she was convinced, not just another maid of the country. But the horse lived with such fear, it seemed, that neither affection nor curiosity—if indeed the beast felt these for the child—could overcome its wariness and reserve. Each time it encountered the child, it stood still, ears high and nostrils wide. If the girl advanced half a step in its direction, the horse shied a matching distance. The horse’s gait, the girl remarked, was crooked. It could not trot or even walk with a straight spine, but its hindquarters inclined to the left, so that its tracks in the dust seemed almost to be the marks of two animals, one of the left and one of the right.

“No,” the girl’s father declared before the child could ask. “We cannot support an infirm animal. Let the poor creature be. This one,” he said, “is for the carniceros.”





Chapter 3 
[image: ] The King

In Spain all land belonged to the king. Where you saw a great establishment, with fields and stables and orchards and even its own church, this was a reo pasalte, a grant from the Crown. Some such tracts were the size of entire regions, encompassing mountain ranges and grasslands and river valleys. They were provinces, in scale if not in name.

The holder of such a royal grant was called a don. He was addressed, with great deference, as “Don Sebastian” or “Don Eugenio.” His wife, the matron of the grant, was “La Doña.” In this corner of Andalusia, to pronounce doña was the same, almost, as saying “queen.”

It was the obligation of each grant holder to cede yearly tribute to the Crown. This contribution took the form of grain and olive oil, timber, cattle and livestock, as well as copper and tin, gold and silver, both in ingot form and as coin. Works of art and weapons of war constituted no mean portion of this tributo anual—morion helmets and breastplates, swords of Toledo steel, miquelet muskets inlaid in silver, along with master leatherwork, saddles and vests, jerkins and surcoats; as well as woven goods, paintings, sculpture, fine jewelry and vesselwork, and gowns of brocade and lace.

Tribute came also in the form of men—princes to serve as officers in the king’s corps-at-arms, as well as companies of trained grenadiers and pikemen, often mercenaries imported from alien lands and paid for by the great landowners, as well as serving men to support the siege train and, when occasion demanded, even to take their place in the line of battle.

Tribute came, as well, in the form of horses.

The word for “blood” in Spanish is sangre. In the Holy Mother Church, Sangre de Cristo is the ultimate earthly expression of dearness to God. But sangre possesses a second meaning, one which, as some of bold tongue might say, supersedes the former. This is the bloodline of great horses.

The peoples of Andalusia, of Córdoba and Almería, Sevilla and Granada, lived for their horses. This was their pride. The stables of Don Sebastian of Linares provided to His Catholic Majesty’s service in two years, as attested by the historian Almarado de Nuevida, twenty-seven hundred trained cavalry mounts in fourteen squadrons, with officers to the rank of colonel, cavalrymen with all their arms and equipment, grooms, stewards, and veterinary masters attached.

Each great don, and the state or region he represented, stood in an order of esteem in the king’s establishment. Don Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, known as El Gran Capitan, occupied the post of primacy. It was his honor to stand as the king’s surrogate both in conflicts at home and as his supreme commander and viceroy in affairs, both military and political, abroad. The don’s primary mount, the ungelded stallion La Luz del Mundo, stood seventeen hands high and was valued, even at twenty-two years of age, at the worth of a medium-sized city.





Chapter 4 
[image: ] The Right Hand of God

“My child, go fetch the iron man.”

This was the girl’s father calling to her. His gesture, from the shelf of the farm steading, indicated the trace that wound up the long, sere slope to the overhill village of San Ardo. “It is time, again, that he whetted our hatchets and trowels.”

The “iron man” was a sharpener of blades. He ranged the territory with his cart and his whetstones. Housedames welcomed the fellow’s visits, twice a year, as he favored them with news and novelties of the villages and cities of his ramblings.

It was the iron man’s practice to set up camp at one central farmstead and abide as long as four or five days, honing the edges of the tools and implements of the freeholdings roundabout. The women brought him loaves and cakes, while their husbands and sons lingered about the man’s campfire into the evening, trading yarns and gossip.

The girl Mariah, however, was made uneasy by this fellow. “Must it be me, Father?”

“Do as I say, mija. Your brothers have work to do.”

“But he scares me, Papi!”

The father smiled, watching his daughter’s jaw set. She was making her peace, he knew, with this disagreeable errand. Perhaps as she tramps the Alta Loma, the father thought, she will catch a glimpse of her wild chestnut. That will make her happy.

The father’s rancho lay at the seam of the Medio and the Alta Loma. These were the borderlands the outcast horse favored. “Take bread and cheese,” the father instructed. “And a skin for the old man’s thirst.”

The father knew that the iron man’s manner could be odd and unsettling. His winters appeared to be about fifty. His sight was failing. He was prone to fits of mania, within which he would conduct monologues of violent drama and urgency, in converse only with himself or some unseen entity. The father understood that fetching the iron man would be a trial for his daughter. But his axes had grown dull beyond anything he himself could make keen. Someone must seek out the iron man and lead him to this precinct.

“Can I at least take the dog?”

“Take him, yes. And your sickle. Tell the iron man to give it an edge.”

The sickle had been made by the iron man himself at the father’s request for the girl. It was a folding piece, with a blade of steel and a handle of elk horn. In years past, a man or even a child thought nothing of trekking twenty miles across vale and highland, barefoot or shod in rope-soled sandals, carrying nothing but a bark bag and a hand jug. But in recent seasons brigands, or simply men made desperate by the times, had come to infest the isolated tracks that crossed the high country. So, the sickle.

The girl set out. The dog ranged ahead. The time was the hora azul, that hour that is no longer night but not yet dawn. The child counted the ridgelines as she climbed. She could see the face of the distant Sierra Morena now, yet deep in shadow, but beginning to dazzle as the mounting sun lit the serrated summits. In her imagination she began to worry about the return journey alongside the iron man. What would she say to him? She did not even know his name or his history, other than the rumored accounts, prattled about among his customers of the Medio, that he had been a soldier-for-hire before turning to the trade of ironwork—and that he possessed some acquaintance of horses and mounted warfare.

The iron man traveled with a three-legged cat and a runt jackass. The ass pulled his cart. The cart held all the man possessed—pumice and oil, whetstones, grinding powders, two treadle wheels, and a portable forge, as well as his own necessaries, from the tent fly he camped beneath in all weathers to the bright, colorful pennants he erected when he set up shop upon a slope or beneath a live oak to flutter gaily, advertising his presence and his readiness for custom.

Three-quarters of an hour into her trek, the girl came to the first wide crest that opened out over the full valley. Her hound’s ears shot up; its tail flicked excitedly. It had scented something. The dog glanced once back to the girl, let out a sharp yelp, then bolted over the rim. The girl climbed with long strides after him. The trace beneath her feet was cut with the fresh hoofprints of many horses. Near the crest, the track was strewn with droppings so fresh that steam rose off their mounded piles.

The girl could see the cavalry riders now. Boys and young men mostly, from the down-valley ranches. They rode ponies and farm horses, bareback and bareheaded, in wide-sleeved shirts with jerkins to simulate light armor. They carried practice lances of ash and ironwood, which they pinned fast under their right armpits or clutched in one hand at the balance point as they galloped. The girl waved and the riders waved back. Perhaps her orphan horse was near, she hoped, drawn by others of his kind.

The boy riders drew up in an uneven line atop the ridge crest. The massif of the Sierra Morena flared dazzling, many miles distant, behind them. Several in the foremost rank were pointing with excitement down the slope before them. The girl turned in that direction. From the hollow below, perhaps two furlongs away, ascended into view a second mounted formation of about the same number as the corps of boys—this one in a column of fours constituted of grown men and trained warhorses.

The lads whooped as the approaching formation deployed into a skirmish line and advanced at a walk up the slope. The men wore armor and carried undressed lances. The youths hooted and gestured in challenge with their practice staffs. They too formed up, though raggedly, into a fighting front.

The girl recognized the grown men’s comandante. His name was Philippe Andrell. He was a don of fourteen thousand hectares and a cousin of the king. The river towns all fell within his province. His charger, a black ungelded stallion, was named La Mano Derecha de Dios, the Right Hand of God, though he was called simply La Mano by the people. This was a warhorse equal to any in Spain—the pride not just of Andalusia but of all the provinces within a day’s ride of the sea.

Don Philippe and his knights rode in the dashing jinete style, with short stirrups and bent knees, adopted from the Arabs with whom these men of Al-Andalus had fought for hundreds of years. The don rode in light armor, eschewing gorget and greaves, but maintaining breastplate and morion helmet. His mount bore a breastplate and cheekpieces, surmounted by a plumed headdress. Across the field, the boys in their game wheeled and drew rein. Their bravado displayed itself in whistles and shouted dares.

Two knights flanked His Excellency Don Philippe, each mounted on a superlative charger. The company of lancers formed up, facing the boys at a distance, now, of about a furlong. The girl could see the young men’s leader, a bareheaded lad and the only rider among the youths who possessed a saddle, seeking to rally his company. She could not hear his words, with the distance and the wind.

Suddenly the grown men elevated their lances and charged. The girl’s dog had been capering about the interval between the formations. At once it scampered clear. The girl felt the earth tremble with the pounding of the squadron’s hooves.

The battle, such as it was, was over in moments. Before Don Philippe’s formation had closed to within a hundred meters, the boys had scattered in all directions. Many flung away their lances. The lads’ horses themselves were so scared they soiled and pissed themselves in their flight.

The grown cavalrymen reined at the crest, the men disporting themselves and congratulating one another as they milled about their commander in high spirits. The formation turned toward the girl, who waved and cheered. In moments the child found herself in the center of a prancing, merry melee. Her dog barked and jigged amid this. The horsemen galloped off, leaving the girl shaken and trembling. Her errand of San Ardo had flown from her mind.

“The don and his champions may rout boys in such manner . . .”

The girl spun to discover at her shoulder the iron man.

“. . . but they will be cut to pieces by men.”

Speech failed the maid. She goggled blankly.

Beside her on the slope, so close she could smell the garlic on his breath, stood the sharpener of knives. His cart and ass squatted behind him. The fellow met the child’s still-speechless gaze. With a hand gnarled by time and fire, he indicated the rising slope across which Don Philippe and his squadron had attacked—and the blinding face of the mountains beyond.

“Well-officered cavalry never charges uphill,” the iron man declared. “And never—never—into the sun.”
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It was the iron man’s practice to establish his camp at a prominent post of a neighborhood, to receive the custom of the surrounding farms and smallholdings. These consisted, in the immediate vicinity of Mariah’s father’s establishment, of fewer than a dozen. Only four boasted actual dwellings, with corrals and outbuildings. The others were huts of mud and adobe, called subsistencias, with fences thrown together of sticks and rocks and stands of prickly pear cactus, and families scratching out a meager living along the track of a tributary of the acequia. The man of iron set up his camp this year in the stockyard of the girl and her father.

He remained five days, servicing the needs of the country wives and the smallholders roundabout. He sharpened axes and knives for kitchen and barn. He put an edge to mattocks and hoes, even trowels and scissors. He performed minor surgeries on geese and chickens. For the girl’s father, he plated the beak of an oaken plow with tin and copper. He had a small portable forge with a bellows. With this he made shoes for the father’s mare and for two plow horses of a down-valley farmstead.

For the mother, who prized a set of nine hand-painted tiles, he crafted an ingenious frame of pewter that displayed the tiles to their most handsome advantage while seeming itself to be invisible.

The iron man’s name, which the child heard for the first time when her father thanked him for fashioning this gift, was neither Castilian nor Aragonese, nor in fact of any of the kingdoms of Spain. He was called Telamon, of the Greek province of Arcadia, though few of the landsmen of the Medio ventured such familiarity in his presence. He was paid for his labors not in coin, as the farmers and ranchers possessed little if any, but in bread and cheese and whatever help the farmers might offer, as fixing a wheel on his cart or outfitting him with a pair of boots or a vest of hide or uncured leather.

The iron man brought rumor of war. The Portuguese had outfitted an expeditionary force by sea and land, he reported. The foot element had crossed the frontier from the Portuguese Algarve. The armada, consisting of four caravels and two galleons, along with support vessels and troop transports—had initially blockaded the Port of Málaga, sending the town and region into a panic.

This fleet, however, had in one night put to sea and swept down upon Cádiz. It had landed upon the promontory battalion-strength elements of infantry and cavalry, along with cannoneers and a siege train. His Catholic Majesty Ferdinand had declared a nationwide mobilization to repel these invaders, meanwhile dispatching messengers to the Pope at Rome demanding Holy Censure of the Portuguese Crown for this “brazen and perfidious outrage.”

“Is this a true invasion, do you think,” the child’s father inquired of the iron man, “or just a glorified raid?” He used the Moorish term razzia, referring to the bloody and often protracted incursions that had characterized the Moslem-Christian borderlands for centuries.

The iron man declared that the province would know within days. “Indeed,” he said, “all Andalusia must expect to provide men, arms, and supplies to resist this offensive.”

The girl’s two brothers, older than she by three years and four, could barely contain their excitement at the stranger’s arrival, made more so by his tales of invasion and war. The maid herself maintained a wary distance. She remained unnerved by the iron man’s apparition on the hillside with the cavalry. When her mother bade her carry a bowl of stew and a heel of bread to the fellow at his camp, the girl heard herself blurt, “There is something uncanny about him.”

The mother scolded at once. “Let no one hear you offer such affront! He is odd, yes, but only because of the blows life has dealt him. Speak kindly of this man, mija, or speak not at all!”

The girl and her brothers slept outside during the hot season. The iron man’s camp lay less than fifty paces down the slope. Twice in the depths of night the child was awakened by the fellow bolting upright in his sleep and issuing such a groan of woe as if hell itself had opened before him. He cried out each time in a tongue unknown to the girl, before thrashing fully awake and—arising from his ground-bed clad only in a woolen breech clout, taking up the six-foot staff that he carried with him as a weapon—performing a series of military-style calisthenic exercises, which, somehow, enabled him to bring his terror under control. “I fear this man,” the girl declared for her mother. “He carries devils.”

When the father learned of these words spoken by his daughter, he took her aside and admonished her sternly. “The man has been a soldier. We cannot know such burdens as he has borne and bears still.”

Toward the end of the iron man’s sojourn, the mother, experiencing grief at the fellow’s isolation, set up a table under the sky and insisted that their guest dine with the family. She made both daughter and sons scrub their hands and cheeks and curry their hair. She strangled a chicken and even served wine.

The girl’s eyes never left the iron man as he dined. She observed the way his gaze scanned the farmyard and the woodlot beyond as if expecting at any moment some hostile presence to arise. The man had with casual but deliberate predetermination taken up the solitary seat at the table where he could see and hear in all directions. She noted as well that he kept a sharpened hatchet beside him on the bench, even as he dined. Out of nowhere she blurted:

“How did you find me?”

“Daughter!” cried the mother. “Hold your tongue!”

“No! I want to know,” declared the child. She addressed the iron man directly. “You make yourself out to be old and of dimmed sight. But you found me in the middle of a highland fifty miles end to end. How did you know I would be there? Don’t tell me you came upon me by chance!”

Father and mother apologized at once to their guest.

“My daughter possesses many fine qualities,” said the father. “Alas, delicacy is not one of them.”

The iron man declared that he had taken no offense. Perhaps, he said, turning to the child, you are upset that I was able to approach so closely without you seeing or hearing me.

“Yes!” said the girl. “You pretend to be a simple tinker, but you carry secrets. Every step is taken with stealth. How did you find me? What are you always on the lookout for? How do you see?”

The family attended closely. They too wondered at the iron man’s uncanny sensitivity to the slightest sound or sensation around him. He reckoned this.

“How does a horse ‘see’?”

The question was not for the child alone but for the table altogether.

“‘Your’ horse, for instance . . . the wild chestnut.” The iron man smiled. “Yes, I have seen you on the lookout, child, as you declare of me. Do we believe this animal’s sole source of sensation is his eyes?

“Horses,” the iron man declared, “inhabit a universe apart from yours and mine. Their range of awareness is constituted not of sight alone or hearing or smell, though of course these senses are keen far beyond our own.”

The man turned directly to the girl.

“Your friends, the boys on horseback . . . they beat the ribs of their mounts with their heels, seeking to make them run faster. How do you think the horses experience this? They hate it,” the man answered before any could reply. “They abhor its grossness and insensitivity.

“A horse can hear the moon in its passage. It can sense the tides. A foal torn from its dam can call her to him from ten miles away. You have heard an auctioned-off colt wail into the night and then witnessed its mother appear from another province even, not so much summoned as impelled from within. A horse reckons the hour of its birth and feels the approach of its death. A horse loves nothing more than a rider who understands this. I have seen cavalrymen at the headlong gallop, hands-free, with shield and saber in both fists, yet the mount beneath them senses every command and responds even amid the trumpets. Is that ‘sight’?”

Across from each other at the ends of the table, the mother and father’s glances met. Such conversation was what they had hoped for. Their children listened intently.

The iron man continued. “You have seen in a field or corral two horses, or three or more, stand with heads close together or even faced in opposite directions, crown to tail. In this posture they remain for hours unmoving. What is passing between them? If a horse could speak, what would he tell us? ‘Though blind, God sees,’ the Arabs say. ‘Though deaf, He hears.’

“Horses are of God and with God,” declared the sharpener of iron. “As are wolves and eagles and all wild things. They reckon as heaven does and they know as the angels.

“How did I ‘see’ you on the high plateau, child, to find you amid miles of open highland?” The man turned again to the girl. All eyes around the table followed his expression. “There is never a moment when I do not see you or cannot see you.”

The child chafed yet more at this enigmatic expression.

“What do you see now?” she demanded. “Tell us, if you can.”

The man’s lips declined into a smile.

“Your horse knows you . . . your chestnut trembling with thirst and hunger. He has seen you among the other children. You are known to him as no other.”

Tears sprang to the child’s eyes. She hated the iron man now. “How do you know this? How do you even know of me and this animal?”

“Your horse loves you,” he answered, “as you love him. He will never leave you. Death itself cannot part him from you.”

“You’re lying! You play with my heart.”

“Daughter!” the mother cried again. “Cease!”

“Am I lying?” asked the iron man. “Would I be toying with your heart, dear child, if I were to tell you that your mount with the X brand crops poor stalks of straw not half a furlong from you right now? This instant.”

Both brothers stretched upright, peering about in all directions.

“There!” cried the younger.

The girl spun too.

At the corner of the corral, closer to humankind than ever he had ventured before, stood the horse. He raised his head, silhouetted against the evening afterglow. The brothers made to dash at him.

“No!” cried the father, catching at their arms. “He will run!”

The boys reluctantly resumed their seats. Their eyes never left the horse.

The man of iron had neither moved nor turned.

The girl wished as desperately as her brothers to approach the horse. But the instant she stirred, even to press a hand into the table, the animal backed a step away.

“How did you know the horse was there?” the child demanded.

“He told me.”

“Again you lie!”

“He told me, I say, as he told you. You heard him, but your heart was not ready to believe.”

The child wiped tears furiously.

The iron man had read her truth, and she knew it. For this, she feared him and hated him even more.






Chapter 6 
[image: ] The Tread of Mars

In the morning the camp of the iron man stood vacant, swept by him even of straw. He had moved down-valley, the father told his sons and daughter, to the eastern farms of the Medio and the town of San Marcos. He would set up shop there as he had here.

In daylight the girl examined the site, beyond the steading, where the horse had appeared last night. She knelt over the animal’s hoofprints in the dust, feeling their margins with her fingertips. She bent close to the earth, seeking whatever faint scent she could detect. The child did not know what she was seeking or what sign she hoped to come upon. By what sense, she asked herself, had the iron man become aware of the horse’s presence? What made the animal come so close? Was the horse somehow drawn to him—and if so, how and why?

Who was the iron man anyway? He was no fixture of lengthy tenure but had materialized in the southern provinces, the mother confirmed when the child queried her, only a few years earlier. He had been a mercenary soldier—that much the farmers and wives of the Medio had gleaned from his converse—but beneath which flags and in which campaigns none could say. He had made himself welcome among the poor subsistencieros by the utility of his trade rather than any long-standing season of service.

The girl’s customary errand each morning, even before the sun had crested the San Ardo ridgeline, was to milk the eight goats her father maintained within the “fox fence” of ironwood downslope of the steading. The produce of this chore was between three and four quarts of hot frothing liquid, from which she plucked with her fingers the odd stems of straw and bits of dirt and fur that fell from the process of milking. She bore this milk into the village (taking off first a quart for her mother) in a clay pitcher sealed with waxed cloth and string and balanced upon the crown of her head.

At the town gate, the child hailed the farm wives, wrapped in their shawls against the early chill, already setting up their stalls. The dames spread their carpets and sat upon the ground with their summer figs, cactus pears, and mulberries in baskets before them. In fall, their spreads included raisins and olives, and such foraged fare as mallow and dandelion.

Inside the walls, the girl passed the stone mill that ground sesame seeds for tahini. The shops of San Marcos had no written signs, but each establishment advertised its wares with a woodcut or painted figure, as a pig for the butcher shop or semolina cakes for the bakery.

The girl made her deliveries to three recipients—the cheesemaker Aurelio in his shop above the town, the widowed friend of her mother who lived alone in a calle off the central square, and lastly to the young priest named Miguel who managed the local parish in apprenticeship to Father Nicolo, the senior. Twice a month the cheesemaker gave the girl in payment a copper blanca. From the padre the child received no remuneration, as the milk was a donation from her mother to the church. The young priest, however, gifted the child each day with a sweet roll of his own baking and a sip or two of coffee—his own as well, shared from his wooden bowl—along with the day’s news, which the girl reported to her father, who awaited it eagerly the moment she returned home. The young priest always set aside a few minutes to instruct the child in her letters as well as, always, to impart a blessing.

“Two Portuguese forty-gunners and four caravels have fired upon and seized both the naval and civilian works at Cádiz,” declared the senior priest this morning. “Transport vessels have landed troops and heavy guns. No one knows how many or to what purpose.”

The girl and the junior priest, Miguel, had come out to the senior’s station. He, Father Nicolo, stood beside an oaken table in the roofed-over portico of the church’s north side. The senior addressed four gentlemen of the parish, all garbed now in military harness and dripping sweat, apparently from a mounted exercise upon the local “Field of Mars,” with riding boots on their feet and cavalry sabers at their hips.

“So it is the Portuguese alone?” said one.

“I have heard reports of German pike-and-shot troops,” declared the padre. “These would be mercenaries—hired men-at-arms serving under Portuguese command.”

The girl scanned the men’s faces. They laughed but their throats were tight. Fresh news of the assault had arrived the night before by mounted courier hastening from the coast to the capital. The priest passed on to the riders such intelligence as he had gleaned from this source. The other, land-based invasion—the force that had crossed the frontier from the Portuguese Algarve—consisted primarily of siege elements, heavy cannon and sapper and engineering contingents. “To attack what? With what intent?” asked one of the cavalry officers. None had an answer.

The younger priest, Father Miguel, tugged the girl aside, speaking for her ears only. “Tell your father to take his mare up into the hills and secure it in hiding. Don Philippe will have orders soon from the king to requisition every animal—ox, mule, or jackass—that can pull a cart or wagon. Such beasts as prove unfit for service will be sold to the butchers.”

Father Miguel remarked the alarm in the girl’s eyes. He set a hand kindly upon her shoulder. “Do not fear for ‘your’ horse, child. It will not let even a friend within a furlong, let alone an enemy.”

In the days that followed, the region grew more restive and unsettled. Dispatch riders shuttled from the capital—which sat at that moment at Valladolid, though it must decamp regularly due to unrest within Spain itself—coming and going sometimes four and five times a day. Relief stations for mounts and riders became established along this route. In the taverns of the river towns, men who should have been at work in the fields lingered instead over spirits, trafficking in tales and fancies. Was this really war? Would devastation advance in their direction? Each farmer feared for his harvest and his livestock. That which had been garnered must be hidden or preserved, lest the foe in his advance or the king’s own soldiers in defense seize it, along with every chicken, pig, goat, or goose it could carry away or stuff into a hand-sack.

As well, at this season, pilgrims began to appear in the river towns, bound for the Shrine of the Three Marias in the mountains. These wretched wayfarers knew nothing of any possible war, nor cared to. Their ranks were constituted of the crippled and the blind, the lame and the afflicted, even lepers holding themselves apart in companies of their own. The pilgrims, in dozens now but soon to be hundreds, were converging from various points of origin throughout Andalusia, Extremadura, La Mancha, and Murcia, upon a central assembly site, from which they would set off in a unified column—for protection as well as communality—upon the hundred-and-twenty-mile trek to the Santuario de la Misericordia, the Sanctuary of Mercy.

Padre Miguel related to the girl the nature and history of this centuries-old procession. Upon this site, Mary called Magdalene, along with her dear companions Mary the wife of Clopas and Mary Salome—the “three Marias,” who had been present along with the Mother of our Lord at the Crucifixion—were said to have taken refuge in their seaborne flight from persecution in the Holy Land. The three touched at numerous locales along the Mediterranean, it was told, including one in the Camargue region of France. A celebrated shrine had been established there. But this subsequently founded sanctuary in the Andalusian foothills, called Santas Marias de las Altas—Saints-Marys of the Highlands, with its humble chapel hand-hewn from mountain limestone—was regarded above all others as a locus of miracles of healing and restoration.

The padres, Nicolo and Miguel, quartered as many of these pilgrims as their modest establishment could compass, vacating their own sleeping cubbies, accommodating many upon pallets of straw laid out beneath the church’s porticoes.

Troops in numbers began appearing now as well, some from Valladolid, others from adjacent and distant provinces—the king’s men, on horseback and afoot, grenadiers and pikemen, and artillerymen with cannons on limbers drawn by mules and draft horses. Boys and men of all the maritime provinces were being conscripted or were enlisting voluntarily.

Such a mobilization took place in San Marcos on the ninth morning—a Sunday—after the initial report of the Portuguese incursion. Immediately after the celebration of the second mass, a military review was conducted outside the gates of the town, in the dusty Field of Mars that abutted the two exercise rings—called by the locals the Spanish Ring and the Moorish Ring—where drills and competitions in horsemanship were held. The already-enlisted force paraded in a column of threes, with Don Philippe as its commander and his first and second lieutenants at the head, preceded by a mounted guidon bearer carrying the formation’s banner of scarlet and gold. The royal ensign of Spain led the formation, borne by Don Philippe’s eldest son, Alomar, mounted on a ten-year-old sorrel named El Centro. This was a warhorse of renown. Its first owner, a colonel of the regional guard, had been slain by a musket ball in the Battle of San Quentin against the Italians nine years prior. The man’s nephew had leapt aboard the mount and was himself killed in the same action. The horse survived both calamities and was here today looking brilliant.

Youths and men of mature age flocked to this spectacle.

There is a word in the Castilian dialect—sentido. It means the common sense that stands against the passion for honor. None gave public voice to this in the moment, but its intent held silent sway within the hearts of every landsman. A freeholding like Mariah’s father’s did not belong to him. He was a tenant, an arrendatario. He possessed neither deed nor license of term. He could be turned off the land at the whim of the local lord—land his labor alone had brought under cultivation, land upon which his sons had been born.

The girl’s father emerged from mass this Sunday, painfully aware of the precarious condition in which this mobilization placed him. Looking upon the plumed helmets and dazzling armor of the don’s squadron, he glanced anxiously toward his sons each time one or both cheered or sang the war songs or tossed their caps into the air. He could not carry the farm without them. Don Philippe’s lieutenants had stationed themselves at two tables (actually, the altar planks used for Holy Communion) beneath sunshades at the foot of the steps of the church. Each time a man or boy came forward to make his mark, a great huzzah arose from the crowd.

The girl watched her father. His eyes never left his lads. Twice he ordered them home. Twice they started and twice they snuck back. A riding exhibition had started in the Spanish Ring. In fronts of four, then eight, the most dashing riders of Don Philippe’s squadron executed mock charges, first with the fourteen-foot lance and then with the saber. Races were held around a turning post. A squad of twelve demonstrated the laconia, a rush in single file with a fierce turnabout at the post.

The Andalusian cavalry bit, the arqeada—in universal use across Almería, Granada, Málaga, Córdoba, and Sevilla—was crueler than any other. It was a snaffle bit of iron with a shank extending several inches below the upper purchase. This extension allowed the rider to apply severe leverage such as needed in the laconian turn and other extreme evolutions. A horse, reacting to the pain of the bit within its tender mouth, would turn so sharply as to nearly snap its neck.

The girl grimaced to see the riders saw their horses’ jaws with the pitiless arqeada. The troopers wore on their boots the roweled spurs called acuciars de Sevilla. The child could see the flesh scraped raw along the mounts’ flanks and the dark stains that could be nothing but blood. “Must they drive the animals so cruelly?” she cried to her father at one point.

A friend of her father’s chanced to be standing behind her in the crush. “These gentlemen love their horses, child,” he said with kindness. “More, believe me, than their own sons sometimes. But this is war. As each rider stands ready to lay down his life for his king, so they feel about the stock beneath them. Each will ride his mount to death and himself as well if that is what it takes.”

The girl moved off through the crowd, sick and enraged. Beside the Spanish Ring, the girl spotted her brothers in excited converse with one of Don Philippe’s lieutenants, then later with a sergeant of a subsidiary squadron, and another subaltern a few minutes after that. The elder brother caught her at this third station. He clutched her hard by the elbow. “Speak a word of this to Father,” he said, “and I’ll drown you like a cat.”





Chapter 7 
[image: ] The Disposition of the Lord

Devoto is the Spanish word for “devout.” In that era, faith arose, it seemed, out of the earth itself. No cleric taught it. No monarch enforced it. A woman breathed her last in childbirth or a man laid down his life in war without a grimace or a cry. But this faith was characterized, it must be granted, as much by superstition as by devotion. Peasants, and even many priests, still “read the signs” in the entrails of a cock and derived as sturdy a solace from the fatalism of the Moors as by the Grace of Our Lord and Redeemer.

Fate and not free will, these simple folk believed, ruled each man—even the mightiest. And the name of God was often translated as lo que debe soportarse, “that which must be borne.” Six times in his term upon the land, the girl’s father had fractured an arm or thigh or shin. He had ruptured his spine. Never had such breaks been set except by the crudest of wraps and bracings. His sons, elder and younger, had both suffered split skulls and worked in the fields the next day. Neither father or sons, nor their kin or neighbors, deemed this exceptional.

The young priest, Father Miguel, had taken the father aside on the Tuesday following the military parade when the boys, come to town to deliver a skid of timber to the service of Don Philippe, had mooned about the riding rings and watched the troopers at their drills. “I can take the elder,” he said, “if he will tender his vows.”

For a moment the boys’ father did not comprehend. Then a laugh burst from him. The priest meant he would engage the youth as an acolyte or postulant of the Church. This would exempt him from military conscription.

“God save us, Padre,” the father said when he had recovered his composure. “My boy, I fear, is more in league with the devil than the Lord.” He thanked the priest, with a grin and a clap upon the shoulder.

It was on this same Tuesday, in the early coolness, hours before her father and brothers had ventured forth from the farm, that the girl had trekked to town, alone, bearing her goats’ milk in its clay-pot ewer. She delivered first to the cheesemaker, then to the widow, and finally to the parish. Father Miguel was absent, the girl was told, tending to an errand for the pilgrims.

It was the senior priest, Father Nicolo, who welcomed the child. This was in his modest library, a room the girl had always favored for its smell of bookbinder’s glue and leather. It chanced at that moment that the iron man passed in the alley abutting the cementerio. He led his ass and two-wheeled cart, upon which rode his crippled cat, trudging wearily past the earth that held the bones of the poor and the bereft. He was unaware of the priest and the girl watching.

“Have you heard the latest news of your iron man? He has been dragooned into the don’s service! He sharpens sabers now instead of garden trowels!”

“He is not ‘my’ iron man,” the child responded curtly. She watched the sharpener of knives trek past outside. The slope was steep and the man labored to climb it.

“Ough!” the girl cried, recoiling. “I hate even to look upon him.” And she made the sign of the Cross upon her breast, as if to ward from her person such ill fortune as the man might bear.

Father Nicolo said nothing for long moments.

“Who do you think, my child, was dearest to our Lord?”

The girl turned toward the priest, uncertain how to respond.

“Whom,” he said, “did our Savior hold most closely to His heart?”

The girl replied that she did not know.

Father Nicolo indicated the iron man, making his laborious passage up the slope. “He is like ‘your’ horse, is he not? Outcast and alone.”

The child had no response for this. Her eyes followed the iron man. The priest moved beside her. He set a gentle hand upon her shoulder.

“Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’”

The child sought to look away from the iron man. The priest arrested her movement with a firm but tender touch.

“Do not turn away from the broken and the lost. For it was these whom our Lord served first and loved most.”

The girl did not in the moment grasp the priest’s meaning. She saw only, when he permitted her to turn, that tears welled in his eyes.

“Do you know this man, Father?”

The priest’s gaze tracked the iron man as he mounted the slope. “Indeed, I have spoken with him only once. But yes, I know him well.”





Chapter 8 
[image: ] A Defection from Service

The next time the girl saw the iron man, he was being pursued as a deserter.

The man had defected from the king’s service. The girl recalled the morning of the initial march-out to the south, ten days after the military review. Don Philippe’s mounted squadrons had led, with the foot troops and baggage train following. The column was a mile and a half long. It took more than an hour to pass the Blessing Stand, where a monsignor from Córdoba stood, offering the benediction. To the child, it seemed like half the population of the river towns lined the streets.

The girl spied the iron man among this formation. He trudged afoot, leading the forlorn-looking ass that drew his two-wheeled cart, among the rearmost of the marching column. These were the servants of the battle train, trailed only by the rear guard of horse and foot. The iron man, like the cooks and grooms about him, wore a four-pointed puka cap with a tassel, a mark of low station. The child found herself unexpectedly affronted at this calculated act of disrespect and ashamed as well, for the man and for her own and her family’s acquaintance with him.

Now he was back, though none knew where. The man had made himself scarce, some said upon the Alta Loma, others in the mountain fastness beyond. He had refused to remain in the lines that sought to contain the enemy north of the Port of Cádiz. He had packed his kit and bolted. Officers of the Crown now sought him. Bills were posted with his charge and description. The crime was desertion in the face of the enemy. The penalty was death.

Twice in the succeeding week the girl’s brothers had run away from the farm, seeking to enlist in Don Philippe’s service. Both times the youths were apprehended by the don’s subalterns and sent home. The father beat them with the plaited lash. The mother, in tears as she tended her boys’ stripes, extracted a vow from both, sworn in the name of Saint James and the martyrs of the Medio, and sealed under pain of eternal damnation, never to repeat such escapades.

The boys were no longer permitted to ride or walk into town. All commerce the father did not conduct personally, he entrusted to the girl. She continued her rounds as ever with the goat’s milk and bore as well now on a two-wheel cart drawn by the mare, such deliveries of timber and corn as had been the responsibility of her brothers. And she brought the news home for her father.

The father, despite himself (for he was a kind man), was quick to anger now with his female child, who bore in his mind an association with her brothers simply for being young and headstrong. The patriarch would fly into a rage if she failed to yield up a prompt and accurate accounting of any intelligence she had acquired in town. “What casualties? How many? Who? Where? Girl, what is wrong with you? You cannot forget like this! Pay attention! Report in full!”

The child’s rounds bore her each morning into the company of the young padre, Father Miguel. The latest dispatches from Don Philippe’s formation came, when they did, directly to the senior priest, Father Nicolo, who served as the informational nexus of the district. Each morning the ranking men of the town convened in the refectory under the eaves.

Wounded men and those who had taken ill or simply proved unsuitable for campaign straggled home each day. They arrived unescorted by soldiers of the column, who could not be spared for such duty, but in the company of traveling merchants or sutlers or even wedding parties that chanced to be trekking in the direction of the river towns.

Suddenly one morning the iron man appeared. He tramped alone and showed himself furtively, materializing from shadow at the rear entry to the parish house. Father Miguel and the girl were the only two present.

“What I have to say,” the iron man declared, “must be imparted in secret, but you, Father, must see to its wide dissemination—you and Padre Nicolo. Can I count on you?”

“Get inside”—the priest tugged the man by the sleeve—“before you are seen.”

The girl stepped back to let the sharpener of knives enter. She was struck by his appearance. The skin of his face and arms, already the color of leather from the sun, had grown darker still. He appeared leaner and more virile. His eyes, light-colored, shone like a hawk’s. The child could not tear her gaze from him.

The iron man wished to impress upon the young priest, he declared, the immediacy of the emergency bearing down on the village, indeed upon all the river towns. He had seen the foe, he said. He had witnessed the fight.

“Our troops are amateurs. They possess courage but know nothing of war. The don and his cavalry are fops and fools. The enemy are crack regulars reinforced by veteran mercenaries of the Germanic principalities called Landsknechte—pikemen who have made the profession of arms their calling.” The iron man cited the commander of the enemy forces, a knight of the Royal House of Aviz named Oliveira Almiera Severiano, a veteran of two expeditions to the New World.

“His forces are ‘shot-and-pike’—musketeers and pikemen in conjoined companies. They have worked devastating execution against Don Philippe’s beplumed but worthless cavalry.” Despite all you may hear to the contrary, the iron man said, the Spanish king will not be sending troops to defend this strategically inessential district; he has enough trouble shielding his reign against the intrigues of pretenders and rivals. He will concentrate his forces in the north to protect whatever fortress he now calls his capital. “Everything from the river towns to the sea will be sacrificed. It must be so. I would order it as well, were I in command.”

The girl listened transfixed. The priest offered the observation that the iron man had been a soldier. He asked, “Why did you leave the front?”

“I will never again harm another human being,” the man declared. “I will never bear arms again in war.”

He described for the young padre what would happen in the coming days.

“The great landowners will take whatever steps they deem necessary to preserve their establishments. They’ll surrender. They’ll aid the enemy.”

At just this point, the senior priest entered the parish house, returning from his rounds with his parishioners. Father Nicolo took in the situation at once, reckoning the peril to the iron man from those who sought to apprehend him, but as well understanding that the fellow would not be here unless he had urgent intelligence to impart. He took the iron man by the elbow and led him immediately, trailed by Father Miguel and the girl, into his own library. He closed and barred the door. The iron man at once resumed his recitation.

“Who will be left to die are the poor—the farmers and subsistencieros of the Medio and the luckless elderly and infirm of the towns. You, Padre”—he addressed Father Nicolo first but turned immediately to include the young Miguel—“are the only ones who care for these and the only ones they will believe and trust. You must go to each and urge them to flee to the mountains. They will resist. They will cling to their livestock and their property, however mean or humble. You must make them understand their peril, particularly those with young wives and daughters. Believe me, no lass is of too tender years to be used most foully by soldiers.”

Both priests despite themselves glanced to the child. The iron man clearly meant this warning for her.

“Surely,” Father Nicolo said, “the danger cannot be this immediate.”

The iron man addressed the curate directly. “You must understand this about war. When disaster comes, it comes fast and it comes without warning. One morning the town will wake to find the foe’s musketeers on every rooftop and his pikemen in every alley. Then it will be too late. The people must flee now and take everything. Everything. And you must make away as well.”

With a look, the senior priest made clear that he would never abandon his pastorage and his flock.

The child’s glance chanced to fall at that moment upon the iron man’s right forearm. Inked into the flesh was the letter

X

whose shape and style seemed to duplicate exactly the X branded upon the shoulder of ‘her’ horse.

“Your post is with your people,” declared the iron man to the senior priest. “You will save no one by inviting your own death.”

He turned now, with undiminished urgency, to the child. “The horse,” he said. “Have you seen him? Has he been snared for the butchers?”

The child could summon no response.

“When did you last see him? Is he on the Alta Loma?”

The younger priest followed the girl’s glance to the iron man’s arm and its tattoo. The fellow’s sleeve had drawn back a little. Father Miguel could see:

GIO X

Father Nicolo’s eye had fallen upon this mark as well. “Why is this horse so important to you?”

“He is my horse,” said the iron man.

“From when?”

“From a long time ago.”

“And that military mark on your arm?”

The iron man tugged his sleeve down to cover this.

“I know that mark,” declared the elder priest.

The iron man stood, as if to cut off any pursuit of this observation. “Do as I say,” he said. “You must speak to the people and make them understand their peril.”

“And what will you do?” Father Nicolo asked.

“All I can to shield you”—his glance included the young Miguel—“and this child.”

The iron man cited a rocky covert in the hills on the track to San Ardo. He could be found there, he said, or he may appear anywhere at any hour. “I must have my horse. If you spot him or if any other brings report, get word to me at once.”

And he vanished into the shadows without a backward glance.

The two padres stared at each other. “What did he mean,” Father Miguel said, “that the horse was his?”

Neither the girl nor Father Nicolo could offer an explanation.

“And the military tattoo on his arm . . . what did it mean? He covered it quickly, as if to keep us from seeing. I only glimpsed part of it. Father, did you see the whole?”

Father Nicolo shook his head.

“Yet,” the younger priest pressed his elder, “you said you knew it. You recognized it. From where?”

The girl’s glance fixed upon the senior priest. Like both padres, she too had been transfixed by the alteration in the manner of the iron man . . . and by his sudden bearing of force and command.

“From there,” said Father Nicolo. And he pointed to his library of ancient works.
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Chapter 9 
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All happened exactly as the iron man had predicted. The poor of the Medio would not abandon their holdings. Each feared that his land and livestock, once seized by the foe or requisitioned by the king, would never be returned to him. The subsistencieros buried what valuables they possessed; they hid their stock in hastily-thrown-together pens and coverts deep in the woodlots, leaving a son or two armed with quarterstaffs or slings to protect them from wolves.

Now the first refugee columns began appearing. These were families who had abandoned their homes and properties in the coastal cities as the enemy advance overran them. No few were relations of the locals. Much animated converse took place between these; many on the run spreading tales of terror and urging their cousins to join them in flight.

The town of San Marcos had no bank or even a credit exchange. Instead, a run began on the slaughterhouse. The people sought to convert to cash what stock they could spare—a cow or some sheep, even a starveling goat, whose sale would produce coinage, however meager, that they could pack with them on the run or bury and dig up when the emergency had passed.

The iron man had taken up the post he had promised on the hill track to San Ardo. From there he searched for his horse.

The girl did likewise, but for herself. Each evening when the work of concealment about the farm had finished, she took her dog and sickle and mounted barefoot toward the Alta Loma. Her brothers taunted her. “Bring that bag of bones in! We’ll make steaks of him ourselves or sell him to the carniceros!”

A day passed, and another. At last, upon the second twilight, the girl spotted the animal, high above her on a spur of the San Ardo track. The horse seemed to recognize her; for a moment she sensed his readiness to come toward her. Then he drew up, scenting the wind. The child peered downslope behind her. Her brothers climbed, far below. When she turned back, the horse had flown.

That was the evening the girl and her brothers first saw smoke.

Thirty miles away down the valley, beyond hills and around doglegs, black billowing columns could be seen. “That is the ranch of Don Emiliano,” the elder brother declared with authority. “And that other must be the Posada de los Morenos.” He meant the great inn and posthouse frequented by royal parties traveling between the north and the Port of Cádiz. They ran, all three children, first to their farm; then—learning that their father, having spotted the smoke as well, had trekked into town for the news—the full six miles back to San Marcos.

The sun had nearly set when they reached the plaza, yet no lights burned, not even lamps in houses or torches in portico hangers. The square was dense with town folk and landsmen from the country. The first ragged remnants of Don Philippe’s squadrons had reached the square hours earlier, straggling in exhaustion and disarray. Their relations from both sides of the river had hastened to find those of their own and to help whom they could. The wounded and disabled trudged up the long road from the south, limping on crutches and hanging on to the arms of their comrades. All seemed to have lost their weapons. Corpses came, laid in piles atop open wagons, their faces covered by blood-matted blankets and whatever tattered rags could be found to provide a shred of dignity. Refugees mingled with the column, terror and exhaustion in their eyes. The main refused offers of aid or shelter, driven by fear of what was behind them. They hastened onto the San Ardo track, wheeling their ancients in single-wheel farm barrows, bearing infants in swaddling bundles in their arms and upon their backs. Great numbers bunched up at the fountains and acequias, filling their skins and clay jars.

Where was Don Philippe? Where was his horse, La Mano Derecha de Dios?

Father Nicolo sought to succor the newcomers in flight. The girl felt exhilaration, even elation, witnessing the senior priest scurry from ragged band to terrified company, calling each to the church, not to pray or huddle in terror but to take action, to re-form and refortify their groups with hot meals and bread. Matrons of the congregation set out loaves in baskets and steaming broth in bowls, yet few among the fugitives tarried, with the night coming on, even to fill their bellies.

“Do not fear, brothers and sisters! The foe will not pursue in the dark!”

The girl’s brothers scuttled off from the pastorage, seeking other youths of the town. An argument had broken out among the refugees and the remnants of the don’s forces. The former were fear-stricken by the darkness of the streets and the plaza. They wanted to light bonfires. The soldiers resisted. They had barricaded lanes and alleys with bales and with wagons turned onto their sides. If the foe appeared, this rump section of Don Philippe’s column declared, we intend to fight! The people fell upon several of these roadblocks, breaking the wagons up for firewood and setting them alight. Altercations broke out. The girl found her father. He sided with the soldiers, urging his fellows of the Medio to stand ready to offer resistance. No few cursed him and called him fool. The girl felt a chill, watching her own people, men she had always admired, begin to unravel. She recalled what the iron man had said about calamity in war: that it comes without warning and before you expect it.

The girl hurried with Padre Nicolo to help at the church. At her father’s urging—he had decided to return to the farm and to provide assistance from there—she directed those refugees most desperately in need to this site, six miles up the road toward San Ardo. Her father, she said, would feed everyone he could. Her mother would have milk for the infants and shelter for all under the eaves.

The child was helping one family sack a suckling pig it had brought all the way from Málaga when she heard a shrieking sound pass furiously above her head and felt the breath sucked involuntarily from her lungs. An instant later the tower that had been a minaret during the time of the Moors but was now a storage room for olive and linseed oil exploded. Great bricks and sections of the facade blew in all directions. Cries and wailing filled the night.

For an instant the child thought she had been killed, so violent had been the passage of the cannonball. With relief, she realized her flesh remained intact. A second ball and a third fell. One blasted apart a row of farm stalls, hurling shards of timber and stone in a furious spray but injuring no one. The other punched straight through the upper story of the cottage of a lace-maker, exploding in the rear court, killing some chickens and geese but no people.

The square had emptied utterly. Two soldiers of Don Philippe’s force, hunkering behind a mud-brick wall, were pointing toward the hills southwest of the town and shouting something the girl could not hear amid all the cries and falling debris. She peered in that direction. Above the town, on an eminence a mile or more away, puffs of white could be seen drifting beneath a pallid moon.

“Put those fires out!”

Men and boys rushed, some in a crouch, others dashing in upright postures, to break up the bonfires.

At once, from the darkness on three sides of the square, soldiers on horseback and afoot appeared. The cannonade ceased. The girl had dashed to the plaza-facing portico of the church. Father Miguel hurried with her. He pointed. “There!” From the southern road, a column of Portuguese grenadiers emerged at the trot, carrying their muskets at port arms. At an order from their officer, they formed a skirmish line and sprinted into the north-facing margin of the square.

