
        
            
                
            
        

    

Synopsis


When Kate Vincent and her partner travel to Spain, Kate is accidentally transported back in time...way back in time...to 1085. What does a woman like Kate do in a world of no antibiotics, no feminism, no Diet Coke? She denies it as long as possible, then sets her mind to getting home. Tricky with her now useless twenty-first century skills. Things don't go well. Kate is captured by a band of mercenary soldiers and becomes an unwitting pawn in the violent conflict between the Catholic kings and the Islamic Moors. In her struggle to stay alive and return to the future, Kate must flee exotic harems, filthy dungeons, and treacherous Moorish courts. But when a sword-brandishing woman with an astonishing secret sweeps into Kate's life, Kate is suddenly torn between two women, and between two centuries. The Spanish Pearl is an epic adventure spiced with humor, lust, and danger—a story with surprising twists that will capture your imagination just as Kate's dilemma captures your heart.
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Dedication


“Love at first sight is easy to understand. It’s when two people have been looking at each other for years that it becomes a miracle.” – Sam Levenson 



For Melissa…for our miracle




Chapter One


Time. All I needed was a little more time to get used to the idea of me, Kate Vincent, being a parent. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the idea of giving a little boy a much-needed home—I did. And adopting was going to make my partner Anna so happy. She was wacko for kids, volunteering for the after-school reading program and helping out with story hour at the public library. She actually knew how to talk to kids. But me, driving around with a Parent bumper sticker on my car? More time, that was all I needed.

Unfortunately I was out of time, because today was the day. Too terrified to get out of the hotel bed, I reached under my pillow to re-read the letter from Arturo, opening it quietly so I wouldn’t wake Anna. An adult at the orphanage had obviously penned the letter, but the paper was brightly decorated with Arturo’s five-year-old kid art: Dear Señorita Anna and Señorita Kate—

Anna was officially going to be the adoptive parent, so Arturo would probably start calling her “Mom.” When we returned to Chicago, I’d file for joint custody, but what would Arturo call me? “Mom Number Two?” “Kate?” “My other mom?”

Please come visit me, the letter said. Thank you for the photo of Max. He is a big dog. I like big dogs. Right now back in Chicago, my black lab Max was sleeping at my best friend Laura’s house, dreaming of having his own little boy to play with.

I know I will like America. Are there caves in America? My favorite place to visit is the big cave. The adult scribe had written in parentheses
that Arturo meant the Mirabueno Cave on the western edge of Zaragoza. The Palacio is nice, but not as much fun as the cave. I loved how the letter was half little kid, half travel guide. When you come to Zaragoza, you should go to the big cave. Yes, I should, Arturo, if I could only get out of bed.

I finished the letter, folded it up, and let the mega-panic flow through me. Anna and I were two hours away from becoming adoptive parents, and I was sick with excitement and high with terror. No, that’s not right. I was sick with terror and high with excitement.

I pulled the pillow over my head to shut out the traffic noises outside our third floor hotel room. Zaragoza, Spain sounded just like Chicago. It had been Anna’s idea to adopt, and since she supported me, the starving artist, I’d felt it was important to support her desire to have a family. My best friend Laura said that was a dumb reason to adopt, but who listens to their best friend’s advice?

Once Anna convinced me, she started checking at Illinois adoption agencies. Since the entire country had its boxer shorts in a bundle over gay marriage, two women adopting would surely destroy the world as we knew it. I got tired of the raised eyebrows and stern looks.

Because Anna taught Spanish History at Northwestern, she began looking to adopt a child from Spain. I was still dragging my heels a bit because, when it came to kids, my usual confidence withered into a hard, tiny raisin rattling around inside my body. But then Señora Cavelos from El Orfanato Benévolo de San Estéfan in Zaragoza, Spain, sent us a photo of five-year-old Arturo standing against a peeling plaster wall, hands stiff at his sides, brown hair combed back, dark eyes wide open, and wearing the most serious smile I’d ever seen. His blue jacket hung loosely on his small frame, a red bow tie tipped crookedly under his chin, and one navy knee sock slid down his calf. I moved my art studio from the spare room into the basement and turned the spare room into what I hoped would be a five-year-old boy’s nirvana, complete with race car wallpaper, dragon-shaped headboard, and a baseball bat and glove. I hoped mixing all those themes wouldn’t give the little guy nightmares.

A car honked outside, and I groped the bed behind me for Anna’s comforting curves. Nada. I rolled over and faced a note, which read: Dear Kate, Have gone downstairs for breakfast. Join me when you’re up. Love, Paloma de Palma.

I smiled. Paloma de Palma. It was all the rage for college professors to publish scholarly works, then pen a bloody mystery or trashy romance under a pseudonym. Anna had ached to join their ranks, so one night we had polished off a bottle of Chardonnay and come up with her romance novel pen name, Paloma de Palma. She liked teasing me about having an affair with the mysterious de Palma. Me—have an affair? Nope. I was a one-woman woman.

Moaning, I rolled out of bed, then stood in front of the mirror, inhaling deeply. Did I look like a parent? Unruly brown hair curling around my neck, a pleasant enough smile, decent curves, average smarts, but no athletic ability whatsoever. I hated skiing, hated softball, and as for Laura’s passion, horseback riding, forget it. What sane person gets on top of one thousand pounds of beast and says, “Giddiyup, horsie?”

What did parents look like anyway? They drove sensible cars and ate vegetables with every meal, balanced their checkbooks every month and never doubted their parenting abilities. That described my parents, but Holy Frijoles, it didn’t describe me. I drove a black Thunderbird, ate vegetables only at gunpoint, used my unopened bank statements as door stops, and my Parental Doubt-O-Meter was off the scale.

Somehow I managed to drag myself into the minuscule shower and get cleaned up. Expecting another Zaragoza scorcher like yesterday, which we’d spent in an unairconditioned office drowning in adoption paperwork, I pulled on khaki shorts with huge cargo pockets, then cinched the narrow leather belt. I tugged on a dark purple T-shirt, blazoned with a perfectly reasonable message about our nation’s current president and his demented policy advisors, and matching purple socks. I added wallet, passport, tissue, chewing gum, and a Snickers bar for Arturo to my fanny pack. At the last minute I threw in some Benadryl because Señora Cavelos’s office reeked of mold, and then added the note from Paloma de Palma as teasing material for Anna. I still felt naked without my cell and Blackberry, but hey, I was on vacation, so I’d left them at home.

Anna had already finished her breakfast and was reading a newspaper. She glanced up, her blond hair swinging like a curtain away from her face, then checked her watch. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?” As a starving artist-type, I felt compelled to live a less-structured life than Ms. Punctuality, which was yet another difference between the two of us. Sometimes I got frustrated with Anna, but I loved her. She was steady, sweet, and loyal.

I’d barely started on my eggs and toast when Anna put down her paper. “How about another history lesson?”

“No thanks,” I said. History just wasn’t my thing. I spoke fluent Spanish thanks to years of high school and college Spanish, but my interest stopped there.

“Kate, it’s important for Arturo to know Spain’s history.”

“Babe, I can see only one use for history. Say you’re walking down a dark alley and some guy jumps out, sticks a knife in your face, and growls ‘Tell me the year the Moors invaded Spain or you’re dead.’ You wipe the sweat from your eyes, then squeak out—” I waited.

“711 A.D.” Anna loved showing off.

“Right. 711. Satisfied, the guy lets you go.”

Anna’s smile made me feel good whenever it appeared. “Here’s another use for history,” she said. “You’re on Jeopardy and it’s Final Jeopardy and you’ve got $10,000 riding on this answer: The Christian soldier credited with beginning the drive to kick the Moors out of Spain.”

I gulped the last of my orange juice and flashed her my most charming grin. “Who is Rodrigo Díaz, otherwise known as El Cid.”

“Wow. Not bad.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve made me watch that El Cid movie a hundred times, which is only bearable because Sophia Loren is so hot.”

A wistful look passed over Anna’s face. “I do love that movie, but I still think it was a horrible mistake to kick the Moors out of Spain. They were more advanced and more civilized, and I think the whole country would have been better off if the Moors had remained in power.”

I checked my watch. “Righto. And when you’re done fantasizing about the totally impossible idea of changing history, maybe we could get ourselves to the orphanage and pick up our son.”

“Our son.” Anna hugged herself. “I love the way that sounds.” We grinned like fools, and I stuffed my fear deep into the tips of my Doc Martens.