“Father!” cried the girl. The priest turned to where she was pointing. From two alleys, east and west, cavalry and foot troops of the foe emerged. Torches borne by auxiliaries lit up the square. A youth of the town dashed forward, bawling an oath. He carried a brick in his right hand. With a cry, he rushed at the infantry formation of the enemy. Before he could sling his missile, a volley of musketry struck him in the breast, legs, and face. It was as if he had run into a wall. All forward motion ceased instantly, replaced by a force that did not so much propel him rearward as shred him, top from bottom and side from side. He fell in pieces. His flesh lay severed in the dust.

“Where is the iron man?” The child’s glance sought him among the crowd, recalling his mien of command when last they spoke. “Has he fled?” she demanded of Father Miguel. “Cobarde!” she cried. Coward!

The grenadiers and pikemen of the Portuguese extended their lines to command three quadrants of the square. The townsfolk, those who had not fled, huddled in shock across from them. These numbered perhaps two hundred souls. Long moments passed. At last, a stirring came from the southern extremity of the plaza.

A knight of the foe now advanced into the open. Two torch-bearers scurried forward to light his passage. The rider was an officer, in armor, tall and handsome, clad in the colors, apparently, of his native principality. The girl’s eyes tracked him, transfixed. The foe, it seemed, operated by much the same code of signia as did the warriors of Andalusia. No national or regional uniform obtained. Rather, each formation bore the colors of the grandee under whom it had mustered.

Clearly this officer was a noble. He advanced into the open, escorted by no one save the torchbearers. Every eye followed him and his steed, a superlative bay of sixteen hands with an armored breastplate, cheekpieces, and fire shields of iron on all four hooves. The animal picked his way across the rubble-strewn plaza, past the corpse of the youth with the brick, toward a central station from which, it seemed, his rider would address the townsfolk. Even those whose terror urged them to flight found themselves held by the bearing and fearlessness of this officer.

The girl thought, Curiosity is stronger than fear.

“Where is Don Philippe?” a townsman shouted to the Portuguese lieutenant. This was as much a cry of anguish as a demand of the foe.

“Be advised,” called this officer in excellent Castilian. “This municipality is now the property of the Crown of Portugal.” And he rattled off the lengthy formal name and titles of the enemy sovereign. “All citizens are now considered internees of His Majesty and will obey such ordinances as shall be conveyed at this time by my troops and me. The penalty for disobedience is death.”

Another of the town cried out, demanding to know the whereabouts of Don Philippe. The lieutenant ignored this.

“Particulars of this edict,” he declaimed, “will be posted in Spanish at prominent locations about the town. If you do not understand what is required of you, inquire of an officer or subaltern of the occupying force. Be advised, I say again, that the order of existence as you have known it has been overturned. Your lives and property are no longer your own but belong to the king of Portugal, may God magnify his Glory.”

At a sign from this officer, a squad of pikemen dashed forward and up the steps of the alcalde’s office. A motley dozen townspeople had taken station there. The pikemen chased these with swipes of their fourteen-footers. The lead corporal unfurled a scroll and hammered it to the facing of the mayor’s door with the swift, ringing blows of a carpenter’s maul. The pikemen took station, flanking the document.

The lieutenant had reined at the eastern extremity of the square, directly before the nine steps and the double oak doors of the mayor’s office. Few among the throng failed to note that his left hand held both reins with such a light touch that the bit in his horse’s mouth did not move so much as a thumb’s-breadth. The mount turned about purely from the command of the rider’s seat. Nor was this evolution-in-place a raw fore-and-aft motion. Rather, the steed’s breastplate seemed to rotate in place, while the hindquarters swung about in four crisply executed steps.

The lieutenant addressed the crowd in a baritone that carried easily to the rearmost ranks.

“By sunset tomorrow, the municipality will prepare and deliver the following items in the quantities specified . . .”

“Where is Don Philippe?” a third cry rang from the crowd.

“Fifty beeves on the hoof. Two hundred pullets alive, along with a hundred geese, two hundred goats, one hundred sheep, hale and fit for transport.

“All weapons will be surrendered. That individual hiding so much as a woodsman’s hatchet will be executed on the spot and all his worldly possibles confiscated. If he is a farmer, his holdings in their entirety will be put to the torch. If a merchant, his establishment will be razed to the ground.”

The lieutenant sighted Father Nicolo in his clerical garb among the throng. His gesture indicated the priest.

“No dispensation will be granted to those of the Church who offer aid or succor to any who would resist His Majesty’s injunctions. The cloth will not excuse such renegades. They will be deemed even greater offenders—and yet sterner measures will be invoked to secure their compliance.”

The lieutenant returned to his roster of demands. Twenty four-wheeled wagons with teams and drivers. Thirty two-wheeled carts with draft animals and teamsters. Four hundred fifty sacks of oats, five hundred of barley, five hundred of millet, five hundred of wheat. He demanded, as well, forty men or fit youths to be drafted as servants of the battle train, to move out with the morrow.

“His Excellency Don Oliveira Almiera Severiano, commander of His Majesty’s Expeditionary Brigade, will arrive with his main column by tomorrow’s noon. Waiting for him will be one hundred casks of wine, forty of port, and twenty of jerez.”

The lieutenant indicated the scroll nailed to the alcalde’s door. The remainder of the list of fodder, provender, and spirits will be found there, he said. “Read it. Deliver it.”

“You will not dictate so bravely, toy soldier, when Don Philippe arrives!” cried another voice from the crowd.

By this time, the girl Mariah had wriggled her way to the forwardmost rank abutting the square. She could see the Portuguese lieutenant clearly. She spotted her brothers, also in the foremost rank, at the eastern extremity of the crowd of townsmen. Their eyes were dead. Like the hundreds about the plaza, they seemed dazed into a state of paralysis, so stricken were they by the suddenness of the overthrow of their world.

The lieutenant declared that a great battle had been fought four days past at a place called Prado del Rey, fifty stades northeast of the Port of Cádiz. The forces of His Imperial Majesty had routed with great slaughter the Spanish formations that sought to debar their advance.

“You have seen the smoke. Can you smell it? Those are your champions’ establishments reduced to ashes.

“You have twenty-four hours to deliver all His Excellency Don Severiano demands. The town and district will be considered a collective entity, upon which these requirements fall. Hear me and heed. If these demands are not met by the specified hour, His Excellency’s forces will seek out and put to death every man of military age and carry away into servitude every woman and child.”

Cries of rage greeted this. The ranks of townsfolk made to advance upon the lieutenant. At once, grenadiers of the foe leveled their muskets. They did this by ranks of three—the forwardmost dropping to one knee to take aim, the second bracing at the half crouch immediately above and behind, the third taking a firing position at the upright. Pikemen in ranks lowered their lances and held ready to advance.

“Where indeed is Don Philippe?” the Portuguese lieutenant cried. He motioned to the squad of pikemen who had nailed the scroll of demands to the alcalde’s door. Its sergeant stepped forward, reinforced by a two-stripe corporal. This fellow bore a leather sack the size of a musketeer’s ammunition pouch.

The two torchbearers scurried forward, assuming positions on the corporal’s right and left. The corporal mounted the mayor’s steps. Another pikeman handed him a carpenter’s maul, the same that had nailed the list of demands to the door. The corporal held out the leather sack. The sergeant reached in.

From the sack he drew a pair of severed hands.

The townspeople gasped in horror. Such a cry arose from their collective throats as seemed to unman the host entire. “God preserve us!” a man wailed. A dame dropped faint.

“You are not soldiers, but butchers!”

“Animals!!”

“Have you no fear of heaven?!”

The corporal hammered Don Philippe’s hands to the door. He used not joiner’s nails but timberman’s spikes. The iron rang as the blows descended.

The corporal faced Don Philippe’s hands palms-inboard, so that the townspeople, when later they assembled to gape and gawk, could see clearly the rings and identifying signets of the commander whose forces they had believed would preserve them.





Chapter 10 
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A night of fear and chaos now began for the townspeople. Clans and kin groups debated in the streets and in the public houses. It seemed every holder of a responsible position was drunk. The people wondered, Should we flee for the hills? To what—starvation? No one is coming to save us, and we cannot save ourselves!

The young priest, Padre Miguel, stepped forward beside his senior as a voice of spirit and defiance. “The foe seeks to terrify us. Do not be overawed by his threats or ultimatums. He stands in desperate straits himself, lacking food, fodder, water, most of all wine and spirits. Give him as little as possible. The farther his supply lines stretch from the sea and the frontier, the weaker and more vulnerable he becomes. Why is he in our province at all? We are poor. Play poor for him!”

All night the young padre ranged from council to conclave, seeking to inspirit the townspeople with resistance and resolve. No few rejected this. A farmer of the Medio stood forth. “What we have collected earlier for the king—cattle and fodder and such—let us give this instead to the foe. Submit! Seek favor with those who hold us in their power. The lieutenant seemed a man of breeding. He will see that we are not resisting. He will look favorably upon us.”

Father Miguel flushed with fury. “‘A man of breeding?’ Yes, I’m sure—as he nailed Don Philippe’s hands to the alcalde’s door!”

Other townsmen lined up with the farmer. “Where is our own king? Where are his forces hastening to preserve us? We must look to ourselves and our own safety!”

“We are in the enemy’s hands,” declared another. “Will we have him murder our sons and outrage our women for the pride of defying him?”

The girl Mariah ranged from meeting to meeting, growing more desperate as the mood among the townsmen devolved from accommodation to collaboration. Her father had returned from the farm, seeking her and her brothers. He drew the child apart. “Go home at once,” he commanded. The girl, he knew, possessed knowledge of half a hundred hideouts in the hills. He ordered her to take food and blankets and make for the most remote of these—and take her mother with her.

With dawn came the full force of the foe, including the Portuguese commander, Don Severiano. At this officer’s command, the lieutenant returned to the square. Much produce and provender had been gathered. Not enough, he declared. The lieutenant chastised the townspeople. They groveled. “We shall bring more!”

The formations of the Portuguese appeared to the girl—she had evaded for the moment her father’s commandment to take flight—to be, as Father Miguel had declared, more of a rabble than an army. Less than half possessed uniforms and fewer still had boots. Hundreds slapped about in rope-soled sandals; a nearly equal number trod barefoot. What uniforms they did possess were as frayed and filthy as the men themselves. Where were the enemy’s wounded? Borne south to Cádiz, someone said, for evacuation by sea.

The scale of the host, despite such depletion, beggared the child’s imagination—not alone the men but the mules and cavalry mounts and draft animals for the cannons and the heavy wagons. Detachments of siege engineers (though the child did not possess sufficient understanding of military affairs to identify them as such) began at once to dam the acequias at low-lying places to create watering stations the size of small lakes. At these, hooved animals in the hundreds congregated, not horses and mules alone but the forlorn sheep and goats that were driven before the army for slaughter.

Such lodgings as the town possessed were taken over at once and with unreserved relish by the mob of uniformed and ununiformed troops. The mass occupied the shops and residences, kicking the owners and householders into the street. They took what they wanted. Nor were such depredations enacted only by the soldiery. Camp followers and hangers-on, of whom there seemed hundreds—procurers and panderers, lenders of money, camp “wives,” as well as legitimate auxiliaries of the column, grooms and farriers, joiners and fitters, muleteers, laundresses, rope- and strap-benders—helped themselves to bed and plunder. The girl was shocked, not only by the vulgarity of the language squalled as brazenly by the women as the men but also by the number speaking Andalusian Castilian. These are our own people! Have they attached themselves to the foe so shamelessly?

Two companies alone stood out to the child as possessing discipline and self-restraint. First, the staff and lifeguard about the enemy commander. Like the lieutenant, these seemed young gentlemen of breeding, tall and erect, handsomely outfitted in tailored uniforms of wool and linen (no doubt fitted out by their families at home) and mounted—the dragoons and hussars of the cavalry—upon superlative stock.

The second group was the foreign mercenaries—the Swiss and German pikemen, the Danish archers, the French arquebusiers, and the Dutch gunners and cannoneers. These held themselves apart from the general ruck, maintaining themselves in order despite the delinquencies and malefactions being committed about them.

The girl found herself appalled by the tone of contempt and barbarity of action with which the enemy rabble abused the women of the town. Maids of marriageable age and younger, as well as matrons and even grandmothers, or any who attempted to shutter their windows or hide in basements and barns, were dragged forth and passed from man to man. Fiddlers and musicians accompanied the army. These gamboled about, performing ribald ditties, to which the women of the town, young and old, were compelled to caper in the most undignified manner before being borne off by whichever louts could grab them first. Father Miguel urged the child to take herself at once to safety. She would not. The girl, driven partly by curiosity and partly by indignation, maneuvered herself as closely as she could to get a view of the enemy commander. The steed upon which he rode was none other than Don Philippe’s own charger, La Mano Derecha, the Right Hand of God. The girl was outraged at first that the animal seemed to have accepted so readily his new master, even one who had caused the brutal murder of the man who had trained and gentled him. But then, she told herself, this was the way horses were broken by men, to the bit and the bridle, by fear and not love.

As for Severiano himself, he was clearly a man born to command. When he rode forward to the central plaza, surrounded by his aides-de-camp, to inspect the lot of rations and fodder that had been collected, he neither scowled nor verbally impugned the efforts of the lieutenant and the others, but with only a tilt of his brows communicated to them his displeasure—and the need, judging by the obvious hunger and state of unruliness of the army, to correct this. The lieutenant did not introduce him. “You have until evening to deliver the rest of what I ordered! His Excellency’s force will remain forty-eight hours in this place while our columns regroup and revictualize. Make your choice as to how these formations leave your town—intact or in ashes!”

The girl looked on as Padre Nicolo stepped forward from the crowd, bearing aloft the Cross of San Martin, the father of truces. The priest strode directly to Severiano. The commander, on horseback, acknowledged him with respect. The girl could not hear what passed between the two, except that it was translated by the lieutenant, and that at its conclusion the padre was invited to come forward and speak in private with the enemy commander.

“What is Father Nicolo doing?” the girl asked Father Miguel.

“He will negotiate an accommodation with the foe, if he can, so they move on with no further bloodshed.”

The girl’s father and brothers did go home. She remained with Father Miguel. All night the child kept on the lookout for the iron man. Had he left the province? Fled to save his skin?

By sunrise, sacks of grain in the hundreds had been produced for the foe. Herds of goats, sheep, and cattle were driven in from the hills. The influx acquired a momentum. A brewery was discovered, or rather betrayed, then a wine shop, and another. The slaughterhouse was sacked of whatever meat remained unplundered. Soldiers feasted about bonfires. More and more parties of the foe were sent out, or decamped on their own, to return in short order driving flocks of geese and chickens, to the vast entertainment of the invaders. Young women and not-so-young continued to be commandeered by the foe. No few went willingly. A husband was beaten brutally when he tried to stop the troops from taking his wife.

The sun was fully up now. Across the plaza, the girl could see Father Nicolo in earnest converse with the lieutenant. He seemed to be saying, See? We are doing what you asked. Please pass on.

Severiano, on horseback, accompanied by a half dozen aides-de-camp and subordinate commanders, had trotted to the fence line that bounded the town’s two equestrian rings. Within the main enclosure, several troops of lancers and dragoons were putting their mounts through cavalry evolutions. Severiano looked on with satisfaction. The girl worked her way through the crowd, which seemed to have swelled with the moment to an even greater number than at the height of the occupation.

Suddenly, into view from the track that descended from the Alta Loma, came the girl’s brothers, one running, the other mounted upon their father’s mare.

Between the two boys, bound by a pair of stout ropes, came the horse.

The girl’s horse.

The iron man’s horse.

The brothers whooped and hoorahed, creating a spectacle as they pranced with their prize past Severiano and his officers, along the lane that led to the slaughterhouse.

“For you, Excellency!” they cried. “For you and the butchers!”





Chapter 11 
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Two rings comprised the show and practice fields of the town. The smaller of the two, called the Moorish Ring, was used for stock auctions and, occasionally, for assembling a particularly large consignment of cattle or even sheep and goats for the slaughterhouse. The greater ring, called the Spanish, measured in breadth a full furlong, an eighth of a mile, although tapering at its northern extremity to about half that; in length the ring ran two furlongs and a half—capacious enough for pole-to-pole races and even half-milers around a turning post. The rising slope on the ring’s eastern flank provided a natural viewing theater. Constructed stands of timber and stone seated two hundred and more on the western side.

Here was an arena for spectacles, for exhibitions and contests of skill, as the “game of canes”—a staple of Andalusian equitation—and for cavalry exercises and mock battles. The space could hold a squadron and more, with room to drill mounts and men not only as individuals but also as units. The floor was sand, level as the surface of the sea. When formal events were held, as at Semana Santa, Holy Week, in late March or early April, and the Festival of Santiago during the height of the summer, boys and even men contended to serve with the raking and sprinkling. Stout fences of whitewashed cedar bounded the ring to the height of a man’s shoulders. This was a field worthy of a small city and, short of those at Granada and Córdoba, by far the grandest facility west of the Alpujarra.

Through the eastern gate and across this surface, the girl’s brothers now rode and ran, leading (or, more accurately, dragging) the wild horse by two lazos about its neck. The animal kicked and bucked, tossing its neck furiously. The girl flew to the southern fence, vaulting this, it seemed, on wings. A crowd swam in her wake, flooding the fence line and there piling up, first one deep, then two and more. Don Severiano himself spurred La Mano as well to this site, his aides and lifeguard trailing him.

The girl had sprinted now onto the open floor of the arena, barefoot, with her long dark hair spilling from its tie to stream behind her. Tears flushed her face; she bawled to her brothers words of outrage that were lost upon the wind. The boys could be seen laughing.

Severiano had turned to his lieutenant, beside him at the rail. What is this all about? he seemed to be asking. The lieutenant could be seen dispatching a subaltern to find out.

The boys drove the horse toward the complex of wooden chutes that led to the slaughterhouse. A gated enclosure, sometimes used as an auction ring, fronted the intake. This pen now held dozens, even scores, of forlorn-looking specimens—emaciated cattle and spavined horses, assembled for the Portuguese. The girl in her dash had covered half the width of the arena; she ran beside the horse, catching at the first rope that held it—the one manned by the younger of her two brothers, who ran beside on foot.

“Who is this child?” Severiano demanded of his lieutenant.

“Apparently the sister of these boys. The horse, it seems, is hers . . .”

Those at the slaughterhouse chutes could hear the brothers taunt their sister. “We ran him down! With dogs! He had come to the farm . . . looking for you, no doubt!”

Half of those in the throng, it seemed, cheered for the child; the remainder bayed and hooted in favor of the boys.

The brothers were trying to turn the horse toward Severiano, to show off their prize. The girl ran at the animal’s side, clutching at this mane as if trying to haul herself onto his back. At once the beast wheeled and rushed upon the eldest brother. This lad was mounted on his father’s mare, with the butt end of his rope lashed around the horn of this animal’s saddle.

The wild horse’s rush immediately took out the slack. The brother on foot was torn off his feet as his own lazo was jerked furiously taut. With teeth bared, the wild horse went after the mare. She bawled and shied. In an instant the elder brother was bowled from the saddle.

The wild horse ran free, trailing the two ropes.

The girl sprinted after him.

The horse wheeled about and galloped straight for the western end of the ring, that closest to the chutes for the slaughterhouse. A great throng had now piled up here. These cried in excitement, extending their arms as if to wave the animal in. Others leapt the rail and dashed on foot toward the horse, seeking to capture him. From the gates at the eastern and southern extremities of the ring came now troopers of Severiano’s cavalry, in high spirits, to join in this spectacle.

The horse veered hard away from these. The girl seemed almost to catch him as his turn brought him past her. The animal shot forward, just beyond her grasp, his unshod hooves throwing up great divots from the ring floor. He lowered his head and, with all four feet slinging sand before him, drew to a violent stop.

Before him stood the iron man.

The child, stumbling behind, nearly sprawled headlong in shock and surprise.

A cry of startlement burst from the onlookers. At the southern rail, one could hear Severiano query his lieutenant, “Who, then, is this derelict?”

Shouts responded from the crowd.

“Apparently a traveling tinker,” the lieutenant answered his commander.

The iron man glanced neither right nor left. He did not look at the girl, who had held up only paces away, nor at the Portuguese dragoons advancing upon him from the southern rail, nor at any of the townsmen dashing toward him from the slaughterhouse chutes.

With a motion as deft as it was swift, the iron man freed the animal of both trailing ropes.

The horse was bareback—no saddle or stirrups, bridle or halter, reins or bit.

The iron man reached up with his left hand and seized a fistful of the beast’s mane. With a spring like that of a man half his age, he leapt onto the horse’s back. The girl, standing close enough to touch his sleeve, found herself leaping backward, eyes wide with astonishment.

The horse accepted the iron man immediately, not as a stranger but as his own. Indeed, the fellow’s seat! Lacking stirrups and saddle, even reins, yet did the man sit his mount with spectacular balance and posture. A murmur of excitement rose from the townsmen and farmers lining the rails. These men knew horses. They knew riders. Every eye tracked the iron man and his horse as the pair—become at once, it seemed, a single creature—trotted with fiery intention to the stand of exercise lances, fourteen-footers, abutting the western rail of the ring. These were for cavalry practice—stout cane lances with blunted warheads. The iron man snatched one and, whirling it first with a single hand above his head, as if to get the feel of the weapon, lowered it now till its balance point set beneath his right arm at the elbow, with its cushioned head thrust to the fore like the jousting lance of a medieval knight.

A thrill shot the length and breadth of the arena.

At the southern fence line, Severiano and his lieutenant reacted with alarm. Both spurred their mounts forward to the very crown of the arena, where their vantage was broad and unimpeded.

Already and without orders, two detachments of Portuguese dragoons, armed with twelve-foot lances, had taken station in the arena. At a sign from the lieutenant, both units formed into fronts and deployed to capture the iron man.

The girl had not moved. She stood rooted near the spot from which the iron man had mounted his horse. Two townsmen dashed now to her, catching the child up in their arms and bearing her swiftly to the safety of the rail.

An assortment of obstacles and training devices spread across the ring—fence and wall jumps, turning poles, steeplechase barriers of brush and stone, water jumps (now dry), “leg-breakers,” and anti-cavalry ditches.

The central obstacle was an elevated chute called El Puente, the Bridge. This test consisted of a narrow track, of such straitened dimension that a single horse only could track along its length. Ditches lined both sides. The fall into these was about the height of a man. In wet seasons, these channels would be filled with water. Now in the drought they were raked sand. The length of the runway was about a quarter furlong. A turning post waited beyond its terminus.

The drill, as practiced by cavalry and cavalry candidates, was for a troop of eight in wedge or skirmish line formation to approach the entry to the Bridge at the gallop, deploy into column while still at the stretching run, and enter the passage in single file at top speed with none misstepping. Once through the runway, the troop must execute one of two evolutions—either the laconian, in which each rider takes the turning post in succession and gallops back, in column, in the opposite direction, or the Corinthian, called the Golondrina, or Swallow, in which the leading riders would rein in to permit their trailing mates to overtake them, with the formation reforming like a wing to come about again as a skirmish line. The purpose of this evolution was to train a unit for those moments on the battlefield when obstacles such as trees or ditches or formations of the foe necessitate negotiating a narrow passage and emerging as a cohesive unit, ready to fight. The girl, watching now amid the townsmen at the rail, knew these evolutions well, having observed them upon this very field hundreds of times, as well as assisting her brothers when they practiced this, high on the Alta Loma, on their father’s mare.

The iron man and his horse made straight for this obstacle. The pair advanced not at the gallop but at the canter. A troop of six Portuguese tracked the man and his mount, swinging wide in pursuit. The riders called orders to one another. Their chargers were clearly in that state horsemen call “high,” that is, blood-up, ears forward, eyes bright, eager for the fight.

The iron man neither hastened nor hurtled. He held his pace, posture impeccable, left hand gripping his mount’s mane, letting the enemy form into their most aggressive disposition behind him.

Now the rider’s seat altered. His knees and calves tightened about his horse’s flanks; he leaned forward, so slightly that an untrained observer might notice nothing. At once the horse lengthened stride. The pursuers spurred after him.

In three steps the iron man’s horse had reached the full gallop. He flew toward the entry of the runway. The Portuguese troopers thundered in his wake.

The townsmen held their breaths. No few, it seemed, half expected the iron man to run his mount into one of the ditches or be overtaken and beaten down, even slain by his pursuers. Instead, the horse roared into the lane as fearlessly as if the alley had been broad as a boulevard. Behind, the dragoons deployed seamlessly into a column. One behind the other, they galloped into the lane. The Portuguese leader seemed less than a length behind the iron man. A collective intake of breath came from the spectators.

Suddenly the iron man’s heels and calves detached slightly from his horse’s flanks. Simultaneously his seat tucked in, again with a subtle movement. At once the mount threw himself into a four-hooved skid—called el freno in Granada and la revueltera in greater Andalusia. The beast’s hocks plunged so tight to the surface of the arena that they and his cannon bones threw up sand, as all four legs straightened to the fore in a furious braking motion. The iron man’s heels seemed to climb to his mount’s ears, while he himself skidded so far forward that only his grip on his horse’s mane, one-handed, kept him from sliding clear up to the animal’s neck.

The pursuers’ mounts were thrown into a mad disorder. The first plowed headlong into the iron man’s horse’s hindquarters, with its rider standing in the stirrups, heaving rearward on the reins with all his strength. Horse and rider bowled off the runway into the ditch on the right, followed in a four-hooved slide by the second rider and his mount. The third and fourth troopers, reining furiously and wheeling to avoid the first two, skidded first, then somersaulted into the trench on the left. The fifth rider, barely maintaining control, sought to rein and come about. The sixth rider hit him broadside, sending both afoul of each other into a barely upright tangle at the midway point of the runway.

By this time, the iron man had exited the lane at the far end and come about at the turning post. Now he galloped back into the runway, charging upon these final two. He unhorsed both riders, the first with a furious side-wallop of his fourteen-foot lance, the second with a spearing motion to the center of the fellow’s chest. So that an action which, moments before, seemed to forecast no outcome other than the running-down of the iron man in flight, had resulted, now, in six horses overthrown in a spectacle of consternation and all half dozen riders unseated in disgrace, and not one, for all his arrogant aggression, had so much as touched his target.

A great cheer rose from the spectators along the slaughterhouse rail. The girl could hear townsmen who had no acquaintance of the iron man querying their countrymen of the Medio, “Who is this man?”

The rider’s name spread at once.

“Telamon!” the crowd cried. And then louder and from the throats of all, “Telamon! Telamon!”

The overthrow of the Portuguese cavalrymen was experienced most keenly by Severiano and his officers. At once, more dragoons of the invaders’ squadrons, as well as pikemen and even grenadiers of the foot troops, began mounting the rails and flooding into the arena.

The iron man and his horse, now at the far end of the ring, stood across from a second company of champions—one against eight. The chief of this troop, a sergeant with great orange mustaches, ordered his men into that configuration called los cuernos, “the Horns.” Immediately both wings of his line swung wide to envelop their adversary and his mount, while the center consolidated into a boot-to-boot front of four. In unison, all charged. The distance to the iron man was about a hundred paces.

Cavalry in the field rarely “work execution” against the consolidated foe. Foot troops who stand their ground will almost always balk a mounted assault. Cavalry’s worth lies instead in the rout. A foe in flight on foot, particularly one that has thrown away its arms, is helpless before the pursuit of a mounted force of lancers. A troop of eight can wound or slay thirty men in as many seconds. Five hundred horsemen will produce slaughter on a scale unimaginable.

Clearly the sergeant of the horns anticipated that his adversary would flee and be run down from behind in just this fashion. Instead, Telamon and his mount made directly at the rightmost wingman of the horns. A cry of joy sprang from twice a hundred townsmen’s throats. The girl, turning toward Severiano, saw the commander straighten in his stirrups and reach involuntarily for the hilt of his saber. When the child’s glance turned back to the arena, the iron man had already unhorsed the rightmost wingman and was driving hard against his mate on this trooper’s left. Nor was this assault carried out by the rider alone. The horse led. The animal himself galloped chest-on into this second foe, catching the beast at the shoulder and bowling him sidewise into a sprawling tumble. As this second rider cartwheeled over his horse’s neck, his lance sailing like a stalk on the wind, the townsmen in excitement began themselves to mount the rails and stampede into the arena. By now the central four horsemen and the pair on the left of the horns had been driven by the momentum of their own onrush past the iron man. They wheeled furiously to come about. The core tangled with the wing, fouling the configuration. The sergeant, in the center, bawled oaths at his troopers, while the pikemen and grenadiers of the Portuguese rushing in from along the southern rail cried out in anguish and distress.

Telamon and his horse centered their attention now on the sergeant alone. As when a bull in a pasture faces a rival in rage, so did the iron man’s champion charge. The orange-mustached fellow, reckoning his peril, made to slash with his saber not at the rider but at the horse itself. The animal dodged the blade and, seizing the sergeant’s shoulder with his teeth, lifted him bodily from his saddle and slung him in a jumble of kettle-hat, cuirass, and scabbard-belt to the earth, where he, the steed, made to trample him. Only the iron man’s desperate efforts diverted his mount’s fury.

By now, all five of the remaining horns-riders had fled in disorder. Portuguese troops, both mounted and afoot, surged into the ring. Townsmen in twice their numbers swept forward as well, one side seeking to eviscerate the iron man, the other to hoist him on their shoulders in triumph.

The girl had followed frantically amid the crush of men and boys from the moment the iron man had routed the pursuit riders in the arena. She dashed now into this second press, beside herself to do she knew not what . . . to protect the horse or at least to add her voice and outrage to the struggle. Pikemen of the Portuguese and their mercenary allies, the German Landsknecht men and the Danish archers, reinforced by cavalry to the number of two and, at the end, even three squadrons, had rushed forward in numbers too great to be resisted. These, forming a front, pressed Telamon and his horse against the wall of market stalls that bounded the eastern extremity of the ring.

The foe tore their adversary from the animal’s back. The girl found her line of sight broken by the crush of bodies about and above her. She saw the iron man vanish beneath a volley of cuffs and kicks. The horse’s head and neck could still be glimpsed, above the press of the foe. Loop after loop of rope was slung about his neck, arresting him so that he could not turn, choking his airway. The lazos were hauled upon in multiple directions by numbers of men, until at last the horse as well went down.
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Two towering oaks stood at the mouth of the plaza. The horse, bound by choke-ropes about his neck, his forehooves shackled by leather hobbles, was stretch-lashed between these. Four musketeers held one set of lazos, six the other. The horse reared and kicked and bared his teeth, seeking to fasten onto anyone or anything he could reach. None dared try to halter him.

The iron man himself, beaten badly, had been spread-eagled, also by ropes manned by the foe, with his back flush to the undercarriage of an overturned wagon—one that had been used by the townsmen to barricade an alley. The captive’s arms extended horizontally from his shoulders, pinioned by the ropes, each held by two or three men in shifting teams. He appeared like one crucified, by hempen lines instead of spikes. Cries for his release swelled in waves from the press of townsmen. The Portuguese responded beneath the lieutenant’s orders—he on horseback between the two oaks—by flooding yet more pikemen and grenadiers into the square.

How much time had passed since the iron man was seized? To the girl, swept along by the tide of townsmen in a press so violent it lifted her off her feet at moments, the interval seemed interminable. Where was the horse? She could neither see nor hear. Was he hurt? Would the enemy butcher him?

The girl wormed her way through this press. She heard cries ahead. Apparently, the enemy commander, Severiano, had taken station at the fore of the Portuguese phalanx. Curses of the townsfolk and oaths of defiance were hurled in the foe’s direction. He was responding in speech, or his lieutenant was; the girl could not tell. She tugged at the smock of one countryman, then another.

“What is he saying?” the girl cried.

“The brand!” At last, one fellow said. “The X brand on the horse.”

The child begged to know what the lieutenant was demanding. Neither she nor the others could hear from their position deep in the crowd.

The girl felt a hand grip her shoulder. Father Miguel. “Keep behind me,” the padre commanded. He pushed forward, shielding the girl with his body.

At last the child, beside her friend the priest, wriggled through to a vantage in the foremost rank.

“Who are you?” the Portuguese lieutenant was demanding of the iron man. “The mob chanted your name—‘Telamon.’ Of what nation? Serving what commander?”

“I am no one,” the iron man responded. “From nowhere.”

Clearly the lieutenant’s interrogation was at the direction of, and in the name of, Severiano, who, aboard his own mount, held half a length behind the young officer and immediately on his right.

“This X!” the lieutenant continued. “What does it signify? Some squadron of the Spanish Crown? Who trained this horse? Are there others like him? In what school of war were you and this beast trained?”

Severiano’s thighs pressed involuntarily, in anger and impatience, against his horse’s flanks. He drove forward, past the lieutenant.

“Whose horse is this?” he demanded directly of his captive. “Who trained him? How can he perform as he did without bridle or bit?”

“He is my horse,” the captive answered.

Those in the crowd who could hear this responded with acclamation, though none understood what the iron man meant or what his words implied. With a great murmur, those who heard passed this on to the others.

Severiano saw this. His anger intensified

“This is a highly trained cavalry mount, as you are clearly a cavalry warrior. What is the X brand on your charger’s flank? What unit of horse troops does it signify?”

The iron man made no answer. The soldiers who held him hauled their ropes tighter. The crowd roared with outrage as the prisoner’s arms were jerked within his shoulder sockets.

“Is this X a Cross? Does it represent a unit of cavalry? Do you command it?”

“I command nothing,” the iron man declared.

At a sign from the lieutenant, the soldiers heaved again upon the captive’s ropes. Another cry of anguish burst from the throng. Father Nicolo stepped from the first rank, advancing toward Severiano. His right hand was raised in peace. At once, pikemen of the Landsknecht troops intercepted and blocked him.

At this instant, the sergeant who commanded the rope soldiers uttered a cry. “Excellency! Look here, sire!”

The sergeant seized the iron man’s right arm and held it high so that Severiano could see. Upon his forearm, the tattooed

X

stood out, dark and prominent.

“It matches, Excellency!” declared the sergeant. “It is the same X as that branded upon the horse!”

Every eye around the square strained to see—none with more fiery intensity than Severiano’s. He pressed forward upon his mount even closer to the iron man.

“These X’s are military marks. Explain them! Are they a Cross? Are they a letter?”

The prisoner seemed upon the instant of responding.

Father Nicolo broke through first.

Stepping into the clear around the pikemen, he addressed Severiano directly.

“The X is neither a Cross nor a letter, Excellency. It is the Latin decima, the Roman numeral for ten.”

Severiano regarded the priest with irritation and frustration.

“Signifying what?”

“The Tenth Legion of Rome, sire. The legion that burned Jerusalem in AD 70, a monstrous crime . . .”

“How do you know all this?”

“I am a student of the past.”

The lieutenant, hearing this, reacted with even sharper anger than his master. “Will you make sport of His Excellency, priest? Sire, let me scourge this blackguard—”

The girl and Father Miguel responded with outrage, as did the multitude. For a moment, it seemed as if the mass would surge as one upon the occupying troops. These for their part readied their weapons and braced to fire.

Severiano’s raised right hand quelled this.

He reined directly above the iron man.

“I know you. Where have we met? Speak the truth or, by the Blood of Christ, I will have your entrails torn from your belly and hang you with them!”

As if he had heard this and understood, the iron man’s horse reared within his bonds. The hobble that snared his forehooves snapped in two. The lazo men strained upon their choke-ropes to contain him.

The horse wheeled toward the champion upon which Severiano sat and whinnied in challenge. The Portuguese commander had to rein his mount furiously to hold him from responding.

The crowd stamped and roared in excitement.

The girl’s eyes fixed upon Severiano. She saw him draw his saber and extend its blade toward Telamon.

“This man,” he cried, “is an agent of the Spanish Crown. Execute him!”

At once the soldiers who held the iron man’s ropes tugged with all their strength, pinning him tightly against the wagon. A squad of musketeers trotted into position, readying their fuses and their weapons. The iron man strained with all his strength against the ropes.

Severiano’s saber turned now toward the captive’s horse.

“And destroy this animal!”

In the crowd, the girl cried out. Voices of rage seconded her. The host bawled in defiance at the Portuguese troops across from them.

The lieutenant’s expression contorted in alarm. He turned toward his commander, clearly seeking some sign that this officer would take action to avert a massacre. Instead, he saw Severiano’s features harden and the commander’s own fist tighten on the hilt of his saber.

The iron man’s horse clearly felt this all. He reared again, whinnying furiously, and slashed with his forehooves at the soldiers whose lazos imprisoned him. One of the choke-ropes slipped the grip of the men holding it. The horse turned and bounded, throttled as he was, half a dozen strides toward the iron man before the rope-handlers regained their grip. The whites of the animal’s eyes flashed in fury. The lieutenant shouted to the soldiers to bring the beast under control.

Beneath Severiano, his own mount, the Right Hand of God, snorted and pinwheeled, demanding in his wrath to be loosed to take on the iron man’s horse. The crowd reacted as a squad of grenadiers hastened into position to fire upon the horse. A massacre stood instants from being enacted.

With a shriek the girl bolted from the throng. The blade of her sickle flared in the sun. Before anyone could cry or react, the girl had sliced through both sets of ropes that held the animal. The horse burst free. The rope-holders who had bound the beast scrambled wildly out of its way.

The other soldiers, those who held the iron man, as well as the sergeant who commanded them, had turned toward this spectacle, unnerved by the chaos and confusion. They saw the horse, at the rising gallop, bearing down on them. For an instant, an onlooker could see the three-striper’s eyes widen with terror. Then the animal’s full weight plowed into the center of the fellow’s chest. The impact lifted the sergeant like a sack of sand. The horse drove him bodily through the planked chassis of the wagon against which Telamon was held, shattering the teamster’s box as well as the axle, which cleaved and splintered in an explosion of shards. The iron man himself was flung sideways amid a welter of planks and ropes; he scrambled to his feet, struggling to untangle himself from the lines that had bound him. The sergeant’s underlings had scattered in all directions.

A melee erupted. The front rank of townsmen, with Father Nicolo at its head, plunged forward toward the triple ranks of Portuguese grenadiers. A volley of musketry met them. Across the sand of the plaza, men crumpled and fell.

The iron man wore an expression of horror. He saw Father Nicolo go down, face first, in that tangle of lifeless limbs. The girl shrieked. With a cry of rage, Telamon vaulted onto his horse’s back.

Across from the grenadiers, townsmen rushed from all sides to the aid of their comrades. They dashed to the priest’s fallen form, crying out with equal vehemence oaths of fury and prayers beseeching the aid of heaven. The musketeers themselves, those of the front line, had withdrawn through the ranks of their brother fusiliers, and now reloaded with drilled and disciplined efficiency. The second rank stepped forward, leveling their weapons, awaiting the command to fire.

Telamon spotted the girl, on her knees amid the press that surrounded Father Nicolo’s body. He saw Padre Miguel dash into the open toward the child. The second rank of musketeers elevated their muzzles for a succeeding salvo. The iron man’s thighs, calves, and heels gripped his horse’s belly. In three strides the animal had reached the full gallop.

Did Padre Miguel hear, or simply sense, the man and horse thundering down upon him? Did he hear the enemy lieutenant scream the order to fire? All he could recall, later, was that he had stood in the moment to his full height, lifting the girl before him, and in the instant handed her, as the horse galloped past, into the iron man’s grasp.
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A musket ball tore into Telamon’s side no more than a hand’s-breadth from the girl’s face. She could not believe the velocity of the projectile, nor the ripping, rending penetration of its impact. Both her arms were wrapped around the iron man’s waist. The man’s bulk was blown sideways so violently by the leaden ball that he nearly pulled the girl off the horse as she clung to him.

Telamon drove his horse out through the gate of the plaza and straight up the slope toward the Portuguese cannoneers whose position commanded the town. He righted himself by his legs about the mount’s barrel and his fists clutching the animal’s mane. “Hold on!” he shouted back at the girl. “You must find the strength!”

Ahead, glimpsed half through the fabric of the iron man’s smock into which her cheek and face were pressed, the girl could see the rising slope of the Medio, and beyond it, barely visible in the distance, the rockland and the woodlots of the Alta Loma.

The child strained every sinew to cling to her protector. She could feel his blood, hot and sticky, in the space between her right forearm and his rib cage. She felt the rib where it had been smashed by the musket ball.

At once an image painted itself across her vision, obscuring every element of sight in the physical moment. She felt herself in blinding, dazzling sun. She was no longer aboard the horse, but afoot—barefoot indeed—upon the burning earth of a desert country.

The child saw before her, as vividly as if it were happening upon the instant, a mass of men in armor of a form and fashion she had never seen. They labored, these soldiers, in a running sweat. The child felt the sun’s heat and the fiery oppression of the sky. She herself stood among these men—a child indeed, as she was now. She bore a sack of fruit—freshly picked clementines with the stems on them—over her shoulder.

“Are you unhurt?” cried Telamon. “Can you hold on?”

The child snapped from her alucinacion. She strained to answer but her throat produced no sound. She felt the iron man’s right hand seize her by the gathered weave of her garment and pull her tight to him. “Press your face into my back,” he cried. “Make yourself as small as you can!”

The girl clawed at Telamon’s shirt with all her strength, while the horse’s churning hindquarters beat at the sinews of her thighs. Her cheek pressed against the iron man’s shattered rib cage. She could glimpse, ahead in the fading light, a half dozen fusiliers of the foe leveling their weapons and sighting upon the horse and man that galloped toward them. Their weapon was the clumsy, long-barreled arquebus, so heavy it must be stabilized by an iron staff set beneath it into the earth. The girl heard no sound, only remarked in ragged cadence the white smoke from the muzzles pluming forth in billowing succession. She felt, again without sound, the wallop of the leaden balls slamming into the horse’s right flank. She reckoned with lucid detachment, These are the foot troops assigned to defend the artillerymen’s position. The child could see their makeshift fortifications—sod bricks hewn from the dense Andalusian turf and stacked to calf-height to make a palisade behind which the musketeers could kneel and sight.

Now a second hallucination began.

The girl saw the same soldiers as in her first vision. She experienced the same press of male forms about her, felt the same desert heat on her neck and arms. The men’s faces came clearer now. They had been waiting for her and the refreshment she bore. They were thirsty; they greeted her with smiles. Other girls her age brought pears and figs. The soldiers took them. They handed the children small copper coins.

Then she saw him.

Telamon.

She saw him in armor and kit—scarlet headband, salty with sweat; plumed helmet, not on his head but cinched by a carrying strap across his back. He wore a white tunic, sodden now with dust turned to mud by perspiration. From her hand, the iron man took two clementines.

It was he! The same man. The expression on his face indicated that he knew the child, had had regular acquaintance with her.

He liked her.

He was her protector.

The child broke wildly from this vision, which had lasted, she could only guess, no longer than the count of five.

Horse and rider pounded uphill. The last musket balls were dropping short behind them now.

“Our mount is blown,” the iron man called back to the girl. “Can you run? We have to get our weight off him!”

The horse, unreined save by the rider’s fist in its mane, slowed to a walk. Telamon, gripping the child beneath one shoulder with his right hand, handed her down to the earth. Her feet struck at the trot. He himself dismounted in the same motion. “You’re bleeding,” the girl called.

The iron man answered nothing, instead took the girl’s hand and drew her alongside him, already at a long-striding pace. The horse, slewing lather, made beside them at a quick walk.

“This uphill will wear the sap out of any pursuit party that rides after us. But there’s nothing we can do about our tracks. Can you run? If you can’t, I’ll carry you.”

Again the girl blinked and staggered.

“Are you all right?” Telamon slowed. He reached to lift her.

Something in the child’s eyes made him draw up. The girl’s aspect was that of a dreamer, a person seized within a trance. The iron man lifted her in both arms lest she spill or tumble. Horse and man—now carrying the child—pressed hard up the rising slope.

Again, the child saw the featureless sky and felt the oppression of the searing sun. Now the men in armor were scrambling up a slope that was not a hill but a ramp. A ramp made of earth. A ramp built by men.

She saw the horse. It mounted the incline as well. In armor. Telamon strained beside the beast, on foot, leading it by reins. He carried a sword and shield . . .

The girl shot like a bolt back into consciousness. She was back on the horse now, behind the iron man as before.

“What happened? Where are we?”

Night had fallen. The child glimpsed stars. Ahead lay a crest line dense with cork oaks. Was this real or a vision? The girl strained with all her focus to recall the topography of the Alta Loma.

Yes, this was real. She remembered these groves from treks with her father to San Ardo. Grovers harvested the thick, light bark in midsummer, peeling it off in great sheaves and loading it onto mules to carry to market.

A yelping, baying sound rose from a half mile behind.

“Hounds,” grunted Telamon. “What’s ahead? Do you know this woodlot?”

The child’s arms clung yet more tightly about her protector’s waist.

“Is there a way through?” he demanded. “A game trail? Anything!”

To ride at speed through a cork grove is terror to a horseman—and even more perilous in the dark. The boughs grow low to the ground. They spread wide. Each tree seems to reach toward its neighbor. The branches grow in twisted and unpredictable shapes. Crowns are dense, blocking so much as starlight. Even a man on foot must tread with caution.

“No!” answered the child. “No track I know.”

The iron man, peering ahead into the gloom, chose one gap—or what seemed to be at least a crease in the grove’s front—and made for it. The horse, beyond exhaustion, had slowed to a trot. Telamon pressed forward flat along the animal’s neck. The girl did likewise against his ribs.

She was so tired. No strength remained in her thighs. Both legs flopped, unstrung, against the horse’s hindquarters. She could not feel her ankles. All reserve of might seemed to have collected in her fingers and fingernails. These clung to the iron man’s smock like the digits of the dead.

The child felt her vision alter. “Please, no!” she felt herself cry, and could not tell if she spoke aloud or only in her imagination. She did not want to enter that world again.

A summit. Same heat, same searing sky. “Keep the girl back! How in hell’s name did she get here?” This was Telamon, in armor, commanding others. Right and left, the greaved shins of soldiers pounded past . . .

The girl snapped back. She was among the cork trees. Skull-busting branches whipped past, inches above the horse’s ears; smaller limbs lashed the girl and the iron man about the head and face. “Dismount! We’ll lose our eyes in this thicket!”

Man and girl spilled at the trot. Telamon kept the child to his rear, so his bulk protected her. Fingerling branches ripped at them. The girl could hear the dogs behind, growing closer.

“Does this end? Is there a trail, a trace . . . anything?”

Abruptly Telamon drew up. “What is that? Can you see?”

He was pointing forward. The faintest glimmer could be made out through the trees.

The girl was too shattered with fatigue even to hold her head up.

Telamon drove toward this light, on foot, leading the child and the horse.

From the gloom, a flicker.

“A lantern.”

The rider’s posture stiffened with alarm. Could the enemy have somehow gotten ahead? The child, clinging to her protector, felt the sinews along this back tense and brace. “Take my arm,” he commanded. The horse drew up. The man hauled himself aboard, pulling the child up after him. He turned the horse away from the flickering light.

The lantern moved.

Its glow darted to intercept the horse and its riders.

“Who is it?” Telamon barked, challenging.

He had no weapon.

“My sickle!” the child cried. Into the iron man’s hand she pressed the weapon.

The horse wheeled right and stopped.

A woman stood before them, a dame of ancient winters. She held a lantern.

For moments the child thought she had slipped back into visions.

But the aged hag was real.

“Who are you?” cried Telamon. “Where are we?”

The woman’s iron-colored hair spilled about her face in a mad tangle of curls. Her garb was animal skins. “She’s a witch!” the child heard her own voice cry.

“Who are you?” Telamon demanded again of the old woman. The sickle blade flashed in his hand.

The crone displayed no fear. She elevated one bony hand, as if to command silence. Cocking her head, she held for long moments, fixed on the sound of the approaching hounds.

“She is a bruja! She’ll curse us!” the girl heard herself call. “Go! Go!”

“No,” the iron man declared after the slightest hesitation. His glance bore in upon the old woman. “We’ll be all right.”

The dame advanced, lifting her lantern to examine first Telamon’s face . . . then the X brand on the horse’s shoulder.

Her eyes met his for the briefest instant.

The child felt chills course the length of her spine.

“To me!” the old woman commanded.

Turning about, she strode with long, purposeful strides toward what seemed like the densest precinct of the woods.

Telamon hung back only an instant.

“To me!” the dame repeated.

How long did she lead? Where? By what means? The child could offer no clue, then or later. She counted only by the baying of the hounds.

Close.

Closer.

Closer still.

Suddenly the woods ended. The ground fell away. Starlight revealed a nearly sheer face, dropping half a thousand feet.

“There!” The dame’s finger pointed down the bluff. “The surface is loose scree. Any who follow, even dogs, will spill and plummet.”

The old woman pointed again. Man and girl strained. The faintest, impossibly precipitous track descended at an angle across the face of the precipice.

“On foot!” the crone commanded. “Let your mount lead. Step only where he does. Keep your uphill shoulder tight against the slope. When you hear running water below you, you will be safe!”
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The armed forces of Portugal and Spain, like those of their imperial rivals, were not organized as standing formations under their respective monarchs. Rather, such configurations were assembled ad hoc from provincial regimientos (regimentos in Portuguese). In ventures to the New World, regiments operated as expeditionary forces, under the authority not only of the Crown but also of the Church. Commanders bore titles clerical as well as political and based their legitimacy of action upon credentials from heaven—or heaven’s ministers on Earth.

The Portuguese lieutenant had served twice in the New World, once in Venezuela and once in Colonia del Sacramento. Both times, fever terminated his tour. His name, along with those of his two elder brothers, stood to the title of 110,000 undeveloped hectares of jungle and coastline on the River Plate in Uruguay, an inheritance from his father.

Don Severiano was his father’s younger brother. The lieutenant was Severiano’s nephew.

When a mounted courier returned to the Portuguese camp at San Marcos to report that the prisoner Telamon, with the horse and the girl, had made good his escape, this messenger made his report to the lieutenant in his capacity as aide-de-camp to his uncle.

The fugitives, the rider declared, had executed a desperate plunge down a slope so precipitous that even the pursuit party’s dogs could not keep their footing. Four plunged to their deaths, along with two horses lost and riders badly injured. The pursuit continues, the courier declared.

The current formation under Don Severiano consisted of his own territorial regiment to the number of twenty-six hundred, both cavalry and infantry, augmented by independent foreign companies—archers and javelineers, siege engineers, pike-and-shot formations—serving for hire at Severiano’s expense, along with an auxiliary complement of free militiamen (characterized, in the lieutenant’s phrase, as “bandits serving for plunder and glory”) recruited or volunteering on their own from various outlying districts.

Severiano’s mission was twofold. First, to cut off the southern ports of Cádiz, Marbella, and Málaga from military use by Spain. Spain stood in violation, the Portuguese Crown declared, of the Treaty of Salamanca, which divided the New World into three regions of exploitation. The brief, as presented months previously before the Pope at Rome, alleged that Spanish naval vessels, taking advantage of superior positions at Darién, Cuba, and Florida, were operating as pirates and freebooters, intercepting, capturing, and interning Portuguese galleys returning from her legitimate colonies in Brazil, Guanara, Venezuela, and Uruguay.

Severiano’s second objective was to capture and secure for the Portuguese Crown the supply depot at the Port of Cádiz, with its hundreds of tons of black powder. However, upon the formation’s seizure of this magazine in the first days of the campaign, it was discovered that the greater part of this ordnance—fully two-thirds—had been evacuated surreptitiously months previous and secreted at a number of inland bastions, locations unknown.

This secondary consideration now by necessity became Severiano’s primary charge: Find this powder and take it.

The lieutenant hastened, late as the hour had become, to report to his commander the situation regarding the pursuit of the iron man and his horse. He descended from the cannoneers’ position amid a clamorous mobilization for decampment on the morrow. The town itself was being razed. Bonfires lit a scene of troops decamping from cantonments, livestock and impressed labor being driven in from the countryside, and wagons and mule trains being loaded with every item that could be looted and transported for the anabasis, the drive inland, that would come with the dawn.

The lieutenant found Severiano huddled with officers over a map table beneath a tent fly sited in the lee of the don’s campaign pavilion but still bucking with a rising gale. Cresset lamps hissed and flared. Bricks and stones held down papers and maps on the campaign tabletop. A glance from Severiano instructed the lieutenant to wait.

Severiano had thirteen aides-de-camp. Five attended him at this hour. The lieutenant, who was the group’s second-in-command, took up a post outside this clutch. The aides came forward in a rotation, following a sequence of seniority. The young officers were scions and princelings of the leading families in Algarve, the province of Portugal of which Severiano was the principal noble. They were called cadetes. The youngest was fourteen; the eldest, the lieutenant, twenty-four.

A quarter hour passed before Severiano motioned his nephew forward. A glance from this officer communicated that his intelligence must be delivered privately. The commander seemed to welcome this as a break from the chore of mobilization.

The pair moved to an alcove of the pavilion with a table and two folding chairs. Attendants brought wine, which Severiano declined. He ordered English tea. The lieutenant requested the same. He relayed to his commander, as closely to verbatim as he could, the report of the courier regarding the iron man and the horse. The lieutenant had thought this a concern of at most secondary import.

To his surprise, Severiano, who had just taken a seat, leaned forward with keen interest. “I regard this escapade with extreme seriousness. This villain must be caught and made an example of! Who is he? Is he a solitary provocador or the commander of some greater force, which we must also confront? You saw,” Severiano continued with emphasis, “the fervor of resistance this ‘champion of the people’ kindled in his countrymen by his defiance of our authority. By heaven, our quartermasters have got from these river towns less than half the supplies we needed . . . and as word of this renegade’s exploits and escape spreads, which it will—these Spanish provincials are no doubt composing ballads celebrating his exploits even as you and I speak . . . not to mention the man’s presence itself, free and unfettered—we shall face the same resistance and recalcitrance at every town and village we enter as we advance inland.”

Severiano grimaced as he remembered. “And the horse! The X brand! What myth of defiance does this represent? Will it inspirit these farmers and countrymen? Is it some signia of resistance known only to them?”

The lieutenant vowed that he would take personal charge of this situation. A quick smile lit his uncle’s face. “Good,” the don said. He regarded his nephew affectionately. “You are well? Not worn out from the day’s fatigues? Have you dined?”

The bole of a sycamore stretched horizontally, as trunks of this species often will, at thigh-height just outside the pavilion. Light from a watch fire gave the site a cheery appeal and agreeableness. “Come, sit.”

The don crossed to this informal bench. The lieutenant followed. A plate of bread and meat was ordered for him. Within the tent, working officers and aides noted the bond between their lord and his elder brother’s son.

“What do you make of this damn thing?” said Severiano. “This horse who fights like no other and this rider who commands him by his seat and mind alone. There is something uncanny about each, individually and the pair together. I could not do what they have done, could you?”

The lieutenant regarded his uncle for a long moment. “May I speak with candor, my lord?”

A glance from Severiano urged just that.

“These have been my thoughts exactly! I have hesitated to give them voice, however, for fear of seeming . . . irrational or given over to—”

“Speak, please,” declared Severiano with warmth. “Pay no attention to the curtness of my manner. It is frustration only—at myself, not at you.”

The lieutenant cleared his throat.

“I had a dream two nights ago. Not a dream as one experiences in the normal course of slumber. Rather one that shook me to my soul.”

The commander’s expression bade his nephew continue.

“There was a battle. You and I rode at the forefront. I served with you in the same capacity as I do now. In the heat of action, you issued an order to an officer of infantry . . .”

The lieutenant paused. His eyes searched his commander’s, seeking reassurance that this citation did not seem irregular or outlandish.

“Go on,” Severiano said.

“The man stood up to you boldly, defying your command. In the dream, I felt I knew him . . . though in truth I had never seen him before. Until yesterday.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was the ‘iron man.’ Telamon.”

Severiano regarded his nephew for a puzzled moment. “What do you mean? The dream was two nights ago? And you had never seen this man before then?”

“Never. But it was he. As surely as I speak before you now.”

Severiano inquired as to the setting of the dream. The present? This current formation?

“No. Not here. Not now. But a force to be reckoned with. Disciplined. Of scale and power.”

The young officer took a breath. “There’s more. A second part to the dream.”

“Continue.”

“The man had been convicted of disobeying orders. He was sentenced to death. In fact, he was already lashed to a post of execution. Guards stood about him. A great mass of troops had been drawn up to witness punishment. All were in full kit, with helmets and weapons. You, my lord,” the lieutenant continued, “were to deliver the fatal blow. You carried a throwing spear of a type I had never seen. It had an iron head and a shaft of pine or ash.”

Severiano’s expression did not alter. He listened intently but betrayed no emotion.

“You took a hard run directly at the fellow, five or six paces to get to speed, then you flung the projectile from point-blank range. The warhead drove through the center of the iron man’s breast and buried itself in the execution post.”

The lieutenant’s brow glistened as he recounted the moment.

“As the man toppled within his bonds, a great groan escaped from the throats of the thousands. I myself felt all animation depart my soul. My knees buckled. I saw you turn about, Excellency, unmoved, it seemed, and start to stride away—”

Severiano absorbed this with keen attention. He seemed upon the point of speech. The lieutenant spoke first, as if impelled to finish.

“The content of the dream,” he declared, “was of less import than the emotion it evoked in me. I awoke, if that is the word, in a state of such terror as I have never known, even in mortal peril on the battlefield. I dressed in haste and strode abroad . . . indeed, I put myself through the exercise of inspecting the picket line from one end to the other, a chore that consumed more than an hour . . . before I could feel that my feet trod again upon solid earth.”

The lieutenant made again to beseech his uncle’s pardon for bringing such matter forward. “If I have overstepped—”

“No, no. I asked you to speak. I’m glad you did.”

The commander had leaned forward in his seat throughout this exchange. For long moments now he remained in this posture—silent, deep in reflection. It seemed to the lieutenant that his uncle was about to speak, to impart a confidence.

Instead, Severiano drew back. Whatever thought or intelligence he may have stood upon the moment of conveying, he now put away within his own heart. His countenance reverted to that pose that so matched his name—Severiano, the Severe One.

“This man, this warrior with the Latin X upon his arm . . . find him. Bring him to me. And the horse. And the girl. Take whatever resources you require, without limit. Leave as soon as you can mount your complement.”

The young officer stood. He straightened to the position of attention.

“Bring me the man,” Severiano commanded. “Do not come back without him.”





Chapter 15 
[image: ] Upon the Alta Loma

When the child awoke, she knew neither where she was nor how many hours had passed since she had lapsed from consciousness. A blanket of turf covered her. Her breath sent a plume upon the frosty air.

She flung the earthen mantle from her, kicking at it barefoot as she made to rise.

A strong palm clamped itself across her nose and mouth. “You’re all right,” the iron man hissed into her ear. His free hand indicated the slope below. “Portuguese patrol. You must keep still!”

Telamon relented his grip. He crouched beside the girl. The child peered over the brow into a mist thick as milk. The sound of hoof strikes on turf rose through the fog, then men’s voices speaking in Portuguese. The girl could hear the clink of bridle chains and the snorts and chuffed exhales of the animals.

Telamon tugged the child by the elbow. Keeping low and silent, the pair crept back from the crest. They slipped down the reverse slope into a shallow draw, thick with dew-wet grama grass. The girl saw the horse now, calmly cropping. The swale was filled with fog like a bowl of cream. Telamon crossed in a crouch to the horse, motioning the girl to follow. She did, duplicating his scurrying motion. The man set his palm against the horse’s neck. The beast lifted its head slightly but did not turn or perk its ears. Clearly, the animal heard the enemy patrol but reckoned no peril from it.

As the child and the man held silent, the girl’s glance fell upon her protector’s waist and hip. “You were shot,” she said. “Are you all right?”

The man again made the sign for silence. The clink of bridal chains and the snuffling of horses’ breath came from closer now. Their own mount’s head rose. Both ears elevated and turned toward the sound.

The silhouette of a rider appeared, fewer than twenty paces below them. A second emerged, dimly in the fog. A third rider laughed, unseen; another responded with a jest.

The patrol moved off.

The fog swallowed it.

Long moments passed with the iron man and the girl holding motionless.

The girl peered about. “I want to go home.”

The child stared at her protector. She could not remember how she had gotten to this site. Was what happened last night real? What had she imagined . . . and what had really happened?

“I must find my mother.”

Again, Telamon caught the girl by the elbow. Leading the horse by his own motion, he steered them, warily at each step, back to the crest where the girl had originally awakened.

The child had become even more agitated. “I have to find her. I fear for my father . . .”

The iron man set a stern finger to his lips. “Sound travels in this fog!”

“. . . If he has been hurt or captured, my mother will not know what to do. And my brothers . . .”

Telamon again motioned the child to silence. In a whisper he reassured her that her brothers would be safe. “The enemy will permit no harm to come to able youths whose labor can be turned to their benefit. Your brothers will have been impressed into a work gang. They will be clearing roads or serving the supply train, doing the labor the troops cannot be spared to perform.”

The girl found herself staring again at her companion’s right side. His shirt was shredded but there appeared to be no injury beneath. “You were shot last night. Have you bound the wound—”

“I’m fine,” he said. “It’s nothing.”

The girl reached toward him; he pulled away. “Musket balls bounce off the cage of the ribs like pebbles . . .”

“No! That ball penetrated. I felt it. I felt your blood.” She indicated the horse, grazing tranquilly a few feet away. “Him too! He was hit half a dozen times.”

The child crossed swiftly to the animal. Her fingers combed his flank.

“He’s untouched,” the man declared. “As am I.”

The girl backed away. Her eyes darkened. “What happened last night? I can’t tell what was real and what—”

“You are unharmed as well,” Telamon declared.

His voice and manner sought to calm the child.

“We swam through a volley of gunfire. Indeed, the sounds and shot you heard were real. But musket balls are no more dangerous than flung stones beyond thirty meters. The noise and the smoke are terrifying, yes, but the effect of the fire is minimal beyond point-blank range. Every soldier knows this.”

“No! I felt your blood. I felt the ball pierce your flesh. It nearly blew you off the horse.” She took another step back. “And this poor animal received a full broadside.”

“We rode on,” Telamon insisted. “You remember that? Into the cork forest. We encountered an old woman . . .”

“Was that real?”

“Yes! She had a lantern, do you remember? She led us to a steep slope. We skidded down. A wounded horse could never do that. Or a wounded man.”

Telamon had been addressing the child from his full height. Now he knelt, bringing his eyes onto a level with hers. His voice softened. “We crossed a river and many valleys to reach this site. You were fevered and beyond exhaustion. I put my cloak around you and made a bed of sod for you. Do you remember that?”

“I want to go home!” The girl took a further step back, as if on the point of bolting.

Her protector’s hands gripped her by both shoulders. He brought his face directly before hers.

“Listen! You must understand something. Are you listening? Face me!”

Telamon turned the child firmly toward him.

“You cannot go home. Not while a single enemy soldier remains in this country.” He gestured into the fog. “That patrol that passed just now . . . they were hunting us. Us and this horse.”

“I want to go home!”

“Listen to me. If there is one patrol, there are a dozen. What do you think is happening at your father’s farm right now? The place is ringed with enemy. They know you will try to go there. Every road and track will be under observation. What do you think they will do to you when they catch you?”

The iron man could see his words were not penetrating. “The enemy commander was humiliated by us, before the town and before his own men. He cannot forgive this. Further, he has grasped the tactical implications of such a public mortification—that it will undercut the terror he hopes to inflict upon the population as he advances. He will move heaven and earth to capture us and our horse and to grind us to dust in the sight of his own men and before the people of the province.”

The child sought to squirm free. Telamon held her.

“You saw what they did to Father Nicolo. You saw what they did to the town. You must bring yourself under control. Your childhood is over. You are a woman now, like it or not, ready or not. And if you intend yet to be reckless with your life, think what the enemy will do to this horse if they get their hands on him.”

Tears flushed the child’s cheeks. Telamon held her, but more gently now.

“You cannot go home, girl. Not to the home you once had. Not as it was when you were innocent.”

The man searched the girl’s eyes. For long moments, it seemed she had heard his words and would respond as he had hoped.

Then, at once, the child shook free. She backed away farther, dashing at her tears.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “I felt the musket balls strike you. Yet you are not hurt. The horse as well. There is something uncanny about you! And I saw more last night. Not the cork trees, not that old woman. I saw you. Not as you are now. You in another time. You as a soldier. I saw you.”

Telamon reached to calm the girl. Again, she wriggled free.

“You were in armor . . . in some desert somewhere. It was hot. I brought you fruit. You paid me with a copper coin—”

The girl’s words struck the iron man. He tried to mask this, to keep his expression from revealing emotion.

“And don’t tell me it was a dream! Don’t say I was fevered or in a state. This was real! It was more than real . . .”

With effort, Telamon recovered himself. “What more did you see last night? Tell me what you imagined—”

The girl rejected this. “Who are you?” she demanded again. “Why is everything you say so strange? The way you rode in the arena! How could you do what you did? With no reins and no bridle. And this horse? How can he do what he did? What did you mean when you said he was yours?”

Telamon took a step forward, reaching to calm the girl.

“Keep back! Don’t touch me!”

The girl gathered the hem of her smock, as if making to flee. “Where are you taking me? What do you want from me?”

The iron man reached again.

The child sprang clear.

She bolted as only a child can—quick as a hare, sudden as a mountain jay. The girl scampered over the crest in a tangle of shins and knees.

Telamon sprinted after her.

The girl fled into the fog. She could hear the iron man behind her. “Stop! Come back!”

She ran harder.

The mist grew thicker.

Out of nowhere a figure lurched from the fog, dead ahead. The girl skidded wildly, spilling on the wet grass.

The figure cried out in alarm. It was a woman. She seemed as startled as the girl. “Get back!” the apparition cried, holding both arms in front of her. “Don’t come near!”

The girl scrambled to her feet. She gaped at the apparition before her.

The woman had no right hand. Just a stump, swathed in dirty rags. She was hooded, clad in scraps and remnants. The girl glimpsed the woman’s face within the cowl. Half her right cheek was void.

A second figure emerged from the gloom, a male, directly behind the woman. He was also hooded, as well clad in rags. “Get away!” he shouted to the girl with the force of an imperative. He took the female’s arm, tugging her toward him protectively.

“Lepers.”

This from Telamon, hastening up to the girl’s side.

She stared.

“We are pilgrims!” cried the male figure. Behind him in the fog, other hooded shapes could be glimpsed. “We’re lost! We strayed from the column . . .”

The iron man gently drew the girl back from the pilgrims.

“We got separated from the main body. We became lost in the fog. The others will not let us near them . . .” The male figure declared again that he and his companions were only pilgrims, bound for the Shrine of the Three Marias.

“I believe you,” said the iron man. “I am sorry for your affliction.”

He held the girl with steady strength.

“Can you direct us?” the hooded male implored.

By now a dozen figures had emerged from the gloom, including several children. The girl regarded them with woe mounting to horror.

The iron man saw this.

Her heart was breaking for them and their state.

Telamon addressed the male leader. “The pilgrimage route is east.” He pointed laterally into the fog. “Keep mounting toward higher ground. You will strike the Camino. Turn north then. You will not miss the trail if you keep advancing toward higher ground.”

“God bless you,” said the male.

“And you, brother. All of you. May heaven preserve you.”

The girl continued to peer at the first female figure. The woman’s face emerged tentatively from the shadow of her cowl. “I’m sorry I frightened you,” she said.

“No, please—” spoke the girl at once. “It is I who beg your forgiveness.”

The child’s knees gave way beneath her. She sank, in the iron man’s grasp, to the earth.





Chapter 16 
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As Telamon had anticipated, the girl’s brothers had been dragooned by Don Severiano’s siege train. The boys labored, that very afternoon, under armed guard, as part of a work gang of some twenty others of the river towns, clearing boulders from a dry streambed to make a crossing for supply wagons and gun limbers. The day was hot and the work was miserable.

The brothers’ spirits rose, however, when toward evening a mounted patrol led by the Portuguese lieutenant hove into view. At least, the lads thought, these new arrivals would provide novelty. Perhaps their appearance would provide the impetus for a break in the labor.

Indeed the patrol drew rein beside the streambed, exchanging intelligence with the overseers of the work gang, while seeking a trickle from which to water their horses.

Had you been standing at this hour on the slope above the streambed, you might have noticed the brothers speaking under their breath to each other. You would have seen the elder indicate the lieutenant. The boys had become animated by some purpose. Their heads moved closer to one another as they continued their toil among the rocks and boulders.

At once the elder, without permission from his captors, broke from his station in the streambed. The lad made straight for the lieutenant. His brother, still in the creek, watched with keen interest. By now guards had caught up to the first brother. They collared him and hauled him bodily apart from the lieutenant. One could hear them, amid cuffs and blows, ordering the miscreant back to work.

The boy resisted. He called out boldly to the lieutenant. One could see him gesturing with fiery emphasis toward the high country.

The lieutenant raised a hand for the keepers. These relented their thrashing of the youth.

The younger lad now joined the initiative. He mounted as well from the streambed. Both youths appealed to the lieutenant with passion and urgency.

“We are her brothers!” the elder declared. “Brothers of the girl! The girl who fled with the iron man!”

“We can help you find her!” the younger pledged, pointing toward the rising peaks. “We know all the hiding places she will make off to!”

From your vantage on the slope above this scene, you would have remarked the lieutenant conferring briefly with his second-incommand, then speaking apart to the overseer of the labor gang.

With a gesture, the lieutenant summoned forward a mule of the pack train. He ordered the beast’s panniers taken off and their load distributed among the other asses of the train.

He ordered the boys freed.

He commanded them both to mount to the mule’s back and to take the lead of his party.

As you watched from the slope above the streambed, you could not fail to remark, even at a distance, the brothers’ expressions of elation and relief as they, now at the head of the Portuguese pursuit patrol, advanced across the dry streambed and mounted toward the Alta Loma.





Chapter 17 
[image: ] What the Horse Knew

Two more patrols passed the iron man and the girl that day. Neither spotted them. The man and the child pressed ahead into the high country.

The girl no longer sought to interrogate her companion as to his provenance or purpose. Had she relinquished this? Was she biding her time to flee? Telamon watched her watching him. She had learned already, from the way his gaze sought the deep distance looking out for trouble, to search with her own eyes the farthest ridgeline first, then work back to the nearest. It was she who spotted the second enemy patrol and she who moved first to evade it. “Who are the ones in countryman’s smocks?” she asked as she and the iron man observed this foe from hiding.

“Our own people,” he said. “Your father’s neighbors and men of the town. Working for the Portuguese . . . for money, out of fear, or to save their own families.”

Twice on that morning and once in the postnoon, the girl and the man descried parties of refugees—families or kin groups, none more numerous than a dozen—fleeing into the Alta Loma with such kit as they could carry. At each sighting, the girl pressed the iron man to hail the company. “They may have news of my mother and father.”

Telamon would not permit this. “Not alone for our safety, girl, but for theirs. Enemy patrols will interrogate every such party. They will pull individuals out one by one—the most vulnerable first—children, elderly, mothers with babes—and intimidate them with threats and with force to discover if they have seen us. These are simple country folk; their faces will give them away. If the enemy sees that they have information, they will stop at no measure to wring this from them.” We must not let these refugees glimpse us even at long range, the man said. Then they can tell the Portuguese no and be believed.

Man and girl made a luncheon of wild onions, taken down raw, and later of manzanas—apples—culled from an abandoned orchard.

The horse ranged to the flank as they climbed. Telamon had not haltered the beast or restrained him in any way. The girl noted this, as she studied every word and action of this man under whose protection she now found herself. She did not speak and neither did he. Only once, late in the afternoon, did the girl break her silence. “Why did my brothers betray me? Why did they set out after the horse they knew I loved? And why try to turn him over to the enemy for slaughter?”

“Boys are idiots,” the iron man answered at once.

He could see his answer had brought the girl no relief.

“Males in groups are the cause of all evil in this world. I state that as one who has been as guilty of such outrages as any. Their high hearts carry them apart from themselves. They become as animals, only worse, for at least the wolf and the lion know when to show restraint.”

The girl noted the emotion in her companion’s speech. He saw this. Still, he felt that his words had brought at least a species of comfort.

“Don’t bear your brothers too hard, child. They are blood of your blood. I’ll wager they curse themselves already for the malice and heedlessness of their acts.”

The sun drops fast in the high country. Peaks and ridgelines intercept the orb’s descent, casting defiles and entire valleys into shadow. Telamon began to seek a camp. He steered their two-person party onto a slope of shale and granite, to leave as faint a trail as possible. The horse moved freely beside him and the girl. The iron man noted the girl’s curiosity. All day she had studied the beast, seeking to understand its aims and instincts. “How did you and this horse do what you did in the arena?”

Telamon did not answer at once. The girl could sense he was assessing the impulse behind her question. Was she keen enough to absorb a fully truthful answer? Was she worthy?

“What do you think this horse saw,” he ventured at last, “when he bolted from your brothers back in the town? What did he see when he held up in the center of the arena? I’ll tell you. In the time it takes to blink an eye, he took in every other mount and rider in that arena. He recognized them as enemy. He saw me. He saw you. He saw the obstacles in the ring. He could have fled. That five-foot rail was nothing to him. He could have cleared it with ease, and no force under heaven could have overhauled him. But he stayed. He had an intention. Do you believe me?”

Man and girl had entered the long shadows beneath a peak. A chill descended. They could feel night coming. Telamon carried an eight-foot staff he had fashioned earlier of a bough of ash. His senses of sight and sound scoured the country right and left, front and rear, above and below. The horse, keeping pace to the flank, seemed to do the same.

“The runway in the arena. You saw it. The narrow track with steep drop-offs on both sides?” Telamon studied the girl’s expression, making sure she remembered—and that she was listening now with keen attention. “This horse has seen such an obstacle a thousand times. He has run that exercise a thousand-times-a-thousand. He knew without thought how he would draw the enemy into a pursuit, then turn on them and drive each of them, mounts and riders, into the ditches.

“He came straight to me. Do you remember? All he wished to know was did I understand. He needed no command from me. He gave the command. I leapt on his back. He is my horse, indeed. But I only sit him. He is the warhorse. He leads. Did I say that he saw Severiano? Yes. And the lieutenant. And that superlative specimen of horseflesh that the enemy commander sat upon. He wanted that horse. He wanted to kill him. Do you doubt me? When we took down the second detachment of cavalrymen, my only thought was to keep him from trampling those troopers who were helpless before him. He would have murdered them, every one.”

The girl believed this. She watched the horse. She believed it.

“He knew you,” Telamon said. “He knew you were in danger. He knew you had tried to protect him. He knew he would never leave that ring without you. He would find you, no matter where you were. He would defend you . . .

“He knew too that we would be taken, him and me, by the overwhelming numbers of the foe. He didn’t care. He meant to crush them. To overawe them . . .

“And when you cut him loose with your sickle . . . you saw how he reacted. He was not surprised, was he? You felt it, I know. He had commanded you—he or your own destiny—whether you knew it or not.”

The girl strode, pace for pace now, at the iron man’s side.

“What is the X for?” she demanded with sudden temerity. “What did Father Nicolo mean when he said it was the Roman numeral for ten? Was he right? Why do you have the same mark tattooed on your arm? What I saw in my visions last night . . . it was all real, wasn’t it?”

The late sun, catching Telamon’s glance toward the girl, revealed a glint of regard and, even, approbation. “You are not as afraid of me as you were this morning. Are you?”





Chapter 18 
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At the fourth morning in their flight, when hunger and exposure had begun to sap the vigor even of the iron man, he and the girl came upon the longest refugee column they had encountered thus far. The child agitated to approach it. Telamon would not permit this. He held her by wrist and elbow, ready to cover her mouth as well if he must.

Man and girl watched from concealment as the procession, numbering at least eighty, trekked laboriously past. The column advanced in segments, apparently families or kin groups, with gaps in between. At last the final complement tramped into view—a single household apparently, led by a bearded patriarch with two strapping swains in tow, then a pair of babes in bonnets borne on the backs of their mothers, a clutch of geese waddling beneath the sticks of three young girls, and at last an antique dame wheeled in a handbarrow. Telamon kept his eyes on the group and a stern grip on the girl.

Suddenly a squeal burst from her. “That is my friend! That is Julianna!” Before her protector could react, the child had broken free and bounded into the open.

Individuals in the column spotted the girl now. The friend broke from the procession. The girl ran to her. The two embraced and jigged in joy and excitement. The whole column looked on with delight.

Telamon remained under cover, furious at himself for letting this happen.

Then he caught sight of a male figure stepping from the column and crossing toward the girl.

The young priest, Father Miguel.

The padre limped. His face was black and swollen.

Telamon noted others among the column bandaged or with limbs in slings and braces.

He stepped forth from his place of concealment.

The priest spotted him at once. He reacted with relief and pleasure.

As the iron man advanced into full view, the horse emerged behind him.

The column saw him now. A great cry went up. Mothers tugged their children to them and pointed. A wave of anticipation and hope swept from one end of the procession to the other.

It took Telamon nearly an hour to disengage from the throng. Hands reached to touch and hold him. Grandmothers besieged him with kisses. Men took his hand with solemn conviction.

“Listen! Will you hear?” The girl drew him apart toward a clutch of children. “They are singing songs about you!”

“Indeed.” The young priest confirmed this when the two could secure a moment apart. “The ‘iron man’ has become the champion of the people. The Portuguese commander has placed a bounty upon your head! You and your horse . . . and the child as well.”

The girl declared her intention to remain with the procession. “I must find my mother! I’m staying here with my friends.”

In truth, the column had food and water, acquired apparently from friendly farmsteads along the way, and even a little wine. Newfound friends pressed loaves and cheeses into Telamon’s hands. They called him brother. They begged him to stay.

At last, and as the only means by which he might make these dispossessed souls face their predicament and his, Telamon called the principals of the column, female as well as male, to assemble about him.

The sun stood then at an hour past its zenith. It was the time of day at this altitude when glare and sun-dazzle are at their most intense and the peril of being spotted from afar was at its least.

“My friends, hear me, please. I thank you for your many kindnesses and for the honor you have shown me. But heed what I say now, I beseech you, for your own sake and that of your children.

“The enemy hunts me. He will not stop. He hunts this horse and he hunts this girl. If he finds us among you or even suspects that you have given us succor, he will loose his fury upon you, as I see he has already done to many. He will put individuals to the lash and to the fire, seeking information that will lead him to us, and if you fail to deliver this at once, he will put to brutal death first one and then another—women and children not excepted—until you have given him what he wants. Do any among you doubt this?”

Telamon’s glance scanned the faces. His look settled at last upon the girl, who had taken up a station in the second rank, with arms folded, beside her friend.

“I cannot stay,” he said, “and neither can my horse or the maid I travel with. We are the prize that will bring down hell upon this company. Say your goodbyes. Embrace her and wish her well. Then forget you ever saw her or me.”

The girl reacted with emotion. She clung to her friend and sought to hide herself among the ranks. Nor did the iron man’s words find favor with the main of the congregation. Hard looks and cold eyes confronted him.

Now Father Miguel stepped forward.

Murmurs for the moment abated.

“What this man says is hard,” the priest declared, indicating Telamon. “But it is a truth we must all face. War has come to our country, and with it painful choices. The iron man would stay if he could. I see it in his eyes. And we all have seen his defiance of the foe from his actions in the riding arena. But what he says about the enemy cannot be denied. We are eighty, mostly children and women. What can we hope for against pikemen and cavalry, even with him to lead us?”

“Go with him, then!” a man shouted from a rear rank. “Go! And take your ‘truth’ with you!”

No few voices seconded this.

The young priest’s expression grew grave. He glanced about, seeking faces he knew and from whom he might find favor.

“Brothers and sisters, we are like the wheat standing up to the scythe.” He paused to let the weight of his words sink in. “Our hope, our only hope, lies in making ourselves of no utility to the foe. Stay alive! Let him exhaust himself! The battle in which we defeat the enemy lies in the future—when forces can be rallied from other provinces and brought to our deliverance.”

The priest recalled to his listeners the fate of Father Nicolo and of those other valiant men who had thrown their bodies onto the muzzles of the enemy. He indicated individuals among the column who had themselves slipped the hangman’s noose, days past, only after beatings and worse.

“I will go with them,” Father Miguel said, indicating Telamon and the girl. He stepped to the child and took her hand. “When you see us next, it will be with armed men at our backs— and cannons advancing to face the foe.”

All that night and the following day, the girl climbed into the hills in the company of the iron man and the priest. With many glances over her shoulder, she kept on, peering back to the valleys and passes through which she imagined her friends and countrymen now proceeded.
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The shack was a cobertizo, a recluse’s “tumble-down.” The site was high in a valley beneath a pair or beetling peaks. The girl led Telamon and Miguel to it, following a streambed so narrow that at times one could bridge it with the span of a single foot.

“Who lives here?” the young padre had asked as the party picked their way up a track so steep and boulder-strewn that the trio advanced by handholds as much as by steps. The hour was crepusculo, “gathering dusk”—a night and a day’s march from the trail where they had left the refugee column.

“No one I’ve ever seen,” the girl answered. She peered about, mounting the final steps with caution. “We’ve raided his goods, though . . . my brothers and I, may heaven forgive us. He has a ground oven and a little flat stone pool to wash and scrub in.”

Telamon would not let the girl or the priest enter the hovel or even take a seat outside until he had scouted the paths and approaches above. Indeed, a swift little brooklet carried snowmelt down a narrow course into a pool just below the shack. Here he settled the horse. Sweet grass grew on the slope adjacent. The water was clean and very cold.

The tumble-down itself was little more than a lean-to, with a rock face for a rear wall, fox fences on each side, and a shank of thatch for a roof. The site, Telamon judged, was well chosen for security. The approach from below could not be managed by more than one man at a time, and the vantage down-valley was broad and unimpeded. “All right,” he called to the girl as he returned. “Commence your raid.”

He himself turned to tend Padre Miguel’s wounds.

The girl rifled the tumble-down’s thatch from below and above. With a long stick first, poking for snakes, then with a stretching arm she probed the fissures in the rock wall. The iron man and the priest had settled now on a sand shelf beneath the shanty’s eave that no doubt served as a bed for the hideout’s owner. Their eyes met with amusement. The girl, on her knees, was prying up stones and rooting out crumbling floorboards. Into view arose a cache worthy of a farm wife’s kitchen—onions and turnips in root-cellar sand; barley and cornmeal in sacks; olive oil, vinegar, and honey in clay jars; and, wrapped in burlap, a half armload of apples and pears. There was even a hand mill, a grinding stone, and a flat stone roller. “I told you!” cried the girl, holding up the jars in triumph.

As the girl turned back to dig up more, a figure burst from the underground, bowling the lass over in its attempt to flee. “God save us!” cried Padre Miguel, toppling rearward himself. At first, he said later, he thought the girl had unearthed a boar or even a mountain lion.

Telamon dove after the phantom, seizing it by the neck and slinging it bodily to the ground. Grit and sand spilled from every limb of the apparition. “Who are you?” he demanded, looming over the fellow.

The spectral form was indeed a man—of about forty summers, wild-haired, bony as a whippet. The iron man shook the derelict roughly, demanding an answer.

“Stop, stop! My smock!” the man cried in wild agitation. He reached to an inner fold and withdrew a single, perfect duck egg. “You almost cracked it, you bloody lout!”

“Who are you?” Telamon demanded again, starting to laugh.

“Me? Who are you? This is my patch!”

The iron man released the fellow, who dusted himself off with no inconsiderable dignity, considering he had just sprung from a hole in the ground.

“Give the egg to the girl,” Telamon said.

“No,” said the child, “Father Miguel needs it more.”

“Wait!” exclaimed the padre. “I know you. You’re Branch Ybarra’s son, the one they call El Burro, the Stubborn One.”

“That I am,” the man replied, indicating his dug-up stash. “And you lot are thieves.”

An hour later, the four had settled on a grassy sward beside the stream. Telamon tugged a steaming flat-loaf from a ground oven and made to share it out, with olive oil and slices of onion. The hermit had maintained a monologue throughout the interval. He declared that he had been present for the event at the horse arena and for the gunning-down of Father Nicolo in its aftermath. He proclaimed the particulars of his own journey from rancher’s son to mountain man. “You think me cracked, don’t you? Well, I’m not! I declare myself the only sane man in all Andalusia, and that goes for priests and pedagogues as well!”

He pronounced of his guests and their horse that he knew them all. He had seen the girl upon many a morning, he said, on her errands with her goats’ milk. The girl had found a clay cup among the recluse’s cache. She dipped it now in the brooklet and lifted it to drink. Telamon stopped her with a hand. He added a few drops from one of El Burro’s jars. “What is that?” the girl asked. She made a face when she tasted it.

“Vinegar.”

The mountain man talked. He had traveled since the advent of the invasion not only to the river towns but to San Ardo and the other villages of the highlands. He had followed the enemy’s advance, palavered with his corporals and sergeants, and even trekked for a day with one of his labor gangs.

“Your brothers have been taken,” he told the girl. “The Portuguese are making them sweat. Your father’s in the mountains, resisting. Don’t know anything about your mother. Likely she’s in the hills somewhere too, humping it with one mob of runaways or another.”

The single egg sat like a jewel on a stump beside the ground oven.

“Fools, all of them!” Burro said. “They’ll be eating grass in another week.” He said he had seen a dozen columns a day, some of as many as a hundred.

He reached for the egg, cracked it onto a flat rock hot from the ground oven, and whipped the liquid with his finger. He distributed this prize to himself, the girl, and Father Miguel atop their shreds of loaf. Telamon had moved apart, to a vantage from which he could keep watch down the valley. Burro addressed the padre, indicating the iron man. “This the one that rode that horse?”

Miguel acknowledged this. El Burro chuckled. “You’re worth thirty thousand reales, brother! Did you know that? You or your head. And the girl with you!” He nodded toward the horse. “This animal? A hundred thousand!”

With a cackle, the fellow told how he had made his way two nights ago into the most recent Portuguese march-camp—at a ford of the Guadalquivir on the track to the Sierra Morena. “Strolled right in, big as life. Right at suppertime! You won’t find this cock starving on the run. Make straight for the source too! Roast pullet! Hot off the spit! And a fine jerez to wash it down.” El Burro wolfed his egg-and-bread in one slurp. “I was this close to that big auger, what’s-his-name . . . Severiano! Chatted him up as easy as I’m yarning with you. Took me for an informer. The camp was full of them!”

The man declared that the Portuguese column was headed for the Shrine of the Three Marias. “And not to pray either!”

“What for, then?” asked Padre Miguel.

“For black powder, Father. Two thousand barrels . . . hid there by Our Catholic Majesty himself.” He called toward the iron man. “Didn’t know that, did you, brother? Wouldn’t want to be a pilgrim now, would you?”

The mountain man continued to Telamon, who remained faced away, keeping watch on the approaches below.

“Those refugees you ran onto two days ago? They’ve sold you out to the Portagees already, bank on it!”

El Burro reckoned Telamon and the girl had a day’s start on the parties hunting them. He identified Severiano’s troops as a territorial regiment of the Portuguese Algarve. “Surprised you, didn’t I? I was a soldier. I can still read a pennant.”

The iron man turned back. “And how soon will you sell us out, brother?”

Telamon would not let his companions make a sleep-camp of the vagabond’s shanty. He insisted the party move uphill to an even more remote bivouac. “Better slice me now, captain,” El Burro declared, “for the second your eyelids droop, I’m flown!”

Telamon wrested a rawhide thong from the carry-pack the man bore. He tied the fellow by the neck to a piñonera tree and staked both his wrists to the dirt. The man gagged and gurgled, till a tap alongside his temple from the iron man’s quarterstaff convinced him to make the best of his situation.

At last in the dark, with no fire and no smells of the oven to give their camp away, the iron man and the young priest settled across from each other to talk. The horse grazed upslope. The girl had snugged herself against the night in the thickest rags she could make into a sleeping bundle. Telamon and the padre pulled their wool caps tight about their ears and wrapped their shoulders within their smocks and cloaks. They stood vigil together, watching the trail that wound up from the valley below.

The iron man asked the priest who had delivered his beating.

“The rabble of Severiano’s ‘volunteers.’ Some of our own boys later. For fun.” Miguel spoke with clenched teeth through his swollen jaw. “But they gave me Father Nicolo’s body.”

“You buried him?”

“In the plot he had selected long ago.”

Telamon’s expression was one of respect. He had only spoken with Father Nicolo once, he said, but he held the man in the highest esteem. “Why did Father Nicolo stand up for us before Severiano? He had to know he was risking his life. Why did he do it?”

For moments, the young padre considered how to answer. “Father Nicolo was a penitente,” he said.

“I’ve heard that,” El Burro piped from his post of bondage. “Don’t set much store by such nonsense.”

The girl shifted curiously within her sleeping bundle.

“What is a penitente, Father?”

Miguel drew up, as if considering how profound an explanation the child could or would comprehend. He glanced to the iron man, who met his gaze darkly, even warily, but offered no comment.

Miguel turned back to the girl. “A penitente is one who has sinned greatly and must pay with lifetime after lifetime.”

The girl’s frown was one of puzzlement. “But Father Nicolo was a man of God! I can’t believe he had sinned, ever.”

“His vocation in this lifetime,” Miguel said, “was penance for his crimes in others.”

Telamon studied the young priest. “How do you know this?”

“Father Nicolo told me.”

The girl’s brow furrowed again. She glanced to Telamon, clearly seeking some response or further probing of Father Miguel. Long moments passed without speech, from either the warrior or the priest.

Padre Miguel’s glance had turned to the trail down the mountain, up which any pursuers must come. He peered in that direction but spoke to the iron man.

“Where did you join? It was here, wasn’t it?”

Telamon regarded the young priest guardedly. He made no answer.

Miguel indicated his companion’s right forearm. The bare flesh, free at the moment of a covering sleeve, revealed the full military mark, of which the young priest (and the girl and Father Nicolo) had only, earlier in Father Nicolo’s library, glimpsed a portion:

LEGIO X

Telamon tugged his sleeve to cover the tattoo. He maintained his gaze down the valley.

The girl arched within her sleeping posture, attending closely.

“Why did you come back to ‘Hispania Citerior’?” the priest asked. “Why now?”

Miguel addressed the iron man but spoke loudly enough for the girl to hear. He indicated the gourd flask the man had reached for earlier when the girl Mariah had dipped her cup in the brooklet to drink. “The legions on the march never drank water from a stream until they had added a few drops of vinegar. The sour stuff kept them from taking sick.”

Telamon smiled. “Are you trying to bore the child to sleep?”

The padre regarded his companion soberly. “All Spain was a province of the Roman Empire then—fifteen hundred years ago. Andalusia was a recruiting center. I have read this in Father Nicolo’s books. A youth who wished to serve with the Tenth Legion would come here to enlist in the trials, wouldn’t he?”

The iron man said nothing.

Padre Miguel’s expression grew darker. “Father Nicolo recognized you at once, didn’t he? And you knew him as well.”

Telamon kept his countenance neutral. The girl observed intently. She sensed that this exchange between the priest and the iron man was significant, even that it had direct bearing upon her, but the idiom remained opaque. She could not penetrate its meaning.

The padre shifted subtly in his seat, turning his back and shoulders toward the child as if to mute his words from her hearing. “You know,” he addressed Telamon, “you cannot ask this girl to do what you came here for.” The priest met the warrior’s eyes. “I will not let you.”

The iron man had been holding his quarterstaff upright before him with its butt-end set into the dirt. For the first time, he turned his gaze to meet that of the young priest. He rocked forward and pulled himself up by the staff.

“I’ll take first watch and last,” he said. “Get your head down, Padre. I’ll wake you when it’s your post.”
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The attack came from above, not below. The lieutenant led, on foot, with the girl’s brothers at either shoulder.

The Portuguese were eighteen, in three elements of six—two teams in the assault and a third as a blocking force meant to cut off any escape. Telamon could not tell at first in the dark. The horse had awakened him with a whinny of alarm and the clash of hooves breaking through the brambles immediately above the camp. The warrior’s first thought was that the padre had betrayed them, deliberately failing his watch, or even, somehow, leading the foe in. Then he saw the young priest’s face. “It’s my fault!” Miguel blurted. “I must have—”

The Portuguese fell upon the camp not with muskets or pikes but with boar nets and nooses. They wanted the iron man and the horse alive.

What saved them aside from the animal was the mountain man. The recluse had, while his companions slept, worked himself free of the bonds that held him. He had mounted half a furlong up the hill, clambering to freedom, when he saw the glint of starlight off armor and, whether of terror for himself or comradeship with his houseguests, let loose a cry.

Telamon went for the enemy with his quarterstaff. His primary intention was to save the girl. The horse, he was certain, could take care of himself. In the event, the two became immediately entangled. The girl, recognizing her brothers’ voices, had flung her sleeping rags aside and vaulted into the brambles to intercept them. Two soldiers of the assault party—riders, apparently, though now they attacked on foot—had got a portion of the boar net around the horse’s left foreleg and were tugging frantically to ensnare the beast further. The horse snapped at the pair in fury. The animal’s teeth, clashing together, made a crack like a musket shot. Both soldiers toppled backward in terror. The girl could hear their skulls ring like bells as the iron man fell upon them with the eight-foot staff. The girl cried out in the darkness, seeking to let the horse know where she was. At once she saw her brothers. “He’s ours!” bawled the younger. Vaulting off an upslope boulder, he flung himself onto the beast’s back. The horse’s leg was still tangled in the boar net. As he struggled to gain footing on the steep, boulder-strewn slope, within the thicket of brambles, the younger brother managed to wrest his way into a riding posture.