*



I glared at Señora Cavelos but she just shook her alarmingly hair-sprayed head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “We cannot release a child if he’s running a temperature.”

“It could just be the excitement,” I said. Maybe if we found her a new hairdresser, she’d relent.

She fussed with her papers, her hands like two nervous moths fluttering over her desk.

“With any temperature above normal, we must keep and observe the child.”

“But—” I stopped at Anna’s light touch on my arm.

“No, Kate, fevers in children are serious. He should be kept quiet until his fever drops.”

Señora Cavelos beamed at Anna. “He’s the only child in the infirmary, so he’ll have plenty of quiet. He’ll be fine in a day or two. Then we can complete the adoption, and you can take him back to America.”

We left her office and I closed the door behind us. “Well,” Anna said. “I guess we’re tourists today.”

“Babe, look.” I nodded toward a small white sign at the base of the staircase, which read Enfermería.

“You aren’t suggesting we kidnap him,” she said, incredulous.

“No, but we can visit.”

“Kate, no, we can’t—” but I was already heading for the staircase. I couldn’t get this far and not meet him. I’d burned up all my terror cells this morning and had nothing left for tomorrow. Besides, the poor kid had to be as anxious as we were. A smile and a hug just might help. Anger and frustration and excitement drove me, the rule-breaker, up the stairs and into the infirmary, but then I froze at the sight of a lone boy sitting on a narrow bed with tight-as-drums hospital corners and sunshine streaming in through the bank of windows.

My mouth fell open. I moved my jaw but nothing came out. As Anna reached me, struggling to catch her breath, the boy turned toward us, brown eyes curious and unafraid. He looked at the photo in his hand, then back at us, eyes now big as Sacajawea dollars, mouth rounded to a perfect ‘o.’ He held the photo we’d sent him. I think I forgot to breathe.

“Arturo?” Anna stepped forward. The boy jumped off the bed and flew toward us. As Anna swept him up in a huge hug, something stuck in my throat. “Oh, Arturo,” Anna crooned. “We are so happy to finally meet you.” She squeezed him, his thin arms tight around her neck.

When two sparkling brown eyes peeked at me over Anna’s shoulder, I still couldn’t speak, so I winked. Arturo giggled into Anna’s neck. She introduced herself, kissing his cheek, then reached for me. “And this is Kate. We are so excited you are going to join our family.”

Arturo slipped into my open arms as if he’d been doing so all his life. “Kate,” he said joyfully.

“Arturo,” I whispered hoarsely as I held his slender frame, inhaling strong soap, warm child, and crayon wax. He squeezed me just as tightly as I squeezed him. The lump in my throat got bigger so I stepped back, blinking furiously.

Anna held Arturo’s hand and stroked his hair. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, but the big, scary nurse makes me stay in bed.” He pulled us toward a small table at the end of the long room, where he’d scattered a box of crayons.

“I drew this all by myself. It’s not done, but you can have it.” He thrust the thin paper toward me.

Three stick figures held hands under a lopsided yellow sun, and a stick dog sat nearby. Anna’s yellow hair stuck out like spikes, Max’s eyes glowed orange, and the little boy had brown hair like Arturo. The remaining figure, who must have been me, lacked a head, which bothered me a little, but I was pleased Arturo shared my interest in art.

“It’s lovely,” Anna said. “You’re a very good artist.”

“I can draw race cars, too,” he said, face round and flushed. Shyly, I touched his silky hair. Score one for me and my race car wallpaper.

“Young man!” boomed a voice from behind us. “What are you doing out of bed?” Windows rattled as a uniformed nurse stomped down the aisle. With a guilty grin and adorable yelp, Arturo flung himself onto his bed, laughing as the gruff nurse, fooling no one, lovingly tucked him in. We only had time to kiss his forehead before she hustled us out, complaining of unauthorized visitors.

We fled the building, collapsing on the steps outside. My hands and head tingled. “Anna, you were great. You really know kids.”

She smiled, panting from our run. “I earned my spending money by babysitting. You delivered papers.” I had babysat once, but I’d never told her, or anyone, what had happened. It had been a close call, and I still had nightmares now and then about overflowing bathtubs and unsupervised toddlers. Anna tapped Arturo’s drawing, still in my hand. “Most of you is missing.”

“He can finish it later.” I carefully folded the drawing and stuck it in my fanny pack. “I can’t believe this amazing, adorable kid is going to be our son.”

Anna hugged herself. “It’s going to happen. It’s really going to happen.”

For Anna’s sake, I hid my terror. I could do this. I could love this little boy and be a fine parent.

Twenty kids screamed from the orphanage’s soccer field, so Anna had to raise her voice. “Since we can’t take Arturo home today, let’s tour the Palacio de la Aljafería. It’s one of the few Moorish palaces left in Spain.”

“But Arturo’s favorite is the cave,” I said. “Let’s go there first.” We spoke in English, which I hoped gave us a little privacy among the social workers in practical shoes hustling past us to the orphanage, or from the small, dark man sweeping the sidewalk.

Anna waved a slender hand. “Kate, I didn’t come to Spain to visit a wet, dripping cave.” Her mouth settled into that iron thin line I’d seen her use on difficult students. I moved aside as a delivery man pushed a cart past me, wheels clattering on the broken flagstone.

“Cave,” I said.

“Palace,” she snapped.

“Anna, yesterday we toured three cathedrals, one Roman forum, and four historical sites. It’s my turn now.”

Anna growled, dropping onto the granite steps. “You are so impossible.”

“Me?” I sat down next to her, stretching out my right leg. My sore heel throbbed, and I wished I’d seen a doctor before we left Chicago, but when the orphanage said ‘come,’ we came. I untied my Doc Martens and rubbed my heel as we watched the traffic in silence. At 10:30 a.m. Zaragoza was a snarl of honking cars and lumbering buses. Two crows fought over a soggy cracker on the orphanage’s lawn.

“Poor Arturo,” I muttered. “We’d all counted on taking him today.”

Zaragoza glowed brown, probably because all the buildings seemed constructed of the same light chocolate brick. Even the air radiated brown, as if the hot bricks had melted into the exhaust-filled air. Behind us the janitor’s broom bristles rasped like a rhythmic cymbal; soon we’d have to get out of his way. I took a deep breath. “Anna, let’s do both. Cave first, then the Palacio.”

Anna rubbed her long, slender nose, which curved slightly near the end, a feature that didn’t mar her good looks, but only made her more intriguing. “Okay, but the Palacio de la Aljafería is more important. El Cid lived there during his exile from Castile in the 1080s, over nine hundred years ago.” Hands on wide hips, Anna thrust her pointed chin out slightly, a warning sign I knew well. Short and cool, Anna kicked her uncanny ability to sway people into high gear.

I put on my shoe. “Enough of El Cid. The guy’s really starting to get on my nerves. I want to go to the cave.” I didn’t put my foot down that often, but I was determined to see Arturo’s cave before we left the country.

“No go cave,” came a low male voice from behind us. The man had stopped sweeping and stood frozen, broom hovering above the sidewalk. A deep frown furrowed his tanned, lined face. His silver-streaked black hair was combed straight back.

“What?” I asked.

His fierce black eyes, shiny as wet marbles, bore into me. “Do not go Mirabueno. Cave dangerous.” He smelled of onion and garlic.

My gaze met Anna’s. Did she put this guy up to this? No, her brows knit together with irritation. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve been in lots of caves.”

“Not Mirabueno. No go,” he said.

The small man, in his early sixties, wore a blue service uniform with Roberto stitched in orange on the pocket. Another man, also dressed in the same blue uniform, called to Roberto from the side of the building. Roberto gave us one last fierce glare. “No go,” he warned, then left us with our mouths hanging open as he trotted out of sight.

How much more melodramatic could you get? I turned to Anna. “Did you have anything to do with this?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Now forget the cave. Let’s catch the bus to the Palacio.”

I had this handy stubborn gene that rarely made an appearance, but when it did, Holy Toledo, it really kicked in. Anna didn’t want me to go to the cave. Some weird stranger didn’t want me to go to the cave.

Ha. That meant I was headed for the Mirabueno Cave, and right now. Nothing was going to stop me.



Chapter Two


Nothing except Anna, that is.

“If we can’t agree on this,” Anna said, “how will we agree on issues concerning Arturo?”

“What issues?”

“Private vs. public schools. When to discipline and how. Soccer practice or piano practice. Choir or band.”