The girl hurled her full weight, slight as this was, upon her brother. Clutching him about one leg, she clawed with her fingernails and bit with her teeth, trying to haul him off the horse’s back. The attack was now perhaps thirty seconds old. The iron man had bowled three of the foremost attackers off their feet, delivering with his staff disabling blows to their shins and skulls. He turned to the horse now as well, joining the girl in her attack on her brother, though from the opposite side. The second brother, the elder, now leapt upon the warrior’s back. The horse reared and bucked. The first brother, to his credit, hung on. He had a wad of the animal’s mane in both fists, with his knees and calves clamped with all his strength about the horse’s barrel. The girl was flung free. Two soldiers, bursting from the underbrush, seized upon her.

Padre Miguel now plunged into the fray. Lowering his head and charging like a ram, the priest went straight for the first attacker. The impact of his rush lifted the fellow off his feet and drove him rearward, crying in fright. The girl could hear the man’s ribs crack and the wind expel violently from his breast as the padre’s rush smashed him spine-first into a streamside boulder. The man crumpled like a doll. The priest turned about and, hurling himself toward the second assailant, loosed such a torrent of oaths as had surely been learned before he entered the seminary. The soldier dropped the girl and scrambled away into the brush.

Time loses all currency in such a melee. How many instants past had the action started? How long would it go on? The girl saw the horse scrape her brother off against the bole of a piñon tree. She saw Telamon’s quarterstaff crack pates and splinter limbs as fast as new attackers vaulted from the darkness to assault him. How many more were there? Would a gunshot or the slash of a saber suddenly bring the issue to an end?

Somehow she was on the horse’s back.

She saw Telamon fell yet another attacker, only to turn about and come face-to-face with the Portuguese lieutenant. Such a look passed between the officer and the iron man as the girl had never seen. The officer had his hand on the grip of his saber, ready to draw, as his antagonist hung likewise with his eight-footer poised to fracture the lieutenant’s skull. Yet neither made the first move. The moment lingered so long that one of the Portuguese men, rushing up, cried out, “Sir! Strike!”

Still neither moved.

“Go!” the girl heard Telamon cry.

Her heels had no need to punch her horse’s flanks. In three strides the animal had reached the gallop. Limbs of oak and piñonera whipped past the child’s ears.

How Telamon eventually caught up, or even when, she could not say with certainty. She remembered El Burro appearing from the darkness, directing her to a narrow portal between two rock faces. Through this strait the horse bore her. The mountain man himself scampered clear in a lateral direction. He did not follow.

Father Miguel materialized a mile down the trail. He was on foot, bloody and splattered all over with mud. The child and he took flight together. The night fog had risen. The girl remembered, later, a seemingly endless passage across an upland pradera so dark and studded with boulders and the cruel hollows farmers call “leg-breakers” that the padre had to literally feel the way forward with his hands. The horse, carrying the girl, trotted ahead.

Where was Telamon? What had happened to El Burro? Dawn’s pallor brought comfort at last; the girl recalled coming upon a pocket lake, into which the priest had plunged, cassock, boots, and all, so wrung to the bone was he with the exertion of flight. “We must rest!” he gasped when the shock of the cold had passed. “We will break ourselves . . . and this horse as well.”

It was the animal, then, of its own, who shook off the padre’s concerns and, with a whistling cry that could be heard for what seemed like a mile, faced about and took off at the hard canter, unridden, in the direction from which they had fled. The girl and the priest, recovering after an interval their will to press on, set out toward the loftiest pass they could see, across such ground as they deemed would best conceal their passage.

Near dark, seeking a spot to camp, the padre declared he could take not another step when the child, abruptly turning about, held up a hand and cocked an ear rearward. The child pointed. “There!”

Father Miguel’s vision could distinguish across the distant prospect only a blur of grassland and gathering gloom. The girl, taking his arm, faced him toward a faraway form in motion. She was laughing.

Into focus came the horse, bearing Telamon on his back.

The reunited fugitives—with the warrior now on foot and the padre on horseback—made another league and a half before the failing of daylight. They came at last upon a trail, fresh with wagon tracks and the prints of many animals. They followed this up an ascent of another half league to a ridgeline ripe with further spoor and droppings.

From this vantage the party espied, two furlongs ahead, the watch fires and lights of a mountain settlement and, strung out for a third of that distance along the track that approached it, the wagons and tents and cooking pits of the pilgrims’ column bound for the Shrine of the Three Marias.
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Night had fallen and a cold rain had started by the time the lieutenant’s party reached the rise overlooking the pilgrims’ camp. The lieutenant halted his men, taking advantage of the scrubland to conceal himself and his troopers. They could make out shapes that appeared to be tents. Bonfires. Spanish troops? An encampment of brigands?

“What in Christ’s name is this?” a subaltern grumbled, as much to himself as to his mates.

“Find out,” the lieutenant commanded.

The trooper spurred forward.

The lieutenant’s party’s numbers had been cut to a dozen and a half (not including the girl’s brothers, who were held back upon the site of Burro’s tumble-down), some six men having been incapacitated—broken bones and cracked skulls—by Telamon’s quarterstaff and from falls and tumbles in the darkness. Nine horses had suffered disabling spills. Three had been dispatched for mercy. The remaining six followed as best they could, led by the wounded men proceeding afoot.

While the subaltern galloped forward to reconnoiter the mountain camp, the lieutenant formed his remaining lanceiros into order. The formation, sodden and spent, looked ragged in the extreme. Few if any of the troopers had eaten in the past twenty-four hours. None had slept. Their mounts appeared in even more depleted shape. A cavalry horse is not an endurance animal. It is bred for speed and intelligence. Its usage is intended for fast, violent action, not trekking over long range.

For a day and a night, these animals had been on the move without rest. The lieutenant had his men dismount for much of the night march, both to spare the horses and to protect them against pitfalls and sudden plunges in the dark. Still the animals’ state deteriorated. Sodden blankets chafed the creatures’ backs; their leather belly bands rubbed them raw; manes and tails hung saturated and weighty, plastered to the horses’ hides. Clearly neither mounts nor men were in a condition to fight or even, as the military manuals phrase it, to make a demonstration.

The lieutenant did not wait for the scout rider’s return. Deploying his eighteen into a column and, rehearsing them to face right into a skirmish line with lances at the ready, he set forth at the trot.

Within a furlong the troopers could make out, even in the rain, the shapes of tents and wagons, many with lanterns and cook fires under canvas flies, distributed in non-military order along the axis of the settlement’s approach road.

“Pilgrims.”

The lieutenant signed to his men to slow to a walk. The scout rider returned and fell in alongside the lieutenant. “He’s here! The iron man. And the horse too.”

“You saw them?”

“No, but two hags and an old gaffer swore to it.”

“You got among them?”

“Quite the champion he is, sir. The two biddies swore the pilgrims were singing songs about him.”

The scout pointed out one brightly lit precinct of the camp. “The leaders are there.” The site held a colony of tents and wagons. A pair of bonfires blazed stoutly despite the rain, illuminating a number of pilgrims, male and female. All were on their feet, alert, and facing toward the lieutenant’s column.

“No troops, then? No force to contest us?”

“Just cripples and such, sir.”

The lieutenant turned his column toward this site. He deployed his troop into a skirmish line. Along the length of the encampment, he could see individuals emerging from their shelters in numbers and stepping forth toward the riders’ column to form what appeared to be a defensive front.

The distance between the cavalrymen and the pilgrims was about fifty meters.

“Where in the camp is the iron man? Did you find that out?”

“No, sir. But I reckon he’s with the leaders.”

“Is that what you ‘reckon’?”

The scout made no reply, only twisted uncomfortably in his saddle.

The lieutenant frowned. “Can you find your way back to the main column?”

“Now, sir?”

“Leave this instant. Report to Don Severiano and no other. Inform him of our location and tell him we’ll have the iron man and the horse by the time he gets here.”

The lieutenant called for the first rank of nine to advance upon the pilgrims’ camp. He ordered them to locate the iron man and the horse and to take both alive.

This rank started forward at a walk.

The lieutenant turned back to the scout. “Are you still here?”

The scout galloped off.

From the pilgrims’ front, a clutch of about two dozen now emerged. These advanced in the rain toward the approaching rank of mounted troopers.

They were women as well as men, clad in rags and shambling forward at a broken and uneven gait.

The lieutenant observed this for several moments. He did not know what to make of it. His second rank had moved up to take the place of the first. The young officer trotted along the length of this front, directing the troopers to be ready to advance on his command, to reinforce the first rank if necessary.

He scanned the eyes of his second-rankers to be sure they had heard and stood ready. The riders themselves squinted through the wet toward their fellows of the first rank. These had now reached the tattered echelon of pilgrims that had come forward from the main body. The expressions on the second-rankers’ faces made the lieutenant turn about.

The troopers of his first rank were balking. The cohesion of their line had broken. Numbers were backing away from the ragged figures confronting them. The lieutenant peered in frustration into the dark. “What is wrong with these idiots? What are they stopping for?”

A rider galloped back. His face was strained with fear and horror.

“Lepers, sir. Must we search them?”

The lieutenant could see the afflicted figures clearly now. As they advanced in their cowls and rags, his own horsemen gave way before them.

“Skirt them, then,” the lieutenant commanded the two troopers. “But contain the whole column!” He himself led the second rank forward. “Let no one escape!”
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A pilgrimage trail is called camino de peregrinación. There are a number in Spain. The most famous sites to which these lead are Montserrat, the great monastery above Barcelona, where the Holy Grail is said to reside, and the Camino de Santiago, the Road of Saint James, whose terminus is the city and cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia. Here repose the remains of the Apostle James, the brother of Jesus. Others are sites founded or simply visited by those intimates of our Lord who had fled the persecution of the Romans after the Crucifixion.

Among the devout, it is believed that to trek to and offer prayer at such sites elicits the intervention of saints and other divine personages, up to and including Nuestra Senora, Santa Maria Madre de Dios. The crippled walk. The blind see. Many who set forth upon such a journey find comfort and redemption at the first step.

Like the roads to Montserrat and Santiago de Compostela, the Way of the Three Marias is marked along its entire length. Signs—sometimes simple way stones graven with an m, others actual carven images depicting the sainted females—conduct the wayfarer along an established train of villages and inns, posthouses and posadas. The settlement about which the pilgrims camped this night was a mountain village so small as to not even possess a name, other than the practical la vuelta, “turn of the road.”

The inhabitants of the settlement welcomed the pilgrims as they had for centuries. The villagers—farmers and dairymen mostly, with some herders of sheep and growers of pistachios—had set up a market immediately outside the town. Enterprising locals sold firewood, olive oil, and bread, along with images and effigies of the Three Marias. A tent village had been erected with a commissary and stalls for temporary shops. Enclosures had been prepared for the pilgrims’ animals. There was even a fenced-off quarter, partitioned into separate sections for men and women, for travelers to perform their necessaries.

All this the girl Mariah took in, ranging about the encampment and attending upon various conversations.

The rain had stopped. The lieutenant and his dragoons had made off to seek, it seemed, a camp of their own. Telamon was tending to the horse, taking especial care that the animal had good grain and clean water and that the area about him was spread with dry straw. The priest had kept a watch on the girl in her explorations about the camp, lest any mishap befall her. He motioned her now to join him and Telamon within the livestock enclosure. The child came up, accompanied by a lanky fellow of about thirty years, clad in motley, with whom she had struck up an acquaintance. The iron man regarded the stranger warily. He did not speak to him. He addressed the girl and the padre.

“Be advised: The Portuguese lieutenant and his troopers have not made away into retirement. For certain they are under orders to capture or kill us all, including—especially—this horse. The lieutenant will be back—and he will send spies and scouts to infiltrate this camp, if he has not done so already.” The iron man directed the girl and the priest to make their sleeping berths here, beside the horse. “Take particular care of his feet in this wet.” He instructed the child to have the animal ready to move out at a moment’s notice. “We can stay this night,” he said, “but tomorrow’s sun cannot find us anywhere near this column.” He turned to the young man in motley. “Who are you, friend? And what is your business?”

The girl had fallen in with the fellow earlier beside a watch fire ringed by a number of pilgrims, all men, whose conversation was raw and whose afflictions seemed not of malady or misfortune but of violent action or armed conflict. Several were missing limbs; others had been blinded, apparently by wounds got in war. The man in patchwork had steered the child gently apart from the congregation. “This talk,” he declared, “is too rough for a lady.”

The child had, when first encountering the fellow, regarded him with curiosity. His manner and appearance were like none she had encountered. His boots were buskers, of the type favored by actors and entertainers. His hair, the color of straw, tumbled past his shoulders in a cascade of curls beneath a wide-brimmed cap not unlike that of the Fool in a deck of tarot. Across his shoulders he bore a paired set of carrying poles, from which dangled upon strings no fewer than two dozen colorful square wax-coated objects. “What is your name?” the girl had asked him.

“Oh, that doesn’t matter. Call me whatever you like.”

“And what are these things hanging about you?”

“Books, my lass! I am a Bookman. I sell books.”

The Bookman asked the girl if she could read. When he saw her flush, he tugged one of the square objects down, snipped the cord from which it pended and set it in her hand.

“Why,” she asked, “is it coated in wax?”

“To keep it dry. Paper is more precious than gold!”

The Bookman showed the girl how the wax could be sliced easily with a fingernail and the volume inside released so that it could be read. “Here is Virgil,” he declared. “The Aeneid.”

The child regarded him blankly. He proffered another. “Livy. Ab Urbe Condita. The history of Rome!”

With a flourish the Bookman indicated his other dangling volumes—and a further two dozen tucked within the folds of his greatcoat. “The wisdom of the world, my child! The walking library of Alexandria . . . all upon one man’s back.”

“How much does a book cost?”

“More than that barn. More than that orchard.” He laughed. “I haven’t sold a book in years.”

“Then why do you carry them?”

“To read, of course. I am a Bookman!”

The girl had imagined, before entering the camp of the pilgrims, that she would encounter a spectacle of woe and affliction. To her surprise, the sprawling bivouac with its peaked tents and covered wagons, cook fires and market stalls, proved to be an agreeable and even merry caravan, more like a fair or traveling carnival than an expedition of gloom. The Bookman explained that villages along the camino host these peregrinations every year in the holy months. The settlement dwellers are devout; they take pride in their role in the service of mercy. The housedames earn a little selling their tartas and bunuelos, and in return they acquire report of the wider world. “If you are in straits and need help, go first to the poor. They alone will aid you.”

Beneath a beech tree, a girl and boy acrobat practiced flips and throws, cheered by a convivial clutch of spectators. Lilts of guitars and finger flutes floated upon the air. The iron man had made off to the camp of the lepers, separate from the main lineup, to thank those who had come forward to confront the Portuguese. Two of their principals, the girl would learn later, had been among the group she and he had chanced upon, that morning in the milky fog.

Padre Miguel had fallen now into conversation with the Bookman. They passed a caravan of four wagons, apparently a kin group traveling together. Despite the late hour, or perhaps because of the excitement and peril produced by the advent of the Portuguese pursuit party, the clan was awake and bright-eyed. Women were cooking. A matron with silver hair gave the child a churro, a sweet cake shaped like a log, and offered brochetas, grilled lamb on a stick, to the priest and the Bookman.

A crippled boy of about ten was describing to a maid of the same age, apparently a newcomer, the destination of the pilgrimage. “Down a flight of stone steps from the Chapel of the Three Marias is a sanctuary called La Cueva, the Cave. It is a thousand years old! The steps have been worn smooth by the tread of pilgrims seeking healing. It is lit by hundreds of candles. The Cave is open to all.”

“What is in the Cave?” asked the new arrival.

“It is where one prays,” answered the boy. “Along the walls you see hundreds of crutches, like mine, that once belonged to children. They have all been cured by the Three Marias. You see carved into the walls, over every inch, the words, Gracias, Santas Marias.”

“Have you seen this Cave?” asked the newcomer.

“No,” the boy admitted, “but I am sure the Holy Mothers will heal me. I will cast away these crutches and walk home, skipping all the way!”

Overhearing this, the padre and the Bookman exchanged a glance. Father Miguel was clearly taken with his new companion, this colorful fellow with volumes of Plato and Thucydides dangling about him on his carrying-pole bookstore. “Tell me, my friend. What boon do you seek from the Three Marias? You seem quite happy in your life.”

“I labor beneath the curse of knowledge, brother. I know too much. I am possessed of wisdom, men believe, having read all the great works of history and philosophy. Yet this bounty brings no peace. It torments me. I am stuck in my own head and cannot escape.”

The padre laughed, as the tone of his new friend seemed to reflect a whimsical irony and no mean measure of self-deprecation. “What blessing, then,” the padre asked again, “do you seek of the Three Marias?”

“My prayer is for rest, Father. To sleep the slumber of the just . . . and not think-think-think all the time.”

The pair and the girl had returned in their round of the camp to the livestock enclosure from which they had started.

“I wish to think as this horse thinks,” the Bookman said. “The thoughts of God, which are beyond words and before words.”

Padre Miguel indicated the patch of dry straw that Telamon had strewn in a pleasant spot beside the stock pens. “You are welcome to share our camp and our hospitality if it would please you. We would be honored to call you our friend and companion.”

The girl watched the Bookman’s eyes as he took this in. Speech failed the fellow. He clasped the young priest’s hand with warmth and appreciation.

What a strange world—this pilgrimage and its enactors! The girl found her heart unwonted and unexpectedly aligning itself with the intentions of these bruised and broken souls. She too wished to visit the Cave of healing beneath the shrine. She too yearned for the grace and mercy of the Holy Mothers.
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Few could sleep that night, least of all Telamon and the girl. Wrapping herself against the chill of the mountains, the child rose from her berth sometime in the small hours. A bonfire blazed a distance away, ringed yet by the wounded warriors she and the Bookman had moved apart from earlier.

The girl crossed to this. The firepit, bright and slinging sparks into the night, sat at the low point of a natural amphitheater a few paces off the pilgrimage road. About fifty people—men and women, and no few children as well—filled this space, shoulder to shoulder, in a compact mass. The girl was not surprised to discover her protector among the congregation. He sat in the front rank, on a flat stone, with his knees drawn up before him and the bonfire light upon his face. Father Miguel sat to his left, the Bookman on his right.

The girl took station across the fire from the iron man. She wished to see his face. Beside and above her on the slope sat a number of grizzled characters, all male—almost all, it seemed, maimed and disfigured. One in particular, his face deformed by a hideous mutilation, addressed the assembly with animation.

“Indeed, the bond of brotherhood between soldiers,” he was saying, “has its seat in heaven. No one who has served under arms may contest this. But the issue of this concert is the produce of hell.”

The man paused and scanned about, meeting the eyes of his listeners.

“How many households and farmsteads of the poor have you and I put to the torch, brothers? How many sons and fathers have we brutalized, extracting information, or wives and daughters defiled, from which violation they may never again be made whole? So we loved each other, warrior-to-warrior! So we gave our lives for the men at our sides! To what end?”

In this era, as in centuries past, many second and latter sons of wealthy and well-educated families took to the profession of arms as the only avenue of ambition left open to them by the ordinance of primogeniture. Many enlisted under aliases or nombres de guerra. Three who perched in the foremost ranks were of this order. They called themselves now only by the site of their most grievous woundings. Thus: “Avila,” “Toledo,” and “Guadalquivir,” or simply “G.”

The first had lost his right leg below the knee and been blinded in the left eye. He wore a mask of iron that covered his sheared-off cheek as well. A prosthesis of horn and ivory extended inside his knee-top riding boot.

The second of the trio had served as a wing captain in the Order of Calatrava, one of the three societies-at-arms in service to His Holiness, before the sovereigns Ferdinand and Isabella incorporated these private armies under the royal standard. He had been wounded in an explosion that shattered his left hip and rendered his manhood inoperante. He joked of this, styling himself sin suidado, “free of all care.”

The last of these was a Jew of Guadalquivir, a converso who had accepted baptism and taken the Holy Faith. He had done this at age eleven after witnessing his mother and sisters raped and murdered by officers of the Inquisition, and his father, after signing all his property over to the Primate of Sevilla, dragged from his home and burned alive in the street. He later served—not yet as “G,” but under an Hispanicized name—in this same company of officers. His wounds were of the face and limbs, received as an arquebusier, a musketeer, at the Battle of Villarreal in service of the caudillo of that city, revolting against the Catholic Majesties. Having vowed clemency to the insurrectionists and taken their surrender, the forces of the Crown in ten hours, to the accompaniment of flute girls and players of timbrels, crucified or impaled over twelve hundred, ceasing only when their siege of slaughter left them too physically spent to continue.

It was the warrior Avila who now spoke. “When I was a boy, I was on fire to run away to war. I read of Achilles and Alexander. To be like them! To slay the foe! To achieve glory and honor!” He laughed darkly and glanced about the fire. “But, brothers, as only he knows whose sword or lance has stripped the life from another, this act, however righteously intended, however valorously enacted, damns the soul at one blow and kills the killer as surely as if his blade had carved out his own heart. Cut me short, friends, if I narrate falsely.” No voice contested this. “From that instant, my body has abided here beneath the sun but my soul has made its home in hell . . .”

The man called Avila broke off, unable to continue. His mate, Toledo, spoke immediately and in reinforcement. “It is one thing,” he said, “to slay a man at a distance with cannon shot or musket ball . . . or to learn only in the after course of some action, as the undermining of a wall or the laying of a snare, that has produced the extinction of the foe at a later hour. That is one thing. It is another entirely to grapple with your antagonist breast to breast, to peer into his eyes, to smell the stink of his breath, to feel his fear through your shaft or blade as you steer it with all your own rage and terror, seeking his vitals. Die! Die! the voice in your head screams as you drive your steel into his belly, wishing only that this moment be over, as if the passage of the instant could wipe from your soul the horror of the deed. Vain hope! Your foe has become your brother in that instant. He is closer to you, now, than wife or father or child. Closer than God. And he never leaves you, does he, friends? Return home from war, take a wife, beget children. At the hour of your death, you will see not their faces, but his . . . not their loving eyes, but his, in anguish and despair.”

None about the fire took issue with this. None spoke at all.

“Some of us sought to submerge the memory of this first murder by following it with a hundred others . . . a thousand! Did it work?” The warrior Toledo laughed, as his brother Avila had—such a yelp and grimace as a corpse might offer. Both men turned to their comrade, Guadalquivir, called G.

“No rationale can exonerate such actions as we have all performed,” this warrior declared. “They are the labor of brutes and savages. But that is what war turns a man into, does it not?”

The girl, listening, shifted position to achieve a fuller view of the speaker. The man had lost his left eye, she could see, and the same arm below the elbow; a grisly, hook-like appendage served as an artificial limb. The warrior fortified himself with spirits, which he took down from an iron goblet that seemed to be the socket of a pike or the head of a lance.

“I have seen soldiers,” he said, “piss into the open mouths of the dead or slice off the genitals of the foe and pickle them for fun. Why? Horror. Soldiers are human. The horror overwhelms them. The mortal heart cannot stand that which war demands of its practitioners. So a man will crack wise, mock the dead . . . he will kick the head off a corpse and dribble it along the ground like a ball on a playing field, and laugh the while, he and his comrades. They have to or they’d go mad, the horror is too great for their souls to bear.”

The child glanced to Telamon. What would be his reaction? But the iron man’s expression betrayed little. The girl scanned the faces about him. To her astonishment she espied, in the shadows above and behind her protector, the ancient dame from the cork forest!

What?

How?

The child blinked and stared. Indeed it was the same woman.

The Crone met the girl’s eyes. She touched a finger to her own lips as if to say, This is our secret, yours and mine.

The girl’s glance shot back to Telamon and Father Miguel. Neither, apparently, was aware of the dame’s presence. The attention of both, as well as that of the Bookman, remained fixed upon the warrior, G.

The Bookman now reproached this fellow. “You are frightening our newest guest with such talk,” he said, indicating the girl Mariah.

The warrior G glanced back over his shoulder, as did others about him, to take note of the child. The Bookman continued: “Shall I tell you what every soul in this haunted procession holds in common? Each has judged himself or herself. The curse each bears is not from heaven but from his own heart.”

“No, brother,” G responded without hesitation. “The Almighty Himself has laid His curse on us, for crimes against our fellows and against heaven. You who have read every book must know the verses of Empedocles.” And here he quoted:


There is a law of stern Necessity, the immemorial ordinance of the gods made fast forever, bravely sworn and sealed:



For a moment, the wounded warrior faltered, searching his memory for the succeeding verse. The Bookman picked up effortlessly where he had left off:


. . . should any Spirit, born to enduring life, be fouled with sin of slaughter . . . three times ten thousand years that soul shall wander, an outcast from Felicity, condemned to mortal being, and in diverse shapes with interchange of hardship go his ways.



The dame of the cork forest craned sidelong, seeking a fuller view of Telamon’s expression. The girl saw this; she peered as well. Though the iron man sought to make his face a mask, one could see these verses cut him to the heart:


The Heavens fling him headlong to the Sea; and vomited from the Sea, dry land receives him, but flings him unwanted to the burning Sun; from there to the heavenly vortex backward thrown, he makes from host to host, by all abhorred.



The Bookman finished. The warrior G followed at once and with vehemence. “Here is the very curse under which I and my brothers labor. I am a soldier, not an invalid, yet I trek to the Three Marias, seeking only—”

A woman among the pilgrims interrupted: “How can you, and all you soldiers, embrace this pilgrimage when the enemy invades and ravages our country?”

“Because our hell is worse,” responded G at once. He addressed the gathering as a whole. “The acts I and my comrades have committed under arms are a crime. And we are criminals.” He glanced to the veterans about him. “Kings may honor us, youth may look upon us as heroes and envy our enterprise. But what are we, when all humbug and self-exculpation have been stripped away? We are killers. Butchers. Takers of life. We are murderers, and we know it. Like you, Bookman, the darkness torments us and yields us no respite. Nightlong we behold the faces of those whose lives we have stripped by sword and fire, pike and musket. This wound”—he indicated his own mutilation—“is the Mark of Cain, the stain of the damned.”

The warrior G’s gaze fell upon Telamon. “This man understands. I see you, brother. I see your mark of shame.” Gesturing across the fire, he indicated the

LEGIO X

tattoo on the iron man’s forearm. Telamon covered this at once. He sought to master his emotion, but the girl, observing keenly, could see the anguish he struggled vainly to conceal. The Crone remarked this as well, as did the Bookman and Padre Miguel. So did G.

“Why does our brother here seek the Mothers of Mercy? To purge the guilt that torments him at every breath.”

The warrior G turned toward the lepers’ camp. He indicated these pariahs of the pilgrimage, who held themselves at a distance from the others. “These gruesomely afflicted,” he said, “whose flesh rots, whose fingers and toes fall off, and even their faces—” He turned back to Telamon. “Not one would trade places with you, would they, brother?”

The iron man’s eyes went black. He seemed upon the point of rising in anger. Before he could stand or act, however, Father Miguel spoke up in his place.

“What you say may be true, my friend, as far as it goes,” the young priest addressed the warrior G. “But you have left out one element from your equation, which these of the pilgrimage reckon, even if you do not.”

Padre Miguel stood. He indicated the crippled and accursed about the fire. “The ‘justice’ of Empedocles is the pitiless retribution of the ancients, the savage recompense of ‘an eye for an eye.’ But, my friend, a deeper and more compassionate morality has been founded since those brutal centuries. Our Lord and Redeemer has declared a braver and more profound clemency: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy . . .’”

No few about the fire responded with emotion.

“Forgive me, Father,” G said, “but I for one am not pure in heart. Nor is this fellow you defend.” He indicated Telamon. “This man knows. I see it in his eyes and read it in the flush of fury upon his face.”

The veteran addressed the iron man directly. “What campaigns have you served in, brother? Did you sail with Alcibiades to Syracuse? Did you ride with Alexander across the Hydaspes? What rivers of blood have you waded in, my friend? Persia? Gaul? Jerusalem?”

The wounded warrior delivered this harangue with the passion of self-hatred and self-condemnation. Clearly his speech was meant as much for himself and his comrades as for the iron man. Telamon nonetheless reeled beneath its onslaught. Involuntarily he glanced across the fire toward the girl. She was shaking. Something had seized her from within. The iron man clutched in alarm at Father Miguel beside him.

Across the fire, none had taken note of the child’s state, or if they had, they ascribed her trembling only to the late hour, the cold, and the content of the conversation.

Telamon leapt to his feet. The girl had swooned. He crossed toward her with powerful strides. Padre Miguel and the Bookman rushed to the girl’s side as well.

The child’s sight had turned inward.

She saw and heard and smelled and felt, as vividly as if it were happening in the instant, a rush of men-at-arms pounding past her up a stony incline. The child was swept along, against her will, by the force of these soldiers’ assault. She was herself, a child, a girl, the same age as in her waking life. She felt her bare soles upon the searing earth; she smelled the sweat and fear-stink of the warriors pounding past her.

At once she was on a summit of stone, man-fashioned, not of nature. The flat spread before her for hundreds of meters. The girl glimpsed redoubts and fortifications. The mass of armored men among whom she found herself pressed forward onto this summit as fast as it could. All were afoot, helmeted, bearing shields on their left arms, clutching swords in their right fists. Clearly this force expected resistance. Its blood was up; it was ready to charge, screaming, into a wall of defenders.

But nothing resisted. The child saw the formation spread out and race ahead. Men were calling to one another in a language she could not understand. Across the floor of the summit fortress lay piles of laundry—scores and hundreds of ragged, tangled heaps. The soldiers were running from one mound to another, shouting in that alien tongue.

The girl found herself before one of these heaps.

It was not laundry.

It was human beings.

A mother and father, apparently, and two children—a boy and a girl. Their throats were slit. Blood painted their garments and pooled upon the paving stones beneath their bodies.

The girl’s bare feet skidded in the slickness. She slipped. She went down among these bags of wool and gore and tissue.

In the moment, and without speech, the child understood that these defenders . . . hundreds of them, strewn about this tableland of stone . . . had elected to die by their own hands rather than surrender to this force that now swept over their devastated bastion.

The girl could hear and see the soldiers about her. They were as horror-stricken as she. Their drawn swords and battle-ready postures told clearly they had been expecting combat; this spectacle of self-inflicted extinction and the hatred and terror that it implied unnerved them to their souls. As the warrior G had proclaimed of his own experience, these men now departed from all soldierly restraint and forbearance. They mocked the dead in speech and action. The child stared. The soldiers were laughing, kicking bodies, cracking jokes.

In her vision, the girl had crawled to help a child, throat-slit, of the family she had fallen next to. He was a boy. He seemed to move. The child reached to lift him, to help. But the lad’s lurch was only a postmortem spasm.

The girl staggered to her feet, peering at her hands in horror. Her fingers dripped as if she had plunged them into a trough of blood. A man’s strong hand seized her from behind, pulling her away from this spectacle of abomination.

It was Telamon. He was a soldier, senior to the others. He bawled to the men about him. “Get this child out of here! How did she get here? Take her! Get her away from this horror!”

Father Miguel had rushed to the girl’s side. He seized her by both shoulders. “Wake up, child! Come back to us!”

The girl surfaced from her vision. She heard the padre’s voice and saw his eyes, peering frantically into hers. Then she saw Telamon. She reacted with terror, as if still in the nightmare. The iron man did not fail to apprehend this. Father Miguel drew the child more tightly to his breast. The girl’s eyes blinked, and blinked again.

The ancient dame had pressed forward, close enough to stand ready to proffer aid, yet maintaining a distance so as not to affright the child further. The girl, repatriated now to the place and moment, stared about her at the collection of crippled and maimed and afflicted. She peered down at her own hands, as if expecting to see them dripping with blood. When she looked up, she stared straight into the face of the Crone. The old woman’s wizened features appeared even more grotesque in the lurid light of the bonfire. The girl clutched yet more desperately at the priest.

“Father, you must take my confession! Now! I must confess my sins!”

“Child, please . . .” the young padre responded, unnerved by the girl’s state. “You are all right! You have had a nightmare—”

The girl peered at the priest as if at a stranger. Telamon reached for her, seeking to allay her distress.

She bolted from his touch.

She fled across the camp.

Around the fire, pilgrims looked on in consternation. The Bookman turned toward the wounded warrior G.

“Do you see, brother? This is what your dark speech has produced!”
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All this the Portuguese lieutenant could see clearly, even from his crouch within the scrub matorral that blanketed the slope east of the camino. He had left two men with the horses at the temporary camp he had established a mile beyond the pilgrim encampment. Allowing time only for his troopers to wolf a strip of jerked goat meat and to ready their lances and boar nets, he had led them on foot on a wide west-swinging arc, past the village and around the far side, intending to strike the encampment from the direction any sentries would least expect.

He could see the iron man, and the girl in flight from him. He saw the young padre start in pursuit. Where was the horse? By sign, in silence, he sent two men creeping forward toward the central concentration of the camp, where he expected any free livestock to be picketed. Two others he dispatched to swing wide, beyond the southern extremity—the direction in which the girl had fled and to which the priest now followed.

In the earlier assault at Burro’s tumble-down, the lieutenant had intended the boar nets only to snare the horse. His aim now was to use them on the iron man and the girl as well. By sign and whispered command, he directed his men to settle in place, keep a sharp eye on the girl and her protector, and await his orders.

By this point, Father Miguel had spirited the child away from the bonfire. Telamon strode after the two. A figure intercepted him, catching his sleeve. The iron man looked straight at this apparition without registering who it was.

At once he recognized the crone of the cork forest. “You!” he exclaimed in startlement. “How did you get here? Have you followed us?”

“Leave them be,” the witch commanded. “You will only frighten the child further!”

The iron man tugged his arm free. He stared at the hag as if at a phantom. For reason he could neither then nor later explain, her force of presence unnerved him. Despite himself, he held up.

“Let the priest comfort her,” the old woman said. “She trusts him. She will listen.”

Indeed the young padre had steered the child to a sheltered site at the southern extremity of the camp. A hedge of manzanita protected the space on the near flank; a pair of wagons defended the far. The priest sought with tender words to bring the girl back from her state of terror. The child would not hear. She begged him again to take her confession.

“I have blood on my hands, Father! The blood of my own people!”

Back at the bonfire, Telamon confronted the witch. “Who are you? Why did you help me in the cork forest? Why are you here now?”

“Leave the girl to me,” commanded the dame.

The Bookman and the three warriors had come forward now as well. They too faced the old woman, half in fright and half in fascination.

“What do you want of her?” the iron man demanded of the woman. G and the Bookman repeated this in their own words. Who was she? What black intentions did she bear for this innocent child? Five men confronted the lone female. She held all at bay with a single raised finger.

“Who am I, brothers? I will tell you.”

The woman faced each male in turn, breaking glance after glance, including that of the iron man.

“I am the widow who stands at the gate, waiting for the husband who never returns. I am the mother who buries her sons, borne broken home from battle. I am the daughter who—“

“Who are you?” demanded Telamon. “Your name!”

“A name, is it? Will that satisfy you?” The witch met the iron man’s gaze. “I am Rachel who cries for her children. I am Hagar, bereft in the wilderness. I am Mary, who weeps at the tomb. Does that answer you, men of war? I am she whom each of you has forsaken, yet who loves you still . . .”

The dame’s bony finger held each man where he stood. “Leave the child to me. I have crossed eons to assist at this hour . . .”

And, turning from the circle of males, the Crone strode toward the southern extremity of the camp.

The lieutenant had led his men, creeping closer to the site of this scene—still waiting for the scout to return with the location of the horse. He could see the ancient dame push past the ring of men and start toward the shadowed retreat to which the girl and the priest had fled. He could see the padre continuing his efforts to calm the child—and see the girl resisting.

At this moment, the scout returned. He had located the horse, he reported, at the extreme opposite end of the camp, fully a quarter mile from the girl and almost as far from the iron man. The lieutenant cursed all three beneath his breath. “What the hell are these fools doing?” His several prizes—the horse, the girl, and the man—seemed intent on frustrating his design of corralling them all in one place.

“What are your orders, sir?”

The lieutenant sent the scout to the pair of troopers he had dispatched earlier to block all escape to the south. “Tell them to hold where they are. We’ll close on the girl first; then turn back for the man and the horse.”

The lieutenant could see the Crone arriving now at the site that held the girl and the young priest. He saw the witch accost the padre first with extravagant gestures and speech, apparently of menace and intimidation. When the young priest could not be moved by this harangue, the dame turned, it seemed, to softer words and more sweetly reasoned blandishments.

The padre appeared to listen.

The lieutenant could see him withdraw, reluctantly, step by step, then at last turn back toward the site where the iron man and the others yet held.

Now the child fled again, this time from the witch!

She bolted to the farthest southern margin of the encampment, beyond all watch fires and campsites.

“What in the world is going on? Where is that fool girl off to now?”

The lieutenant’s men readied themselves, expecting orders to rush in. Instead, the officer signed to hold. He motioned the men to creep forward, employing maximum stealth, toward the shadowy extremity to which the girl had fled.

The child had drawn up now, beyond all safeguard and security, in a shallow clearing surrounded by scrub manzanita. She glanced northward, in the direction from which she had fled, then turned back to the south and the raw matorral beyond. The night was moonless, shrouded in patchy mist in the after-course of the storm, and devoid even of starlight. The child stood barefoot, shivering, clutching her sickle.

The Crone approached from the north, tracking along the path the girl had taken in her flight.

The child heard and saw her. She turned about, blade in hand. “Keep back from me! I want nothing to do with you!”

The old woman saw the weapon. She reckoned the fear in the girl’s eyes. She drew up, extending a hand in a gesture meant to show she intended no harm.

The child relented slightly. Her blade lowered half a hand’s-breadth.

The Crone did not advance. Rather, she gestured again, indicating the shadows beyond the camp. “Which are you more afraid of, dear child? The enemy out there in the dark or the dread destiny within your own heart?”

“Keep away from me! You cannot speak to me like that!”

The dame smiled. “No? Can I speak to you, then, of corpses—hundreds of them, men and women and children, all with their throats slit . . . their lives taken by their own hands?”

The girl’s eyes went wide. Her sickle rose again with menace.

The Crone advanced a step in the face of this.

“Indeed, I know the contents of your visions, girl. Shall I tell more? Of the heat and dust . . . the earthen ramp you climb . . . and of the iron man—yes, the same!—seeking to protect you?”

The dame took another half step. The girl’s toes gripped the wet grass. She made ready to flee. Every sinew wished to. Yet she was held by the spell of the old woman and by the conviction and audacity of her speech. “How can you know this? How can you bear witness to what I alone have seen and felt?”

The Crone gestured back in the direction of the second fire, the one from which the girl had just fled. “You fear the iron man and the dark destiny you sense he carries. But you are part of that destiny, child, and you cannot escape.”

The girl set one foot behind her, readying to bolt.

Again the dame advanced. “You are repelled by me, I see. My wrinkled face and crooked back make you cringe. Hurry up and die! you are thinking. Why do you remain beneath the sun, old woman, to disfigure the world with your hideous and useless presence?”

The child blanched to hear this, as, indeed, such were her unspoken thoughts.

“Yet I have come to you, my child, bearing naught but love. Can you see through this repellent exterior? I saved you in the cork forest and I am here to preserve you now.”

Despite her fear, the girl felt herself relenting. This struck her with yet deeper terror, as if the ancient dame’s spell were that of the Evil One, the Great Deceiver. The old woman saw this. Her voice softened. She dared advance another half pace.

“I am no witch. I possess no power to affect events. I can neither coerce nor compel. I cannot even pray. God Himself will not hear me. I can do but one thing. I can wait.”

The child absorbed this, uncomprehending. Her aversion to the old woman continued, however, to diminish.

“Can you wait, girl? Can your faith be such that it not only witnesses events, but compels them?”

The old woman’s eyes glowed. They appeared to the girl not as the rheumy orbs of an ancient, but as bright and brimming as a bride’s.

“Can you wait like Mary Magdalene? Can you abide like Mary of Clopas and Mary Salome? Can you sit beneath the Cross? Can you wait and know?”

“Know what?”

“Can you wait and know, when every ordinance of men tells you the opposite?”

The old woman had stepped, now, to within touching distance of the girl. She reached with cool, dry fingers. She took the child’s warm hands in hers.

“This is women’s power. It is mine and it is yours.”

The girl again became frightened. She tugged her hands free. “What have you been waiting for?”

“For you.”

The girl became even more agitated. She backed another step. “What are you talking about? Why do you look at me like that?”

“I have waited for you. For you and for him.”

“Him? Who?”

The dame glanced rearward across the camp. The child’s eyes followed. She saw the iron man, two fires distant. His eyes scanned the shadows. Was he seeking her? The girl’s agitation redoubled.

“Why,” she demanded of the Crone, “do you keep pushing yourself on me? I don’t know you. I don’t know the iron man. I have nothing to do with either of you.”

“Oh, but you do, child. You have traveled across lifetimes in our company—and in his alone. You are closer to him than those of your own blood, though you remember it not.”

The girl peered back across the fires.

“Don’t look for your priest,” the old woman said. “He cannot save you by hearing your confession.”

“Are you sent from hell? Why are you after me?” The girl again displayed the sickle. “Who is the iron man? What does he want from me?”

Telamon now spotted the girl and the Crone. He started across the camp toward them.

Out in the dark, the lieutenant signed to his men to steal closer.

“I knew him the moment I saw him,” the dame declared. “It was no accident that our ways crossed in the cork forest.”

“What do you mean? Who is he?”

“He is a penitente.”

The child struggled to remember what Father Miguel had spoken in definition of this term.

“A man who cannot die,” the old woman said. “A soul condemned to live lifetime after lifetime—in his case, always as a soldier.”

Telamon, crossing the camp, could see the girl and the dame clearly now. He lengthened his stride to reach them.

The lieutenant and his men advanced in stealth.

“A soldier,” the Crone continued, “condemned to kill and be killed unceasingly . . . with the crimes of each lifetime driving him deeper into a damnation he cannot escape.”

The girl struggled to understand. “How can you know this?”

“I have lived those lifetimes with him.”

“I don’t believe you!”

“And you have lived them too.”

Impossible as this sounded coming from this ghoulish dame’s lips, the girl believed—or half believed—her.

“He came back for you,” the Crone declared. “The horse led him. The horse carries his destiny and yours. Don’t tell me you have not felt this. Your soul has sensed it from the first. The visions that have broken in upon your heart have only reinforced this. This horse has brought your destiny. This is why you were drawn so powerfully to him—and he to you.”

The iron man was now one campfire away from the Crone and the girl.

The lieutenant and his men crept closer.

Now the girl spotted Telamon. She turned to the Crone. “Why has he come for me? To kill me?”

“Kill you? It is your fate to save him.”

“What? How?”

“You must release him from the round of lives.”

“Release him? What does that mean?”

“You and only you.”

Telamon stepped forth in front of them.

“The ordinance of heaven,” the ancient dame addressed the girl, “decrees that a penitente may only be released by one who loves him.”

“Love him? I’m terrified of him!”

At this instant, the lieutenant and his troopers burst from the darkness. The iron man wheeled at once to defend the girl. He blocked the first two soldiers with his bulk, leveled the next pair with blows of his quarterstaff.

The girl spun and fled.

A furious chase careened the length of the camp. The girl sprinted barefoot from watchfire to watchfire, past families asleep on the ground or in their wagons and shelters. She bolted across the open space between the main camp and that of the lepers.

Telamon hurtled after her, calling out his intent to protect her. She must not flee from him! At one point the girl pitched wildly through the site occupied by the priest and the Bookman, nearly colliding with both. The Portuguese pursuit party barreled headlong across and through a string of camps, scattering fires and bowling pilgrims off their feet.

The iron man, racing in the girl’s wake, heard a shrill whinny ahead. He slipped on the wet grass, spilled, scrambled back to his feet. At last, he dashed up to the gate of the livestock enclosure—flung open now by the girl in her flight. Sheep and goats scattered before him. In the light from a brazier, he saw the horse, bolting directly at him.

Telamon planted both feet, readying himself to leap upon the animal’s back as he passed.

Then he saw the girl—both fists clutching the horse’s mane, face pressed against the animal’s neck, knees and thighs clamped high and tight against the beast’s flanks.

The horse with the child aboard thundered past the iron man and galloped away into the dark.
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The girl could not control the horse. Her intention, such as she could summon in the chaotic instant, was to flee north toward the Sanctuary of the Three Marias—away from Severiano’s forces advancing from the south.

The horse had other ideas. The girl sought to turn the animal. He would not heed. Making south, straight for a dry-stone wall that rose to the height of a man, the horse galloped at such a pace as made the child bounce like a doll upon his back. “Don’t jump! I can’t hang on!”

The beast sailed over the obstacle. When he landed, the girl nearly somersaulted over his neck, barely hanging on to his mane as the animal regained his stride and accelerated again.

The mount came onto an open meadow with woods on one side. The girl tried to turn him toward this cover. He veered in the opposite direction. The child’s desperate downward glance took in the open burrows of ground rodents, ardillas, in hundreds. “God help me!”

But the horse pounded on at a stretching run, evading every void with ease.

How many leagues did the animal cross without slackening his pace? Over how much time? The girl could not have stated then or later. She felt only the coarse, whipping sting of the animal’s mane, into which she had buried her face and onto which she clung with every fading measure of muscle. She remembered a rising plateau with beech woods on both sides, then a long, heart-pounding descent across a lightless labyrinth of boulders. There was a passage along a dry barranca with sycamore and cottonwoods growing so low and close, as in the cork forest, that the child dared not raise her glance to peek ahead. At one point, pounding up a wooded slope, the horse’s churning hindquarters overcame the last of the girl’s strength; she spilled sidelong and fell, cracking her skull against a fallen trunk and wrenching her left arm so severely that tears sprang and she could not make them stop.

The horse stood over her, blowing steam and slinging lather. “I can’t get back on. I have no strength.” Yet somehow the child found herself again on the animal’s back, how many miles, how many hours later, as the beast picked its way down a slope among pines to a brook, sparkling in the late moonrise. The child let her weight fall, handing herself down the horse’s neck and mane till her bare soles touched the surface. She dropped to her knees in the stream and drank till she thought she would burst. The horse, by contrast, watered himself with short, unhurried drafts, lifting his head every fifteen or twenty seconds to scent the air and listen.

When the girl had guzzled enough to slake her need, she stood to her full height, ankle-deep in the brooklet, and, with the horse, peered about and listened. The wind gets up at night on the high plateau; the pines moaned, cloaking any sound of dogs or horses approaching. “Where are we?” The child tried to match the horse’s powers of alertness. “Are we safe? Where have you taken me?”

Later, when the girl sought to recall the moment, she remembered her terrible fear that the horse would abandon her. At one instant the animal shook his head and mane and stepped with intention from the stream. When the child heard the crunch of his hooves on the pebbly bank, she was certain he was about to make away. Panic seized her. She feared, she realized, not so much being left alone in this wilderness with enemies everywhere, as she dreaded separation from this preternatural creature and the thought that he, this beast whose power and intelligence were leagues beyond her own, would reject her and find her unworthy. She could bear death, she thought, sooner than this. But the horse, she saw, was only stepping apart from the rushing sound of the stream and the soughing of the pines, seeking a pocket where he could hear better.

The girl crossed to him with her feet and ankles numb from the stream and her heart hammering with fright. “They’re close behind us, aren’t they? The lieutenant with his hounds. And the iron man. He’ll come, won’t he, if he hasn’t been taken by the enemy? He’ll be on foot while the Portuguese will be mounted. But he’s smarter. He’ll catch us first.”