“Anna, this isn’t—”

“Yes, it’s a perfect example of how we need to work together.”

I sighed heavily and could feel a Moorish palace in my immediate future. I wasn’t giving up so easily, however, so I dug into a pocket, pulled out a euro, and balanced it on my thumb. “Call it.”

“Tails.” The coin twisted in the air.

I peeked under my palm. “Damn.” Anna laughed, satisfied. As we walked away from the orphanage, I looked over my shoulder. Roberto worked on the far side of the soccer field now, but he stopped to watch us leave. A strange shiver crawled up my spine.

While standing in the bus’s packed aisle, I breathed through my mouth to avoid passengers’ failed deodorants and dense, flowery perfumes. I stretched my heel again, wincing. We crisscrossed the Rio Ebro twice, once on a concrete bridge with a huge steel superstructure, the other time on a low stone bridge arching gracefully over the brown water.

As I stepped off the bus, the breeze cooled my neck. Intricate iron balconies dripping with fragrant red begonias and pink bougainvilleas jutted out over the crumbling sidewalk as we wove our way through the sidewalk crowded with Zaragozans. In another block we reached the Aljafería. Its brown ochre stone walls rose twenty feet, and diamond bastions jutted out from each corner. A drab grassy plaza ran around the back of the building.

At the entrance a young woman behind a glass enclosure tore herself away from her Estrella magazine long enough to take our euros and toss us each a floor map; we entered through a long, cool hallway. The rich scent of orange trees, roses, and lavender hit me as we stepped into a huge sunlit room. My head dropped back as I gazed at the ceiling. Intricately carved cedarwood columns dripped down from carved ceiling panels, the carvings a lush intertwining of ropes, flowers and geometric shapes.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Anna said. Arches drew us out into the courtyard, where orange trees fluttered in a gentle breeze, and the sounds of the city outside faded to a dull hum. Blue and yellow tiles wove their way around the courtyard. A massive fountain sprayed in the courtyard’s center, the mist raising rainbows.

“Not bad,” I said, unwilling to admit the palace’s stunning beauty, knowing she’d find some way to rub it in my face. “Maybe we should explore this on our own.” Anna nodded, so I opened my map and tapped one spot. “I think I’ll check out the harem quarters first.”

Anna snorted, but rewarded me with a thin smile as I walked away. I wandered through the labyrinth of small rooms, narrow hallways, frustrated with my sore heel. Up narrow staircases, then back down. Empty fountains graced the larger rooms. A lingering scent of lemon floor cleaner bit the air. I stopped and imagined people living here—smells of burning oil lamps, cinnamon and cloves, spicy lamb stew, sandalwood, eucalyptus.

I passed a small room with a charming round window and stepped inside. The stones around the window were cool and rough under my fingers as I leaned out over an inner courtyard. An odd feeling washed over me as I turned to survey the room, one that left me warm and content. Maybe it was leftover happiness from meeting Arturo.

After a short climb, I finally reached the harem quarters, where sunlight streamed into a large courtyard with a raised platform in the center. Small ornate fountains anchored each corner of the courtyard. Arching columns formed a covered walkway around the outside edge. Pungent boxwood, recently trimmed, rimmed the exposed courtyard.

I stepped through an opening in the boxwood, then ran my hands over the warm, irregular blue and yellow tiles on the raised platform.

“Muy bonito, no?”

My hand flew to my throat as I whirled around. An older man sat on a bench under the covered walkway. His black pants disappeared in the shadows, but his plain white shirt glowed. When I stepped into the shade to see him more clearly, he patted the stone bench next to him.

“Sí,” I said, “es muy bonito.” I sat down, slipping easily into Spanish, then inhaled sharply as my bare legs touched the cold marble.

“This is where the Moorish emirs kept their women.” The man waved a pale hand toward the other side of the courtyard. “The women lived in small apartments lining the courtyard. They bathed down that hall, and they ate together in a room through that hallway.”

I leaned back, soaking up the lacy wood carvings arching from column to column. “Why didn’t the emir live closer to his...women?”

“Even a Saracen emir requires his peace and quiet. Court eunuchs would escort the woman of choice to his quarters.” He chuckled, revealing fine white teeth. His aftershave reminded me of polished leather.

“Eunuchs, huh?” I slipped off my shoe and rubbed my heel. “My kind of man,” I muttered under my breath.

“Eunuchs were the only men who could be trusted to guard the harem. Many of the women met lovers using secret passageways the poor emirs knew nothing of.”

The man opened a paper bag, offering me a small, brownish pear. I accepted gratefully. Sweet juice dripped down my chin and hands as I chewed. “How do you know so much about this place?”

“I am a volunteer guide here. My name is Carlos Sanchez.”

I wiped my sticky hand on my shorts before shaking his gnarled hand and sharing my own name.

“Come, I will show you.” He stood and led me down a narrow hallway to a large room. “This was the bathing area. The women simply had to touch a carved panel on that far wall, and a small opening appeared so they could sneak out of the harem.” On our way back to the courtyard, he waved toward a small room. “And in this room, a tile in the floor released the door to a secret passageway below the floor.”

I stepped into the small room and gazed up, marveling at the carved peacocks strutting across the ceiling. “You seem to know the palace well.”

“I have lived in Zaragoza my entire life. As a child, I played with my brothers and sisters in the ruins of this palace. To see it restored makes my heart grow in happiness.”

Back at our bench, I tried to imagine the courtyard filled with a harem. “What about the cave at Mirabueno? Did you ever play there?”

Carlos shuddered. “Caves are dark and damp and full of bats. And what if one got lost?”

“With a light and a map, you won’t get lost,” I said. Carlos shrugged and handed me a chunk of white cheese. At least he wasn’t warning me away melodramatically like Roberto. “I am eating your lunch,” I said.

“I always bring enough to share.”

“You come every day?” I chewed slowly, savoring the sharp flavor.

“The past still exists here, in these walls, these tiled floors, the very air we breathe.” He sighed. “The Palacio is a symbol of the beauty and violence that built Spain. Its history stretches back to the fascinating time of Rodrigo Díaz, also called El Cid.”

I tried not to roll my eyes. Yet another member of the El Cid fan club. Help. Someone get me out of here. Despite the pear and cheese, my stomach rumbled. “Very interesting, Carlos, but could you recommend a restaurant nearby?”

“There you are!” Anna appeared in the courtyard, so I introduced them, then made the fatal mistake of mentioning that Carlos was a history buff. Anna grabbed his hand, drawing him back down onto the bench, and within seconds they were boringly deep into a discussion about El Cid and some Moorish guy named al-Mu’tamin, and his wacko brother. I shook my head. Who would voluntarily fill their heads with this stuff? I boldly interrupted. “Excuse me, but too much information, people. Let’s just keep it simple, shall we? Christians were the good guys. Moors were the bad guys.”

Carlos shook his head. “Not necessarily. There were some very fine Moorish emirs and some brutal Christian kings.”

“Okay, well then, at least we know the Christians always fought the Moors, and vice versa.”

Anne frowned. “Not always. Sometimes a king and an emir would join forces against another king or emir. Remember that Spain wasn’t yet a country, but just lots of kingdoms fighting each other for land and power.”

I threw up my hands. “And this, ladies and gentlemen, is why history makes me crazy. If you can’t tell the good guys from the bad guys, how can you possibly make sense of what’s going on?”

When Carlos and Anna exchanged one of those ‘she’s-cute-but not-so-bright’ looks, I decided it was time to visit a cave.

“We should get going,” I said firmly.

Carlos stood up, stretching out the kinks in his aged back. “Before you go, I’ll give you a quick tour.” As we walked, Carlos pointed out the original walls. He led us past reproductions of museum paintings, stopping at a painting of courtyard arches. “This one confuses scholars. The paint analysis puts it in the late eleventh century, but it uses perspective, something that didn’t start appearing until several centuries later.” Something about the painting drew me to it, and I stood studying it. The artist’s loose style was similar to my own, sort of, and I liked the romance of the blue and black arches. I peered more closely at the faint scrawling in the corner. Most of the name had been chipped away by time, but the initials were clear: To E—, KV.

I took a step back. “Wow.”

“What’s up?” Anna asked.

“Look. KV. Those are my initials too.”

Anna didn’t respond because she and Carlos had slipped back into history mode again. Finally, I lightly touched Anna’s arm. “Look, since you’re not interested in the cave, and I’ve had just about enough of El Cid, why don’t you spend the afternoon here, and I’ll visit the cave on my own.”