The child flattened her palms against the bristly warmth of the animal’s flank. “Are you with me or with him?”

The girl wrapped her arms around the base of the horse’s neck, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. This horse. What power drew and held her to him? She realized that she would give her life to protect this animal, and in that moment she knew he would do the same for her. Tears melted into the weave of the animal’s coat. Her fingertips stroked the X brand.

“What did the old woman mean when she said you had ‘come for’ me? From where? Sent by whom? To what purpose?”
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The lieutenant formed his plan of pursuit even before he could order his party’s mounts brought up and made ready to ride. He would go after the girl and the horse, not the iron man. The man had already vanished down the camino, on foot and at a run, accompanied by the young priest and reinforced—or, more accurately, trailed at a stumbling, faltering distance—by a ragged clutch of crippled war veterans and the motley-clad vagabond who called himself the Bookman. The iron man would be hell to locate in this dark and, even if he were found, he would put up such a fight that, the lieutenant feared, his own sodden, spent company might receive the worst of it.

Girl and horse first.

Telamon after.

The rigor of the terrain reinforced the young officer’s concept. The girl is fleeing south, he reasoned, toward home. Rock-mantled sierra to the east; she would not brave such country, nor would she venture north, into mountains she almost certainly did not know.

How fast could the girl travel? How far? The lieutenant estimated the distance to the river towns at seventy to eighty miles. Three days at least—more, taking the byways and back tracks the child must. Forage and water? A horse in the wild can feed only on grass. To fill its belly, it must stop to graze. The girl could not afford that. Where could she herself find something to sate her hunger? Wild cresses or berries would not suffice. She must hail a farmhouse or entreat a traveler or party on the tramp. These would talk. Incented or compelled, they would give her up.

And the horse itself? Could the child even manage such a prodigy? Without bridle or bit, saddle or stirrups? Without reins? She might be lying in a ditch by the side of the road right now, thrown or skull-busted already.

As for tracking, the lieutenant projected, the horse’s unshod prints would stand out even among trampled earth. No other animal would leave a trail like this one, and the dogs had already shown they could track him over the stoniest ground.

The lieutenant prepared his troopers for a rigorous but patient pursuit. Night gave way to dawn; the party easily tracked the horse across the open country where it had veered from wooded cover. By day’s end the pursuers had reached the creek where the child had slaked her thirst; they had found the horse’s tracks leading in and out.

Nor was this high country vacant of other parties on the move. By the time the lieutenant’s party had made its first-night bivouac, it had twice come upon advance detachments of Severiano’s division hastening north.

The first was commanded by one of his fellow aides-de-camp, a brevet captain named Cardoso from Monte Gordo in the Algarve. This officer’s mission was a combination of reconnaissance and embassy. He had been dispatched ahead of the main column to negotiate with and secure concessions from strongholds along Severiano’s axis of advance. The company consisted of the aide and one other officer, with four other ranks and a train of four laden mules. The outfit’s primary objective, Cardoso confirmed, was San Eladio in the mountains above Jaén—the fortified town that held the Shrine of the Three Marias. The embassy bore gifts of fine lace and leather, silk in bolts and gowns of brocade, not to say gold and silver in coin and ingot. Both the captain and his accompanying junior lieutenant were handsome scions of noble families, decked in dress uniforms and mounted on superlative stock.

“Come with us!” the captain urged the lieutenant. “We’ll be feted like princes!”

The aide asked after the iron man. “Who is this bloody villain? A colonel of the Spaniards or a desperado?” The query was offered largely in jest. To the captain’s surprise, the lieutenant took it in the most solemn manner. He laughed not at all. Instead, his countenance grew yet more sober, almost grim.

“I fear this fellow. And His Excellency should too, though for the life of me I can’t say why.”

An hour after parting from this first detachment, the lieutenant and his men encountered a second party, also dispatched from Severiano’s formation. This detail had been sent in pursuit of the first, to overtake it. It, like the first, was commanded by one of the lieutenant’s fellow aides—the youngest and most junior subaltern, but the best rider and possessed of the fastest mount. His charge was to warn Captain Cardoso that the Spanish king had dispatched at least two and possibly three regiments from the temporary capital at Valladolid under the command of Don Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, the storied champion who had driven the Moors out of Granada a generation earlier and from whom the monarch had of recent years been bitterly estranged. That Ferdinand had set aside deep and ancient grievances spoke volumes about how seriously the monarch took the Portuguese incursion. Don Gonzalo’s mandate was to interdict Severiano’s forces and destroy them. “At last!” the young lieutenant declaimed, not even pausing to dismount, so eager was he to carry through his commission. “Real action against real troops!”

These two fortuitous meetings reinforced the lieutenant’s confidence in his plan of pursuit. He had counted on the terrain to funnel the girl and the horse in a specific direction. Now to this influence was added the increasingly proximate movement of Severiano’s forces. As he himself had already run onto two detachments, so would the girl be likely to find her course intercepted more and more as she drove south. If he himself did not catch her, someone else would.

At dusk of the third day of this pursuit, following unshod prints that grew fresher with each half furlong, the lieutenant and his party came to a summit with a vantage out over a dense, wooded valley. The girl and the horse, he felt certain, were down there somewhere.

“Sir!” offered one of the lieutenant’s troopers, pointing with excitement to a line of watch fires at the far rim of the vale. “Whose can these be but those of our own troops’?”

The lieutenant divided his party, sending one element down the eastern flank of the valley, while leading the other to the west. “Make noise!” was his sole command.

A detail of Severiano’s division sent to fetch firewood were the lucky ones. Dispatched from the Portuguese camp, they had only minutes earlier found a suitable thicket and commenced their labors when they were startled by crashing sounds in the underbrush immediately to the north.

At once there was the horse!

There was the girl!

The foresters—in truth a gaggle of malcontents who had been stripped of their arms and assigned to various chores at hard labor—had no hope of securing either, outfitted as they were only with axes and drag-sledges. But they managed, by brandishing their blades and clamoring noisily, to drive the girl and the horse onto a track between close-growing beeches. Upon this site, converging from four quarters, rode the lieutenant’s men.

The pursuit party went after the horse with boar’s nets and capped lances.

In the melee, the girl spilled from her mount’s back. The horse, defending her furiously, singled out the lieutenant’s charger and went after him with forehooves and teeth. The cries of men, horses, and hounds made the beechwood ring, until the girl, flying to her horse’s side, crying, “Run! Run!” succeeded at last in driving him apart from the nets and lance heads of his pursuers and away, riderless, into the night.
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The terrain over which Telamon and the priest had hastened in pursuit of the girl was what is called in Andalusia matorral. This is grassland studded with chest-high brush, primarily manzanita in pockets and wild myrtle in groves and hedges. The country resembles alto desierto, high desert, in that each individual bush and thicket, starved for water, insists on distance from its neighbors. A mount or a man on foot may travel fast in such country.

Indeed, this was the ground across which the horse, whether of his own device or commanded by the girl, now fled. The lieutenant by the second night had split his own party in two. Directing one element to follow the camino south as fast as it could, he took the second across the matorral. The iron man and the priest took off after this second outfit. The lieutenant’s mounted party had long since outstripped Telamon and the padre on foot. The Bookman and the wounded warriors had themselves dropped away, slowed by their various disabilities.

Father Miguel could not understand the lieutenant’s thinking. “Why divide his party? He is mad not to put every man and horse on the trail the girl and horse have taken.”

Telamon and the priest stood over the cluster of tracks where this decision had apparently been made.

“The lieutenant,” the iron man said, “is no fool.” The primary obstacles of the open matorral are what the locals call barrancas grandes—spectacular clefts carved by the courses of ancient rivers—that transect the high plateau at capricious intervals. These “breaks” are often hundreds of feet deep, with flanks so sheer they must be descended and ascended one tortuous step at a time. Such dead-drops often cannot be seen until one is immediately upon them. The trekker must then either retrace his course or press blindly along the edge, often for miles, trusting to luck to find a crossing.

“Horses ‘know’ country,” Telamon said. “Even terrain they’ve never seen. Our animal could be leading his pursuers onto blind spurs or into box canyons from which he, the horse, could wheel about and gallop back to the main track hours before his pursuers could find their way. That’s why the lieutenant sent his second element ahead down the camino.”

It was in the descent of one of these barrancas, on the second night from the pilgrims’ camp, that the priest took a tumble that left him painfully impaired for trekking. The iron man had pressed ahead in his urgency to overtake the girl, when he realized the young padre was no longer behind him. The backtrack consumed precious minutes, before he found Miguel, bleeding from a cracked pate and nursing a badly twisted ankle.

All that night and the third day, Telamon ranged at intervals ahead, maintaining contact with the horse and the girl’s trail, then hurrying back to assist the struggling padre. “Why do you keep coming back for me?” Miguel demanded during one return. “You know my only aim is to stop you.”

Telamon wrapped the priest in his own cloak and forced him to drink water.

“I will not let you compel that child to aid you,” Miguel declared. “I will die first.”

Telamon remained at the padre’s side throughout that frigid night. He held him as a father enwraps a babe, to keep the young priest from succumbing to exposure.

At last, with the sun’s warming rays and the contents of a half skin of wine, the padre seemed to return to himself. “I will not apologize for what I said last night. If anything, I restate it. I will not let you—”

“‘—compel that child to aid me.’ Is that what you believe I intend, Father?”

Telamon had helped the priest to his feet and made him press on to restore the body’s warmth. The padre’s flesh responded. He found his strength again, and his voice.

“I don’t know who you are,” he said. “But I know what you are. And I know what one in your case must do.”

“And what is that?”

“You are a man seeking his own death. A man who believes . . . who hopes . . . he is at the end of many lifetimes.”

“And how do you know this?”

“Father Nicolo told me. He recognized you the minute he saw you. He was a penitente himself, as you know. He showed me the ancient texts . . .” Miguel drew up, seeking to confront the iron man and make him speak.

“Keep walking, Father.”

The plateau extended for miles with only the barest cover or concealment. As the sun rose, the pair became increasingly visible, even from a great distance. Telamon compelled his companion to keep moving.

“A penitente,” Miguel continued, as if reciting from Father Nicolo’s books, “may only be delivered to the peace of death by one who loves him . . . and the fatal stroke must be delivered with a weapon fashioned by the penitente’s own hand. The sickle!”

The padre stumbled. The trail had shredded his rope-soled sandals. Telamon helped the priest to a stand of scrub manzanita. Settling into its cover, he and Miguel were at least concealed from any who might be hunting them.

“When I learned this,” the young padre resumed, “I asked Father Nicolo how badly he wished to be delivered from the wheel he found himself upon. He only smiled. I offered to perform the act for him. If he would choose a weapon, even something as common as a rope, I would deliver him with it.”

Telamon regarded his companion soberly. “You are a brave man, Miguel.”

“He would not let me do it. He said I could never live with the consequences of performing such an act.”

“Could you?”

The priest’s eyes met the iron man’s. “Could this maid, Mariah? Do you understand what your ‘destiny’ demands of her? A child! An innocent! Does she even yet comprehend her role in this drama? She fears you, that is all she knows . . . and with abundant cause!”

Telamon’s expression remained opaque. “What about you, Padre? Would you deliver me?”

“I can’t. I do not love you.”

Telamon’s lips declined into a smile. Miguel’s ire flared at this. “What does that expression mean?”

“How is your memory, Father? Do you recall our trek across the wilderness of Sinai? Remember a girl named Ruth? And a sorceress? Your name was Michael then. Remember the blade of a knife being driven into your guts . . .”

“What are you saying?”

A glimmer of understanding lit the padre’s face.

“How much,” he asked, “do you remember?”

“It comes back in pieces. Dreams. Visions. Sometimes a simple memory. I’ll realize I have it, when I didn’t have it before.”

“So you don’t know the outcome?”

For the first time since he had initiated this exchange, the young priest seemed to grasp the gravity and moment of the destiny the iron man bore—and which had carried him to this place at this time.

Telamon saw it.

“I am tangled in this web,” he said. “Just like you and just like Mariah.”

At last, in the wooded valley, Telamon and Miguel caught up with the girl and the horse and the party of the lieutenant. From an eminence, they could see the watch fires of the main Portuguese encampment and hear the whoops and cries of the lieutenant’s party as it galloped down into the vale.

Telamon supported the priest now, taking one arm about his shoulder. They hobbled as far forward as they dared go—still distant, but with a clear enough prospect to hear the shouts and cries of men and the furious whinnies of the horse . . . then the victory yells of the melee that ended with the girl’s capture and the horse’s escape.

Full dark had descended before Telamon and Miguel could work their way past the outer picket lines of Severiano’s encampment to a vantage—a grove of low-growing piñonero—within a few hundred meters of the camp’s northern extremity. The thicket grew so tight to the earth that the iron man and the padre had to crawl on their bellies to be within its shelter. Once in place, however, they were rewarded with a nearly unobstructed view of the encampment’s inner perimeter—the line of sentries and barricades that protected the central camp.

Mounted parties—four under torches in the first dozen minutes—could be seen galloping out from this enclosure. At the same time a flurry of activity, also torchlit, could be descried in the camp’s epicenter, a promontory beneath oaks about whose margins a ring of pennants and guidons flew.

Still without a word, Telamon began stripping boughs from the brush of the hideout and scraping tar from beneath the bark. He tore his own shirt into strips. Binding these about a stout branch, he began painting the mass with pine sap. “What are you doing?”

“Making a torch.”

Telamon continued his labors, fashioning a flag from the sleeves and collar of his shirt. “And a banner of truce,” he said.

The padre had become unnerved again. “What trick are you planning? To somehow steal the girl and use her to your purposes? I warn you . . . you will have to kill me first—”

The iron man continued his work on the white flag. “The girl will be brought straight to Severiano,” he said. “His tent is there beneath those oaks. See it? A general’s pavilion, big as a house, with pennants and cresset fires marking the way in and out.”

The priest’s agitation redoubled. He crabbed forward beneath the low-growing piñonero to a lane that blocked the iron man’s exit. “You cannot use her to ‘release’ you! The act will destroy her!”

Telamon regarded the young padre blocking his way forward. Clearly he could overpower him and force his way out. Miguel perceived this.

“She is only a child! I won’t let you use her! I won’t let you go into that camp!”

Telamon swung the torch and white flag forward. He held them out to Father Miguel.

“I’m not going in,” he said. “You are.”
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“Do you know where you are, child?” This from Severiano, within his tent.

No response, even of the eyes.

The Portuguese commander glanced to the lieutenant. The girl Mariah had been settled upon a canvas chair at one extremity of the map table that dominated the pavilion’s interior.

“Do you know who I am?” Severiano asked.

The child shook and shivered. All flush had fled her cheeks; her eyes peered, dull and vacant, as if from the sockets of a corpse.

“She’s in shock,” declared the lieutenant. He described for Severiano the child’s state when she had been brought into camp. The don had been in conference with his senior officers then and could not be broken in upon. The lieutenant had on his own authority summoned a doctor—the command staff’s military surgeon—to examine the child and determine if she was fit to undergo interrogation. The physician’s report was as follows:


The girl is in a state of extremis. She will not talk. Asked her name, she mutters, “I have none.” I examined her in a sheep pen adjacent to the enclosure where His Excellency’s string of cavalry mounts is held. She seemed to believe her horse was in our custody. She asked after him repeatedly. If I tried to move her away from the pen in which she thought her horse was held, she became hysterical.

Her physical state is one of extreme over-exertion, no doubt from her days in flight without food or sleep. Whatever water she has consumed over that interval, I suspect came from unwholesome streams. She continued to dry-vomit throughout the two hours I attended her. Both legs remained in cramps. She could not stand. Her hands are like claws, apparently from clinging to her horse’s mane. I could not get her fingers to open. I requisitioned two women of the army’s “camp wives” to tend to her. These kindled a fire to keep the child warm and wrapped her in blankets. They rubbed her down with oil. I intended olive oil but we had none so we used linseed oil. Sleep. She must sleep and eat. As I said, I could not get her to speak her name, though I knew it from her two brothers, who are in custody as well, though apparently serving voluntarily with our forces.



A bowl of broth was set before the girl by one of Severiano’s stewards. She regarded it with dead eyes. The cook placed an army biscuit beside the bowl and set a utensil in her hand. Her fingers did not close. The spoon clattered free. The servant glanced in embarrassment to his master. Severiano with a nod indicated that the man may withdraw. He did.

The commander himself retrieved the fallen spoon and set it again beside the bowl before the child.

“Eat something, girl. The doctor says you must.”

When the child neither moved nor responded, Severiano glanced impatiently to the lieutenant. “Is she any better? Is this how she was when you brought her in?”

“Better. Significantly so.”

Severiano nodded dubiously. “Get her another blanket,” he commanded one of his aides. “I don’t want her dying before she talks.”

The girl continued to shiver and quake. She glanced about the tent, as if trying to comprehend where she was and what had happened.

The layout of the commander’s pavilion was as follows: a floor of raw planks upon which in one corner sat a single folding cot flanked by two nightstands made of artillery boxes set on end. An oil lamp, with two pairs of spectacles, a telescope, a folding knife, and a pocket watch were laid out in order upon the first box. Two portraits in wrought-silver frames, one of a stately gentlewoman in formal attire, the other of two female children, sat atop the second powder keg. The remainder of the pavilion held stands of arms and armor, a double armoire for the commander’s uniforms and boots, several cots and necessaries in use by his aides-de-camp, and a combination dining table and cabinet for spirits, with the customary accoutrements.

The center of the space was dominated by a makeshift map table, upon which sprawled numerous dispatch rolls, messages, and orders packets held down by such improvised weights as musket-shot, striker boxes, even, for one large chart, a pair of bootjacks.

The hour was deep into the second watch. Dawn would show herself in another three hours. About the camp, men and horses noisily mobilized for a march-out at first light. Indeed, the pavilion within which the don and his captive abided was at this moment being taken down by quartermasters of the logistical corps.

The noise and activity seemed to elicit the girl’s attention. She sat up slightly; she noted the don’s garb and kit. His boots were knee-high abrigadoros, with deep stirrup-cuts and rowel spurs at the heels. The child’s glance swung to a saber, pended by its belt and harness from a folding canvas chair. Severiano’s breastplate, gorget, and morion sat upon a hardstand adjacent to this. The commandant himself wore pocketless riding breeches of white gabardine. As the girl watched, Severiano was helped by a valet into a scarlet blouse of silk, over which he pulled a sleeved jerkin of quilted muslin. His throat was protected by a round of fuller’s cloth, a thumb’s-breadth thick. Outside the tent, visible through the rolled-up flaps on the south and west sides, could be seen the bustling movement of smartly uniformed troops and the passing of mules and cavalry mounts in full battle rig.

“I am Don Oliveira Almiera Severiano of His Majesty King Manuel’s Third Expeditionary Force. Those troops you see are Landsknechte. German mercenaries—the finest pike-and-shot men in the world. Those in the gray slitted doublets are Danish archers formerly of their own sovereign’s imperial guard. Hired troops. The bustle you see is of mobilization for a march-out at dawn.”

“I want my horse,” the girl declared abruptly.

Severiano smiled. “Do you, now? Are you feeling better?” The commander glanced again to the lieutenant, this time with a more animated mien. He turned back to the child. “Perhaps,” he said, “we might venture, you and I, to initiate a conversation.”

The don had crossed now to the head of the map table, upon the girl’s immediate right. Throughout the exchange that followed, Severiano continued dressing and arming. He paced from cabinet to table and back again, pausing at intervals directly before the girl, then moving away again to continue his outfitting. The lieutenant maintained his own position, standing upon the girl’s left.

Severiano asked the child again to identify herself.

“Where is my horse? Are you going to hurt him?”

“Tell me first: Who are you?”

The don stepped before the girl now. He leaned in, beneath the lamplight, studying her face.

“Who are you?” he repeated.

The girl looked away.

“I don’t mean your name. I mean your role. What part do you play in this war?”

“I am a farm girl. I am no one and nobody.”

“Riding on horseback, alone in the middle of the night? Upon a mount valued by the Portuguese Crown at thirty thousand reales?”

“I found him. I’m bringing him in for the reward. Give it to me.”

Severiano smiled at the girl’s temerity. He indicated the pair of armed guardsmen who manned the tent’s portal. “You are no more a farm girl than these two dragoons who shield my person. You are a soldier . . . an enemy of my country and of my king.”

The lieutenant had attended thus far in silence. He broke in now, addressing his uncle, but speaking for the child to hear and recognize her peril. “This is the girl from the village—the one who was with the so-called ‘iron man,’ the one who fought so hard to protect his horse. My pursuit party found her with the pilgrimage column, sixty miles north of here, on the track to San Eladio and the Shrine of the Three Marias. She was fleeing on this horse when my detail overtook her.”

From the crease of his jacket, the lieutenant withdrew a folding hand-sickle. He held it up in the torchlight. “We took this from her.”

He passed the blade to his uncle.

“A weapon? To do what?”

“To skin carrots,” said the girl. “Give it back!”

Severiano tossed the sickle onto the map table.

“You are a soldier. An armed agent of the Spanish Crown. Actions taken by you and your accomplice have produced the deaths of men under my command. Tell me, under peril of your life: What errand of war are you upon now?”

The girl sought to turn away.

Severiano caught her and hauled her back to face him.

“Who is the iron man?”

“I don’t know.”

“What scheme does he work against me?”

“I know nothing!”

Again the child tried to squirm away. This time the lieutenant collared her and turned her back toward the commander.

Severiano indicated the map table behind him. “Do you know what this is, girl?”

“It is two doors laid flat upon a pair of carpenter’s benches.”

“It is a campaign table. It serves as a map. A map of war.”

Severiano’s gesture indicated the chart that covered the length and breadth of the table’s surface—and the game-piece-sized tokens atop. “Some of these pieces represent landmarks of campaign—crossroads, bridges, fords of rivers. Others stand for formations of my own or of the enemy.” He lifted one piece in the shape of a horse. “This is us, here. These to the north represent detachments of your king, advancing to interdict us.”

“Where is my horse?” the girl cried. “I want my horse!”

Severiano picked up a token in the shape of a cannon. He held this before the girl’s eyes. “This one is your King’s Corps of the Sacred Heart under Don Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba—four thousand men and two hundred guns. I will have to fight this force in a week, maybe less. Look at the map! Don’t pretend you don’t grasp my predicament!”

“I want my horse! Give me my horse!”

The lieutenant pressed the girl forward, directly before the campaign table. Severiano indicated a set of caravel-shaped pieces at the southern extremity of the map. He addressed the child. “My assignment from the Crown of Portugal was to capture the Port of Cádiz, seize its citadel, and secure for His Majesty its holdings—four hundred tons of black powder. But do you know what happened when our forces captured this stronghold?”

“I want my horse!”

“It was empty!”

The girl again sought to stand. The lieutenant’s hands held her down.

“Your king, in his wisdom and prescience,” continued Severiano, “had removed this vital war matériel and secreted it at various strongholds about the country, including the bulk of it—can you guess where?”

The commander reached to the northern margin of the table; he plucked a token in the shape of a cathedral and held it before the girl. “Yes! At the Shrine of the Three Marias! Indeed at the citadel, San Eladio, in which this holy site resides.”

The girl sprang to her feet, eluding for an instant the lieutenant. The pair of dragoons at the tent’s entry leapt to intercept her. The lieutenant seized her first.

“I want my horse!”

The lieutenant lifted the girl bodily and dumped her back into her seat. The mood in the tent had altered radically. Severiano advanced sternly upon the child.

“What does the X tattoo on the iron man’s arm mean? Why does it match the brand on his horse?”

“I am a farm girl! I know nothing!”

Severiano slapped the child across the face.

She cried out.

The commander hit her again.

“I must take the citadel of San Eladio now,” the don declared in fury and frustration. “With forty guns and an exhausted siege train. Do you know how many men I’ll lose? Who is this iron man?”

The girl would not answer.

Severiano turned toward the portal of the tent.

“Bring them in!” he commanded.

The dragoons at the entry ducked outside. They returned in moments, driving two boys before them.

The girl’s brothers.

The child reacted with shock and surprise.

Both boys were bound at the wrists. The dragoons shoved them forward. Both stumbled and fell.

The girl could see their faces, swollen from beatings and sheeted with tears.

The boys sought to cry out to their sister. Blows from the guardsmen dropped them, sobbing, to their knees.

The lieutenant spoke directly into the girl’s ear. “Tell His Excellency what he wants to know.”

“Haul them upright,” Severiano commanded.

The child too had begun to weep.

“Clear the table!”

A third aide swept the campaign table with his forearm, sending the game pieces flying. Two auxiliary guardsmen moved to reinforce the first two.

“Lay them out!”

The dragoons lifted the brothers like sacks of flour. They dropped them flat onto the tabletop, faces up, side by side.

“Lash them down!” Severiano commanded.

The brothers’ wrists and ankles were strapped to the table.

A final dragoon entered. He bore two sharpened wooden stakes, each about four feet long.

Severiano loomed above the girl.

“Do you know what the word ‘impale’ means?”

The child stared blankly.

Both boys wept.

“It means I will strip these criminals naked and have stakes driven up their anuses until the sharpened ends come out the top of their heads.”

The brothers gagged and whimpered.

The dragoons tore the boys’ trousers off.

The girl’s eyes widened in horror as the guardsmen spread-eagled her brothers and lashed their limbs down more securely to the table.

“Who is the iron man?” Severiano demanded again. “Tell me now, or by Christ’s Holy Name—”

A commotion arose at the pavilion’s entry. Shouted voices could be heard from outside.

Two other sentries pushed in.

Between them they held the priest, Father Miguel.

“What is this?” Severiano demanded.

“Excellency,” the first sentry declared, “this man claims to be the priest of San Marcos village. He says he brings a message from the ‘iron man.’”

Severiano turned to the girl, then to the lieutenant. His expression clearly sought confirmation.

The priest spoke first. “Indeed I am sent, Excellency. The man you seek waits now, not two hundred meters from where we stand.”

Severiano clearly believed none of this. His right hand moved to his saber . . .

The lieutenant stepped forward, seeking to allay his uncle’s ire. “This is indeed the padre from the village, Excellency. I have seen him there . . . at the pilgrims’ camp. He must have followed with the iron man to here.”

Severiano drew up.

Every eye turned toward the young padre.

“The iron man’s name is Telamon of Arcadia. He declares, Your Excellency, that if you will release the child now to my care and permit me to return her safely to her home . . . he will surrender his person to you this night, to do with as you will.”





Book Six [image: ] A Dispensation of Justice





Chapter 29 
[image: ] Stray Dogs and Ashes

At the fourth noon the priest and the girl reached the Alta Loma, following the San Ardo footpath upon which the child had, so many days earlier, first encountered the iron man. Neither she nor Father Miguel spoke aloud of their final moments at the Portuguese encampment, though each, trekking in silence at the other’s side, experienced these in recall with undiminished emotion.

First to deploy from the Portuguese camp were the division’s reconnaissance elements. These set forth two hours before dawn—light cavalry assigned to reconnoiter the formation’s axis of advance, augmented by foot and mounted auxiliaries tasked with “high-lining” this and alternative routes, scouting for the presence of Spanish forces, particularly such elements as might be capable of ambushes or attacks from the flanks or rear.

This detachment was succeeded an hour later by light cavalry supported by two companies, four hundred and forty men, of the Landsknecht pike-and-shot troops. This formation’s role, should Spanish forces be encountered, was to engage and delay the foe until the main force could be brought up.

The girl observed this shuttling decampment from the horse compound adjacent to Severiano’s command pavilion. She was detained there under guard, while Father Miguel guided a mounted security detail to the site where Telamon waited.

The iron man was brought in an hour before dawn. Already the Portuguese had him in manacles and leg irons.

The girl saw her benefactor ridden past, on a mule, with a noose around his neck and blinders over his eyes.

At first light, she and the padre were permitted to depart. A mounted detail escorted them through the camp and set them, afoot, with three days’ water and rations, on the track that led south to San Marcos and the river towns.

The girl’s sickle was returned to her.

Her brothers remained in Portuguese custody, remanded to the labor gang in which they had originally toiled.

Neither the girl nor the priest was permitted to inquire, nor was intelligence proffered to them, as to what fate now awaited the iron man.

From the Alta Loma, Miguel and Mariah began encountering families and lone displaced persons whom they knew. Many were warily re-approaching homes they had abandoned. Others, heartbroken, were setting forth with no prospects at all, their only object being to evade Portuguese conscription. The priest and the girl came upon one family roasting a rabbit—such poor scraps to feed seven. The clan’s patriarch had been killed, an aunt carried off by force to accompany the soldiers, and three sons impressed into work gangs. “What of your farm?” the girl inquired. The matron could not meet the child’s glance. “Naught remains of our world,” she said, “but stray dogs and ashes.”

Tales abounded of a massive sweep being conducted by the enemy along the valley road and its tributaries. The foe was drafting by force all skilled craftsmen—fitters and joiners, stonemasons, road builders, and teamsters—any smith or wright who could throw up a wall or help erect a siege work. This was for San Eladio, the fortified town that held the Shrine of the Three Marias—and the four thousand barrels of black powder that were the invaders’ objective.

Throughout the previous days, the girl and the priest had passed and been passed by an unbroken stream of migrant menials, not seeking to evade this dragnet but to enlist within it. These were neither troops nor Portuguese nationals but unaffiliated carters and teamsters, sutlers and provisioners of the native vega. They had been lured north by the prospect of wages and cared little or not at all that their labor would be in the service of the enemy. No peril to the child or priest derived from these desperadoes. They, Padre Miguel declared, were opportunists. They took scant notice of a subsistencia girl and a cleric trekking afoot.

On the fifth day, Mariah and Father Miguel reached her father’s farm. The site lay in ruins. The girl’s goats were gone. Not even the bones of her mother’s ducks and pullets remained, but only the odd patch of bloody feathers that had somehow escaped the hunger of men and foxes. The house was cinders. Where the farm steading had stood, only the wreck of its stone foundation survived. Soldiers or other looters had stripped the poor establishment even of planks and leather hinges.

Padre Miguel had resolved during the approach trek, passing scores of similar smallholdings razed to dereliction, to shield the child as best he could from the sight—and the grief it was certain to call forth—of her own devastated farmstead. He watched her as she slept. Were her visions continuing? The girl would not take her slumber prone upon the earth. She slept sitting up with her sickle, blade open, in her hand. On two nights she bolted awake with a cry. Leaping alert himself, Father Miguel found the child on her feet, bedding flung from her person, peering fiercely into the dark. When he sought to offer comfort or to query her as to what had prompted her distress, the girl stared as if he were a stranger, only returning to herself after long moments. “I’m all right,” the girl insisted. Was she?

At last reaching the wreckage of her father’s farm, the young priest held himself tense, fearing the worst. In the event, however, the girl remained composed and dry-eyed. The only anguish she displayed came when she dug through the wreckage of her mother’s kitchen seeking . . .

“Tiles,” she said, when in the twilight she and Miguel had made a camp upon the same site the iron man had used, what seemed like so many lifetimes ago. “Before she met my father,” the child said, “my mother worked for several seasons as a cook on the estate of Don Eugenio Porfirio Diaz. A good man, my mother always said. The estate was far south, at Isla de León, with a view over the isthmus and harbor of Cádiz.

“My mother found favor in the eyes of the doña, Estrella Guadalupe, called with affection Lupita even by the servants. This great lady gave my mother three porcelain tiles, hand-painted by Queen Isabella’s court artist Juan de Flandes himself—one of an iris, another a hyacinth, the third a lily-of-the-valley.”

These tiles, the girl said, became the treasures of her mother’s heart. She recalled now to Father Miguel how the iron man, on his most recent visit, had crafted a clever frame of pewter to hold these and six other tiles, a gift from her father on her parents’ wedding. The frame had set neatly and cheerfully into the kitchen table at which her mother prepared the family’s meals.

This table now lay smashed and blackened beneath the wreck of the fallen-in roof. The tiles themselves had been shattered into shards. They lay scattered about the wreckage of the kitchen.

Father Miguel wished to go into San Marcos as soon as possible to return the church to services. The girl would not leave the farm. Her intention was to make herself visible about the neighborhood in the hope that her mother had, as so many other displaced persons, taken to hiding in the nearby woods, keeping watch on her home from a distance. “If she sees me, she will come out.”

Miguel could not leave the girl in such a vulnerable position. He stayed. Each morning the maid ventured into the foothills, to the woodlots and coverts, stopping at certain clearings to call her mother’s name. No answering hail came. After three evenings, the girl conceded that this hope, at least for the moment, was in vain. She agreed to accompany the young padre into town.

In San Marcos one found, as the matron on the road had said, only rubble and masterless dogs. The plaza and exercise fields held the forlorn debris of a tent city, erected by the Portuguese as a depot for supplies moving north. Streets were deserted, shops barricaded or looted. Not a window or even a shutter remained intact. Every precinct of shelter, down to the lean-tos of the village vagrants, had been vandalized and ransacked. The walls of the church remained standing but every window had been beaten in and the roof stripped of its tiles, then burned to the bare spars. Only Father Nicolo’s library remained unmolested. “You see,” Padre Miguel observed, “the lengths to which soldiers will go to avoid reading a book.”

The girl and the priest searched through the ruins of shops and market stalls, seeking any scrap from which to fashion dinner. They dug up radishes and turnips from abandoned gardens and combed through orchards for windfalls of manzanas or the odd clutch of blackberries unpicked on a vine. The child pried two jars of jerez from the scorched-dirt floor of a wine shop and some olive oil and a sack of loose tea from a high shelf in a pantry. They had barley meal and hard cheese from the rations Severiano’s escorts had provided. The pair were returning past the steps of the alcalde’s office when they spied a figure crossing swiftly toward them from the plaza.

El Burro!

Their friend from the high-valley tumble-down came crabbing up in a state of excitement, wearing nothing but a carpet smock and a pair of trousers held up by a length of rope. A family on the road, he declared, had told him the padre and the girl were back; he came looking for them straightaway. The mountain man carried a sack of onions he had dug up from a root cellar and a handful of preserver’s salt in folded paper he had traded for on the road.

“Soldiers burned the cabin. Sons of whores! Nearly made for me in the bargain. But I was too clever for them! Played dead! They poked me with bayonets. I leaked blood like a pig. But I never moved or showed them a breath.”

“Come, my friend,” said the padre, indicating Father Nicolo’s library, to which he and the girl were headed. “Let’s share our bounty in a celebratory meal!”

The three made a merry dinner together, camping beneath the moon on the steps of the santuario, from which Father Nicolo had loved to look out in the evenings, his deputy now recalled, to watch the paseo take form and begin its procession. Father Miguel asked Burro what he intended now with his life.

“Me, brother? I’m off for the New World!” The vagabond slapped his thigh and, springing to his feet, executed a nimble mariner’s jig. “I ship from Marbella in twenty-one days!” A friend, the carefree fellow declared, naming a carpenter whom Father Miguel also knew, had secured a berth on a caravel bound for Santo Domingo. He had got El Burro signed as well.

Father Miguel shook his head. “What can you possibly know about the sea, Burro?”

“It’s water. It’s wet. The sailing masters will flog me plenty, I’m sure, but I’ll learn as I go.” He cackled and flopped back down on his spot. “The New World, Father, what do you think of that? El Dorado! I’ll come home with a bride of Azteca and a crown of gold!”

Too impatient to wait for morning, El Burro finished his feed, took his leave, and made off with a skip in his step for the port—hatless and shoeless, carrying only his carpet smock as bedding and a sack of onions for his hunger.

A mood of melancholy settled upon the priest and the girl with the departure of their friend. Miguel offered no speech, nor did the child. Each scrubbed their plate—or fragment thereof, as the parish’s tableware to the last dish and saucer had been shattered by the soldiers—with sand and whatever water they could scoop from the spillway that traced from the plaza acequia.

“Bring your bedding,” Miguel said. He and the girl carved out sleeping nooks within the walls of Father Nicolo’s library. Some impulse prompted the young priest to search among the shelves. His fingers found the text Father Nicolo had referenced for the X brand and its provenance. Night had fully fallen now.

Miguel watched the girl set the scrap of carpet she used as a ground cloth and assemble the rags that would make her blanket. The poor child, he thought. What has her life become! And with what courage has she endured it!

“Are you still having your visions, Mariah?”

The child’s expression answered.

“Do they remain a source of distress?”

The girl acknowledged this.

“When do they come? Do you mind me asking?”

“At any hour. I never know.”

“But at night mostly?”

“Yes.”

“I had hoped they would stop, with our separation from the iron man.”

The girl nodded. She remained sitting up, with her sickle in her right hand, blade open. Clearly the act of closing her eyes was something she wished to put off as long as possible.

“Would it comfort you,” Father Miguel asked, “to speak of these visions?”

“Have I never told you?”

“You’ve never told anyone.”

Miguel asked her what the specific content of her visions had been.

For long moments, the girl made no reply.

“Keep them, then, within yourself,” the padre said. “My object is not to oppress you.”

“No, it’s not that. I don’t wish to trouble you, Father. You have been so kind . . .”

More moments passed. Father Miguel settled into a spot beside the fire. He restoked the embers with kindling.

“It’s always hot,” said the girl. “I’m in a desert place. I don’t know where.”

For a moment Father Miguel did not realize the child was speaking of her visions. He sat up straight when he registered this. He held the book, the one that told of the X brand, in his hand.

“Telamon is always there,” the child continued. “There is a fortress. He storms it, with many others, in helmets and armor. I am swept along with them, up a great incline. The soldiers expect to encounter resistance . . . but when they reach the summit, every defender . . . fathers and sons, mothers and daughters . . . have all taken their own lives. They have slit each other’s throats. They’re dead.

“I have had this same vision three times. In each, I bend to aid a young boy. Blood is seeping from a slash in his throat. I press my palm onto his wound, seeking to stop the flow. But it’s too late. Life has left him. Remember I told you I had blood on my hands—”

The girl broke off. She seemed neither to see nor to hear Father Miguel. She spoke, it seemed, for herself alone.

“That, each time, is when Telamon appears. He’s in armor, an officer or commander of some kind. He lifts me in his arms and covers my eyes with his cloak. He cries out in a great voice, ‘Someone take this child! How did she get here? She must not see this horror!’”

“Were you afraid of him then?” Father Miguel asked.

“No. I held on to him as tightly as I could.”

The girl paused for long moments. She seemed to be retrieving some fragment. She turned with animation toward Miguel. “I saw something different the last time . . . when the vision came. It was the same mass of soldiers, mounting the same incline. But this time . . . before the assault . . . they were propelling before them . . . using ropes and tackle . . . some kind of machine or siege device, I don’t know what—”

“Can you describe it?”

“They had a name for it. I can’t remember. It was big. Made of sticks and brush wrapped within a great canvas sheath—”

“A fascine?”

“Yes! They called it fascina. Is that a real word? What is it?”

“It’s a siege dam. Armies have used it for thousands of years to bridge a moat or cross a ditch.”

“That’s it! At the top of the ramp, the soldiers had left a gap . . . twenty feet across, between them and the battlements they were about to storm. This thing was meant to bridge that gap.”

The girl at once came out of her recital. She had imagined . . . or feared . . . that the battle in her vision was a mirage, entirely imaginary. She was excited to think it was real. She wished Miguel to expound further on what he knew from history. She sat up straight and turned to face him.

The priest held silent.

“What is it, Father?”

Miguel turned away.

“I know this battle,” he spoke at last. “I have read of it. Father Nicolo spoke of it often.”

“Tell me!”

“I can’t. I’m afraid for you.”

The child shuttled from her sleeping seat to the stone immediately across from Father Miguel. “If you care at all for me, you will speak. I must know!”

The priest glanced to the book in his hand.

“It’s in there, isn’t it?” said the girl. “Find it . . . please! Read it!”

For long moments, the young padre paged through the volume. “This is a history of ancient Rome,” he said. He warned the child that the section he sought might cause her pain.

“I don’t care. I must hear!”

Miguel found the passage. He explained that it was about the Tenth Legion. There were two by that name, he said. The Tenth Legion Gemina was never deployed to the Holy Land. It was the Tenth Legion Fretensis that sacked and burned the city of Jerusalem.


The Tenth Legion Fretensis, along with the Fifth Macedonica, the Fifteenth Apollinaris, and the Twelfth Fulminata, overran the last of the defenders of the Great Temple on the morning of the Ninth of the Hebrew month of Av, Tisha b’Av, in the native tongue. Under orders of the Roman commander of the garrison at the Antonia Fortress, Marcus Severus Pertinax, the sacred texts and artifacts of the Holy of Holies were preserved for the priests of the temple, save two scrolls set aside for a triumph at Rome.

The scourge of fire was first put to the temple in its northwest quadrant, where the columns and crossbeams were of cedar and could be expected to burn most violently. The conflagration quickly became general. The temple burned all night, while throngs of the city’s citizens encircled the site, overrunning the summit of Mount Moriah and overflowing the narrow lanes of the city, until the multitude had filled the entire Kidron Valley as far as the Mount of Olives, singing hymns and mutilating their flesh and garments in such manner as was prescribed by the ancient laws. This was the second time that the Temple of Solomon had been destroyed by a conquering army, the first being at the hands of Babylonian invaders under Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BC. The Roman devastation took place in AD 70. Both calamities occurred upon the same date of the Hebrew calendar, the ninth of Av, six hundred and fifty-seven years apart.



Father Miguel recited this history with excruciating deliberation, due to voids in the text, or places where the page had been torn or damaged, and which he had to fill in, in his own words, from his knowledge of the history passed on to him by Father Nicolo. The girl absorbed each word. She seemed to see the events transpiring before her eyes in the moment.

“A general rapine and devastation of the city and its population ensued, protracted for months, as goods and properties were confiscated by Rome, treasure and works of art extracted from the desperate citizenry, who were now driven as a people into enforced exile.”

“This was Telamon,” declared the girl in a voice thick with grief. “This was his doing.”

“His and others’,” said the priest.

The child reckoned her own complicity, as her heart conceived it. “These were my people,” she declared of the Jews of Jerusalem. “I knew it and I knew their mortal peril. Yet I served the foe. I sold them oranges and clementinas. I washed their laundry. This is why I asked you to hear my confession, Father.”

Miguel sought for words to ease the child’s distress. “There is enough woe to endure in one lifetime,” he said. “Not hell itself commands us to bear the freight of another.”

“But there’s more to be told,” the child blurted. “The siege ramp. The desert. What I saw in my visions.”

Miguel displayed the book. “Look. The pages end. The whole following section is missing—”

“But you know!”

“Only from hearing. Only what Father Nicolo told . . . and most of that I’ve forgotten.”

“No. You know. You won’t tell me!”

The priest continued to display the open volume.

“I will relate what I recall . . . but under one condition . . .”

The child waited.

“Give me your sickle.”

“Never!”

“Give it to me.”

“What will you do with it?”

“Throw it away. Destroy it.”

The girl’s eyes told him she would never permit this.

The young priest drew a long, sober breath, then another. He forced his aspect to return to one of care and composure.

“Do you understand what ‘release’ means for Telamon? Do you know what it means that you must ‘release’ him?”

The child’s jaw jutted.

“It means you must kill him,” said the priest. “With that blade . . . with a weapon that he has forged himself. That’s what the ancient texts demand. That’s what his destiny commands.”

The girl’s eyes met Miguel’s with a darkness that made his flesh shiver. Had she heard his words? Had she understood all along? “His fate is his own now,” she said. “He made that choice when he set me free.”

But she clung to the weapon in her hand.

She would not let it go.
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Night came down hard and cold. The padre could not sleep. Neither could the girl. The child curled upon herself within her bundle of rags. Miguel never even lay down. He sat up beside the pit, letting the fire burn down to ashes twice, then again, and a time after that, after each sequence rebuilding it.

Sometime in the third watch, when the moon had set but the stars stood forth so brightly one could almost read by them, the girl stirred and, rising with her bedding about her shoulders, moved to a seat across the circle of stones from the priest.

“I apologize, Father. The way I spoke to you . . . this was neither right nor proper.”

“No, it is I who am wrong—”

“I was disrespectful.”

“—to treat you as a child . . . to demean your capacity.”

The girl’s expression dismissed this.

Father Miguel searched her eyes. A bond unlike any he had known, he realized in that instant, had formed between him and the girl. He no longer thought of her as a maid or a farm lass. Indeed, he thought, perhaps he never had.

The girl extended her hand.

In it was the sickle, its blade folded within the elk-horn handle.

“Are you sure?”

“Please. I should have given it up days ago.”

The priest took the weapon. He slipped it into the wool of his sleeve, to the inner pocket that held his rosary and his flint and striking steel.

For long moments, neither the girl nor the man spoke. Above them, the vault of heaven seemed to crackle with the cold.

“Could we make some tea?” the girl asked.

Each set to this enterprise. An awkward silence persisted. For Miguel’s part, he reckoned the grief and horror the girl had endured over the past days, not alone of the material trauma and loss she had suffered, but also of the plunge into dislocation and near-madness brought about by the apparition of the iron man and his dark destiny. How could he, Miguel, have favored his own fears at the expense of this child’s?

For the girl’s part, she scorned herself for insisting so stubbornly upon her own needs, not to mention the insolence of her words and demeanor to this man who had never acted toward her with anything but kindness, and in fact was seeking even then to protect not just her being but also her soul. How could she have addressed him with such intemperance and disregard?

They sipped their tea, each in their own silence.

“Do you think there is justice in this world?” the priest spoke at last.

The girl reacted with surprise—and no small measure of gratification—to think that this fine and thoughtful man would include her, a child, in such a solemn and serious examination.

“I don’t mean justice from earthly judges or courts of law,” Miguel continued, “or even from the adjudications of princes and of Holy Mother Church. . . but justice within the warp of life itself . . . woven into, so to say, the fabric of existence?”

The priest explained that he had been thinking of Telamon, and of the scores or even hundreds of battles and clashes at arms that this individual must have participated in over centuries and millennia.

“Could it be true that some ordinance of heaven somehow condemned him for his crimes in war, or for just being a soldier and doing what soldiers must . . . and inflicted this punishment or penance upon him—to die and be reborn over and over to endless lives of killing and butchery? Could such a thing be true?” The priest shook his head. He stared for long moments into the embers. “The ancient Greeks certainly believed this. As we in Christ conjure archangels and cherubim, they had Fates and Furies.”

Miguel tossed a hand-load of kindling onto the coals. The fuel caught and flared. The girl watched its light play across the face of the young padre. She remembered a teaching of Father Nicolo’s—that questioning and doubt are not the opposite of faith, but are part of it, as even our Lord Himself had acknowledged and affirmed.

“And then,” Miguel said, “to consummate this ‘process-at-law,’ if we may call it that, this same mysterious force of Justice determines how many centuries or lives or suffering the convicted—that is, Telamon, or Father Nicolo, or any other so condemned—must endure until he has atoned enough . . . ‘served his time,’ so to say . . . and at this point takes steps to release him from this round of lives, or to make such release possible? To send a horse across fifteen centuries? Can such a thing be possible? How? Sent by whom? By what means? Could such a mechanism of morality really exist? If so, why did it select this man out of thousands, even hundreds of thousands? Or must all men undergo such a passage, whether they reckon it in the moment or not? And if such suppositions be true, what do they tell us about God or the nature of this earthly realm and of heaven?”