Anna brightened. “Are you sure? You can find your way okay?”

“No problem. I checked the bus schedule earlier.”

I shook Carlos’s hand, thanking him for the tour, then turned to Anna. “Okay, I’m off to catch Bus 22. We’ll meet at the hotel at three o’clock.”

“Don’t be late,” we both said automatically.



*



Bus 22 stopped at the foot of a steep, narrow street with a faded Cueva sign pointing up the hill. “Mirabueno,” called the driver, and I followed ten tourists off the bus. My heel stung a bit, and I should have taken some ibuprofen, but I had nothing to wash it down with.

“The guidebook didn’t say anything about this climb,” complained an American woman with back-combed blond hair in front of me.

“This can’t be good for my legs,” her stocky husband replied, his bald spot already shiny with perspiration.

I trotted up next to them. “Actually, a climb like this is good for the tendons and muscles in your calves.”

“An American!” The woman practically hugged me. “Honey, we haven’t seen an American since we got to Zaragoza; just French tourists who look at us as if we’re carrying some horrible disease or something.” We talked as we scaled the hill. Joe and Lois Whipple, retired dentist and dental hygienist, lived in St. Petersburg, Florida, and adored traveling to offbeat places in their quest to collect a bumper sticker from as many tourist caves as possible.

“We have twenty-seven now,” Lois said, touching my arm confidentially so I could share in this incredible accomplishment.

By the time we reached the top, sweat pooled around my waistband.

“Damn, Lois, this cave better have a bumper sticker after this torture.” Joe wiped his face with a handkerchief.

The hill rose maybe twenty feet above us. A pathetic smattering of tourist carts selling tourist crap lined the wide concrete sidewalk. After I bought a small purple plastic flashlight with batteries, a Lion King key chain for Arturo, and a postcard of the Aljafería for Anna, my fanny pack bulged at the seams. The Whipples cackled with delight when they found two different bumper stickers.

I turned to survey the city. Through the yew trees below I could see where the bus had stopped. A short stretch of the Ebro was visible but then disappeared in the jungle of buildings. On the distant horizon, one hill stood higher than the rest of the city—I imagined this hill held the Aljafería, but of course the wall of apartment buildings hid it from view.

“Come on, Kate,” Lois said as she gently took my elbow. “Let’s go inside. You’re practically melting.”

The cool air inside raised delicious goose bumps; I took a deep breath. No musty, moldy smell, so the cave had fairly good air circulation, probably thanks to holes or vents in its roof. We stood in a large rock cavern with bare electric bulbs turning our faces into ghoulish, gray masks. I lifted my sore heel off the hard-packed dirt floor.

Our tall, skinny guide introduced himself as Jaime, then switched on a massive flashlight. We followed him through a narrow passageway to a series of natural steps worn into the rock. Two overhead strings of bare bulbs lit the path. After descending at least twenty feet, Jaime led us into a cavern stretching five or six stories above our heads. Massive waxy stalactites glimmered in the light. Below them, minerals pooled, building up stalagmites of fragile pink, sea green, and coffee brown; no wonder Arturo loved this cave. Roberto’s odd warning made no sense. This cave was perfectly safe. A hollow dripping echoed against the cavern’s smooth, moist walls. Overall, a very normal cave.

As we ambled from cavern to cavern, my heart rate slowed and my mind cleared. I must have been a cave dweller in a previous life. When Lois worried about getting lost, Jaime shook his head. “There is only one path through the caves, and you are on it. When we reach the end, we just turn around and retrace our steps.”

After an hour, pain shot through my heel. Why had I let it get this bad? I drifted to the back of the group, trying to stretch my Achilles tendon as I walked, but it didn’t help. The whole heel was already too inflamed. The path, enclosed with a faded yellow rope, held no benches or rocks on which I could rest. When the group turned a corner ahead, I stopped. How dare my body interfere with this day.

Hands on my hips, I surveyed the mid-sized cavern; its smooth, concave walls sloped gently up to meet the ceiling twenty feet overhead. When I turned, a ray of light caught my eye. Six feet up the left wall, sunlight filtered through a natural vent and lit up a narrow ledge where dust danced in the light. The ledge wasn’t really a climb, but just up a few natural steps in the wall. Voices faded as the tour moved farther ahead. When they returned, they’d see me and I’d hear them. All I needed was a short rest. Of course leaving the path violated cave etiquette, but my throbbing pain overruled my ethics.

I slipped under the frayed yellow rope, using my nifty purple flashlight to light up the rock floor. Up two steps, and I sat down on the ledge, loosened my shoe, swung my legs up, and lay down. The rock radiated surprising warmth from the little bit of sunlight reaching it. I settled back, surprised my foot felt better already. Black graffiti spoiled the rock directly overhead. “If you are lost, only at Altamira can you find your way home.” I snickered. The graffiti sounded like a self-help book.

I closed my eyes, inhaling wet rock and sweet earth. Not a bad place for a little meditation. My body relaxed into the ledge’s crevasses; a sigh escaped along with the week’s tension. Nothing disturbed me for about sixty seconds, then a high-pitched whine pierced the cavern. My eyes flew open. The sunlight above me flared into a blinding white. I covered my eyes against the burning, then felt myself starting to spin. The shrill whine nearly pierced my eardrums as I spun faster and faster. God, I must be sick. Centrifugal force tugged at my ankles, and my heavy head threatened to fly right off my body. I flung my hands onto the rocks overhead to stop the spinning, but touched nothing. I grabbed for the rock ledge beneath me, but my hands scrabbled against air. My stomach roiled as I spun faster, crying out. The blinding whiteness bore down on me. I screamed, then everything went black.



*



When I came to, I rolled on my side and threw up. I gagged on the acrid taste, coughed, then wiped my mouth on my arm and lay back. Jesus, my forehead burned. How had I gotten the flu? The thought of that horrendous spinning forced me onto my side again, where I pressed my cheek against the cool rock while my stomach turned flip-flops. Finally the nausea passed and I rolled onto my back again, opening my eyes to total darkness except for the weak shaft of sunlight above me. Great, I get sick and the cave has a power failure. Maybe I should have stayed at the Palacio with Anna.

Gripping the rock, I sat up, then doubled over, clutching my throbbing head. When I could breathe again, I fumbled in my fanny pack for the flashlight. The same path snaked through the cavern, but without the yellow rope. Had my group already come past? Did they coil up the rope at the end of the tour? A hollow ‘drip, drip’ echoed somewhere off to my left as I shone the flashlight on my watch. Three o’clock? But I left the path for the ledge at one o’clock. Oh my god, the cave employees must have closed the cave for siesta and gone home.

I fought an unfamiliar panic. I had a flashlight. I had a candy bar. But did I have enough strength to walk back to the entrance? Would the cave reopen after siesta? Probably not—it wasn’t a hot tourist attraction. It could be morning before someone opened up the cave again. I slid gingerly off the ledge, trying not to think about what beasts might be sharing the cave with me. I knew bats wouldn’t really harm me, but the last thing I needed was to be dive-bombed by an army of them. I stumbled down the two steps to the path, turned my back on the weak shaft of light over the ledge, and headed back toward the entrance.

I focused on the path, trying to ignore the dripping blackness around me. How had the others come back without me hearing? Perhaps at this very moment Joe and Lois Whipple were pressing the Zaragoza police to open the cave and search for me.

The flashlight trembled as I felt my way along the passageway. What was Anna doing right now? How long would she wait before getting help? Would she get help at all, or assume I was off exploring somewhere?

Something soft fluttered past my cheek. “Shit!” I stopped, trying to calm my racing heart. While it wasn’t likely I’d have a heart attack at thirty, this would be absolutely the wrong place to have one. I’d die, the rats would have me for lunch, and all the rescuers would find would be a purple plastic flashlight and a Lion King key chain.

“Stop it,” I commanded, my voice a terrifying echo. The path began to climb and lighten enough that I could see the walls, and the floor softened as I struggled through more loose sand than I remembered. I turned the corner and shouted with relief—the entrance room. Flecks of dust sparkled in the light from the open door. I ran for the light, stumbling out into the warm, blinding sunlight, then covered my eyes, dropping to the ground in relief, pushing back sudden tears. The vendors didn’t need an overly-dramatic American staggering from the cave, crying in relief.