Miguel’s glance probed Mariah’s. Had she followed his inquiry? Could he, for his own part, follow it? Had he lost the girl and himself in a knot of imponderables?

“Consider further,” the priest said. “If fate somehow does produce justice, do we as individual spirits possess free will within that reality? May one flee? Can he or she alter the outcome? Or do these chains of destiny bind us without latitude or appeal? If we squirm left, does Fate dodge right? Does it fashion a second snare and a third, thwarting our every effort to shake free? Can we wriggle? Or will Justice have its way, dash and dazzle as we will?”

The girl spoke then. “I believe God judges us. I feel His judgment upon me.”

“Consider,” Miguel continued. “Telamon’s original crime, or perhaps only his most salient, was his participation in Rome’s expulsion from the Holy Land of God’s Chosen People. He burned their temple. He drove out the Jews. Was that the felony that condemned him? Yet we here in Spain have done the same! Less than a generation ago we expelled those who had been our neighbors and friends for a thousand years, who had fought in our armies, given their lives in defense of Castile and Aragon and all the kingdoms of Spain.

“Our king and queen, our Holy Orders of knighthood, Mother Church herself led these persecutions. We arrested and imprisoned the heirs of the children of Israel, tortured and murdered their wives and children, appropriated under law all that they owned. We stole the silver combs from their hair and pried the gold from their teeth. And to render our wickedness even more perverse, we offered them survival on the condition that they deny their own holy faith and convert in public spectacle to our religion, to Christianity, which was the very force that was criminally oppressing, expelling, and butchering them!

“We even gave a name to such individuals—conversos. Think of what shame and iniquity we imposed upon them. Can there be a more base or ignoble decision that any mortal soul might take? To renounce the faith of his fathers out of his own cowardice and the contemptible wish, at the price of his own holy honor, to draw one more craven breath? My heart breaks for such lost souls. They are like the lepers and cripples we have seen, seeking heaven’s mercy and release from their afflictions . . .”

The priest swiped at his eyes. The child looked away, seeking to spare her companion’s mortification.

“I am like those afflicted,” she said. “I made the same choice with the Roman enemy. It was my people the invaders were besieging, my people whose slaughter they sought. I knew it then, when I lived it. Yet I served those who destroyed them. Why? So they would not kill me and my family!”

Miguel rose from the stone on which he sat. He crossed to the girl Mariah and embraced her, weeping. The child in turn sought to comfort him.

“I believe there is justice in this world, Father. God punishes us. To heal us, perhaps. I don’t know. But He has scourged me, I know that now . . . as He has afflicted Telamon for a thousand years and more. Why do you weep, Father?”

The priest drew himself apart from the child. He wiped his eyes and sat back down at his seat beside the fire.

“For my own shame. I am a priest. My vocation is to love God and to serve His children. Yet you, a babe, have shown more mercy and compassion, out of your own untutored heart, than I ever have or could.”

For long moments neither the child nor the priest moved or spoke. The air had taken on the bone-deep chill that comes in the latter precincts of the night. Father Miguel set a further parcel of kindling atop the embers. He felt the girl’s eyes upon him.

“What you said about the conversos, Father, and the shame they must have felt, forswearing the faith of their fathers . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

Miguel lifted his glance toward her.

“You are a converso, aren’t you, Father?”

At this, the young padre broke down. The girl rose at once and crossed to the stone beside him. She set both arms about him and drew him, as he sobbed, to her breast.

“You are wrong about yourself, Father. Hear me, please. You are a true man of God, call it by any name—a soul of mercy and love, beyond any I have known. Father Nicolo knew this of you, he has said it many times. My own father too . . . and I myself will swear to it before our Savior Himself and all His angels.”

The child and priest wept together. “Look at us,” Miguel spoke after long moments. “Two Jews, alone and lost in the ruins of this church of Christ.”

They laughed darkly then, and slowly pulled apart. The padre’s kindling began to hiss and crackle at their feet as it caught from the coals. They listened, charmed by the sound and sight.

The child stood then, inspired by some impulse. She crossed to the broken-apart window frame that looked out upon the rising trail that wound past the east side of the parish house.

It was from this window that she, standing beside Father Nicolo, had watched the iron man trudge so wearisomely up the grade. This was before he had shown himself as the warrior he was . . . when she thought of him only as the worn and broken sharpener of trowels and kitchen knives.

She told Padre Miguel, now, of that moment.

“I can’t remember exactly what I said. Something about how I was repelled by this wreck of a man, so weary and beaten down, and that I wished never to look upon him again.

“When I glanced to Father Nicolo, I saw that tears stood in his eyes. He set a hand upon my shoulder. I remember his words as if he were speaking them to me now. ‘Do not turn away from the broken and the lost. For it was these whom our Lord served first and loved most. Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall be shown mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”’”

Both the girl and Padre Miguel were held reflective for long moments by these words. The child spoke.

“We have to go back,” she said, meaning to the citadel, to the siege, to Telamon. “No matter the price, we must return.”

At this moment a sharp snapping sound broke from the firepit. A brand had ignited and burst. Then came a second clap, from behind them, from the plaza. This sound was like the scrape upon the earth of something live and heavy.

The girl and the priest turned toward this at the same instant. It took moments for their flame-dazzled eyes to pierce the darkness and perceive at last the shape that appeared now before them.

In the black, beyond the gravestone of Father Nicolo, stood the horse.
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The brow of the hill fell away before them and there it was—the citadel of San Eladio. The girl drew up, despite herself, with an intake of breath.

Siege works spread, it seemed, to a breadth as great as the city walls themselves, and indeed beyond. Father Miguel found himself stunned as well. The fortress was sited upon an eminence of stone and bramble, behind walls twenty meters high. The north and west facings constituted a natural fortress, spectacularly defensible, of sheer cliffs to a height of one hundred meters that rose from a rock-cut riverbed. Nothing without wings could scale this massif. South and east, the citadel’s safety depended upon the contrivances of men. These defense works were constituted—or had been, before the depredations of the besiegers—of a dry moat ten meters deep, a series of anti-cavalry ditches of the same depth, and, unique to this fortress, a mass of hedges of blackthorn and berberis. The latter obstacles, centuries old, presented themselves to the foe in successive rows, twice the height of a man, to a depth of half a furlong. They ringed the southern and eastern facings of the citadel.

The Portuguese had burned, hacked to the ground, or cut lanes through this vegetation. In place of these natural obstacles now spread trenches and ditches of the besiegers. Everywhere was dirt and fire. Pits boiling pine-pitch spewed columns of black smoke that settled in evil-smelling strata above the site. Other blazes distilled turpentine from sylvestris and terebinth. These incendiary spirits were to fuel the flaming casks and “Greek fire” that Severiano’s catapults even now were slinging over the citadel walls and onto the roofs of the dwellings within.

The girl and the priest struggled to take in the scale of the Portuguese assault. The banked cottages of the southeast quarter that had constituted the “town”—that is, those dwellings outside the walls—had been razed to the foundations. Every item of the houses’ construction, down to the stones of their hearths and the red-clay tiles of their roofs, had been enlisted by the foe to build the wall that would strangle the city. Great mounds of brick and rubble rose at intervals about the south and east circuit. The wall of circumvallation seemed to rise even as the child and priest looked on. Trekking in, the pair had remarked entire mountainsides logged to the stump line. What could the enemy want with such a quantity of timber? Now Miguel and Mariah could see.

Laborers in the hundreds, many barefoot and in rags, wheeled barrows of fill, while others carried mortar in wooden hods and even on their bare backs, contained by their arms linked behind them. Wooden forms thrice the height of a man stood in place where the wall was a-building. Ladders in scores stood against these. Men mounted these, bearing their cargo of rubble and debris in plaited baskets. At the top, they dumped this between the wooden forms, then descended for the next load.

The wall of circumvallation seemed, to the priest’s eye, to serve two purposes. This was not, he speculated, a classic instance of walling in an invested site to prevent escape by the defenders. Rather, Severiano’s siege engineers seemed to be building up a second wall to the height of the citadel’s battlements—to raise the very earth itself to the level of the defenders’ castellations. A void of twice a hundred feet had been left between these new walls and the ramparts of the city. Across this, when the time came, would be fired and hurled every form of shot and projectile that the besiegers could bring to bear.

Father Miguel’s eye made out the second purpose for which Severiano’s sappers had erected the wall. “See the ditches and adits?” He directed the girl’s attention to great excavations in the earth. These started behind the wall of circumvallation and could not be seen by the defenders atop their own wall. “Undermines,” said the padre. “Each void you see is an entry to a tunnel. These will run under the city walls. Some will be dug out wider, seeking to collapse the very ramparts of the citadel. Others will bear armed parties beneath the citadel walls. They will emerge within the city itself to bring fire or attack the fortified gates from within.”

The girl peered. Indeed she counted half a dozen such declines and shafts descending into the earth. The priest indicated the citadel battlements beyond the wall of circumvallation. “Within the city, matching mines are being dug by the defenders. I have read of this. The defending forces will listen for sounds beneath the earth. They will excavate their own undermines to intersect these lines of assault. Experienced miners can tell by sound alone where the enemy burrows and to what depth.”

“What are those? Houses?” The girl pointed across the landscape of mud and smoke. Close upon the citadel walls could be seen several tall, heavy, timbered roofs sloped like those of domestic dwellings.

“Mantlets,” said the priest. “To protect the besiegers from stones or flaming oil dropped from the battlements above.”

It had taken the girl and the padre eleven days to retrace their steps from San Marcos, traveling by circuitous ways and taking pains to keep the horse from sight. When the roughness of the country compelled them to descend to frequented trails, they trekked with a wide interval between them—the priest in front, alone, while the girl and horse kept back at as great a distance as possible without breaking contact. Every quarter hour, it seemed, they encountered groups and individuals hastening in the opposite direction. Few failed to recognize the animal as “the one in the songs,” that is, the prize sought yet by the Portuguese commander.

The fugitives, when the priest and the girl spoke with them, described a massive dragnet across all Andalusia and most of southern Castile. Enemy patrols and impressment crews were rounding up every able-bodied person, male or female, young or old. They had compelled into their service even the pilgrims bound for the Shrine of the Three Marias. Every breathing soul who fell to this roundup was marched to the site of the siege, there to labor in the construction of walls and dams and the excavation of ditches and undermines or, if too physically infirm to endure such exertion, then to toil in the kitchens or carpentry shops that served the siege.

Why was the enemy coercing such all-native labor? Because, the fugitives reported, of the massive stores of black powder possessed by the citadel’s defenders—and their readiness to use these in the form of cask and barrel bombs dropped from the battlements, against any attacker. “Let them blow up their own countrymen!” Severiano was reported to have declared.

Among one group in flight was a fuller—a felt maker of Albacete—who possessed, he declared, personal acquaintance of Telamon from having employed him months earlier as a sharpener of shears and fuller’s instruments. The priest and the girl pressed this fellow for news of the iron man. “Is he alive? What have the Portuguese done to him?”

“Bound in chains and made to labor under the most shameful conditions,” reported the man. “The enemy commander, Severiano, reckons the fame of his captive and the other prisoners’ readiness to follow him in revolt. He has set himself to make a spectacle of the fellow and to degrade him before the people’s eyes. He has had a cage of iron made without a floor. Within this pen, alone and in rags, the iron man must shovel earth all day, pitching each spadeful out through the bars. When he has dug a pit six-by-six-by-six, the cage is moved—with him in it—to the site of this pile of dirt, whereupon he is compelled to shovel it all back again into the pit he has just excavated.

“At night a floor of planks is set in place beneath this cage and the entire contraption hauled aloft by block-and-tackle to such a height above the general ruck as to preclude all possibility of speech between the iron man and those who labor about him. He is fed from a wooden bowl used to slop the animals of the labor train and is granted not even privacy to heed nature’s call but must perform his necessaries in full view of all.”

The priest and the child absorbed this with distress. They inquired after the iron man’s companions—the Bookman and the warriors G and Avila and Toledo and their friends. Had these too been singled out by the foe for degradation?

“All those about the iron man have scattered among the mass of captives—at the urging, we have heard, of the man himself. They labor no doubt in other quarters of the camp. Only one remains in attendance upon the prisoner.”

The fuller described a dame of ancient winters. “Indeed, this old woman toils daylong in the camp kitchens, ladling out mush to the crews at labor. Yet when the guards look away, she darts in stealth to the iron man’s prison to deliver through the bars a cup of water or a heel of bread.”

The girl quizzed the fuller for further intelligence. Where exactly was the iron man imprisoned? Was there a way in? How could they get there without being taken?

“Abandon all such delusions,” the fuller asserted with emphasis. “The iron man has been moved, along with the remaining able-bodied among the captives, to a new and yet more wretched station of confinement directly beneath the citadel walls. I myself escaped from this precinct just six days ago.”

The fuller knelt and scratched a map in the dirt. Here were the city gates, here the outer work sites. Here—he indicated a point directly before the city gates—is where the iron man and the others are now held.

The siege, the fuller declared, would not be one of starvation. “It will be over in days, if not hours. The citadel of San Eladio was meant to withstand raiders and bandits, not an army possessed of artillery and impressed labor. The only factor preserving the stronghold so far is the enemy’s necessity to truck his own powder and shot by wagon and mule train a hundred and sixty miles from Cádiz, where they landed.

The fuller reported that a massive ram was under construction. “Your friend the iron man and those other captives still fit for hard labor have been recruited to serve this machine. They have built the ram. They have constructed the mantlet that protects it. And they will be the manpower that drives it against the city gates.”

“When?” asked the girl. “How soon will they— “

“Now!” The fuller’s voice and demeanor implored the priest and girl to heed his warning. “We fled San Eladio six days ago. The ram was almost ready then. It would not surprise me if the citadel has been taken already in the interval.”

Again, the fuller urged the priest and child to join his party in flight. “Whatever privations await us, they are better than starvation or death in the service of the enemy.”

The priest and the girl would not hear this. They thanked the fuller and his companions for their concern.

“God preserve you, then,” declared the fellow, crossing himself and lifting his glance to heaven.
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As Father Miguel and Mariah scanned the scene of siege before them, havoc broke out across the works. A great fireball erupted at the base of the city walls, then another and another. The priest and the girl’s vantage was so distant—beyond a thousand meters—that the sound took several seconds to reach their ears. Shielding their eyes from the glare of the late sun, they strained to make out what chaos had broken forth.

“That must be the great mantlet,” the padre pointed, citing intelligence the fuller had imparted. “The machine that houses the ram.”

The priest and the girl could make out figures, individually and in clusters, breaking away from this engine and the bombs that were exploding all around it. “Who are they?” the girl asked.

“Conscripted labor,” Miguel answered. “Our people pressed into serving the siege.”

More could be seen now. The escapees fled up the long debris- and rubble-strewn slope that ended at the crest upon which the priest and the girl stood. Volleys of white smoke from muskets could be seen. Numbers of those in flight stumbled and fell.

Now the priest and the girl could see the fireballs more clearly. They were being dropped from the battlements of the citadel. “Barrels,” said Miguel. “Black powder.”

The blasts could be felt now as well as seen and heard. Even at this great distance, the child could hear the crump-like sound and feel the shock within the hollows of her ears. She and the priest began edging forward.

The horse had become agitated as well. His ears stood straight up. His nostrils flared. The girl clutched at the beast’s mane to hold him, speaking in a loving but commanding voice to calm him.

The girl could see more clearly now, down the long open slope, strings of captives and work gangs fleeing. The horse continued to balk and whinny.

“The ram is moving!” The priest pointed urgently. “The enemy is attacking. That’s what’s causing this!”

The child, still hanging on to the horse’s mane, strained to see. The mantlet with its peaked roof and sloping eaves had indeed begun to advance, trundling on enormous wooden wheels toward the gates of the citadel. From the battlements directly above, defenders rolled fused casks of black powder into the path of the approaching engine. Each time one hit and exploded, more individuals of the work gangs sprinted from the zone of fire. Asses and draft horses were running too.

The priest could see one such beast, a huge Jericho mule wearing blinders and trailing yards of harness, barreling directly toward a squad of Portuguese arquebusiers. These were frantically shouldering their weapons and setting their fuses at the touchholes. Billows of smoke erupted from their muzzles. The mule kept coming. The priest saw the animal burst through the gunners’ position, bowling the terrified musketeers in all directions.

Now the first twos and threes in flight reached the crest upon which the girl and priest stood. The horse’s hindquarters set. His rear hooves dug in. He broke from the girl’s grasp and bolted down the hill toward the bedlam.

The child ran after him.

“Mariah!” Father Miguel called. With a groan, the priest bolted too.

Conscriptees in flight tore past as he ran. “This way!” they cried to him, gesturing in their direction.

What thoughts ran through the young padre’s mind as he lengthened stride, pursuing the girl and the horse? He could see, far ahead, grenadiers and pikemen of the foe, whose posts had been at the perimeter of the siege works, vacating these positions and streaming to intercept the labor crews in flight.

The exodus began to falter. Miguel could see enemy troopers cutting off groups and individuals as they fled. They were herding the runaways back. Detachments of musket men were sealing avenues of escape. They were shooting people. Still the laborers rushed past and broke free.

The priest peered ahead, seeking the girl. In the chaos he could no longer see her. The horse had vanished as well. Fugitives straggled past the young padre. Most ran without shoes or even breeches to cover their modesty. All were filthy, with matted hair and the bulging eyes of the starving. A younger woman helping an older man appeared from the riot. He fell; she spilled with him. Miguel knelt and assisted the elder up. The priest thought, I must stay and protect them! But he could not risk losing Mariah. With a cry of woe, the young padre quit the man and woman and scurried ahead. The sound of cask bombs was getting louder now. Already he was beginning to distinguish the big ones from the little.

Then he saw the girl. She had veered to one side of the field, throwing herself into the most concentrated mass of the fleeing multitude. These appeared to be of the siege kitchen—girls and women, mostly, shoeless and bare-kneed, with kerchiefs knotted around their necks and bandannas about their heads.

The horse had galloped ahead. Miguel caught a final glimpse and then the beast was lost to sight, plunging into the midst of a melee along the wall of circumvallation.

The girl had stopped. She had found someone. Father Miguel sprinted with all his faltering strength. He could see the person now . . .

The Bookman!

The child appeared in frantic converse. Miguel had almost caught up now. He was swimming through the welter of fleeing maids and laborers.

The Bookman’s back was turned to Miguel. He was speaking fervently to a third person. Telamon? The priest could not yet see this figure. His heart leapt with the hope that the iron man had somehow broken free . . .

It was the Crone.

Gasping and spent, Miguel staggered the final few meters up to the girl, the Bookman, and the dame.

The old woman stood directly across from Mariah. Farther down the slope, cask and barrel bombs continued to plunge and explode. The Crone glanced coolly right and left. From both flanks, pikemen advanced with their fourteen-footers leveled before them. They were herding the fugitives back toward the wall. The cries of men and horses beneath the battlements could be heard so clamorously and from so close, it seemed, that one could almost turn and find himself among them.

“Which way?” the Bookman cried. “We can’t stay here . . . and we can’t flee!”

The ancient dame held herself with utter calm and self-possession. She took the girl Mariah by the elbow, as if to lead her. Her expression to the others revealed not the slightest hint of discomposure.

“There’s only one safe place in the midst of chaos,” she said. “And that’s in its very heart.”
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The Portuguese siege engineers laying out the wall of circumvallation had deliberately left postern gates and pass-throughs. Through these now, grenadiers and pikemen drove the rounded-up captives.

“This way!” the dame cried, leading her charges through one such portal, ahead of the crush that was being swept and driven in their wake.

The girl, the priest, and the Bookman found themselves in the no-man’s-land between the citadel walls and the wall of circumvallation. To their left, no more than a hundred paces distant, rose the mass of the great mantlet. The girl drew up despite herself in awe of the scale of the machine—its massive wooden wheels, its side-screens of animal hides slathered with soap, its roof of timbers overlaid with sand and earth. Cascades of pitch and boiling oil sluiced from the battlements onto it. The girl could see barrel bombs being rolled into place on drop-ramps above. She felt the Crone’s sinewy claw catch her and pull her away.

“Telamon!” the child cried, resisting. “Is he inside that thing?”

The dame hauled the girl apart from the approach way that held the mantlet. The space across which she and the others now scampered had been a dry moat, with grassy banks and a sunken bottom. The channel now, as far right and left as one could see, was scorched black from bombs and cratered to a depth nearly twice its original. The surface over which the Crone led was cinders that crunched like charcoal beneath her tread. Where Portuguese assault troops had sought to mount the walls with scaling ladders, the eye could see now only scattered boots, human limbs, and shredded timbers. The Bookman froze, feeling his heel punch through the seared-to-powder skull of one such escalador.

“To the wall!” The dame herded the Bookman, the priest, and the girl across the cratered moat and into a partially caved-in covert flush against the fortress’s eastern wall. The four plunged beneath timbers scorched black and half-caved-in from above.

“Where are we? What is this place?”

“The roof we’re under was a shelter for a crew of enemy sappers. The bombs from the battlements burned them alive, even though the casks couldn’t penetrate the timbers overhead.”

“Ough!” The priest gagged and covered his nose and mouth with the cloth of his sleeve. The girl and the Bookman reeled from the stink of their new quarters. One side was the citadel wall itself, ascending twenty meters to the battlements above. The other three were raw timber, thrown together hastily from whatever materials lay to hand.

“That smell is death. The slime beneath us is guts and entrails.” The Crone indicated a caved-in tunnel at her feet, excavated into the foundation of the citadel walls. A dead soldier’s gloved hand extended from the muck. The girl, the priest, and the Bookman realized they were standing on a carpet of corpses.

The child began to grasp the multipronged tactics of the Portuguese assault—scaling troops to mount the battlements, sappers to undermine the walls . . . and the great ram to beat down the citadel gates. She peered now through a crack in the face of the shelter that protected her.

The ram and its housing creaked and groaned, less than a hundred paces distant, as those who manned it strained to roll it forward until its front pressed flush against the city gates.

The priest and the Bookman joined the girl in peering out between the timbers. They could see the whole colossal engine, taller than a church and as broad as the King’s Highway. Barrel bombs and sluices of flaming oil cascaded upon it from the citadel ramparts sixty feet above.

“The ram is inside that thing,” the Crone said. “Six score men and a half dozen teams of horses work it. The earth itself will shake when its blows fall.”

“Where is Telamon?”

“Inside. Or close.”

The dame pointed out across a landscape as dense with smoke and stinking of sulfur, it seemed, as hell itself. Casks of black powder, fused and smoking, plunged in a relentless cataract from drop-ramps on the battlements above. These either smashed and splintered atop the iron-and hide-plated roof of the mantlet or rebounded to either side, where they struck and ignited. A cask of black powder does not explode like a cannonball. Rather, it erupts into a sheet of flame of such ferocity as to incinerate that man or horse, or a dozen at once, caught within the cone of its conflagration. The very timbers under which the old dame and her charges now sheltered were charred to the depth of half a hand’s-breadth from prior bombardments.

The priest strained with ash-afflicted eyes through the fissures in the shelter wall. The mantlet, he could see, was screened on all sides with curtains of animal hides slathered with soap. These swayed with the motion of the machine, yielding glimpses of the interior and the ram. The padre could see, for a fleeting instant, the ram being maneuvered forward to find its touch-point against the city gates. A siege engineer directed this operation from a post upon the ram shaft itself. He rode this as one would a pony. The shouts and cries of the combatants—the defenders above and the ram crews beneath, as well as the companies of pikemen and escaladores who pressed about them within the shelter—ascended to such a deafening pitch that the Crone and the Bookman, a hundred feet away beneath their covert, had to bawl directly into Miguel and the girl’s ears to make themselves heard. “The ram isn’t lined up right,” the Bookman bellowed over the din. “Its warhead isn’t centered on the seam of the doors . . .”

The chassis of the ram had to be backed up and re-advanced. “Can you see Telamon?” the girl called to the priest. Both peered, seeking a gap in the side-screens as the mantlet moved. They caught glimpses of men, bare-legged and naked from the waist up, straining in mud to their calves against the massive weight of the housing, the ram, and the suspension that supported it . . . but no individual they could identify with certainty as Telamon.

Reckoning the attackers’ predicament, the defenders on the battlements bawled cries of mockery. They loosed a barrage of cask bombs and flaming pitch of such fury as to not only interdict any forward motion of the ram-and-mantlet but in fact to drive the whole colossal engine rearward. The earth itself seemed consumed with fire, sucking the air from the lungs of the attackers. Not even the Master of Hell himself could advance into such an inferno. The defenders only ceased when the searing intensity of their barrage threatened to scorch their own mates on the battlements—and indeed the timbered gates themselves.

The attackers rallied in this interval. The mantlet’s maw stood no farther than a dozen paces from the city gates. Fresh sheathings of hides were brought forward and manhandled into place as a shield for this forewall. Salvos of cannon and musket fire cleared the battlements of defenders. In the midst of this, a party of half a hundred defenders sallied forth from a hidden port in the walls. These made a desperate rush upon the mantlet and its crews. Volleys were exchanged at close range. The struggle became hand-to-hand. At last, Portuguese reinforcements broke the raiders’ attack. The fortress’s defenders, carrying their wounded, fled back to the safety of the citadel walls.

The priest and the girl looked upon this spectacle with senses overwhelmed by the detonations of the incendiaries, the stink of the powder, and the cries of the wounded and the maimed.

“My God!” exclaimed the young padre. “The poor souls beneath that hellfire. Perdition’s flame itself cannot be more terrible!”

The dame and the Bookman seemed less discomposed by this horror. Perhaps they had grown used to it from their days amid the siege. “The spectacle you see before you in such scale and slaughter? It is nothing,” the dame said. “You have witnessed worse, Padre, and worse yet will come.”

The priest turned in outrage toward her. “Who are you, old woman? How dare you dismiss with such contempt those who suffer and die?”

“And will you and I not perish as well, Father?” The Crone gestured out toward the conflagration that raged within half a bowshot of their hideout. “Look upon this horror. You have seen the like of it, and worse, a hundred times.” The dame met the priest’s glance with an expression at once pitiless and compassionate. “I know your history, Child of Woe. Across centuries I have read its annals. We are all game pieces on the board of the Almighty.”

The old woman spoke with such force that the priest could find no words to answer. The dame’s glance turned now to include the child.

“You asked me once, girl, who I am and where I have come from.”

The Crone’s features, lit by flame and half shrouded in smoke, appeared even more grotesque than they had when Telamon and the girl first beheld them in the kindlier duskiness of the cork forest.

“I have been with both of you, separate and together, for all time.”

The priest and the child peered, unbelieving, at the ancient dame. Clearly, they accounted her a witch or she-devil.

“I come to bless and instruct you,” the old woman said. “This ravaged countenance of mine, my crooked back and bowed knees, conceals a heart overflowing with benediction and love. Yes, mock me if you will. But I am here to deliver the blessings of the Maker of All Things, which flow through my heart in everlasting and inextinguishable bounty.”

Disordered as the old dame appeared, the child and the priest could not but be taken by her passion. “What,” the girl asked, “is Telamon to you?”

A croak burst from the harridan’s throat. “Telamon! I have loved him across a hundred lifetimes. I have borne his children—and buried them.” Her glance met the girl’s in fierce assertion. “I have stood dry-eyed beside the highway, cradling his babes as he and his troop marched out to yet another war. I have waited upon the wharf—a hundred wharves in as many harbors—for his ship at last to bear him home. I have bound his wounds and wept over his grave. Such transgressions as this man has been guilty of . . . I have been his accomplice. I exonerated him, if not in the ledgers of heaven, then within my own heart. Those crimes he enacted, I enacted too.”

The Crone turned now to the girl alone. “This chore for which he came to you . . . these hands have performed it as well. Half a dozen times have I drawn the whetted steel across his throat or plunged the blade into his breast. Yet never have these released him to the peace beyond the grave. Why? Because I am cursed, as he is.”

The child absorbed this as if a physical blow. “What, then,” she spoke in a voice quaking with dread, “are you to me?”

A laugh that was part curse and part consecration burst from the Crone. “Must I speak it aloud, child of mine, when your heart knows and has known forever?”

The girl clutched at Father Miguel’s hand. The Bookman as well stepped in to brace and reinforce her.

“And the cork forest?” said the girl. “How did you come to be there?”

“I have waited there, for you and for him, five hundred years.”





Chapter 34 
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A cry broke in from outside, from beneath the mantlet. The Bookman and the girl turned toward it.

“My God,” the man exclaimed, “what is that?”

The sound was rhythmic, arising from a hundred throats. “It’s a chant,” declared the Crone. “Those cracks you hear are whips.”

Beneath the mantlet’s heavy-timbered crown, four lines of fifty prisoners each hauled like galley oarsmen upon ropes thick as a man’s wrist. Not their labor alone, but the exertions of mules and horses in harness drew the massive ram back into its launch position. The ram was suspended from four woven cables, each four meters long, secured in a V to the overhead frame. Windlasses augmented the man- and mule power of the captives below to haul the device back, back, and up, up, till it trembled and groaned like a living thing. Iron ratchet wheels with oaken chocks held the mighty bludgeon in its cocked position, waiting only for the mallets of the triggermen to release its mass and send the ram, driven by its own weight, forward.

Telamon stood among these captives. He, with fifty others, manned the rightmost rope. The ram itself hung poised above him and to his left. An officer of the siege train paced the lines of men. “When the ram strikes the timbers of the city gates,” he yelled, “she will rebound violently. Maintain your footing and your grip on the cable. When the ram swings back, haul as if your lives depended on it. Our aim is to ‘reload’ for a second blow, understand? That means we must amplify the ram’s swing rearward until it reaches its full stretch.” The engineer prowled the line, meeting each captive’s eye. “That man who lets go of his grip will be shot on the spot.”

Within the citadel walls, the massive timber doors rose ten meters high, braced upon iron hinges as thick as a table plank, each set four feet deep into the heaviest section of the city wall—of solid granite twelve feet thick. The crossbeam was set within the iron and battened with secondary vertical trusses. Eight heavy timber buttresses, each as stout as the mast of a forty-gun man o’ war, rose at a forty-five-degree angle, their heads set against the beams of the doors themselves and their heels planted into trenches thirty feet back within the forecourt. Above the gates, where the citadel wall was only a few meters taller than the mantlet, rose the vault gallery. Archers manned the arrow loops and murder holes that shot straight down. When the upper rim of the gates gave way beneath the attackers’ ram, if it did, these defenders would pour onto the crews manning the ram hand-sized cask bombs, along with flaming pitch, quicklime, and as many crossbow bolts as the fortress machicolations would permit them to fire.

As these defenders took their positions, boys and women shuttled up the stone steps and across the catwalks bringing arrows and crossbow bolts—warheads-down in buckets of sand—and live coals banked in iron cressets. They set these, one to every three men, on the stone floor beside the archers and incendiaries. Nor did these ammunition bearers fail to deliver the skins that contained such spirits as the Holy Mother Church did not sanction, again one to every three men, set beside them on the stone.

Beneath this bank of defenders and above the gates rested a triple row of drop-beams, set upon stone corbels and held in place by heavy wooden chocks. It had taken the defenders days and the labor of pairs of mules in dozens first to drag these massive timbers into the forecourt, then to lift them by block and tackle to their position above the gates. Four men with mallets, two on each side, waited for the moment, should it come, when they would hammer the chocks free and let the beams fall.

Now from outside the walls came the mantlet, rumbling and groaning like an engine from the Underworld to seat its forehousing against the flat face of the citadel gates. The fortress of San Eladio possessed neither a barbican to defend its gates from outside the walls nor a portcullis to seal its inmost approach. The ram-head, swinging forward beneath its suspension, now rang like a bell against the seam between the gates. And this was just the positioning probe.

“Stand ready!” called the captains manning the walls.

“Haul away!” cried the siege engineers beneath the mantlet.

Within his rank of fifty, Telamon gripped his cable with both palms and set his heels in the muck that had been the entry lane of the citadel and had now become the flooring beneath the ram and the mantlet. Like his cohorts, he hauled rearward, leaning back nearly parallel to the dirt.

His thoughts were of one thing only: the girl.

She is safe, the iron man told himself. Home again in the river towns, protected by the young priest Miguel.

The ram edged back . . . back . . . until it had drawn the final half meter into its launch position, where, upon the order relayed from Severiano through his siege captains, the beam-and-hammerhead would be loosed.

“Release your cables!” Engineers strode down the lines of men, batting at the hands of any whose grip yet clutched the woven ropes. Telamon let go of his hold. Peering up to a timbered galley immediately beneath the mantlet’s roof, he could see the men who manned the chocks that held the ram poised to fire. Each gripped his heavy mallet. “Stand ready . . .”

The chief engineer glanced to Severiano, in the tower to the rear.

The commander dropped his arm.

“Chocks free!”

The mallets struck.

The chocks sprang clear.

Here came the ram!

Propelled by its own weight, the great timbered mass swung like some giant’s hammer down and forward. The cables that Telamon and the other captives had hauled rearward now ripped past them in the opposite direction. Men held their breath and shielded their eyes as the ram swung forward to crash into the seam between the city gates. The sound of the beam’s passage within the housing of the mantlet made the assault crews’ jaws clench and the hair stand up all over their bodies. The mantlet itself wailed like a living thing, and the cables sang as they strained beneath the mighty engine’s weight.

Within the vault gallery of the citadel, the defenders at their stations were lifted off their feet by the shock of the blow. Flame cressets spilled and had to be righted by frantic, trembling hands. The very seams between the stones cried out.

The sound of the gates as the blow struck was like the tearing of a tree trunk or the sundering of a galleon’s mainmast in a gale. The defenders could hear the fibers rip and give way.

But the gate held.

From their shelter beneath the walls, the Crone and the Bookman could see the ram rebound. The front wheels of the mantlet elevated. The whole colossal housing became airborne for half a heartbeat before crashing back to earth.

From above, defenders manning drop-ramps loosed cask bombs. These rumbled and plunged, fuses smoking. Striking the sloping, iron-sheathed overhead of the mantlet, these tumblers of death split open and shot into flame or bounced wildly right and left.

The mantlet held.

Now the back-and-forth began.

In the forecourt of the citadel, the defenders in their ranks could hear the chanting of the Portuguese crews and their impressed labor, including Telamon, as they hauled upon the great cables that reloaded the ram. They responded with their own rhythmic cadence, one of no martial utility but which served to open their lungs and fortify their spirit as they waited in their ranks for the next hammer blow and the one after that.

The strike of the ram was not intended to break the gates themselves. Its object was the seam between them and the crossbar that held the great doors fast. The eyes of every defender—the boys and women shuttling with spare shafts and fire, the archers and crossbowmen in the vault galleries, the troops in the forecourt and their supporting auxiliaries—fixed without exception upon the fulcrum of the crossbar.

For the first three blows of the ram, the bar neither bulged nor buckled.

By the fourth and fifth, signs of movement could be seen. The sound of the ram was like nothing either defenders or attackers had ever heard. It rattled men’s bones in their sockets and their brains within their skulls.

The first crack came. The crossbar was mountain elm, chosen for its twisted grain that resisted splitting. Pine gave way too fast. Oak, though heavy and stout, would hold and then break suddenly.

Elm resisted.

Elm held.

But neither a bar of iron nor one of steel could withstand the blows delivered by the Portuguese ram.

Dust fell in patches and rivulets from the underside of the beam. Then splinters. These fractured with a popping sound like embers, then broke free and fell—at first only slivers the width of a child’s finger, then greater and greater as the bar began to bow. The defenders at first pretended not to see these. Murmurs came next. Then voices, then pointing fingers.

Beneath the mantlet, the crew chiefs whipped and cursed at their fast-fatiguing men. Already Portuguese assault troops had begun pressing forward alongside the cable-haulers. When the gates gave way, even to a crack no wider than a single man, these would surge through. The fore ranks were in armor—face guards as well as breastplates and helmets—to withstand the initial volleys the defenders would loose point-blank upon them, not to mention the flaming pitch and crossbow bolts they would endure from the vault galleries overhead.

In the citadel forecourt, the defender captains signed for more cask bombs. At once, from an arsenal at the rear of the court, trolleys were trundled forward by crews of incendiaries.

The trolleys rolled past the ranks of troops in the forecourt, beneath the corbel crews with their drop-beams above and beside the gates; they came directly beneath the machicolations of the vault gallery . . . until their elevated facings—the height of the crossbar and higher—came flush against the groaning, faltering facings of the city gates.

From their shelter, the girl and the Bookman could see the flank of the mantlet and, within, the churning legs of the ram crews as they strained to haul the mighty ram rearward to its loaded position . . .

Another blow, and the ram’s head punched through!

The defense captains bawled to their comrades manning the corbels on both sides of the gates. Chocks at their feet held the massive drop-beams, suspended above the crossbar that had now cracked and splintered.

Another blow!

The ram’s head penetrated twice as far on this swing. The crossbar of the gates cracked and sundered. It plunged in two shivered pieces. A groan of woe flew from every throat in the court.

The ram swung back beneath the mantlet, readying for its next blow.

Defenders’ captains signed to the corbel men, to the cask-bomb trolley . . .

Beneath the mantlet, the ram began its forward swing. Crews loosed their cables. Assault troops pressed forward to the seam of the gates—

With a sound like heaven itself splitting asunder, the ram’s head burst fully through the last shard of the seam between the gates!

“Now!” cried the city captains.

The men on the corbels malleted their chocks loose.

The drop-beams plunged.

These massive timbers crashed like felled trees directly onto the ram’s head and the first few feet of its shaft.

The beams pinned the shaft like a tumbler in a lock.

Beneath the mantlet, the crews hauled with all their strength on the cables.

The ram would not budge.

The shaft had become wedged between the splintered timbers of the gates, with its iron-sheathed head and six or seven feet of its wooden shaft all the way through. This mass was imprisoned even more tightly by the weight of the drop-beams. Beneath the mantlet, crew men and soldiers, driven on by whips, wielded axes and hacked at the splintered gates, desperately trying to free the ram.

The priest and the Crone peered alongside the girl and the Bookman from their shelter. “What has happened?” Through the mantlet’s side-screens, they could glimpse assault troops piling up at the forewall. They could hear, despite the din, the cries and groans of the cable crews seeking to haul the ram free of its confinement.

“Telamon!” the girl cried. “I see him!”

The serried leathers of a crew chief’s whip lashed the iron man’s naked back. The girl could see Telamon stagger. She cried his name. Her voice was swallowed instantly by the mighty din of the ram and the men and the bombs plummeting from above.

“The ram is jammed!” she cried to the others.

They stared.

They could see it now.

The Crone, the priest, and the Bookman peered at the ram’s barrel, stuck and motionless at the forwardmost apogee of its swing. The girl craned within the shelter to gain a sight line to the siege towers behind the mantlet. She could see Severiano and his commanders peering in confusion and distress.

Now, within the citadel forecourt, the purpose of the trolleys became clear. From their peaks, bomb after bomb was lit and dropped. Within the mantlet, panic reigned. Though only one cask in four detonated, the force and fury of these turned the interior into an inferno.

“Where is Telamon?” Mariah cried. All view of him had been obscured in the commotion.

The girl could see the captive crews burst through the side-screens of the flaming mantlet and dive into the muck and sand outside, seeking to extinguish the flames that devoured their garments and flesh.

“There!”

The priest pointed urgently. The girl caught the merest glimpse of a captive stumbling, rising, aiding another, then falling again. Was it the iron man? One prisoner looked so like another!

Now the volume of the detonations escalated. One explosion succeeded another in such furious sequence that the conflagration seemed a single pyre of destruction. The support columns of the mantlet blew out. The ram and its shaft buckled and blazed. The overhead incinerated.

Above the din, the defenders’ paeans of deliverance could be heard. From the battlements, archers and crossbowmen loosed their shafts upon the stricken, fleeing enemy below.

The timbers of the mantlet, those that had not been blown sideways and skyward by the cask bombs, now were consumed in place like logs in a bonfire. The whole colossal engine roared like a wounded animal and collapsed in one great seething heap.

Peering through the timbers of her shelter, the girl could glimpse through the smoke and churning dust the form of Severiano on his siege tower, as he looked down upon this spectacular, irredeemable fiasco.





Chapter 35 
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When the girl opened her eyes, she realized she was carrying a stone—one so heavy she needed both hands and all her strength to bear it. A soldier kicked her from behind, pointing toward a wooden sledge. “Drop it in!” The sledge held a mound of bricks, timbers, and debris. The girl let her stone fall among these.

“That too!” The soldier’s voice addressed someone on her left. The girl turned. It was the Bookman. “Heave it in there!” The soldier poked at a parcel beneath the Bookman’s smock. “Dump it!”

The parcel held a number of the Bookman’s books.

The soldier seized this and slung it into the sledge. The girl opened her mouth to protest. The Bookman gestured to her to keep silent. “Our captors have taken your sickle and everything else. My possessions are no matter.” He shielded the girl with his body. “We’re going!” he told the soldier, a sergeant who was nearly as spent and filthy as the captives in his charge. The Bookman tugged the girl away before another blow could be delivered.

“Waste no care for the books.” He tapped his temple. “I’ve got ’em all up here.”

For a day and a half, the Bookman, the priest, and the Crone had stayed beside the girl, protecting her. The Bookman could see from the child’s eyes that she could no longer distinguish between torchlight and daylight. She did not know where she was. For the past thirty-six hours she and the others had labored in a gang of hundreds, loading debris from the collapse of the ram and mantlet into a mound that had taken shape hour by hour, under the direction of enemy siege engineers, into a great inclined ramp that started two hundred meters from the city walls and rose, meter by meter, toward the height of the battlements.

The girl possessed no notion that this was what she was laboring on. Her head was down. She trudged along rutted runways beside and behind scores of others, carrying bricks and stones and debris. If a man or woman among the gangs dropped dead at their labor, that body was added, without a protest or even notice, to the mass of earth and fill that would become the ramp.

The Bookman now took on the girl’s loads. He held her up, fed her, donated his own share of water.

The first night and day had passed amid continual bombings from the battlements. The ramp was then just a mound, a furlong distant from the wall. As it grew and advanced through the hours of darkness, the bombardment increased. Severiano and his senior commanders looked on from an elevated scaffolding. They ordered a protective wall of timber to be erected to shield the work gangs.

By the second night, the Bookman himself began losing track of time and place. At one point, deep into the second or third watch, a Portuguese corporal and two grenadiers rousted him and the others from a walking sleep. With kicks and blows they drove the girl and her companions, along with two score other laborers, down the ramp toward a work site already populated with dozens from other gangs. These were pressing together a great mass of timber and brush. The bundle was huge—forty feet end-to-end and ten feet thick at the middle. The work crews were wrapping it with canvas and hides and binding it together into a single solid package.

The Bookman stared. “What is this thing? What work are we supposed to do on it?”

“It’s a fascine,” the priest answered. Others among the labor gang strained to hear. They too had no idea what they were working on.

“It’s to bridge a gap.” The girl spoke for the first time. The priest and the others, even the Crone, turned toward her in surprise, so sure and authoritative was her tone. “The enemy will haul it to the top end of the ramp we’ve been building. When the ramp reaches the city walls, his men will attack, crossing over it.”

The laborers on the crew reacted to the girl’s certainty and conviction. “How do you know this, child?” one man asked.

“I have witnessed one such in action.”

By daylight’s end, the peak of the siege ramp had reached the height of the citadel battlements. Portuguese engineers ordered all construction ceased twenty feet short of the city walls.

Dawn broke. The crews on the work gangs could see now how the attack would proceed. The base of the ramp had been built forward all the way to the citadel walls. It rose, flush to the stones, to within twenty vertical feet of the height of the battlements. Likewise, a gap of twenty horizontal feet had been left between the summit of the ramp and these ramparts. This void had been left deliberately. When the assault began, the fascine would be propelled by the attacking troops over the ramp’s forward edge. It would fall by its own weight into the twenty-by-twenty space below and become lodged there.

Across this span Severiano’s troops would attack.

The defenders could see this mechanism too. Thrice during the postnoon, the captains of the citadel called across to Severiano’s officers seeking a parley. They would give Severiano one hundred of the three hundred remaining barrels of powder if he would withdraw. The Portuguese captains refused to even deliver this message to their commander. They would spare the city, they declared, if the defenders handed over every barrel, to the last one, and surrendered their arms. The defenders threatened to ignite the full cache; they would level the citadel and themselves in it rather than let this ordnance fall into Portuguese hands! This message was delivered to Severiano. At the twilight hour, he appeared in person atop the siege ramp. The fascine was being drawn up the incline, even in the moment.

“Hear me, defenders of San Eladio! Understand your position and deliberate wisely among yourselves.” He indicated the companies of assault troops assembled beyond the base of the siege ramp. These numbered above two thousand men. Beyond these, lit in the late light by bonfires and cresset lanterns, could be seen the camps of two dozen companies of pikemen and grenadiers outfitted with ladders as scaling parties. “You will not be able to defend against this ramp upon which I stand, let alone such other avenues of attack as you may face. Here is my offer! I give you till dawn to surrender yourselves, your arms, and all your powder. I will grant freedom of passage to all who accept this. If you refuse, I swear before Christ and all His saints, not a man or boy of this city will survive, and all women and children will be sold as chattel.”

By nightfall the fascine had been hauled into its ready position, three-quarters of the way up the ramp. Engineers of the siege train had rigged cables with block-and-tackle to pilings erected at the summit. Teams of mules were moved into position at the foot of the ramp, awaiting the order that would warp the device to the summit.

The girl, the priest, the Bookman, and the Crone were driven by guards back to their rubble-collection duties. They wolfed their dinner standing up, a gruel of millet that was delivered not in bowls but scooped from troughs by the cupped hands of those who filed past and must be devoured as they shuffled, propelled by cuffs and kicks, back to work.

Telamon had been brought down now, in his iron cage, to the same pit of muck and debris where the girl and the others now labored. Severiano had devised a new scheme to degrade the iron man in the eyes of those on the battlements and among the work gangs who yet looked to him for courage.

Telamon was stripped naked except for a leather apron and a blacksmith’s felt cap. At Severiano’s direction, the foe had collected damaged lance heads, spent arrows, and crossbow bolts from the debris of the fighting thus far. These were delivered to the captive in wooden buckets and set within his cage. He was given a hand file and commanded to put a keen edge to these killing-ends of weapons. These would be re-affixed to pikes and halberds, to be used again in the coming assault.

Telamon was past exhaustion now. The Crone and others who sought to bring him bread or water were driven back by pikemen assigned as his keepers. The crews at labor still sang to him paeans honoring his spirit and his suffering. The defenders on the battlements raised their voices as well. Each time the prisoner faltered, the hymns mounted in passion and defiance.

Three times the girl saw Telamon’s knees give way. Three times he rose again, revived by the anthems that could not be stopped by all the threats and blows delivered upon the singers.