While I waited for my eyes to adjust, the wind murmured through the trees. No one approached me, asking “Está bien?” in a concerned voice, so I finally opened my eyes a crack. The vendors had all left, taking their carts with them. When I shifted onto my knees and realized the sidewalk was gone, I opened my eyes all the way. No tacky signs announced the cave. I stood shakily. No road snaked up the steep hill toward the cave; below me was only a brilliant jade river lined with thick yews and cottonwoods. A town capped a hill miles away, a white structure standing higher than the other buildings.

“Jesus,” I muttered. I’d taken a wrong turn and come out the wrong entrance. Cussing, I started to circle the hill. Zaragoza would be on the other side. But after trudging through thigh-high grass to the other side, I stopped. Nothing but rolling hills, with a few wheat fields scattered here and there. For Pete’s sake. Had I found a tunnel into an entirely different cave? I continued plodding around the hill until I reached the first entrance, just an opening in the rock wall. Where the hell was Zaragoza? I sat down. My head hurt. My heel hurt.

Time ground to a total halt until I realized my watch no longer worked. A rabbit hopped past, freezing when she smelled me. While two crows fought in a tree overhead, I strained to hear traffic noise. I sat high on a hill overlooking a wide river, which ran east and west. The distant town, blinding white in the afternoon sun, lay to the east. North of me, the river valley stretched itself thin, then folded into large, rough hills. The clear sky was almost unbearably cerulean blue.

No rescue came. Was Anna worried? Neither of us believed that “Knight in shining armor” crap, but I could have used some help. I should start walking, but to where? The white town to the east?

The sun dipped low enough so that the air began to cool and unfamiliar indecision paralyzed me. I stretched, walked around awhile, then returned to the cave entrance, where I sat against the gritty rock outcropping, pulled my bare legs up tight against my chest, and wrapped my arms around them. Soon, violent shivers racked my body, a reaction to more than the cold. The deafening silence rattled me. Where was Zaragoza? Why couldn’t I figure out where I was? Finally, crickets and frogs began a symphony. I rested my head on my knees.

I felt it before I heard it. Faint pounding vibrations from the ground beneath me. A train? No, too irregular. Just like in the movies, I pressed an ear to the ground. Horses—lots of them. I leapt to my feet. Hooves thundering, men shouting, metal clanking. The trees below blocked my view, but the group had to be coming around the base of this blasted hill. I grabbed my fanny pack, fumbling with the strap. I would have preferred a bus, car, or taxi, but if it was to be the Spanish cavalry, fine. Half sliding, half running, terrified that they’d pass without stopping, I scrambled down the hill.



Chapter Three


When I reached the bottom of the hill, I was still alone. I turned left around a thicket and stopped. Three men were taking a communal leak, backs to me, thank goddess, so I waited politely, taking in their odd costumes, until they put themselves back together.

“Man, am I glad to see you guys,” I said.

All three whirled, eyes wide, drawing swords from scabbards at their sides. In four flying steps they surrounded me and pressed their swords against my chest and back. Two of the men wore black, filthy leggings and knee-high leather boots. Long-sleeved coats of chain mail clinked softly as they stared. Ragged surcoats brushed their knees.

When I knocked aside their heavy props, their eyes widened further. “Look, cut the historical re-enactment for a second. I need to hitch a ride back to Zaragoza.”

Blank stares. The third man was young, his deep coffee skin smoother than mine had ever been. The boy wore a saffron robe, mud-stained, with matching turban. The fake sword in his hand curved nastily, but this concerned me less than the hungry way he stared at my knees.

“They’re called ‘knees,’” I said. The boy’s eyes bugged out.

Then it hit me. I spoke English. No wonder the two chain mail guys looked at me so stupidly. “Excuse me,” I said in Spanish, “but I seem to be lost. Could I hitch a ride back to Zaragoza with you?”

The two men looked at each other, then behind me to see if any more women might come barreling down the hill. The shorter, older man rubbed a full brown beard sprinkled with some disgusting remains from his dinner. The taller man, with unkempt ratty blond hair and a fiveo’clock shadow, stepped closer, speaking in an odd but understandable Spanish dialect. “You need help?”

“Yes.” What a nimrod. I was out in the middle of nowhere by myself. What did he think I needed—a French vanilla latte?

He stepped even closer, which my nostrils instantly regretted, then he actually leered at me. “Oh, señorita, I can give you exactly what you need.” He grabbed both my arms, squeezing hard, then bent toward me with fetid breath. I twisted and kicked, but he crushed me to his reeking chest, his mail and scabbard digging into my side.

“You son of a bitch, let me go.” If this was some historical reenactment, they were going too far.

The other man laughed, revealing yellow teeth. “Fadri, you ugly camel, you’ll never match Luis’s skill with women.” The boy kept staring at my knees as I struggled, until his eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped over in a dead faint.

“Fadri! Enzo! Let’s go!” The shout came from around the base of the hill. The blond goon began dragging me toward the voice; the other tossed the passed-out Arab over his shoulder.

I lashed out with my feet, but the laughing man held me tight against his chest. When we rounded a massive outcropping, I stopped struggling. On the slope below milled fifty or so horses, two-thirds ridden by grimy white guys in chain mail, the rest ridden by bearded black and Middle Eastern guys dressed as Arabs. Fatigue etched every face. Leather shields hung from most saddles. Dust clung to untrimmed beards and sweat-stained leather tunics. Filthy rags were wrapped around a few arms and legs, dramatically colored with ketchup. Fifty male faces turned toward me, each pair of eyes staring directly at my breasts, which strained against my T-shirt. A small cold bubble of fear formed in my chest.

Leather saddles creaked, a few horses snuffled noises, a few stamped the ground impatiently. “Hey, Fadri,” one man called out. “Are you going to share her?”

Raucous laughter rippled through the group and my mouth dropped open. This just could not be happening. A slender man exactly my height stepped forward, leading a towering black horse. “Fadri, must you hold the woman so tightly? I do not think she likes you.”

The men laughed again, but the moron loosened his hold enough so that I could pull my arms free. I turned to the slender man, taking in his short black hair, fierce black eyebrows, and surprisingly full mouth. Calm, self-assured, he stared back with startling light blue eyes.

“My name is Kate Vincent,” I said in Spanish. “I’ve become separated from my group and need a ride back to Zaragoza.”

The man’s clear gaze held mine for a moment, then he looked toward the unconscious boy. “Enzo, dunk Hamara in the river. That should revive him.” Half the riders whooped and urged their horses toward the river, choosing a dunking sideshow over me.

“Kate Vicente, you are in luck, for it so happens we are returning to Zaragoza. Our raids on La Rioja were successful, but Gonzalez may be behind us, so we ride hard. You are welcome to be our...guest as we travel.” He finished tugging on long, thick leather gloves, stained dark.

“Thank you,” I replied, vaguely uneasy but out of options.

My nostrils told me the pungent Fadri had stepped up behind me. “Can I keep her?” he asked. “She can ride with me.” At the touch of his meaty hand on my ass, I clenched my fist and spun around, landing a solid punch on his filthy jaw. Fadri staggered, then tripped backwards.

I rubbed my stinging knuckles, then leaned over the stunned man. I briefly reviewed my limited vocabulary of Spanish cuss words, realizing I only knew enough for a clichéd threat. “You touch me again, you filthy bastard, and I’ll kick you so hard you’ll choke on your own balls.”

As Fadri flew to his feet, face red, the slender man stepped between us and said, “Fadri, she will ride with me.”

Fadri’s face fell, but he did not challenge the smaller man. With a resigned shrug, he returned to his horse and I could breathe again.

“My name is Luis Navarro.” He gave a slight bow. “For your own safety, I ask two things of you. First, do not leave my side.” He didn’t take his amazing eyes, lightly flecked with smoky gray, from mine, but I could feel his mind sweep toward fifty obviously undisciplined, uncouth men. Actors? If not actors, then what? I nodded. “Second,” he said as he moved to his saddle bag and pulled out a small bundle, “put these on.” He handed me a long, blue skirt and a white tunic, which brought more ribald laughter from his men.

“Luis has so many women he carries spare clothes for them,” one shouted.

“El Picador is ready for anything, even naked women!” called another.

I examined the coarse, hand-made clothes. “What’s wrong with my own clothes?” Luis moved closer. “Woman, you are nearly naked.” His long black lashes blinked once. I expected a smile, but none followed, only one raised eyebrow.

I tugged the skirt and blouse on over my head, instantly grateful for the extra layer of warmth. But my brown Doc Martens and purple socks looked ridiculous under the calf-length skirt. “You and your friends are very strange.”

“We must ride.” When he led me back to his horse, I stared up at the black monster. Please, God, not a horse. Maybe if I waited another hour a bus would come by. But when Luis moved to help me, I grabbed the saddle, pulled myself up, and flung my leg over the beast’s massive back, ignoring the men’s gasps. I settled the skirt around me as best I could, but my knees showed again.

“You do not want to ride sidesaddle?”

“God, no.”

Shaking his head, Luis mounted behind me. A dripping wet Hamara, his turban slipping off to reveal tight, black hair, rode beside us and fixated on my knees once again. When he looked up, I winked, which nearly de-horsed him.

We rode for over an hour, not speaking. Rather, Luis rode and I bounced. My inner thighs burned raw, my ass hurt from smacking the iron-hard saddle, and my back ached from holding myself erect so I wouldn’t lean back against Luis and make something else erect. At least he didn’t smell as badly as the others. Dusk began, deepening the lavender sky to a rich indigo. Would I get back to Anna before dark?

The black horse beneath us showed no signs of tiring, even though his broad neck glistened. “So, what’s your horse’s name?” I finally broke the silence, my voice jiggling.

“Matamoros,” Luis said, only inches from my ear. Moor-killer. How lovely. The sun sank lower, throwing blackish purple shadows up the tight river valley. Still no sign of civilization. A tiny suspicion tugged at a corner of my mind, but it was too fantastic to consider. Maybe I had been drugged, kidnapped, then transported to a remote area.

By the time Luis raised his hand and the men reined in their horses, my butt burned. “We camp here,” Luis barked. “Enzo, set up guards on those two hills and along the river. Send two men back one league to warn us if Gonzalez is foolish enough to attack. Fadri, put the prisoners near that ledge, with double guards.”

Five of the men had their hands tied and lashed to their saddles, a procedure that seemed unusually cruel for a historical reenactment, with a chain mail goon leading each horse. The prisoners played their role well, appearing, even in this poor light, as fatigued and filthy as the rest of the men. The first four who passed sent convincing looks of hatred toward Luis, and one muttered a curse, to which Luis did not respond. The fifth prisoner flashed me such a charming grin I nearly smiled back. “Luis, you dog. Why do you always get such beautiful women?”

“Because, Nuño, I surpass you in charm, good looks, and wit.”

Nuño leaned closer, his brown eyes warm above a beard gone wild. “I think your charms for women lay much lower than that.”

“Ach!” Luis slapped Nuño’s horse playfully. “Be gone, you barbarian.”

A laughing Nuño joined the others. “Where are you taking them?” I asked.

“To al-Mu’tamin.”

The name sounded familiar. “What will he do with them?” Might as well play this guy’s game.

“Execute them, torture them, or ransom them. Perhaps all three.”

“So why is that prisoner Nuño so friendly?”

Luis’s chest rose and fell with a deep sigh. “He is my best friend, woman.”

Before I could respond, he slid off Matamoros and helped me down. My knees buckled underneath me; helpless, I crumpled to the ground. “Holy Mother of God,” I said. “I feel as if I’ve given birth to the damn horse, not ridden it.”

A flash of amusement crossed his face, but he turned away. I rubbed my arms to warm them. “When do we reach Zaragoza?” I asked as the men jerked filthy blankets off horses so sweaty steam rose in clouds off their backs. Luis barked a few more orders, then squatted beside me, steel blue eyes boring into mine. An owl hooted from the hill beside us.

“Tomorrow, woman. Zaragoza remains in danger, so we cannot be away long.”

“My name is Kate. Stop calling me ‘woman.’”

Despite the two thin white scars running across one tan cheek and over the bridge of his slender nose, Luis’s face was androgynous, skin smooth as a woman’s, eyes defensively fierce. He sort of reminded me of a pissed-off Johnny Depp, and I wondered if he’d ever been harassed by other men for being too pretty. He rested on his heels, almost cat-like in his quiet confidence, then he lifted one corner of his mouth. “Kate.”

I accepted the tin cup of cool river water and drained it, too thirsty to worry about bacteria. “So, what’s your game? Historical re-enactment? Actors in a festival or something?”

He stared at me, then drained his own cup. “We are soldiers, nothing more.”

“You mean you are pretending to be soldiers.”

His fierce black brows pulled together briefly, then he shrugged. “I brought these lances on a raid to help them relax. Life in Zaragoza has been tense lately.”

“I’ll bet.” This guy refused to step out of character even for a second. With the darkness, most of the men had stretched out, and a few had begun snoring. “I have to pee.”

Luis surveyed the grassy hill behind me. “Follow me.” We picked our way around bodies and saddles then walked twenty yards up the hill, where Luis stopped. “Fine. Do what you must.”

I snorted. Not a tree or bush within hundreds of yards. “I think not, Señor Picador. Over there, up on that hill.”

He stopped me with a rock hard hand. “No, your silhouette may be visible to Gonzalez if he follows. Here is fine. Darkness gives you privacy.”

Creep. “Turn your damn back then.” The men below paid no attention. I struggled to pull my shorts down, yet stay covered by the cumbersome skirt. Christ. My kingdom for a smelly Port-a-John. I ended up peeing on one sock and shoe and the hem of the skirt. Wet fabric slapped my calf as I stood and zipped up my shorts. “Great, just great,” I muttered.

“I am so glad you feel better,” Luis said. I could hear the twinkle in his eye, even if I couldn’t see it.

“Jerk,” I said in English. Back at Luis’s saddle, he spread out a woolen blanket for me. “Gracias,” I said as I sat down. But then he knelt, seized both my hands, and with two flicks of a rough, scratchy rope, tied my wrists together. “Hey!” I tried pulling back. “This hurts.” He looped the other end of the rope around his waist.

“I would hate for you to wander away in the night and get lost,” he said, dropping down beside me.

“I’m your guest, remember?”

He rolled away. “Good night, Kate.”

I glared at him, then stretched out on my half of the blanket, a prisoner after all. I shifted, trying to get comfortable on the hard soil and dry, prickly grass, but no luck. A million stars shone overhead, more than one should be able to see with light pollution from Zaragoza, wherever it was. Was Anna out combing the countryside for me? Had she alerted the authorities? The US Embassy? While I fumed, the men around me snored, and the guards talked quietly. I unzipped my fanny pack, ate my candy bar, and entertained myself with thoughts of revenge. At the first town we reached, I’d scream for the nearest cop and have Luis & Company arrested. These pricks didn’t know who they were messing with.



*



I awoke to shouts in the early dawn as Luis rolled to his feet and yanked me up, nearly tearing my arms from their sockets. “Hey!” I cried.

He grabbed his saddle and raced for his horse, and since I was still tethered to his waist, I stumbled along behind him. “What of our guards?” Luis shouted.

“Must be dead,” Enzo replied as he raced for his own horse. Terrified shouts and alarmed whinnies filled the cool air as Luis dragged me over to the prisoners.

“Enzo, you and two men take the prisoners ahead to the Narrows. Wait for us there. Take the woman as well.” He untied the rope between us and grasped my waist, but before he could throw me onto the saddle, a commanding shout rang out above the chaos.

“Navarro!” Sound died as all eyes turned to the edge of our encampment, where a large man in full armor stood in his stirrups, his white horse prancing. Forty men on horseback fanned out behind him. “You are trapped. Return my men and I will let you live.”

Luis, ramrod straight, glared back, a muscle twitching in his fine-boned jaw. “These prisoners are the property of the Most Respected al-Mu’tamin, emir of Zaragoza and all of western Andaluz. I will not release them without his authority.”

“Then you will die,” growled the man.

Luis shook his head, a wry smile flashing briefly. “Not today, Gonzalez.”

“Who is that?” The scowling man pointed a gloved finger at me. “Another woman you’ve ruined?”

Luis’s grip on my waist tightened. “Your Marisella came to me willingly, Gonzalez. Do not blame me if your fiancée figured out you are an uncouth bastard.” Rude laughter trickled through Luis’s men and the furious Gonzalez plunged his gray-speckled horse into the crowd, heading straight for us. Luis threw me onto the horse behind Nuño, the friendly prisoner with the black beard. I yelped as my tailbone hit the saddle but grabbed Nuño’s black leather belt to stay seated.