At last, at the third time, his eye found hers across the labor pit. The girl sought by her glance to let him know that she had seen, she remembered, she understood. Did he grasp this? It was impossible to tell across the intervening void.

The labor on the siege ramp continued without letup. Its breadth was widened, its surface packed down. The Bookman remained at the girl Mariah’s side. At intervals through the night, he asked her, out of fear for her lucidity, “Where are we?”

Each time she regarded him with clear but distant eyes.

“Here,” she answered. “We’re here.”

The Bookman discerned that “here” was neither the present place nor moment.

He asked the girl where Telamon was.

“Here,” she said again.

At one point deep into the second watch, the Bookman asked the Crone of the girl, “Where is she? What is she seeing?”

The dame had been, from the first, uneasy in the presence of the Bookman. She could not penetrate his memory or his thoughts as she could those of the others. Who was he? Why had he attached himself so to the priest and to the girl?

The Crone peered deep into his eyes now. Some instinct made her relent her wariness. “The site name in Hebrew,” she said, “is Masada.”

At once the Bookman understood. He turned toward the mound of debris that held his confiscated volumes. “A chronicle of that siege . . . part of a history written by Tacitus,” he said, as much to himself as to the old woman. “I had it. Till the soldiers stripped it from me.”

The girl, the Bookman realized, was not hallucinating. She was not seeing random or delusory fantasies cast up from a deranged consciousness.

Rather, memory had returned to her in one piece. Whatever form “here” took in her mind, it was more real to her than that which was playing out in actual life in the moment.

Later that night, when the labor gang was granted an hour to sleep, the Bookman cradled the slumbering child’s head upon his thigh. He glanced about the welter of exhausted forms sprawled one upon the other. The Crone lay in a heap, her bare feet tangled with the priest’s, himself out cold in an equally undignified posture.

The strangest thought came to the Bookman. He reflected that this constellation of souls into whose society he had fallen—the girl and Telamon, the priest and the Crone, even perhaps Severiano and his lieutenant—seemed to be transiting through lifetimes as a company. Their fates, it appeared, were somehow intertwined.

He realized that he envied them.

When the child stirred, some impulse made the Bookman ask again, “Where are we?”

The girl answered without hesitation. “Castrum Twenty-Seven.”

The Bookman shivered to hear this—the Latin word for a Roman legion’s fortified encampment. Could this have been the camp at the foot of Masada? The Bookman scoured his own recall for details of the sixth book of Tacitus’s Histories but could retrieve no particulars. Clearly, in the girl’s mind, she was back at that ancient camp.

Work resumed. The labor gangs took on again their accustomed pace and rhythm.

The Bookman thought, I must tell the girl what I recall from Tacitus’s history. For her to understand that her visions are real . . . that they possess historical actuality . . . may ease her pain and bring her back, even if only by a little, to our present time and place.

The Bookman moved into a space beside the girl as they labored. “I must tell you,” he said, “what I know from my readings about Castrum Twenty-Seven. Will you hear me?” The girl seemed to surface, partially at least, from her preoccupation. Padre Miguel toiled beside her. He came alert too. The Crone, a few feet away on the opposite side, reacted as well. Both edged closer beside the girl and the Bookman as they continued their labor on the siege ramp.

“There were holdouts among the Jews,” the Bookman began. “After Jerusalem. After the Tenth Legion burned Solomon’s Temple.”

The girl’s expression took on an animation it had not displayed since before the destruction of the ram.

The Bookman took courage. “A last, desperate nine hundred—men, women, and children—refused to surrender to the Romans or accept exile from the land of their fathers. These holdouts fled the ruins of the city and took refuge upon a fortified summit called Masada, sixty miles south, on the shore of the Dead Sea.”

“Yes,” said the girl, coming even more engaged. “That’s the place.”

The Bookman continued. “Masada sat in the middle of a waterless desert, save the summit of the eminence itself, which possessed a perpetual spring. The survivors could hold out indefinitely. The site was a natural fortress. Nine hundred feet high. Sheer cliffs on all sides. The summit,” the Bookman said, “had been fortified with additional walls and battlements by Herod the Great years earlier, for his own protection, should he ever need to retreat to such a stronghold. The last survivors of Jerusalem fled now to this bastion. The Roman governor at Caesarea ordered the Tenth Legion to take it—besiege the summit and massacre all who had taken refuge there.”

The girl knew where she was now. When she spoke, it was from the present, from the immediate moment.

“They were my people upon that rock.” The child did not turn toward the Bookman or glance in his direction. She was addressing herself. She was passing judgment. “I trekked down from Jerusalem with my sister and aunt, not to aid my own countrymen but to offer menial services—laundry and sewing—to the Romans. They were my people on that summit, and I labored in the cause of their most bitter enemies.”

The girl had come back to life, it seemed, but only in the grip of grief and remorse. Her eyes were open fully now. She saw the Portuguese ramp a-building. Clearly, she grasped this work’s intent and her own part in its construction.

“The soldiers of the Tenth Legion built a ramp,” the Bookman continued. “A siege ramp, like this one, only far bigger. The ramp rose nine hundred feet from its base to its summit. The defenders atop the rock pelted the legionaries with stones and missiles; they shot arrows and dumped burning pitch. The attackers continued the construction, sheltered behind a great wall which they moved upward as the ramp advanced, sheathed in hides and iron so it would not burn.”

The spectacle stood vividly before the girl now. Roman engineers who had built highways and aqueducts across the empire now fabricated pumps and excavated channels to carry water—salt water—from the Dead Sea to the site of Masada. They built evaporation pools to produce fresh water for the men and horses. Fourteen irrigation pools, each broad and long enough to sink four freight wagons abreast, were constructed. Beside these the legionaries mixed stone and gravel with lime to form a substance they called opus caementicium that could be carried or pumped wet but, when set and cured, became hard as stone.

With this they built the base of the ramp. Mules and horses, even those of the cavalry, were fitted with harnesses and used to carry this material up the incline.

“The summit of the fortress”—the child spoke as if to herself alone—“was so high it seemed unreachable. Like the sky. Who could mount to such a height? But each day, the Roman ramp advanced. That was what made the legions great. They worked. They never stopped. Each day the ramp became broader and higher. By the third month you thought, They can do it. This thing will reach to heaven!

“I knew the horse then. He was Telamon’s, a cavalry mount, worth a fortune. They made him a draft animal. He labored until his back nearly broke. I brought him pears and apples.”

In her recall, the girl could see Telamon now. She could see the camp. Six thousand legionaries and auxiliaries in sixteen-man tents, laid out like a city with streets and gates and assembly points, the whole expanse fortified by a palisaded trench twelve feet deep. A second camp, vast as the first, served the main one—a supplemental city of sutlers and prostitutes, moneylenders and mountebanks.

Telamon was a captain-of-a-hundred. A centurion. He protected the girl. When louts and ruffians of his command or another behaved crudely toward her or her sisters, he would break them with his fists. He set her upon his horse’s back, and though he would not let her rein him, or ride for sport even a few meters’ distance, still his care and attention made her feel safe and respected.

When the ramp had risen to within a hundred feet of the summit, the legionaries of Telamon’s hundred and the others began to train in armor. A replica of the summit ramparts was erected at the base of the rock. Here the soldiers of the legion rehearsed the evolutions they would enact when the hour arrived and they must assault the summit itself.

The girl saw all this in recall. She saw the streams of flaming pitch that the defenders sent cascading upon the siege ramp and the fire arrows in volleys of hundreds that made a pincushion of the Romans’ protective wall. The summit of Masada was itself a citadel, with stone battlements pierced by embrasures and studded with catapult stations. As the Bookman had recounted, Herod the Great had laid in for his own use four years’ supplies of rations and missile weaponry. These the defenders employed now, seeking to thwart the ascent of the legionaries’ ramp.

Still, day by day, it advanced.

Flanking abutments called auribus, “ears,” were erected now, right and left, beside the advancing ramp. These extended thirty feet laterally and three levels high. They were galleries for archers. The ears were mounted on rollers and warped upward, foot by foot, by heavy tackle as the ramp advanced. The forward facings of these works, like the protective wall, were sheathed in iron lapped with hides and fuller’s felt. For nine months, these galleries crept upward, while the defenders slung stones and incendiary mallets at them from above.

At last the morning of the assault came. In wonder, the girl beheld the marshaling of the legionaries, in ranks eight deep and two dozen across, behind body-length scutum shields, stout enough to withstand a flung javelin or a five-pound catapult stone and so heavy that even the strongest legionaries could bear their weight in an uphill assault for no longer than the count of a hundred. Each man wore lorica segmentata armor and the visorless, flat-rimmed Gallic helmet.

The attack would commence in the cool of first light. The men took their stations in ranks, helmets off, sweat sheeting down their faces, as the armorless, barefoot water-bearers, namely miscreants of the legion whose punishment it was to serve in this dishonored capacity, shuttled man to man, bearing the heavy five-gallon skins. The legionaries opened their throats and gulped down the fiery bozzle that was half water and half spirits and, in no few instances, no water at all.

The ramp was so steep and of such length that, even for these hardened men-at-arms who could trek thirty miles a day bearing seventy pounds of kit, the climb had to be taken in stages. They hung their helmets across their backs and rested their shields on the stone at their feet. They were armed, the first twenty-four ranks, with the throwing javelin, the pilum, and the close-work gladius sword. Archers had taken their places in the lateral galleries. It was their job to sweep the battlements of the summit with such volleys as would keep the defenders’ heads down. The rearmost legionary ranks carried only the sword.

The girl and her sister attendants looked on from their stations at the base of the ramp. Many had sought to flee, dreading to witness the calamity for their countrymen that this day would bring. The legion commander, Severus Pertinax, would not permit this. He ordered the maids forward, with their pears and clementines in the sacks they bore across their shoulders. The girls were children, none older than eleven or twelve, with bare arms and feet and the wide-brimmed straw sun hats that marked their profession.

“You! Forward!” an auxiliary captain-of-ten commanded, and the girl, with two dozen of her child-companions, sprinted, such as they could, barefoot and bearing their loads, up the ramp whose surface was already churned to dust by the caliga boots of the legionaries in their ranks.

The first half dozen maids dropped off at the lower formations, serving the men of these. But the girl, driven upward, found herself past this, and the next formation, and the next. She was high now on the ramp. Side-screens of timber and hides had been erected at these elevations, which were within casting distance of the defenders on the summit.

The girl saw the horse.

The animal saw her. The child cried out to the beast, displaying a pear that she would bring if she could reach him. The horse responded with a whinny that seemed a cry of rage and distress. He was in harness, one of six animals arrayed in pairs, three deep, facing downhill. Tackle of greased ropes ran upward from the animals’ trappings to the heavy timbered frame that supported the siege gate. The horses were warping the fascine into place at the top of the ramp. Stones and arrows poured onto the Roman ranks from above. The men had elevated their shields, lapping one another into the collective shell called testudo, “tortoise.” The sound of the barrage produced terror among the children.

“Get under and stay under!” a corporal bawled at the girls. One slipped and fell, then another, too unstrung by fright to continue. “Take their sacks!” the corporal commanded the girls who yet kept their feet. “The farther forward you go, the safer you’ll be.”

The children pressed forward in terror, beneath the interlocked shields of the assault troops.

Suddenly the thunder overhead abated. The onslaught from the summit of bolts and stones ceased.

Why? Was this some ruse? The girl could read this query on every legionary’s face. Were the fortress’s defenders readying a counterassault?

“Make ready!” cried a captain-of-ten on the girl’s right. She was within the ranks of the second formation now. “Get away, you!” a legionary yelled at her. Another shoved her rearward. The child squirted clear. She could see the first legionary slide his left shoulder into the strap at the top left of his scutum shield and elevate it, dead-weight, into place before him. She saw his gladius, in its baldric sheath at his left side. He braced his throwing pilum upright in his right fist and shrugged it clear of the right upper rim of his scutum.

The Roman fascine had reached the top of the ramp now. On the sound of the trumpet, the foremost ranks of legionaries would propel it the final few feet. It would plunge into the gap deliberately left at the brink of the summit, where it would form a bridge across which the attacking ranks would charge.

The girl saw Telamon now, from the rear. He was faced forward, in the foremost ranks. “Countdown!” a sergeant bellowed into a brass corna, a speaking horn. He shouted numbers, from ten backward.

In the present, the Bookman could see the child’s jaw clench and her fingers tighten into fists. She was seeing the foremost ranks of the legionaries pushing their locked shields before them as they heaved the fascine into the final gap.

The assault began. The child saw before her the armored backs of the foremost ranks as they swelled across the bridge formed by the fascine and surged onto the summit. The legionaries pressed forward hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, shield to shield. The girl felt herself propelled before and among them. Her fear in the instant was of the defenders’ missiles—the arrow shafts and javelins, the stones and sling bullets, that surely would assault the attackers at point-blank range.

None came.

The girl was swept onto the bridge of the fascine. The ranks of men before her swelled forward. They broke into a run. The girl could see the face of the summit now. It was built up as a fortress. A wall of stone with heavy timbered gates stood directly across from her. Stone ramparts extended on either side for hundreds of feet—battlements with embrasures and castellations, all in the Roman style. Herod the Great’s fortifications, the girl thought.

All were vacant.

All unmanned.

Ahead of the girl, the fore ranks of the legionaries lengthened stride. They stormed through the undefended gates and onto the acres-broad surface that was the summit. Still no arrows contested them. No stones. No cries of the defenders, no counterattack.

The child was driven forward among the legionaries. She could see the ranks ahead of her, breaking out to each flank and rushing forward—running, even—as fast as they could. The summit was level stone but far from featureless. Walls and buildings in the Roman style surrounded a broad central square. Lanes and alleys radiated off from this. The girl could make out porticoes and colorful awnings. There were acacias and even fountains. She saw mounds of loose laundry—piles in dozens and scores—scattered at intervals across the stone and in front of dwellings and what appeared to be market stalls.

Then she saw.

The mounds were not laundry.

The girl drew up in shock and horror. Before her now, in death, robed in prayer shawls, with dressed hair beneath cowls and skullcaps, lay a family of four—or what the child took to be a family: husband and wife, two children. All were throat-slit. Impossible quantities of black, sticky blood pooled upon the stones beneath and about them. The girl struggled for breath. Everywhere—at her feet, behind her, to the right and left—lay more such death-clutches. Legionaries continued running past. The girl heard orders shouted and relayed. Sergeants and corporals commanded their men not to stop and gawk but to advance at a dead run to the far margins of the summit.

“Seal the perimeter!”

“Secure every doorway!”

For long moments the child stood immobile and insensate, wondering how the legionaries could have found and slain all these people so quickly and with such precision. Her glance, widening now, took in scores and even hundreds, in clusters of three and four, sometimes as many as six or eight, and each group separate from every other. Then she saw the killing blade beside the open palm of the dead father at her feet. It was not a dagger for stabbing but a heavy cleaving knife with a riveted wooden handle, the kind butchers use to part rib joints on sheep and goats and to sever the head from the neck and the lower spine from the upper.

The boy of the family moved!

The girl felt her lungs open to scream. She was on her knees beside the boy. He seemed about seven years old. She thrust her left hand behind his neck and lifted his head, while pressing the palm of her right hand onto his throat to stop the bleeding. His body spasmed. His neck had been bladed open from ear of ear and to the depth of his spine.

The girl struggled desperately to put the pieces back together. She could feel mucus running in streams from both her nostrils and saliva drooling in great gobs from her lips. A shadow fell upon her—a legionary in armor.

“They jerk like that.”

“What?”

“In the death throes. It’s a reflex. The boy is dead.”

The soldier sprinted off, chasing others of his squad.

The girl yanked her hands back. Her fingers, her palms . . . her hands above the wrist glistened with sticky, thickening blood. She tried to stand. All strength had left her knees.

A sound, like the bursting of something hollow, made her turn to her right. A legionary, laughing, was kicking at the nearly severed head of a woman—a mother of another death-grouping. Blood and tissue sprayed with a second kick, and a third. The flesh of the woman’s neck still held. “Bitch! Let go!” the legionary cried with a lurid cackle. His next kick sent the mother’s head bowling across the stone like a ball in a children’s game.

The girl felt her gut convulse. Vomit spewed.

The legionary saw her. “Who’s this little tart?” he spat, still laughing. He took one stride, then another and another, toward her. The child struggled to rise but her legs would not obey her. The girl saw the sun flash off the legionary’s armored gauntlet. He took the last, ultimate stride toward her. The girl dropped sideways, into her own puke and the blood of the family before her. She covered her head with her hands and made herself into a ball, awaiting the hand that would haul her upward and enact God knows what outrage upon her.

The girl heard the sound of iron smashing into teeth. She saw, first, the shadow of the legionary, then the mass of the man himself plunging to the stone beside her. Before the fellow could rise, or seek to, a furious kick and then another and another, deep to the ribs and then the head, bowled him along the dust and stone away from her.

It was Telamon.

The man whose jaw he had broken rose now and fled.

“What is this child doing here?” Telamon bellowed, as if to heaven. “Get her away! She must not see such horror!”

He was shouting now to the men of his command, who gaped about, no longer in order or formation but each on his own, jaws slack, stumbling numbly from one corpse to another. They were in shock too. They heard their commander’s voice but found themselves incapable of response.

Telamon knelt to the girl now. She saw from his eyes that he grasped her state and was stricken by it to his soul. Wound around his left forearm, to ward off a blow, was the scarlet wool of his pañuelo cloak. He tore this free and wrapped the girl in it, covering her eyes.

The girl felt her feet being lifted off the ground. Telamon carried her in both arms. It was then that a soldier, returning at a trot from the far wall of the summit, cried out to all, “They’ve killed themselves! Every one of them!”

The child, seeking later to recall, could not remember the exact sequence. She thought only, The defenders would not let themselves be taken, to be crucified or worse. They would not give the Roman enemy the satisfaction of producing their end.

The girl saw the first Roman horses now. Two mounted officers had crossed the fascine. These advanced onto the summit. Behind them, on foot, hastened aides and auxiliaries, including stretcher bearers.

Telamon was carrying the child toward these. He called to two of the medics to take the girl, protect her, get her off the summit.

“You! Captain-of-a-hundred!”

This was the legatus, the legion commander. He reined directly before Telamon, blocking his passage. His aide pulled up beside him.

The girl peered at the general’s face within the cheekpieces and beneath the bridge of his helmet.

It was Severiano.

Not bearded as now. Clean-shaven. With a different jaw and nose. But the eyes were the same.

His aide-de-camp was the lieutenant.

There was no mistaking either.

The girl snapped awake in the present. Her pupils widened to their limits. Could this be? She peered to the scaffolding alongside the siege ramp. The Portuguese commander seemed to be staring down at her.

At once she was back at Masada.

The legion commander bawled at Telamon to stop where he was. “Leave the girl! Resume command of your unit!”

Telamon ignored him.

He carried the girl past the commander and his lieutenant, toward the medical auxiliaries and the ramp that led down from the summit.

“Hell take you, man!” the legate said. “Secure this perimeter! Restore order!” He gestured before and about him with his vine stick of command. “What is wrong with these men? Get them in order!”

The girl could see the Romans now, as breath returned to her—the stunned and horror-stricken bewilderment, bordering on madness, that now possessed these most disciplined and ordered of combat warriors. Unit cohesion had broken down. Men stood apart from one another as individuals. Some wept. Many laughed or cackled. None, it seemed, could rally into union with his comrades.

“Restore order!” the legion commander bellowed to Telamon. “Centurion, get these men in hand or, by heaven, you will pay with your life!”

The girl felt Telamon pass her off to two young soldiers who bore a stretcher. He still had neither responded to, nor acknowledged, the presence of his legion commander. He spoke only to the pair of medics. “If one hair of this child’s head is harmed, I will flay the hide off both of you.”

At this instant, a Portuguese sergeant-at-arms and two pikemen strode up before the girl. “You!” They seized her under both arms and hauled her off her feet. The Bookman rose to defend her. The pikemen clubbed him to the dirt.

The girl found herself lifted bodily and flung over the shoulder of the tallest of the pikemen. She could hear the cries of protest from Father Miguel, the Crone, and others. She was borne, swiftly and brutally, down to the open space beneath the city walls, there to be dumped beside Telamon and chained by both wrists to the iron bars of his cage.

When she peered back toward the scaffolding, she could see Severiano looking down directly upon her.
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All that day and night, work progressed on the ramp. In their camps, the assault troops rehearsed their evolutions of attack. The Portuguese sergeant guarding Telamon was replaced by two pikemen of the Landsknecht mercenaries. These now stood sentinel over the girl as well. The senior of the pikemen spoke excellent Castilian. He declared that a gesture of clemency, from Severiano or some other source, might soon be forthcoming.

In the still of the midnight watch, Father Miguel made a dash from the work gang to the cage. The Bookman sprinted behind him. They brought water and bread. The pikemen intercepted the pair; they appeared upon the point of beating them or summoning others to do so, when a sign from one their officers, directed apparently by the Portuguese lieutenant (the girl could see him beside the Landsknecht officer on the scaffolding), overrode this. Miguel and the Bookman were permitted to deliver their parcel and even to remain, unchained.

The senior pikeman indicated the battlements directly above—and the faces of the defenders, dozens now at the critical posts, peering down expectantly. Severiano, it appeared, had ordered the girl brought down to Telamon’s cage as a means of curtailing the bombardment that threatened the base of the siege ramp. The iron man might have no use for his own life, the Portuguese commander calculated, but he would risk no hazard to the child.

This indeed proved the case. The defenders called down to Telamon. He was permitted to respond. He directed the black-powder men above to cease their bombardment.

They obeyed.

Throughout that night, Father Miguel and the iron man communicated only by looks. Telamon was clearly furious with the priest for allowing the girl to trek all the way to the siege, leaving behind the relative safety of home. At the same time, he appeared stricken at that evil destiny that seemed not only to bring to nothing all his efforts to advance his own ends, but also to preserve from harm those he loved.

Father Miguel felt this keenly. He recounted, when Telamon at last relented and acceded to speech, the appearance of the horse, that night outside the ruined church at San Marcos. This seemed only to sink the iron man into more desolate straits. Clearly, he reckoned the replication of the siege in the Holy Land. Why was this current investment taking on a kindred shape? Had some perverse ordinance of doom orchestrated the destruction of the Portuguese ram in order to call into being the alternative of a ramp?

“How much does the child know?” This, Telamon inquired of the priest and the Bookman at dawn of the second day. He meant, What does she remember of Jerusalem and its aftermath? What visions have broken through?

“Everything,” replied Father Miguel.

The relative positions of the cage and the battlements were such that speech above carried easily to the base of the wall and converse even within the cage could be heard clearly on the ramparts overhead. Throughout the night, the defenders called down at intervals. “Is he all right?” They feared for Telamon after the beatings and privation he had endured. Voices called with concern each time he seemed to curl unto himself or lie unmoving longer than seemed usual.

Late in the third watch, the Portuguese commander sent word that the Crone had been granted leave to come forward. She scurried at once from the labor gangs’ lines, settling beside the girl, the priest, and the Bookman immediately outside the bars of the iron man’s cage.

All night the defenders on the parapets sang.



As iron, he leads

With iron, we follow





No longer did they sing of their champion alone. Now they gave voice as well to the ancient anthems of Castile and Aragon and the battle hymns of Extremadura and Andalusia. There was defiance in their voices, as well as mortal resignation.

Daybreak approached. As the first faint light glimmered, all sound ceased within the citadel. The defenders, each in his or her way, were making peace with their fate. On the torchlit flat beneath the wall of circumvallation, Portuguese grenadiers and escaladores rehearsed their formations for the attack. Landsknecht men practiced with their pikes, while Danish archers readied for the volleys that would support the assault.

“How much longer?” asked the girl. This was the first she had spoken since being borne forth from the labor precinct.

“Dawn,” said Telamon.

His eyes searched the girl’s.

Yes, she knew.

Indeed, she remembered.

“What will happen?” she asked.

The iron man answered with a look.

Father Miguel lowered his eyes. The Crone edged closer to the girl.

Telamon craned about to the scaffolding that framed the siege ramp. He could see Severiano and his senior commanders conferring beneath cresset lamps upon the topmost level.

“Come closer,” he addressed his companions. “Stand where you can hear me.”

All advanced flush to the cage’s bars.

Above on the battlements, citadel defenders as well leaned forward, straining to hear.

Telamon shifted closer. He met the priest’s and the Bookman’s glances first, then the child’s and the Crone’s.

“I am a penitente. You all know this. But you must hear the tale from me, now, in every particular—and how my destiny intersects with yours.” He searched each of their eyes, again in turn. He wished to be sure his comrades listened and heard.

“The lifetimes I remember go back before Christ. Indeed, they predate the Olympian gods and even the Titans. I lived before history, before speech. Yet I was ignorant of all for most of that time. My curse arises of my own actions. None is to blame but myself.

“My sentence, passed upon me by heaven, is to return to life, ever and always as a soldier. Each evolution I must live out under arms. I am wounded and survive. I kill and survive. I die and return again, to live out this damnation in an endlessly repeating cycle. I have known this, in part if not in whole, since a certain day, upon a certain summit, with a certain child in my arms.”

Telamon did not glance toward the girl. He sensed infallibly, however, that tears stood in her eyes.

“I was serving in the kingdom of Naples, three years ago, as a hired warrior in some nameless campaign. One day, a horse appeared. My horse. Of the Tenth Legion, fourteen hundred and fifty years ago. He appeared as a solitary, apart, ranging alone outside the haunts of men.

“I knew at once what this meant—or hoped I did.” His glance swung for the first time to the girl, then to the padre, the dame, and the Bookman. “That perhaps this lifetime would be my last. Finally, I would be released to that Well of Slumber in which my crimes would be absolved.”

The girl craned about, turning back toward the scaffolding, the ramp—and the horse, high upon the incline, in its draft harness, tethered with the mules and other horses to the cable and tackle that would haul the fascine into its ultimate launch posture.

“I followed the horse to Andalusia, to San Marcos and the river towns. He led me, always keeping just out of reach. I set up custom as a sharpener of tools and implements of iron. It was a skill I possessed that would permit me to circulate throughout the province without drawing undue attention to myself. I vowed at that time that I would never again take up arms or harm another in any way. I worked and waited for a sign.”

Above on the ramparts, defenders held silent at their stations. Every ear strained toward the cage and the conclave about the iron man.

“I began having visions. Not dreams, but the past ‘breaking through.’ Lifetime after lifetime. These episodes terrified me and broke my heart. I saw myself . . . the outrages I had committed as a soldier. I saw these as if for the first time. I was riven with shame and remorse.”

Telamon glanced to the summit of the scaffolding. He could see Severiano and the lieutenant looking down.

“I went first to Father Nicolo.” He turned back now to Miguel. “Something drew me to him. I went alone, taking pains that no one discover me, including you, Father.”

Telamon told his listeners that Father Nicolo had recognized him at once as a penitente. The padre confessed that he himself had lived and died and been born again for centuries, under a similar curse, not for crimes as a soldier but for those he had enacted as a persecutor of the innocent. He had been a servant of God, Father Nicolo had declared, over and over, in every faith, hoping one day to expiate his sins.

“Father Nicolo showed me ancient texts from his library—lore from a time millennia before Calvary. By sacred law, he told me, a penitente may be granted the remission of death at the hands only of one who loves him. And he may be slain only by a weapon fashioned of his own hand.”

Telamon turned toward the girl. Her expression barely altered, yet he saw, as did the others, that this revelation had penetrated her to the heart.

“What you saw in your visions, child . . . what you described to me . . . it all happened. These were not dreams. They were real. Lifetimes lived by you. You were there, with me.”

He turned to the others, all except the Bookman. “As were you. We have traveled across lifetimes together.”

Telamon turned again to the child.

“You were ‘Ruth’ in the wilderness of Sinai. In other centuries, before and after, ‘Moira’ and ‘Avishag,’ ‘Dakara’ and ‘Angeline.’ Always I have known you and protected you, as you have preserved and ministered to me.” He addressed the priest. “You were ‘Timothy’ and ‘Iphicrates,’ many more. Always you have been brother and friend to me.”

Last the iron man turned to the Crone. “You I knew,” he said, “when youth sat upon you like a bloom, when your hair was jet and shone in the sun like a raven’s wing.”

Such emotion flared within the dame’s eyes as to compel her to avert her gaze and cover her face with her hands.

“And that mark on your arm?” the Bookman asked, indicating the tattoo

LEGIO X

which could be seen vividly, even under only torchlight.

“It appeared when he did,” Telamon responded, indicating the horse. “Faint at first. Then darker and more pronounced with each day. It was and is, indeed, as you said on that night in the pilgrims’ camp, my military mark when I served with the Tenth Legion Fretensis in Judea . . .”

“So you were there? You were at Jerusalem when—”

“I burned the city. I cast out God’s Chosen People. I put their temple to the torch. I raped their women and crucified their men.”

Woe radiated from the iron man’s expression and posture.

“Was that the crime,” the Bookman asked, “for which you have been condemned?”

“That and a hundred others, before and since.”

Long moments passed when none spoke. On the battlements, all had gone deathly silent.

The iron man turned again toward the girl.

“When I followed my horse here to Andalusia, I dared permit myself the hope that release might be at hand. I had no idea that my dark destiny included, and indeed turned upon, you. When I encountered you on the Alta Loma, I knew you at once. My heart cracked, for I knew that heaven would not have brought us together again if not to compel you to be, somehow, the agent of my release. Then, when I learned that this horse had found you . . . and that you had been drawn so powerfully to him . . . I thought with horror, Can this be destiny’s pitiless design? To produce my release at the cost of translating onto you the weight of my damnation?’”

Again the child’s expression altered. She seemed to shrink with dread.

“Do you remember,” Telamon asked, “the evening when your mother set a supper for us—you and your father, your brothers, and me? You sat across from me at the table, do you recall . . . that night when our horse appeared at the gate but would come no closer?”

The girl’s glance confirmed this.

“I knew in that moment,” Telamon said, “that I could draw you no further into the web of my evil fate. I could not place such a freight upon your tender heart. So I fled. I enlisted in the forces serving under Don Philippe. A malign destiny has brought me back, however. I accept this. I must. But I will not make you part of it.”

The iron man stood. He reached through the bars of his cage. The girl took his hand.

“I release you, child, from me and from the unholy fate I carry. May the visions that have tormented you cease. May their horror be purged forever from your recall. May you never be plagued by them again.”

High on the siege ramp the horse nickered and tossed his mane. Telamon and the others elevated their gazes. They could see, on the adjacent scaffolding, the command post from which Severiano, his senior commanders, and the lieutenant looked down upon them.

The sound of men approaching made the captives turn. Grenadiers of Severiano’s guard emerged from the darkness. They seized the priest and the Bookman and hauled them up the slope toward the Portuguese commander’s post. The Crone they dragged back toward the labor camp.

Bars of Telamon’s cage were pried apart. The grenadiers motioned him forth. The girl rushed to him, clutching at his arm and pulling herself tightly beside him.

The captain of the grenadiers did not lay hands on the pair. He did not bind them or order them seized.

Instead he gestured with one hand, indicating the path that led up the slope toward the scaffolding and the command post of Severiano and his officers.

“If you will, sir,” the captain said. “My commander has a proposition of clemency he wishes to set before you.”
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The Crone, driven by a pair of grenadiers, found herself propelled back amid the crush of the labor camp. The three warriors—G, Toledo, and Avila—made their way swiftly to her and took her under their protection.

Where was the Portuguese commander? From their position within the enclosure of the work camp, the dame and the warriors could see Telamon and the girl being spirited up the slope by the grenadier captain and a half dozen of his men. Severiano himself had withdrawn from his post upon the scaffolding. He had taken station on a platform atop the circumvallation wall. Guardsmen of the foe drove the priest and the Bookman toward this post as well.

The Crone began a shouted harangue, though neither she nor the wounded warriors could yet see Severiano. “Show us your forearm, tribune of Rome! Let all see the X that damns you alongside the man you hate!”

An order was barked from the peak of the circumvallation wall. At once, the two grenadiers seized the dame.

“I see you, scion of Rome! No holding of your heart stands secret from me!”

The soldiers muzzled the old woman. They and others guarding the camp beat back G, Toledo, and Avila when they converged to defend her.

From his post at Severiano’s side, the lieutenant watched as Telamon marched up the slope and past the scaffolding that flanked the siege ramp. He saw the captain of grenadiers oversee the manacling of the iron man’s hands. The captive, with the girl close beside him, was led up steps to the station upon which the Portuguese commander waited.

“There!” A grenadier sergeant shoved him to a spot directly before Severiano. The girl was deposited at the iron man’s side. Her wrists were left unbound.

From the shadows within the work camp, scraps of the Crone’s rant could still be heard. “Shut that harridan up,” the lieutenant instructed a subaltern of the guard. This officer scurried immediately to obey.

The site upon which Severiano and his captives convened was a platform of raw timber overlooking the entire spectacle of the siege. Severiano sat at one extremity on a canvas campaign chair. The lieutenant’s post was directly upon his commander’s right. Both were bareheaded but in breastplate and greaves. Each was armed with a rapier and two daggers—a cavalry rondel and a cross-hilt.

The Portuguese commander rose. He took a step toward his prisoner.

“Telamon of Arcadia!” he began, in a voice that carried not only to the defenders on the battlements of the citadel, but also to Severiano’s own warriors, marshaling below him beneath the wall of circumvallation.

“I call upon you as a brother-in-arms . . . and I give you my word as a man of honor. That which I promise you this night, I shall hold myself true to—not only to the defenders of San Eladio and their families but also to the men and auxiliaries of my own expeditionary force. Will you listen to my proposition and respond as an officer and a gentleman of honor?”

Telamon’s eyes met those of his captor. Neither the prisoner’s glance nor that of the Portuguese commander betrayed any acknowledgment of the role each had played in the lifetimes of the other.

“I will,” answered the iron man.

Severiano nodded. His voice lowered now to a level that could be heard only by himself and Telamon and those officers and captives standing immediately beside them.

“I gave grave consideration to crucifying you,” Severiano said, “or perhaps burning you alive at the summit of the siege ramp.” He pronounced this lightly, in a tone of familiarity, almost of friendship. “I imagined the spectacle might moderate the enthusiasm of your friends on the battlements, perhaps incentivize them to rethink their position on the subject of surrender.”

Telamon’s expression revealed nothing. Beside him, the girl Mariah clutched his arm yet more tightly.

“I decided against both, however. I had, in fact, a better idea. I want you,” he said, “to make a speech. I want you to address the gallant defenders of the city.”

The priest and the Bookman continued under restraint by soldiers of the guard at the hinter margins of the platform. Both craned now to glimpse the iron man’s reaction.

Again Telamon made his face a mask.

“You’re their hero! Songs of you are being sung!” Severiano continued in the same easy tone. “Champion of the citadel! If you advise the defenders on a subject, they will trust you. They will heed your counsel.”

Telamon’s voice rasped with fatigue as he answered. “You overestimate my influence, Excellency.”

“Do I? I think not. I want you to repeat my offer of four days ago. But you will deliver it this night bound by an oath you will swear to the defenders. Tell the commanders of the fortress that if they hand over their remaining stores of powder, I will lift the siege.”

The girl Mariah had held herself stationary thus far, maintaining her gaze straight ahead and her expression unreadable. Now, for the first time, she turned toward Telamon. He saw this but made no move to return her glance. He addressed Severiano.

“Indeed the defenders might believe me. But why would I believe you?”

The commander’s genial mien altered. He turned from Telamon toward the girl. His voice assumed a harsher, more menacing tone.

“What do you think, girl, will happen an hour from now when I and my men storm the citadel? Do you know what the word ‘massacre’ means?”

He used the term noia, Catalan for “girl,” and carnisseria—“bloodbath”—for massacre.

Severiano took another step closer to the child and to Telamon. With a gesture of his gloved right hand, he indicated the foot troops and escaladores assembling in their ranks beneath the circumvallation wall.

“And who,” he continued to the girl, “do you imagine would be responsible for such carnage?”

“You,” said the child at once.

Severiano smiled. “You have not changed, noia! Except, perhaps, to have grown even spicier.” He indicated Telamon. “No, not I,” he said. “He.”

Again from the labor lines came the ravings of the Crone. Her words could not be distinguished at this distance, but her tone of accusation and condemnation remained unmistakable.

Severiano turned to the lieutenant. “I thought we had shut that hag up.” The officer sent another set of enforcers to quell the disruption.

The commander turned back toward Telamon. “You asked why you should trust me. What assurances might I offer that my word holds true?”

Severiano stepped directly before Telamon. He tugged back the sleeve on his right arm. Vivid upon the flesh of his forearm was the tattoo:

LEGIO X

He glanced to the lieutenant. The young officer came forward, as well tugging back his sleeve. Upon his forearm stood the same military mark.

“These appeared three days ago,” Severiano said. “Faint at first, then growing darker every hour.”

Telamon peered into his captor’s eyes. Was this a ruse? Had his enemy contrived these inked marks as a scheme to deceive?

The lieutenant spoke out with passion. “His Excellency speaks true! We have both had visions. We have both seen. We both remember.”

Officers around the platform reacted with puzzlement.

Severiano addressed the iron man directly. “Do you imagine you are the only warrior cursed by heaven? Are you the solitary soul marked by Fate for penance? We are brothers, you and I. I too must pass beneath the yoke of Justice.”

Again Telamon probed his captor’s eyes.

“And because of this,” he said, “I am to trust you?”

Severiano’s brow darkened. He took a half pace backward, turning so that his officers could hear him clearly, though his speech was addressed to Telamon.

“Shall I tell you what I think of this humbug? What indeed do I care for crimes against heaven, or penitence demanded, or the compulsion of Fate? Nothing! That shame that tortures you? I piss upon it. It is less than nothing to me. Do I care whether you accept my word? You will do as I say, whether you wish to or not!”

The commander struggled to restrain his emotion.

“You have been a warrior, Telamon, across a hundred lifetimes—a brave one, even a great one—yet you refuse still to grant the primal truth of armed conflict. You wish to be free of war! But, my brother, you can never be free. War is not the exception. War is the natural state of man. It has neither altered nor abated since the first savage picked up a stone to bash in the brains of his brother.

“Yes, I have known you. Across centuries, we have labored together in the harness of war. Indeed I have loved you! I have apprenticed myself to you in one incarnation, as you have studied under me in another. All that counts for nothing in the exigency of this moment.

“Or perhaps,” he resumed without pausing even for breath, “you will say your life has intersected with mine in this hour because it is your ‘destiny.’ What of my destiny? Will you curse or abhor me for what I will do to this citadel?”

Severiano faced away from Telamon. He crossed toward his officers, speaking as much to them as to his prisoner.

“There can be in war neither mercy nor justice. Only one end exists. Victory! I will sacrifice all substance of mine and my men . . . pay any price in the coin of their suffering or my own. I will rout and devastate every holding of the foe—his lands, his arms, his sons, and his daughters—everything, to produce victory.”

Severiano delivered this declamation with such passion that it seemed he must pause and reanimate himself, so breathless had this speech left him. Yet with but a single inhalation, he re-inspirited himself and resumed. His words burst now not toward his captive, though clearly it was he whom the prince addressed, but to his own officers and the pikemen and escaladores attending from the marshaling grounds below.

“You cannot run from war, brother. Life is war. We are caught, all of us—the lion and the eagle as well . . . and yes, your cavalry mount who has voyaged across centuries to deliver you to this site—in this round of kill-or-be-killed.”

With a gesture to his aides, Severiano commanded that the girl be seized and held at swordpoint. Telamon reacted with fury, manacled as he was, and received a blow to the kidneys from a pikeman’s staff that nearly dropped him faint. With a second sweep of his arm, Severiano commanded the priest and the Bookman to be hauled up as well, and swords set at their throats.

“There stands the citadel. Here am I.” Severiano faced toward the battlements, then turned about to Telamon. “You will bring down its walls for me or I will sacrifice this child and all you love before your eyes. You are bound by Fate as I am. Heaven will not let you escape, and neither will I.”

Severiano finished. He seemed neither wearied nor spent. On the contrary, the fever of his blood appeared to carry him beyond himself, to a state of transport, even exaltation.

Telamon regarded his captor as one would a man he had known in every quarter and dimension.

“You win,” the iron man said. “I’ll make your speech.”
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“I’ll plead your case with the citadel’s defenders. But on one condition.”

A gesture from Severiano constrained the guardian pikemen, who seemed upon the instant of beating Telamon for the temerity of this speech.

“I want my horse,” the iron man declared. “Release him from his draft harness. Have your grooms tend to his wounds or let me care for him. I will make your speech at the summit mounted on his back.”

Severiano’s glance met that of his nephew, the lieutenant. Each sought the trick or ruse in Telamon’s proposition.

“Yea or nay?” demanded the captive. “For I will enact this under no other conditions.”

“You may have your horse,” Severiano answered. “And I will ride my own at your shoulder.” He indicated the girl Mariah. “The child will sit my saddle, directly in front of me. My blade will be at her throat until you have fulfilled your oath.”

Two pikemen led the girl across the platform to Severiano. They set her within their commander’s custody.

The congress dispersed. Only minutes remained before dawn. On the flat behind the circumvallation wall, one could see the massed assault troops being marshaled into their ranks. Already the first three hundred had begun mounting the lower quarter of the ramp. All who owned armor donned this now. Of weapons, the choice had been left to each individual. Most carried a spear or throwing lance, reinforced by a saber or shortsword. Among the assault troops, only the first ranks packed shields, and these were of the target style—small and light—meant to be borne in the initial rush, then cast aside for the hand-to-hand clash.

Archers and javelineers assembled now behind these forward ranks; their chore at the summit would be to launch their missiles above the heads of the shock troops, to clear the battlements of defenders.

No pikemen or Landsknecht troops would participate in the ramp assault. Their strength lay in massed, heavy presence on the open field, not in the active charge and melee. Instead, they formed up on the immediate flanks of the siege ramp, to contain any parties of defenders who might sally forth in a counterattack.

Behind the assault troops one could see the escaladores forming into ranks. Each squad of nine served a thirty-foot ladder. At their feet now, ready to be set in place when the order was given, sat each man’s assault helmet with its visor and shoulder screen—some of felt and animal hides, others of plaited wicker.

Behind the ladder men, in broader formation and deeper, stood the arquebusiers. Upright against the knees of each stood a waist-high shield of oak faced with bronze. When the escaladores advanced, these hook-gunners would flood forward into the space vacated. In position, their shields would bear the weight of the heavy hand-cannons and steady their aim when the trumpets sounded. The men had not yet lit their fuses, though they held them ready—strings of wick-cloth thick as a man’s finger and as long as the reach between his hand and his ear. Firepots sat at the extremities and center of each rank. The gun fuses would be lit from them.

To the rear of all awaited the cannoneers. Want of powder and ammunition had left this arm of Severiano’s forces straitened and depleted. They had no explosive projectiles, but only balls of solid shot.

As Telamon was led away toward the ramp and the girl was escorted behind Severiano to the enclosure where his charger, the Right Hand of God, awaited in armor, the priest and the Bookman found themselves in the wardship of two Landsknecht pikemen, neither of whom seemed to know what to do with them. The lieutenant chanced in that instant to stride past this cluster of four.

“Sir! Lieutenant!” the Bookman cried with brazen urgency. “I must speak with you!” He broke from the pikemen’s custody. The taller of the two snatched him back at once.

Twenty paces forward, the girl heard the Bookman’s cry. She turned back. She could see the lieutenant with obvious impatience draw up and face back toward the Bookman.

What could the motley fellow want? The girl could see the Bookman address the young officer. The lieutenant rebuffed the motley fellow’s pleas at once and with finality.

The priest had now joined his comrade. Both were still constrained by the Landsknecht men. The lieutenant gestured to these in irritation. Let these fools go! he seemed to be saying. Get back to your own formation!

The pikemen departed.

The Bookman’s entreaties to the lieutenant redoubled. The girl could see him gesturing ahead toward Severiano, then farther forward toward the iron man. The lieutenant appeared reluctantly to discern merit in the Bookman’s appeal. With a stern expression and a gesture of fatal admonition—“If this is a ruse, you will pay dearly!”—he stepped away from his brother officers and permitted the Bookman to lead him apart.

Trumpets began to blare. The child had learned these calls. She turned toward the sound.

Form into ranks! brayed the bugles. Prepare to attack!
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The girl was swept forward amid Severiano’s aides and lifeguard. She descended the steps from the platform to a teeming marshaling ground beneath the wall of circumvallation. She could see Telamon, ahead and above, being led by guardsmen to the base of the siege ramp. She strained to find the horse, higher up on the incline, but could not find him among the great mass of assault troops and their auxiliaries.

The girl craned over her shoulder. She could see the Bookman leading the lieutenant and the priest toward a spot at the lower extremity of the ramp.

Where could he be going?

What was he trying to do?

The girl had entered the enclosure, now, that held Severiano’s and his senior commanders’ horses. The mounts were held, each by its own groom. The child’s eye was overwhelmed by the height and mass of the animals. Their hooves seemed the size of skillets; their knees rose to the girl’s shoulders. All were in armor, with testeras—face guards—and pomos del arzons—iron foreplates descending beneath their pommels.

The lead groom took charge of the girl now. She was lifted bodily and set into the saddle of Severiano’s La Mano. The commander himself had not yet entered the fold.

The child had never stood this close to a charger in armor, let alone found herself atop such a creature. In this manner, she knew, boys of renowned houses were given their first taste of battle—riding in the same seat with an elder brother or uncle or father.

The child strained again over her shoulder, seeking the Bookman.

Her eye found him.

The Bookman had drawn up at a specific location at the base of the ramp. The girl recognized the site. It was where she and he, during construction, had dumped sledge-loads of stone and debris. The Bookman now picked up a cast-off entrenching tool and began spading urgently into the earth. The lieutenant looked on with mounting impatience. Both could clearly hear the trumpets. Other officers were calling to the lieutenant to assume his position for the assault.

The Bookman dug even more feverishly.

He found something!

A book!

Trumpets blared again. The Bookman peered toward the marshaling area. He could see the girl, perched high above the heads of grooms and foot troops, atop Severiano’s horse.

The Bookman turned back to the volume in his hand. He used his thumbnail to cut through the wax that protected its cover and pages. He pulled the book clear—a work no bigger than the palm of one’s hand—and displayed it to the lieutenant.

The work in his hand, he said, contained several passages describing the siege of Jerusalem in the first century AD and its aftermath. The book had been written by the Roman historian Tacitus, who, though not an eyewitness to these events, had been a contemporary who had himself served in the Holy Land as a legion commander. The Bookman paged furiously through the text, seeking a specific passage.

“You had a dream,” he declared to the lieutenant. “A month ago . . . a dream you reported to Severiano. In the dream you saw your uncle, a senior officer, personally execute a man beneath his command—a warrior who in the dream you were convinced was the ‘iron man.’ The dream took place in another century, in an ancient army.”

“How do you know this? How can you possibly—”

“The old woman told me.”

“How could she know?”

“I don’t know,” said the Bookman. “She can see into everything.”

The Bookman found the passage he was seeking. Trumpets again called. The lieutenant stood at the point of bolting. The Bookman beseeched the young officer to remain only a few moments longer. He must hear the passage in the book—for his own salvation.