Luis pulled a massive sword from his scabbard and raised it high. “For Rodrigo and Mu’tamin!” Luis’s men raised their swords and a terrible, wrenching roar filled the valley as both sides collided and the air rang with steel. Gonzalez slashed his way toward us in a realistic imitation of a demon possessed. My pulse raced as I searched for a TV camera recording the dramatic scene. What the hell was this? An elaborate war games setup? Reality TV? A Middle Ages Survival show gone overboard?

While Enzo and his men struggled to get the prisoners mounted, I watched the fighting, marveling at the realistic choreography. These guys were good. Luis yanked a man off his horse, and the two clanged heavy swords together. Soon both men stood chest to chest, swords overhead locked together at the hilts. Sword in one hand, Luis pulled a dagger from a thigh scabbard with the other and thrust it through a rip in the man’s mail. Blood spurted from the chest wound. Luis pulled out the dagger, then slashed open the man’s throat.

“Jesus Christ!” I cried.

“El Picador strikes again,” Nuño said. “Hold on. We go.” With our horses’ reins held by Enzo and his men, we galloped down a slope. I looked back to see the broad-shouldered Gonzalez leap from his horse and slash at Luis’s head with a massive sword, but then we raced into a grove of trees, and lost sight of the fighting. I gripped the horse with my knees and clung to Nuño, who smelled no better than Fadri the Blond Moron.

“God damn it. Shit. Shit. Shit,” I cursed in English. This was no historical re-enactment. Maybe reality TV, but where were the cameras? We rode hard, with Nuño’s black boots firmly in the stirrups, my feet flopping around like noodles. By the time we stopped at what must have been the Narrows, I blinked back tears of pain and shock.

Enzo pulled me roughly from the saddle; I collapsed on the ground.

“Enzo, be gentle with Luis’s woman,” Nuño scolded as he too dismounted. Left on the ground, I curled up, too tired to care how pathetic I might look. Enzo and his men began tying the prisoners to a nearby stand of trees as I eavesdropped, confused by all the names. Enzo and Luis and the Blond Moron, Fadri, were good guys, while Nuño was a bad guy, a prisoner, but also Luis’s friend. The Christians were taking Christian prisoners to a Moor. If they were trying to recreate history, they were doing a good job, because none of it made any sense to me.

“Enzo, do not do this,” one of them pleaded. “We are Christians. You are Christian.”

Enzo tied the last knot with a vicious yank, his face solid but rough, as if the stone carver had quit before Enzo had fully emerged. “You are a coward. Shut up.” I began working at the knot holding my own wrists together.

“You follow an infidel. Luis has abandoned us. He has abandoned his faith.”

Despite Enzo’s even tone, his broad face, lined with age, flushed red. “Luis is no infidel, you pig.”

The prisoner laughed, a short, staccato sound. “Look where he has led you. You live in exile from Castile, banished from your homes. Instead, you live with Moors in a Moorish castle. You probably bathe. You share a table with those infidels. It sickens me to think you probably share their women as well.”

Enzo’s palm cracked across the prisoner’s face. “We wait here for Luis,” Enzo said, then he stomped away to water the horses in the nearby river. I finally pulled my hands free, wincing as I rubbed my wrists.

“Luis Navarro will not survive today’s battle,” one of the other prisoners called. “Gonzalez will kill him.”

Nuño’s harsh laugh matched the iron in his voice. “Even if Gudesto Gonzalez had the skill to kill Luis, he lacks the courage. No, hear this. Luis will ride through that ravine shortly.”

I lay on the ground, breathing in the fishy river, the cool earth, the moist grass beneath me. A red-tailed hawk shrieked overhead. I closed my eyes. Maybe when I opened them, Anna would be kneeling beside me, concerned eyes moist with relief. She’d sit me up, wrap her arms around me, and tell me how frightened she’d been. But then my muscles began to cramp, so I opened my eyes. No Anna. Nothing had changed. Enzo and his men still tended the horses at the river fifty yards away. Nuño and the other prisoners had expanded their bickering to include some king named Alfonso.

I sat up. We had stopped in a deep, narrow section of the valley. Twenty feet away the trees thickened into a forest that rose up the side of the valley. A woman posed little threat, so no one watched me. I stood casually, stretched out my stiff legs and back, then with a last look at both groups of men, I dashed for the trees.

My stupid skirt caught on the underbrush a few times but I yanked it free, quickly scrambling high enough they wouldn’t have seen me if they’d looked. Hot, sweaty, panting, I reached the top and started running through the long grass, keeping the river to my left so I wouldn’t get lost. Below me, out of my sight, hooves thundered toward the river. The grass caught at my legs and feet as I ran faster.

“I told you!” Nuño’s triumphant voice drifted up the hill, faint but still clear. “I was right, you idiot. Luis has survived.”

I sprinted toward a grove of trees far off to my right, the only place to hide in this sea of grass. An angry shout down by the river pushed me to run faster, since Luis would know by now I’d escaped. Heart pounding, lungs burning, I stumbled but caught myself. The trees seemed miles away.

Minutes later hoofbeats pounded behind me. I reached the trees with the lone horseman nearly upon me, so I headed for the low hanging branches. Someone dismounted with a grunt. Too terrified to look back, I crashed through the brush.

“Stop!” he commanded, but I kept going. “Please.”

Stunned at the polite request, I did stop, turning to face a panting Luis. His face, tunic, and leggings were blood-spattered, as was his brown cape, which fluttered behind him in the breeze as he approached, eyes sunk deep with exhaustion. “I do not have time for this. I have wounded men.”

“Let me go,” I said between gasps.

He wiped his face. “No, we must ride to Zaragoza. My men need tending.”

I put my hands on my hips. “I am not coming with you. I am not your woman.” My heart pounded. I couldn’t outrun him.

Luis’s eyes widened. “I did not say you were my woman.”

“Nuño did.”

He shook his head, smiling. “Nuño likes to tease. You are not my woman.”

“Good. Glad we cleared that up.” When I whirled to run, I suddenly couldn’t move. A massive dagger, still vibrating, pinned my skirt to the tree trunk behind me.

Luis shrugged modestly. “So sorry. I am good with a knife.” Damn it. Luis gripped my wrist, released my skirt, then slid the dagger into his thigh scabbard. He dragged me back to his horse at the edge of the grove.

The thought of mounting a horse again filled me with such despair I gripped Luis’s mail tunic. “You don’t understand,” I cried, shaking him. “For nearly twenty-four hours all I’ve experienced is dark caves and sweaty men who fart in their sleep and spit and are covered in fake blood and carry phallic swords and throw daggers. I can’t take this much longer.” The last came out as a sob.

Luis patted my arm. “I do understand, Kate. We will return to Zaragoza, where there are many women in Mu’tamin’s harem. You will like the harem. Come.”

“No, please let me go.”

Luis removed my hands from his neck. “No. We might have a use for you. Come.”

A use for me? Once again I straddled the goddamned horse, Luis’s arms around me holding the reins. I pounded the wide saddle front. Where was Anna? Why did I feel so utterly alone? Numb, I fell silent. While I floundered in some totally confusing charade, Arturo waited. Waited to show me the next drawing he’d made of his new family. Waited to introduce Anna and me to his friends. Waited to put his small hands in ours and walk out the door of El Orfanato Benévolo de San Estéfan. Waited for a plane ride across the ocean and his own room complete with race car wallpaper and a friendly black lab named Max.

I heard the hoots and catcalls as Luis and I returned, but did not respond. I saw the men’s wounds, still bleeding through filthy wrappings, but felt nothing. Given the earlier scene I’d witnessed, the blood must be real. My ass surely hurt as we rode until late afternoon, but I felt nothing. I saw the massive wooden waterwheel floating on a river raft. I saw acres of orange groves, of wheat fields, and hill after hill of grape vines. I saw white city walls as we approached what Luis claimed was Zaragoza. I saw the distinctive towers rising up from a sparkling white palace high on the hill. I saw donkeys and ox carts. I saw women, veiled and smooth and light on their feet. I saw street vendors selling lemons and pomegranates. I saw children and dogs and goats running alongside us. I heard Arabic music down one street, a lute of some sort and a drum. I smelled rich spices. I smelled rotting human waste.

Luis must have helped me off his horse, for I found myself walking through a palace gate. Luis led me into a brilliant courtyard crowded with ferns, low benches, a massive central fountain with water rising fifteen feet, and men, more men. He led me into a huge room off this courtyard, where a bear of a man, dressed in a copper-studded leather tunic, sat at a carved desk muttering over his books. Luis brought me up to the desk, then bowed slightly. “My lord, the five prisoners have been put in the dungeon for al-Mu’tamin. This woman we found wandering alone by the cave.”