Following the breakdown of command and soldierly bearing by the Tenth Legion Fretensis upon the summit of Masada, an Instrument of Reparation was issued by the Governor’s office at Caesarea. This order decreed that the legion suffer the punishment of decimation.



The Bookman began to explain this Roman military sentence. The lieutenant cut him short, declaring that he well understood the measure of decimation—that every tenth man in a disgraced formation be put to death in a demonstration witnessed by the entire unit, as a means of restoring discipline and order.


The legion commander, Marcus Severus Pertinax, appealed this edict, however, fearing it would produce adverse, even mutinous consequences. He proposed an alternative. This was accepted by high command.

On the fourteenth of January, in the consulship of Vespasian and Titus, the Tenth Legion Fretensis was assembled upon the parade grounds at the Antonia Fortress in Jerusalem. One man was sentenced to stand in for the insubordination and riot of the entire legion. The man was a centurion, Telamon of Arcadia, who had enlisted twenty-seven years earlier at Campus Mundensis in Hispania Citerior.

The accused’s bill of indictment charged him with “willfully disobeying a direct order of his legion commander, ‘for the sake of a clementina.’” The meaning of this final phrase remains unclear, though it may perhaps refer to the local “fruit girls” who served the troops with refreshment during the construction of the siege ramp.



The lieutenant assimilated this with mounting impatience. His glance darted from the page to the troops in the ranks and the trumpeters making ready to sound the charge.


The execution was enacted by the flung pilum, hurled by the legion commander himself into the breast of the condemned. The response of the legion itself, so attested by numerous eyewitnesses, was one of profound distress and grief, as the executed centurion had been not only an exemplary legionary and decorated veteran, but also a personal favorite of the legion commander. Clearly, this reaction was intended by Severus for that very reason—to sober the legion and shock it back into order and discipline.



The Bookman finished. The lieutenant glared at him in fury. “I would kill you where you stand,” he said, “for laying before me in such an instant this outrageous rubbish. Do you take me for a fool?”

The Bookman did not flinch. “You dreamt this,” he repeated, “because it was true. You were there, and you know it. You stood then in the same relationship of rank and office to your uncle as you do now.”

The lieutenant’s hand moved to his saber’s hilt. “What do you want from me? What am I supposed to do with this hogwash?”

“Take action with your uncle! Make him cease this assault! Spare the city! Save your army and yourself from the same curse that afflicts your commander and the man who has lived lifetime after lifetime bound to him by an evil fate.”

The lieutenant recoiled from this.

“Get clear of me, you madman!”

He shoved the Bookman violently, then turned and strode toward his assault station. For the final time, the trumpets blared. Assault troops began their advance. The girl looked on as the lieutenant stepped out to join them, then drew up abruptly and turned back.

With quick strides he returned to the Bookman. “Here!” he said, holding out an object the girl could not see. “Take this with you to hell!”

Into the Bookman’s hand he thrust the sickle.





Chapter 40 
[image: ] At the Fascine

The flesh of the horse shivered beneath the iron man. Telamon felt the beast’s power return and enlarge.

“Clear a path!” a Portuguese subaltern bawled. The massed troops parted amid a tangle of clashing lance shafts, jostling shields, and fouling armor. Curses flew. The horse advanced. With each step, his identification with his rider intensified. A moment comes, which all horsemen know, when the living force beneath you gives itself to you. In this moment the rider as well surrenders.

Such a fusion happened now between Telamon and his mount. The man did not need even to think to communicate his will to the beast. In truth, he had no will. The iron man had given himself over to the moment, and his horse with him. That which heaven willed, he would perform—and he would die if the moment required it.

Within the ranks, the last of the assault troops’ necessaries were being attended to. Piss sluiced down thighs and ankles. Men bent to the dirt, scraping up grit and sand to abrade the shafts of their weapons for a stronger grip. Spare arrows and ironhead lances came up in bunches, borne in buckets by youths and squires of the army. The girl Mariah’s brothers were among these crews.

Telamon and his horse had mounted to the summit of the siege ramp now. Severiano, aboard La Mano, trailed by half a length. The girl sat immediately before him in the saddle, her legs wedged so tightly behind the foreplate that she could barely move. The lieutenant rode immediately to his uncle’s rear.

Every other combatant on the ramp worked afoot.

Twenty meters below, the priest and the Bookman wormed their way between the ranks. The Bookman clutched the sickle. He strained forward, seeking a glimpse of the girl. The crush of men and shields presented such an impenetrable mass that he could see neither through nor around it.

Padre Miguel, trailing the Bookman by a dozen or more paces, heaved forward as well, frantic to catch up.

A voice croaked his name.

At once the priest found himself before the Crone.

“Where is the child?” the dame demanded. “Does she have her weapon?”

“What?”

“The sickle! Does she have it? Is she ahead of us on the ramp?”

The priest managed to stammer something about the Bookman having the weapon and the girl being aboard Severiano’s horse.

“Get up there!” the Crone commanded, propelling him with shove toward the summit. “Help the Bookman! Clear a path for yourself!”

Telamon had reached the summit platform now. The design of the ramp was such that the final seventy paces had been laid out level. Before the densely packed assault troops lay the mass of the fascine, sixty feet wide and thirty across.

The iron man and his horse advanced to it.

Immediately before the fascine, between it and the battlements of the citadel, was a drop-off of twenty feet to the forward base of the siege ramp. This work rose from the foot of the citadel wall—and flush against it—stopping those twenty feet short of the summit.

When the trumpets sounded the attack, Telamon knew, the foremost ranks of assault troops would press forward to the fascine. In ranks eight deep, each soldier pressing on the back of the man before him, the mass of men would push and heave. They would roll the fascine into the gap, into which it would plummet and where its mass would wedge itself between the fore-facing of the ramp and the citadel wall. The device would become the span over which the troops would attack.

Beyond the fascine could be seen clearly the merlons and crenellations of the defenders’ ramparts. These sat at eye level to the attackers. Upon these battlements, the warriors of the citadel had built a new wall, of timber sheathed in animal hides. This barrier rose to the height of a man.

The wall was perforated along its length with loopholes and embrasures. The warheads of crossbow bolts and arrows peeked everywhere. Atop the wall, crests of iron helmets could be seen, extending for the rampart’s entire length.

“Send him!” commanded Severiano.

The captain of the assault, standing before and to the left of Telamon and the horse, signed to the iron man.

Telamon and his mount advanced into the clear.

An interval opened now between Telamon and Severiano. The iron man glanced back, one time, to the girl. The child squirmed in her imprisonment. Severiano held her with the forearm and elbow of the arm with which he held the reins.

Telamon had raised his own hand—a gesture to the defenders for attention. The troops and officers of the Portuguese followed every move. They could see the helmets of the defenders ascend warily, half a hand’s-breadth, revealing only the men’s eyes.

“Brothers!” Telamon called. “Will you hear me?”

A platform of timbers, the height of a man’s waist, had been improvised at the station to which Telamon had advanced. Two steps led up. The horse took these.

The iron man and his steed now stood fully in the clear, at the brink of the fascine, exposed to the ranks of both attackers and defenders.

“I am Telamon of Arcadia—a dead man summoned across centuries to fuse my destiny with yours . . .”

As the iron man spoke these words, the party of youths and squires who bore the spare lances and arrows broke through the forwardmost ranks behind him. Turning back, he saw the girl Mariah’s brothers deliver their cargo, setting each bucket in its place before the front rank of the assault troops.

Telamon turned again to the fore. He could see the helmets of the defenders elevate a farther half-hand’s-breadth behind their barricade. Faces could be made out now within the cheekpieces and nose guards.

“I have come,” Telamon called across the void, “to deliver your besieger’s ultimatum.”

The first jeers ascended, directed at Severiano.

Telamon gestured back toward the Portuguese commander. “He believes you will heed me.”

Louder cries and catcalls.

“He believes I am your champion. He believes you will follow where I lead . . .”

The iron man’s voice rang with contempt and derision—for Severiano and for himself.

The Portuguese commander’s countenance had gone dark. Already about him his officers braced, anticipating some altered order of assault.

“He has spared my life for this moment, brothers, so that I may work his mischief against you . . .”

The girl, wedged before Severiano’s armored bulk, felt a tug upon her right ankle. She glanced down.

The Bookman stood beneath her.

From the battlements rang now a chorus of oaths and imprecations. As one, the defenders rose to chest-height, exposing themselves along the crest of the wall. They thrust their fists and weapons in the direction of Severiano, hurling curses of defiance.

The soles of Severiano’s boots pressed hard into his stirrups. He rose in his saddle, reaching with his right hand across his body for his saber, which rode in its saddle sheath upon his left hip.

The girl seized the moment to kick and plunge, headfirst, free.

Severiano elevated his blade, gesturing toward Telamon.

“Kill him!” he cried.
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The girl flung herself free of Severiano. The Bookman caught her and hauled her clear.

She heard the assault captain cry, “Archers, ready!”

Immediately to her rear, the Danish mercenaries nocked their arrows and elevated their bows.

The Bookman thrust the sickle into the girl’s right hand. The weapon was open—blade exposed. The Bookman steered the girl between two assault troopers, who were faced toward the front and did not see her. He propelled her forward.

The ranks were too densely compressed; the child could find no way through. In fact the men, seeking to clear their own lanes of advance, began to shove her rearward. “Help!” the child cried, though she had no idea to whom she might appeal for aid.

At once before her appeared her brothers. They had delivered their freight of spare weapons and been released to scamper to the rear. The girl could see the younger brother mouthing words to her but could hear nothing above the din.

The elder repeated this, shouting directly into his sister’s ear. His words were drowned like his brother’s.

The boys glanced to one another. Tugging their sister in their train, they drove their shoulder and hips with all their strength into a crack in the ranks before them.

The boys hauled their sister through and into the clear.

“Archers, loose!” cried the assault captain.

A salvo sprang from the bowmen’s ranks and sailed at the iron man and his horse.

The girl felt her breath stop. Time seemed to compress. All motion slowed. The child’s vision, tracking the volley as it flew, could distinguish the individual warheads of the Danish arrows—triple-barbed steel, honed like a razor. She could see the feathered vanes and the flex of the shafts. The assault troops, rushing in a mass toward the fascine, had slung their lances as well. The child heard the thromp of the soldiers’ boots as they planted, and the massed expulsion of breath as they threw. She felt the great whooshing malice of the volley in its flight.

A horse in motion does not leap like a man, who sets one foot and springs off this launching point, hiking his off-leg knee-first to gain elevation. A four-footed beast plants both rear hooves side by side and propels itself skyward off this double base. The girl saw the animal take three abbreviated strides across the platform; she saw his hindquarters swell and flex into a single muscular mass. Telamon clasped the horse’s barrel with his thighs and knees. The animal launched himself and his rider into the void.

The girl saw the horse’s forehooves tuck and elevate. She saw its neck extend, its ears widen and stretch forward, its spine flex. In the air, the rear legs tucked as well, as the beast’s full weight vaulted into flight.

All this the child witnessed, but with a power and beauty beyond the mortal. The arrow shafts and spears in flight, moving at such speed as to outstrip the eye’s capacity to track them, seemed to fall behind the steed in his ascent.

An observer of a horse in mid-leap senses instinctively when the animal will reach the apogee of its flight and begin its descent.

This moment came.

But the horse did not descend.

Instead the creature’s arc across the void seemed, if anything, to ascend. On the battlements, the new wall that the defenders had erected appeared an obstacle impossible to surmount.

The horse soared over as if on wings.

At once a great ovation arose from beyond the battlements. Defenders on the wall stood into view, arms thrust high in celebration.

The Portuguese assault captain bellowed: “Archers and javelineers, take flame!”

In their ranks before the Danish bowmen and their allied javelineers, the forward assault troops knelt to one knee. The archers and javelin hurlers would launch their missiles over their heads. From flame cressets set along their ranks, the archers ignited.

Severiano, aboard La Mano, had advanced to a post to the right of the Danes. The assault commanders turned toward him.

He nodded.

“Fire!”

As when a mighty wave swells and gathers, mounting into one towering front from which it crashes upon the shore, so now did this mass of incendiary arrows and javelins sail and fall in a single, terrifying salvo. The sound, as these struck the surface of the defenders’ wall, was like a giant’s maul pounding a single nail. At once the wall sprouted quills like a hedgehog’s back.

“Fire!”

The missile troops launched again. The girl had wriggled now to the very front of the formation. From her vantage upon the assault troops’ right, she could see the javelin men sling their missiles over the fore-rankers’ heads. A javelin is not hurled by the hand alone. Rather, its thrower launches it by a leather or oxhide thong, which he wraps about the rear quarter of the shaft diagonally. This sling unfurling on an angle imparts spin to the missile. A javelin hurled this way will hold its line, even in the wind. When it strikes its target, it does not deflect or rebound but drives powerfully into whatever surface, of timber or flesh, it strikes.

The defenders’ wall, despite its facing of hides, took now to flame.

“Assault troops, advance!”

With a great cry, the warriors of Portugal surged forward. Volleys of crossbow bolts and flame arrows poured upon their foremost ranks from the loopholes in the defenders’ wall. Great stones and weighted bundles of flaming pitch descended from the crest.

The front ranks of the assault troops flung themselves into and against the mass of the fascine. The secondary ranks followed. The mass compressed upon itself. Those in front lifted and heaved against the weight of the fascine. The ranks to their rear planted the facings of their shields into the backs of the men before them and pushed with all their strength.

The fascine rolled, pace by pace, toward the twenty-foot drop between the siege ramp’s summit and the battlements of the citadel.

Volley upon volley of incendiary missiles slammed into the fascine from the defenders’ wall. Sheathed in animal hides, the device at first repelled this barrage. Its skin smoked and smoldered but did not ignite.

The fascine had reached its peak now. One final push and over it went, plunging with a great screaming crash to wedge itself within the gap between the fortress wall and the facing of the siege ramp.

Over this span the assault troops surged.

Telamon had still not reappeared from the far side of the defenders’ wall. Had the horse landed safely? What had become of beast and man?

At this instant, the girl saw.

The iron man, unarmored and bearing only an oaken quarterstaff, rose to his full height atop the citadel rampart. He raised his right arm, staff in hand, as if to rally the defenders behind him.

At that instant, the new wall, heaved and shoved by the massed ranks of defenders behind it, trembled, groaned, and plunged toward the attacking troops. Behind this wall appeared an elevated incline, thrice the height of a man and as wide across as the attackers’ fascine and ramp.

At the peak of this incline could be seen a front of barrels, with multiple rows behind, held from rolling by heavy wooden chocks.

Blue-gray smoke from fuses swirled above and about the barrels.

“Powder!” a voice among the assault troops cried. The attackers held in mid-cry, every eye turning toward the smoking death above them.

“Light the fuses!” a citadel captain cried. “Chocks out!”

To their magnificent credit, the men of the assault formation did not bolt or buckle. Sergeants and corporals in the front ranks deployed their men in moments into positions to deflect the rolling murder that thundered upon them. Brave men strode to the fore, forming the apex of a wedge. Others rallied to turn their own flesh into the wedge’s flanks.

Down plunged the black-powder bombs, bounding and tumbling in a terrible, shrieking tumult. The front was seven barrels across. Two in the center struck uneven planks of the drop-ramp; they wobbled and bounded laterally, fouling the casks on either side. Yet still the mass came on, clattering and banging beneath a screen of gray-blue smoke.

Severiano and the lieutenant did not flinch. They held their horses with solid seats and steady hands.

The troops in the wedge bet their lives that their shoulder-to-shoulder and rank-upon-rank front could deflect the thundering barrels and make them plummet off the flanks of the ramp before their fuses burned down.

It worked.

To the anguish of the citadel’s defenders, the first row of bombs hurtled into the mass of the foe but did not explode. Fore-rankers of the Portuguese were bowled off their feet as the heavy barrels bounded and careened into them. The wedge of men caved inward on both sides.

But they held.

The girl had reached the extremity of the right side of the fascine now. She had to dive sidelong as first one smoking barrel, then another, thundered past her and plunged off the edge of the ramp to explode sixty feet below.

The priest had caught up with the Bookman now. The pair could see the cask and barrel bombs tumbling toward them, fouled as they were amid the assault troops.

What did the defenders on the battlements see? What did the labor gangs, watching from the fortress walls below?

Across the entire western face of the citadel, escaladores had swelled forward into the attack. A third had stumbled or fallen, struggling with their thirty-foot ladders. Others had become entangled with their mates of the adjacent file. Only half had reached the walls and succeeded in laying their ladders. These had just commenced their climb when the first smoking bombs plummeted from the flanks of the siege ramp.

Only one barrel in four fully exploded. These were the most merciful upon the defenseless ladder men, in that they blew them to pieces in an instant. The barrels that failed to detonate were far crueler. These, bursting upon impact, sent their powder spewing in all directions. When this ignited, it created a cloud of searing fire that incinerated everything it touched. Worse for the men on the ladders and their mates struggling to overhaul them, this atomized brimstone stuck. It adhered to flesh and fabric. Men lit up like kindling. They tumbled as tapers of fire.

As far rearward as the formations of pikemen advancing on the ground, ranks buckled and cohesion broke.

Now came the second salvo of rolling bombs.

Officers of the defenders had leapt forward in the interval since the first wave; they cut the fuses themselves now. Shorter. Deeper into the touchholes. Whatever caution they had exercised earlier to protect themselves and their men from premature detonations fled now before the exigency of breaking the ranks of the foe.

Telamon stood above this, alone, on the loftiest promontory of the battlements.

Severiano’s eyes held upon him. The lieutenant, beside his commander, noted this. What bond, what destiny, coursed between the two men? The lieutenant glanced down to the
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military mark on his own arm. Could it possibly have appeared as part of some engine of Justice? He thought, We are men of reason! There can be no “truth” to such fable and humbug, can there?

From the side of his eye, the lieutenant saw his commander’s spur tap the flank of La Mano. Man and horse drove forward. The lieutenant followed in his master’s train. With a cry to his fore-rank officers, Severiano pushed into the mass of assault troops. His saber pointed to the bombs plunging from above.

“Lock shields, brothers! Plant your heels and face toward the foe! Brace, men, with all your strength!”

From the apex of the battlements, Telamon’s gaze fixed upon Severiano.

This, he thought, watching his enemy, is true command. Not the orders alone, or even the sense and substance behind them, but the guts of the commander to station his own flesh at the most perilous precinct of the ranks of his comrades confronting death.

Down upon the assault troops now plunged the next cascade of smoking murder.

The girl saw it all. The priest did as well, and the Bookman. All covered their faces and turned their backs to the death that plummeted toward them.

The barrels struck. The bounding, smoking bombs careered wildly into the locked shields of the Portuguese fore-rankers. Again the leading few failed to explode. The impact of the first half dozen toppled the men in the front ranks. The barrels bucked airborne atop the splintered shields of the fore-rankers. They crashed with their full weight among the second and third ranks.

Again, these held. Again, they did not buckle. The bombs slewed and turned aside, plunging over the flanks of the ramp.

Only two barrels maintained their course, and these, Severiano could see from his vantage on horseback, held together only because they had locked up with each other in their plunge. He saw the smoking fuses. He saw the fire-glow vanish into the touchholes.

The leftmost barrel went up first. Its mate followed in a fraction of an instant. The blasts made a broth of the first two ranks, turning flesh and tissue to liquid, severing heads and sending limbs into the air like leaves in a gale. Three ranks rearward, the impact snapped the neck of La Mano. The champion plummeted like a sack of grain dropped from a wagon. Severiano was blown out of his boots, which remained, right and left, fixed within the iron of his charger’s stirrups. The commander’s morion helmet was wrenched from his neck to vanish utterly within the blast; his breastplate was crushed and crumpled atop his jerkin.

This saved Severiano. He landed twenty feet back of the site upon which he had stood, his left sleeve smoking and his arm crushed from the elbow down. Two men of the Danish archers helped him at once to his feet, calling for their unit surgeon. Severiano flung the pair from him. “Give me something!” he cried.

The men stared blankly.

“For my hand!” the commander bawled. “A weapon!”

The citadel defenders, a hundred paces above the blasts, had pressed their palms to their ears and dropped to cover behind the battlements. Even these felt the breath sucked from their lungs. Telamon himself was blown backward by a storm of shards and splinters. He clawed his way again to the crest of the parapet, lacerated from his knees to his scalp.

Below with Severiano, the lieutenant alone found the wit to respond. He and his horse had been spared by his commander and La Mano, whose flesh had endured the brunt of the blast. Dismounting now, the young officer snatched at a bucket of reserve weapons. He thrust an iron-headed lance into his uncle’s right hand.

“Brace up!” Severiano bellowed to the surviving ranks of the assault formation. “Attack! I am with you!”

Now the third wave of barrels was rolled into position to drop. Officers and sergeants buried smoking fuses in the touchholes, determined to break the Portuguese once and for all. But Severiano’s archers, rallied by the prodigy of his courage, and the javelineers responding to the valor of both, loosed such a volume of fire upon the barrel-men that nearly all were either felled where they stood or driven to cover by the fury of the onslaught.

“Now, men!” Severiano cried. He crabbed forward, hobbling on one good leg. His left sleeve still smoldered, his crushed arm useless inside it. Beside and behind him, the men of the assault troops followed.

“Loose the barrels!” Telamon cried to those unwounded on the battlements. He himself leapt from his perch and seized a maul to break out the chocks. The defenders, following him, re-found their courage. By twos and threes, they emerged from cover. The Portuguese volleys relented. Their own men were now in the way.

The massed troops swelled and crashed together.

At once, toward the iron man sprinted a solitary figure.

The girl.

Telamon saw her.

So did Severiano.

She held the sickle in her right hand.

“Stop that girl!” Severiano cried.

The blade flashed, open.

The priest and the Bookman, closing now too, spotted this as well.

The archers’ and javelineers’ original post had been immediately to the rear of the frontline troops. Now as one mass they surged forward. Bowmen loosed their shafts point-blank over the shoulders of their comrades. Javelin men hurled their missiles from so close to the defenders that the shafts flew with no arc at all but flat level.

The defenders reeled and fell back.

Telamon braced in the epicenter of the melee. His weapon was the maul he had caught up to free the chocks that held the powder barrels.

“Kill him!” Severiano cried again. He himself hurled an ironhead spear, one from the bucket of reserve weapons that Telamon had honed himself. The missile broke apart in midair, at the point where the shaft joined the warhead.

Severiano’s oaths of fury could be heard even above the battle’s din.

He dropped back to the bucket, snatching up a second throwing spear.

The girl continued her dash across the battlement. Her slender form stood out like a target against the sky.

Telamon spotted an archer of the Danes draw down upon her. He saw the shaft streak, missing her ear by half a hand’s-breadth.

Beside the Dane, two others nocked arrows and drew.

The iron man broke toward the girl.

He threw his body in front of her.

An arrow shaft buried itself in the meat of his right thigh. A second drove through his left shoulder, ripping out and beyond. Telamon stumbled but did not go down.

He rose to protect the child.

“Finish him!” cried Severiano across the bedlam of men grappling and killing and dying.

A third arrow, flying with such velocity it could barely be seen, pierced Telamon’s breast below the left nipple. The shaft sank so deep, its vanes stopped only two hand’s-breadths clear of his flesh. A fourth arrow tore laterally across his right eye and socket. Another buried itself in his belly.

The iron man crashed to his knees. Defenders on the battlement rushed to pull him to cover. The girl flung her arms about Telamon’s shoulders from behind. The defenders reacted in bewilderment, seeing the blade of her sickle arc forward, seeking the iron man’s throat.

Across the melee, Severiano’s glance fixed upon this.

“Slay him!” he bellowed. “Kill them both!”

Telamon heard. Pressing off the stone floor of the battlement with what remained of his strength, he managed to crane his body upright, to face his enemy and to shield the child.

With all his strength, Severiano hurled a final lance.

Before the girl’s hand could reach Telamon’s throat, the Portuguese commander’s warhead and shaft buried themselves in the center of the iron man’s chest. The impact was unlike that produced by an arrow shaft or even a flung javelin. This blow was different. It struck, it seemed, with the force of a bolt from heaven.

Yet Telamon still breathed.

The priest and the Bookman, from their vantage lower on the ramp, could see the iron man, impaled as he was, struggle to turn back toward the girl.

They saw the child’s hand and arm reach around Telamon’s neck to set the sickle blade before his throat.

The Bookman could not watch. He turned away.

The young padre’s eyes held fixed on the girl. He saw her face contort in horror as her hand and arm slashed laterally.

The iron man’s eyes lost all animation. His head collapsed from the neck.

Now came the most preternatural prodigy of all. From the center of the iron man’s breast, rushing upward and out the top of his head, came a vortex of light. It shot skyward with a sound like a human voice and vanished in a fraction of an instant into the firmament.

There are instances at the threshold of death when the passage from this life appears to an onlooker uncertain. A witness, even one standing immediately beside the dying, cannot tell in the instant if the soul has fled or clings yet to the physical body.

This was not such a moment. Not a solitary individual of the hundreds who witnessed this prodigy doubted that something—who could say what?—of monumental import had just occurred.

Severiano, both arms yet aloft in triumph, sensed it. The girl could see it. The lieutenant could see it. The priest and the Bookman, even at the distance from which they must perceive this moment, recognized it with certainty.

A cry arose from half a thousand defenders’ throats. This was not a war cry. It gave voice to neither rage nor grief nor fury for vengeance. It was a wail of awe and wonder.

A portal, the defenders reckoned, had opened between earth and heaven. The gods, their cry proclaimed, have taken our side. No element or entity can stop us now.

The Danish archers gave way first. Soldiers-for-hire own, before all others, an instinct for survival. These will always in the fatal instant trust not in their arms but their legs. Yet they remained professional. Like the defenders, they reckoned that some force beyond the visible had taken a hand. They withdrew with haste but without panic.

The Landsknecht pikemen broke next. It is a phenomenon of the rout that the first to take to flight are often not those at the center of peril but their brothers-in-arms upon the periphery. It is the men in the rear who first sense the catastrophe and seize the chance to break clear of it.

The rout feeds inevitably upon itself. One limb fails and another follows. The collapse becomes irreversible. No individual, however brave, can stand in the face of the foe when his comrades are casting away their weapons and fleeing past him seeking only to survive.

Last to turn was Severiano himself, though his wounds were such as would have carried any other man from the field. His nephew remained at his side. Together, supported by their aides and comrades, they fought their way out of the crush on the siege ramp before the irresistible tide of defenders, flooding now from the battlements to overrun the last of those in the assault.
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The girl did not move. She supported Telamon’s lifeless form from behind. Her right arm, hooked beneath his shoulder, bore his weight on that side; her left, around his hip reaching to his waist, kept him from pitching forward. Both limbs, to the elbow, showed dark with blood. The iron man’s head and neck lolled sidewise against her right shoulder; his legs, splayed outward from the knees, lay across the lower step of the battlement. Had the child relented her grip, the man’s body would have slid, face upmost, across the stone and down onto that surface.

The girl looked neither right nor left. When the priest and the Bookman at last reached her, both drew up in a state the Bookman would later describe as reverence.

“I felt,” he said that evening, recalling the moment to the Crone and the wounded warriors, “as though I should kneel before her. I may in fact have done just that.”

The girl’s expression, the priest reported, was void to the point of absence. He had never, he declared, stood witness to such grief.

It was the dame, in the moment, who eased the girl apart. Taking her by that wrist which had been wrapped about Telamon’s waist, she extricated the child from her posture and assisted her to her feet. Two elders of the city helped Father Miguel and the Bookman carry Telamon’s body down the long flight of steps to the forecourt of the citadel. They set the corpse upon a slab of granite that had served as a brace for a beam that had reinforced the city gates.

The girl’s brothers had found her as well. “Bring me the horse,” the dame commanded. The Crone washed the girl at a trough from which the citizens had during the siege drawn water. She secured clean clothes. The child would not take them. She still had not spoken. The Crone improvised a berth of straw on the ground beside Telamon’s body. The child fell at once into a profound slumber. The old woman stayed by her side all that day and night.

The brothers returned with the horse; they had found it untethered in a side court that led to the lane of the sanctuary of the Three Marias. The horse would let neither youth touch him but followed when they led. The animal would not cross the court to Telamon’s remains, nor permit any to lead him. He took up a position from which he could protect the girl. He would accept neither food nor water.

The preeminent imperative of the citadel’s citizens, as soon as they felt their city safe from the invaders, was care for the labor gangs and pilgrims beyond the walls. Many of these stood at the point of emaciation. The camps in which they had toiled were made over into refuges and shelters; the slop kitchens of the foe sprang to renewed life under the effort and industry of the delivered.

The eaves and cornices of the sanctuary had been broken through by falling stones and timbers blown apart by Portuguese artillery. The west and south walls, set ablaze by the enemy’s gunners, lay in cinders. Nonetheless, a mass was celebrated that first evening in the open air. A crush of hundreds overflowed the chapel, the court, and the lanes abutting.

Pilgrims stood in lines scores deep to enter La Cueva, the Cave. No priest oversaw or meddled. These simple folk fell to their knees before the oaken plank upon which Mary Magdalene, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Salome had knelt to pray. Lepers were cleansed. The blind saw. Along one wrecked wall, a stack of children’s crutches grew. Tiles were painted or simply scratched by hand and set at the foot of the cueva wall:

GRACIAS, SANTAS MARIAS

Perhaps the most unlikely pairing to come about in the aftermath of the siege was that between the Bookman and the Crone.

The motley fellow had joined the tracking party that set forth immediately down the camino after the withdrawing Portuguese troops. The captains of the citadel, wary of a sudden turnabout of the foe, had set every hand to work at once, repairing and re-shoring all defense works compromised or destroyed in the siege. The Bookman joined some dozen others to hasten on the heels of the retreating foe. The party traveled afoot, as all mounts within the citadel, including mules and asses, had lost so much flesh during the investment that they could not serve to bear even the lightest load.

Forty-eight hours after the tracking party departed, forward elements of the relief column dispatched by His Catholic Majesty King Ferdinand, from the temporary capital at Valladolid, arrived. A day later came the full formation under command of Don Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, El Gran Capitan, in his final commission of service for the Crown—forty-five hundred men in two brigades, including fourteen squadrons of cavalry, three pike-and-shot battalions, and a train of sappers skilled at erecting (and demolishing) siege works.

Those familiar with the workings of war will not widen their eyes to learn that Don Gonzalo dispatched at once three of his most trusted mounted officers, including his great-nephew Eugenio, to overtake the retreating Portuguese and make offers-of-hire to the mercenary troops serving beneath the enemy’s banners. Indeed, these officers returned four days later to report that the greater part of the Landsknecht pikemen, Danish archers, and Swiss javelineers had now happily taken service in the forces under Ferdinand of Aragon.

From his own purse, Don Gonzalo donated five thousand reales toward the repair and reconstruction of the Sanctuary of the Three Marias. He set aside as well funds for a hundred masses to be celebrated.

The Bookman returned a day and a half later, detached with two others as couriers from the tracking party. They reported of Severiano that he, contracting a fever along the march, which rendered him no longer fit to ride (despite his wounds, the commander had led the column on horseback for the first day and a half), had acceded to his officers’ insistence and, taking to a carriage, now pressed south, intending to cross the frontier at Alcoutim into the Portuguese Algarve. His nephew, the lieutenant, remained with the column on the march.

The Crone was waiting for the Bookman upon his return. The dame had in the interim set herself at service in the restoration of the sanctuary. She swept, she cleared debris, she cooked; she hauled tiles for the roof and planks for the flooring. No chore was beneath her. The old woman took charge of those pilgrims made infirm or incapacitated by their ordeal in captivity. She saw to their care and lodging and to the rehabilitation of their ills. She served as interpreter among speakers of Castilian, Catalan, and Euskara, the language of the Basques, and even the Frankish dialects spoken by those who had come from the far northeast. The prioress of the santuario found her a sleeping cubby in the annex to the Cueva. The dame in turn granted the Bookman space to set up a tent fly in the adjacent yard.

“What of the girl?” These were the first words from the Bookman upon his return.

“You would no longer know her.”

The Crone described the child’s resuscitation since the first long night beside the iron man’s corpse. Those fallen during the siege had of necessity been buried within the citadel walls. These remains were now disinterred by their families and reburied outside the walls in clan or kin-group plots.

The girl looked to Telamon’s remains. The honor was approved by acclamation to inter his bones in the cementerio of the Chapel of the Three Marias. Such a throng turned out for this ceremony that the eulogy, spoken by Father Miguel, had to be delivered thrice. The child would not come forward to speak. Rather, she looked on, with the horse beside her, from the yard abutting the entrance to the Cave.

A number of prodigies occurred at this time. A cane flute, discovered on a shelf in the well of the sanctuary, gave out for hours a series of dirge-like tones with no player present. Locals gathered in scores, kneeling in prayer to the Three Saints. The warhead that had slain the iron man had been extracted from his breast at the command of the city captains, who intended to preserve it as a relic. The elders locked this artifact overnight in a strongbox of the fortress. When the chest was opened the next morning, the iron had melted into a pool so that it could no longer be recognized as a product of the human hand.

Ravens appeared—in twos and threes at first, then mounting to hundreds, at this elevation at which corvids are never seen. The flock, if such a term may be applied to such vast numbers, soared in great wheeling circles across the hollow formed by the citadel walls and the siege ramp. Yet not once did an individual of this multitude bark its customary caw. The throng remained about the site for fourteen days, then winged away as suddenly as it had come.

The girl’s brothers had returned to her, but no longer as tormentors or sources of malice. Rather, they deferred to and protected her. They stood watch over her slumber and saw to it that her needs were met in every particular. They made sure she took nourishment at regular hours—for she often forgot such mundane matters, to drift apart in solitary rambles, or alone with the horse, upon the heights above the citadel.

For the girl’s part, she acted toward her brothers with tender solicitousness. She assigned them care of the horse. The animal at last would graze, though it would not take grain or hay set before it. The boys had become keenly protective of the beast. They shielded him from the gawkers who clustered daylong, seeking a glimpse of this creature of sudden renown. No hour passed without one or both on guard.

Of all whose relation to the girl Mariah had altered, the one who felt this most keenly was the Bookman. “She is so different.” Despite the siege days when his care for the child was all that preserved her, he felt now in her presence, he said, as if he were “unworthy.”

“You are unworthy,” the Crone replied with a laugh. The dame and the Bookman had become so at ease with each other that she could chaff him and always produce a smile. “You see she has been transformed. One might say transfigured.”

Few others failed to perceive this. The pilgrims, especially the lepers, had taken to calling her the “fourth Maria” and greeted her always with doffed caps and lowerings of their glances.

The Bookman confided to the Crone that he had followed the girl, in stealth, when, upon one dawn when the bite of frost first crackled the air, she had set off alone, with the horse, into the mountains. The girl proceeded afoot. The animal, unreined and unhaltered, glided at her side.

“Was I wrong to have trailed her? I dared not ask permission for fear she would deny me. Yet to skulk in her train like an agent of intrigue? Still, I couldn’t stop myself, so impelled was I to learn what this horse, who had traveled across centuries, would now make of himself.

“I tracked the girl from hiding for hours,” the Bookman continued. “Such stealth was preposterous, of course, as the high meadows were so void of cover that Mariah—not to mention the horse himself—could not have failed to spot me with but a single backward glance.

“Nonetheless, I kept up the pursuit. The girl and the horse did not advance side by side. Rather, the beast ranged apart, sometimes to the flank, but mostly ahead. It seemed as if the horse were leading, rather than the girl.

“At last, they came to a vale between two peaks. We were high now, beyond the last line of pines. It was cold. A ground fog rolled up from the forest below. The horse drew up, scenting the wind. I was perhaps a thousand paces below, crouching ridiculously behind a boulder.

“I knew the horse would ‘depart’ now. But how? Would it soar off into the sky? Vanish within a mist?

“It did neither. It simply crossed to the girl, permitted her to hug its neck for long moments, then turned and walked . . . it neither trotted nor galloped . . . across the last patch of green and vanished from view.”

The Crone smiled to hear this. “I like this story. I would not wish for another.”

The Bookman and the dame shared meals and converse over a number of days. They trekked each morning the first mile or so with the day’s pilgrim contingent setting out for home. The pilgrims too had warmed to the Crone. Her aspect had altered since the passing of the iron man. She seemed taller and straighter; her features, which had appeared so forbidding, had softened. The pilgrims saw her more as a grandmother and less as a witch.

On the tenth morning after the breaking of the siege, the girl herself set forth for home. She traveled with her brothers, afoot, bearing only a sack of onions and a roll of bedding. Parting from the priest, she said, “I must find my mother and father and see to their care.”

The Crone and the Bookman embraced her and her brothers upon their departure. “Will we see you again, sister?” the motley fellow asked.

She smiled. “Whenever you close your eyes.”

“What will she do now?” the Bookman asked the Crone when the party of three had passed from view. “Does she herself even know?”

The old woman answered only with a glance. “What about you, brother? You can’t stay here forever. Yet your trade in bookselling seems to have abandoned you.”

The Bookman paused for long moments. It seemed he had given thought to this question. He hesitated, as if considering the wisdom of speaking in confidence.

“I’ve spent my life reading the works of others. Perhaps it’s time I turned my hand to offering my own.”

The Bookman and the dame sat now in the sun, sharing a grassy spot where the camino turned south. The woman gave no reply, only set her hand warmly atop her companion’s.

“May I have your understanding of something?” the Bookman asked.

The dame nodded.

“Where is Telamon now? Has he, like the horse, simply ‘stepped apart’?”

“He is free,” replied the old woman.

“Will he return?”

“He is free, let us say, of the curse that had held him for so long.”

“And you? What will you do now?”

“I will stay and serve the santuario.”

The Bookman and the dame had brought a barley loaf, a measure of salt, and a clay jar of olive oil. They shared this now, adding a tot of wine from a skin the Bookman carried. They took their meal in silence.

At last, the ancient dame, regarding her friend, asked if he had anything more about which he wished to inquire.

He did.

“Is my understanding correct, then, that you and these others—Telamon and Mariah, the priest Miguel, indeed Severiano and his nephew . . . have you all—I might say, do you all—travel from lifetime to lifetime as a congress of fellows?”

The dame smiled. “Are you jealous?”

The Bookman flushed.

“Are you lonely, my friend? Do you envy the hell we of the damned share?”

Tears stood in the Bookman’s eyes.

“Do you wish, if it could be so, to trek this road in party with us?”

The Bookman’s expression answered.

The old woman smiled. “Destiny has brought you to us. Perhaps it will grant you leave to stay.”
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Padre Miguel departed on his own for the river towns. His wish was to reconstitute the church at San Marcos. The people would need the solace of rite and ritual now more than ever. His strong intention, as well, was to honor Father Nicolo, though in what manner he had not yet decided.

Trekking the camino south, he encountered no few travelers who had come upon and had engaged in converse with the girl Mariah and her brothers on their passage home. All said the same. “She seemed touched with a sorrow such as we had never seen on one so young—as if her heart sought an answer to a question she herself could barely frame.”

When he imagined himself greeting the girl again, the priest found himself, like the Bookman, daunted to proffer solace or even to venture some verse or maxim that might offer comfort. What could he say to her? He regretted keenly that he had never taken her confession when she had entreated him with such urgency to do so. His heart ached for the child and all she had endured over the past weeks, but when he tried to imagine what cheer he might offer, he envisioned instead their roles reversed—that it would be she who would console him.

Then, on the fourth night following his return to San Marcos, he had a dream.

He set out before dawn the next morning, seeking to impart this vision at once to the child.

He arrived at her father’s farm just as the sun was peeking above the crest of the Alta Loma.

The house lay, as before, in ruins. The girl was alone, baking a flat loaf in a ground oven. She greeted the priest warmly and invited him to share her meal. Miguel cleared a place for himself on the site where the iron man had made his camp, what seemed like so many months ago.

The girl reported that her mother and father had been found—a message had come from her mother’s sister’s clan in the Sierra Nevada south of Granada. Her brothers had set forth at yesterday’s sunrise to retrieve them.

“What of you, child? Will you stay?” Before the girl could answer, Miguel declared, “You will always have a home with me. Mother Church would be honored to serve you—or have you serve her in any manner you choose.”

The girl smiled. “So you will stay, then, Father?”

The priest’s hand reached to the simple rope that cinched the waist of his cleric’s cassock. “This is my vocation.”

The pair dined on wild cresses and hot barley bread, which they dipped in olive oil. At length the priest shifted in his seat and made to rise.

“Oh, my heavens! I almost forgot the reason I came to visit you! I had a dream,” he said. “One so vivid I could not sleep even a minute after it woke me. I have been up and on the trek since a few hours past midnight!”

Something in the girl’s demeanor altered. The priest remarked it. For a moment, fear gripped him. He studied the child’s eyes. Was she thinking that his vision had come from a place she knew so well?

“Tell me, please,” she said. “I myself have been unable to dream.”

Miguel took a breath and began.

“I was at a seaport. Walking on a street between houses and maritime shops—sailmakers’ lofts, ships’ chandleries, that sort of thing. I could see above the rooftops, only a lane or two away, the masts and riggings of vessels moored along the quays. The sight possessed a charm I had never known or even suspected. The hour was dawn. Mariners shipping out were making their way in ones and twos toward the wharves, carrying their seaman’s kit bags on their shoulders . . .”

The girl attended with keen interest.

“I found my gaze drawn to two such fellows walking together. One was short and bowlegged, the other muscular and of an ample height. Then I realized: It was the iron man! It was Telamon! At his side, as if they were the best of mates, strode El Burro, the merry fellow we met in the mountains!”

The girl’s eyes lit to hear this. Her features softened as if by some presentiment she had known this was coming.

“Before I could hail him, Telamon turned about of his own. He recognized me at once and advanced toward me with arms wide. ‘What are you doing here, Father?’

“I was aware in the dream that I was dreaming. I said so. ‘I’m just here in a dream.’ I thought Telamon would laugh or chaff me, but instead he said, ‘I’ve been waiting for you. I knew you would come.’ I glanced to Burro. The recluse accepted this as if he and the iron man had been speaking of it only moments earlier.

“‘Will you see the girl Mariah?’ Telamon asked me. His tone was sober, almost solemn. I answered yes, of course. In the dream it seemed as if indeed I had been sent for this very purpose. Telamon asked if I would deliver a message to you. I promised at once to do so.

“At that moment a boatswain’s pipe sounded from one of the quays. Telamon and his companion turned toward it. Apparently this was the call to the seamen of a ship to muster aboard; their vessel would be casting off in a few minutes.

“‘What would you like me to tell her?’ I asked.

“The iron man turned back toward me. His eyes shone; his skin glowed as that of one at the pinnacle of health and vigor. I found myself envying him, not just his state, but his destination.

“‘Tell her,’ he said, ‘Gracias, Santa Maria.’

“The pipe shrilled again. Telamon took my hand in both of his.

“‘These words exactly please.’ And he repeated: ‘Gracias, Santa Maria.’”





Acknowledgments

To my life partner, Diana Wilburn, for her faith in me and in this material. To Dan Gerstle, for the same and for his wisdom and toil in bringing this text to a publishable level. And to Mary Gray, my mentor in all things Spanish, for shepherding these pages back, as best as imagination can, to the world of Hispania Citerior and of Aragon and Castile.





Also by Steven Pressfield

Fiction

The Legend of Bagger Vance

Gates of Fire

Tides of War

Last of the Amazons

The Virtues of War

The Afghan Campaign

Killing Rommel

The Profession

The Knowledge

36 Righteous Men

A Man at Arms

Nonfiction

The War of Art

Do the Work

The Warrior Ethos

Turning Pro

The Authentic Swing

The Lion’s Gate

An American Jew

Nobody Wants to Read Your Sh*t

The Artist’s Journey

Put Your Ass Where Your Heart Wants to Be

Govt Cheese: A Memoir

The Daily Pressfield





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Steven Pressfield

All rights reserved

First Edition

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to Permissions, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 500 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10110

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact W. W. Norton Special Sales at specialsales@wwnorton.com or 800-233-4830

Book design by Chris Welch

Production manager: Ramona Wilkes

The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:

Names: Pressfield, Steven author

Title: The Arcadian : a novel / Steven Pressfield.

Description: First edition. | New York, NY : W.W. Norton & Company, 2026.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025054249 | ISBN 9781324124252 hardcover | ISBN 9781324124269 ebook

Subjects: LCGFT: Historical fiction | Thrillers (Fiction) | Novels | Fiction

Classification: LCC PS3566.R3944 A88 2026

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025054249

W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.

500 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10110

www.wwnorton.com

W. W. Norton & Company Ltd.

15 Carlisle Street, London W1D 3BS

Authorized EU representative:

EAS, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia


OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Contents



		Book One: An Outcast from Felicity



		Chapter 1: The Horse



		Chapter 2: The Valley



		Chapter 3: The King



		Chapter 4: The Right Hand of God









		Book Two: Man of Iron



		Chapter 5: A Soldier



		Chapter 6: The Tread of Mars



		Chapter 7: The Disposition of the Lord



		Chapter 8: A Defection from Service









		Book Three: The Spanish Ring



		Chapter 9: Fate of Don Philippe



		Chapter 10: A Night of Terror



		Chapter 11: Horse of War









		Book Four: Hispania Citerior



		Chapter 12: A Student of the Past



		Chapter 13: On the Horse’s Back



		Chapter 14: The Portuguese Lieutenant



		Chapter 15: Upon the Alta Loma



		Chapter 16: Brothers



		Chapter 17: What the Horse Knew



		Chapter 18: The Refugee Column



		Chapter 19: Cobertizo



		Chapter 20: Burro









		Book Five: Pilgrims



		Chapter 21: Children of Affliction



		Chapter 22: The Bookman



		Chapter 23: Wounded Warriors



		Chapter 24: Padre Miguel



		Chapter 25: The Girl and the Horse



		Chapter 26: Hoof Strikes



		Chapter 27: Across the Matorral



		Chapter 28: A Campaign Table









		Book Six: A Dispensation of Justice



		Chapter 29: Stray Dogs and Ashes



		Chapter 30: A Query of Justice









		Book Seven: The Citadel



		Chapter 31: Wall of Circumvallation



		Chapter 32: The Besiegers and the Besieged



		Chapter 33: Shelter Amid the Storm



		Chapter 34: Murder Holes and Arrow Loops



		Chapter 35: The Siege Ramp









		Book Eight: The Shrine of the Three Marias



		Chapter 36: The Cage



		Chapter 37: A Negotiation in Darkness



		Chapter 38: Trumpets



		Chapter 39: For the Sake of a Clementina



		Chapter 40: At the Fascine



		Chapter 41: Leap of Faith



		Chapter 42: The Fourth Maria



		Chapter 43: The New World









		Acknowledgments



		Also by Steven Pressfield



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Contents



		Start of Content



		Acknowledgments



		Also by Steven Pressfield



		Copyright











List of Pages





		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/9781324124269_fc.jpg
PRESSFIEL

AUTHOR OF GATES OF FIRE ANb A MAN AT ARMS





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Tof
W. W. NORTON & COMPANY
Independent Publishers Since 1923