The tall man stood, grunting as he readjusted the scabbard belt around his thickening waist. A ragged salt and pepper beard, braided at the tips, reached mid-chest, but his graying hair was clipped as short as Luis’s. He squinted and stepped closer, hard eyes raking over every inch of my body, not as a man would look at a woman, but as a man would look at a horse.

“Her name is Kate Vicente,” Luis offered.

The man grunted again. The fountain just outside his door pattered gently as the water spouting from a fish’s mouth fell back into the basin.

Somehow, finally, I found my voice, which cracked from my long silence. “And who are you?” My foggy brain struggled to make sense of all this. The instant Luis had sliced that man’s throat open, I knew this was not an historical re-enactment.

Luis touched my arm. “This is my lord, Rodrigo Díaz of Vivar. The Moors call him al-Cid.”

Al-Cid…El Cid. An invisible vise clamped onto my chest, squeezing off my breath. I tried to speak, but my voice squeaked once, twice, then nothing. I’d gone too long without food or a cell phone, too long without a Diet Coke or email, too long on a horse, too long without a jet roaring overhead, a billboard trying to sell me car insurance, someone’s boom box blasting at me. So I took a long look at the man before me, then did what no self-respecting lesbian should do. I fainted.



*



When I opened my eyes, the ornate ceiling overhead seemed vaguely familiar, one of peacocks strutting and displaying. I jumped when the cool cloth touched my forehead, but a toothless camel-colored woman, wrinkled as a Shar Pei, pushed me back down on the lumpy divan. She scolded me in Arabic, dabbing my temples and wrists with the rag.

“She says you rode too long and too hard.” Luis rested on a stool against the opposite wall of the small room, long legs crossed at the ankles, clothes and face clean, a bandage wrapped around one arm.

“That was your fault.” Now that the guy had cleaned up, his androgynous beauty reminded me of the early Elvis, too pretty to be a man, too handsome to be a woman.

I rubbed my aching temples but the woman slapped my hands away, muttering “Mah, mah,” and wiped once again with the cloth. The room glowed like warm honey as the sun from the adjoining courtyard streamed into the windowless room. Along with the sun, there drifted in the murmur of relaxed female voices. Two children ran by my open doorway, followed by a tiny gazelle. Three brilliant blue parrots flew past, then two screaming kids, then something that looked like a monkey. I felt like Dorothy looking out the window of her spinning house. Nothing made sense. I moaned. “Where am I?”

“The harem of al-Mu’tamin.” Luis dismissed the woman with a terse Arabic command, and she bowed before leaving. “He indulges his women, so it is a bit wild in here.”

I held my hands over my eyes, easing the headache some. “What do you want?”

“To know more about you. Why were you by yourself?”

“I was lost.”

“Where did you come from? Where were you going?”

I raised up on one elbow. “Do you interrogate all your guests?”

Luis shrugged, eyes icy in this light, face cold as a marble statue of a Greek god or goddess. “I think we both know you are not a guest.”

God, my head hurt. I lay back down again. Name, rank, and serial number only. “I was exploring the cave. When I came out—”

“Are you married?”

“Yes.”

“Where is your husband?” Luis tapped his long fingers together, fingers that had held a dagger hilt and sliced open a man’s throat.

I hesitated. “My husband is...working. I’m here with a friend.”

“And where is that friend?” He leaned forward, leather tunic creaking softly.

“Good question.” Hopefully tearing up all of Spain to find me.

“Who sent you? Alfonso? Gonzalez?”

I tried massaging the tension from my neck. “You’re giving me a headache. Please leave.”

In two strides Luis leaned over me, frowning fiercely, hands pressed against the divan on either side of my head. “What are you hiding?”

Anger darkened his features as he hovered above me. Enough of this asshole’s game. I knocked one arm away and sat up, so he backed off. When I swung my legs down and touched the cool tile floor, I stared stupidly at the pair of thin gold slippers on my feet. Not my shoes. Not my clothes. Instead I wore filmy daffodil trousers and a jade drawstring blouse that barely covered my breasts. I glared at Luis, who actually blushed.

“Zaydun changed your clothes. I looked away. Really, I did.” He folded his arms, scowling eyebrows black slashes across a tan forehead. How ironic for a kidnapper to defend his integrity.

My clothes and Doc Martens lay in a stack in the corner, but my fanny pack still circled my waist, so Zaydun must not have figured out the modern clasp or the zipper. “Look, Johnny, I’ve had enough of this. Let me go.”

“Your husband will pay a ransom.”

“I don’t have a husband, you imbecile.”

“But you just said—”

“I lied because I wanted you to leave me alone.”

Luis dropped beside me on the divan, leaning close enough that I could smell mint on his breath. “You claim neither father nor husband. You cannot be a nun because of your clothing. What then? A whore? A spy?”

I pushed him away again, pleased when his eyebrows arched at my strength. “I am none of those.”

“The options of a woman are few. Wife, daughter, mistress, whore, or slave.”

“You are disgusting.” I stood, hands on my hips.

Luis rose, grabbing my shoulders with steely hands. “Rodrigo thinks you a spy. For this you can be executed.” He lifted a lock of my hair. “You are an attractive woman. For this you could be sold as a slave or a harem whore. Tell me the truth, or one of these will happen to you.” Something earnest replaced the anger in his eyes.

“I have told you all you need to know. Let me go home. You can’t hold me here.”

“Where is home?”

“The moon.”

“Bah!” Luis stomped toward the courtyard, whirling around in the doorway, cropped black hair nearly bristling with frustration. “If you do not help me, I cannot help you.” He clapped his hands and the toothless woman returned. He pointed at me, barked something in Arabic, then stormed away, boots drumming on the tile floor.

Zaydun clutched my wrist in her chapped hand and pulled me out into the courtyard, where at least fifteen women, ranging from pink-skinned to deep copper, lounged on massive pillows, some smoking Turkish pipes, others playing with children, some speaking Arabic, others sharing secrets in a Slavic language. When I appeared, all fell silent. Zaydun led me around a corner fountain misting droplets of warm air that settled on my bare arms, then into a room with a small tiled box resting over a covered channel in the floor. Water gurgled through the channel. Spicy sandalwood candles nearly obscured the musty smell of old urine.

“Mirhadun,” the woman said, nodding. I shrugged. “Mirhadun,” she repeated.

“Fine, whatever you say. Mirhadun.” Gums working furiously, black raisin eyes scolding, she steered me toward the box, turned me around, yanked down my flimsy pants and pushed me back onto the box. I yelped at the frosty tile, but understood; the pile of withering grape leaves on the floor must be the Charmin. Not needing an audience, I stood, pulled myself together, then let Zaydun lead me back to my small, doorless room, where she presented me with a tray of oranges, plump brown dates, slices of round, thick bread, honey, and a carafe of rose liquid. At least I wouldn’t starve.

After she left, I consumed everything on the tray, down to the last drop of the smooth pomegranate juice. A more noble woman would have refused to eat until her captors released her, but starving myself would bring me no closer to Anna and Arturo. The rough, moist cloth felt good as I cleaned my sticky fingers.

When my bladder screamed for release, I had no choice but to head for the mirhadun. The unfamiliar Arabic and Slavic languages again ceased when I appeared in the courtyard. No one met my eyes; one woman even scurried her children out of my way. As I skirted the courtyard, vague familiarity plagued me. This was like a movie set, maybe a replica of the Palacio de la Aljafería?

After my business, I explored my windowless prison. Two smooth-skinned black men guarded the harem’s only exit. One tall and pudgy, the other short and pudgier, the men wore flowing magenta pants, gold embroidered magenta vests; their ebony chests were bare.

Taking a deep breath, I approached them, smiling. “Good day,” I said, then aimed myself right between them. Smooth as oil, the two men shifted, filling the entire doorway with their bulk.

“Laa,” the taller said, shaking his head. Neither met my eyes, but instead looked past a point above my ears, ebony statues. Defeated, I returned to my room and curled up on the hard divan. The dusk cast enchanting blue shadows on the white walls and yellow-tiled floor and my full stomach purred. The soft wool robe over me chased off the evening chill, yet I ached to be back in the cold, damp darkness of the Mirabueno cave listening to Joe and Lois Whipple wax euphoric about cave bumper stickers, the last time anything in my life had made sense.
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