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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







 


There was never a Spanish Hapsburg King of Spain named Alonzo, neither the First or the Second. There was never an heir to the throne named Rolon. There was never a Grand Inquisitor named Juan Murador. All the other characters are equally fictitious. Nevertheless, there are very deliberate resonances to the historical Spain of King Felipe II, and though the work is fantasy, it is not entirely divorced from reality.




Prologue


THE HERETIC


1545


Oh the flames were glorious, competing with the splendor of the sunset as it faded over Valladolid! The church bells, muffled for Holy Lent, throbbed with the pulse of the burning pyres for the triumph of faith. The Plaza del Rey was filled with the faithful who had come to see their devotion vindicated by the deaths of pernicious heretics. There were still seven pyres to light, the ones farthest away from the royal viewing stands, for these were the least important of the offenders, persons of no account who had turned from God and were now to pay the price.


From the Catedrál came the last of the procession: two men, one a priest, one a layman of acknowledged piety, flanked each of the heretics, still exhorting them, even as they approached the stake, to repent and be received again into the Grace of the Church before the fires could consume their flesh. Soot hung around them, obscuring the figures, and the sound of the flames and bells and screaming of the dying almost obliterated the arguments of those accompanying the heretics. Occasionally those in the crowd gathered to witness this auto-da-fé would spit or throw rotten food or offal at the heretics, but such missiles landed imperfectly, and often it was the good Christians who were struck and not the unhallowed men and women they guided.


Frey Juan Murador had the pulp of a melon spattered over his vestments, ruining the fine embroidery of the chasuble he wore instead of the usual dark brown habit that traditionally covered the white alb of his Order. This was a holy occasion and he was dressed as befitted his special functions. It galled him to think that the magnificent garment was soiled. He tried to concentrate on the castigations he was supposed to deliver the heretic, but he could not take his mind away from the fascination he had for the fires. How tremendous they were! How they shone in splendor! He was sure that the Throne of God had just such a radiance about it, and it awed him.


Ahead, the procession faltered as one of the heretics—the second in line—turned away from her guides and broke free of their grasp. As she shambled toward the royal platform, there were shouts of alarm and several guards rushed forward, their pikes uplifted.


“Stay!” came the command from the slight, dyspeptic man who was Rey d’España.


“But, Majestad…” one of the armed men protested, preparing to run the woman through with his lance.


“No. I will not tolerate any action that cheats God of His Revenge,” Alonzo II declared, shouting to be heard. “She is condemned for a far greater sin than assaulting us.” He rested his arms on the arms of his chair, the stiff padding of his brocaded sleeves making it impossible for him to bend his elbows. “Take her. You see that the wretch cannot move.”


Two of the soldiers reached for her, but before they could touch her, the woman threw back her head and shrieked.


“You! You call me sinful!” She tried to get to her feet, but could not. The strappado had dislocated her hips and now her legs could not bear her weight for more than a few steps. “You!” Her hands reached up toward him, hands that were still caked with blood where her nails had been pulled off her fingers.


“Take her,” Alonzo said, no longer concerned with the woman. “The pyres are waiting.”


But the woman writhed on the ground and bit the first man to lay a hand on her. With a last effort, she reached for the wide tapestry that hung down in front of the royal box and tried to drag herself to her feet. “You have condemned me, though I am innocent of all wrong. I am a faithful Christian! I die innocent!”


“Then God will welcome you as a martyr,” said the monk who had walked beside her as he at last reached her. He was a portly man, not given to worldly exercise, and he puffed as he knelt beside her. His remonstrances came in breathy spurts, not loud enough to be heard by anyone.


“If God demands I be His martyr, then God will be revenged for my death.” The woman was speaking clearly now, and it was not good to hear her.


“Take her away,” Alonzo repeated, and deliberately turned his head toward the nearest pyres, ignoring the woman entirely. Beside him, his Reina trembled and pulled out her lace handkerchief to hold before her eyes; she was a pretty woman who had often been called an angel though the sweetness of her features did not come from virtue but vapidity.


The woman refused to be ignored. “As I am innocent and suffer, so your innocents will suffer. Mark that, proud man: where you garner up your hopes, there you will find a ravening beast; where you sin the least will be the greatest sacrilege and nothing you do will deny it or detain it.”


For a moment there was a horrified silence, and then the boldest of the soldiers brought the pommel of his sword down on the woman’s back, pounding her three times with all his strength. He was strictly forbidden to unsheathe his blade for this religious occasion and he had been given orders not to make killing blows, so, much as it galled him, he struck the woman on her back, breaking her ribs.


The woman screamed, and then the sound faded to a sigh as she went limp, her back broken and her lungs punctured. Blood ran from her mouth and nose as she slumped forward under the tapestry.


“That was ill done,” muttered the corpulent monk as he made the sign of the Cross over the body. “It is fitting that she burn, but not that she be slaughtered.”


Alonzo stared down at the dead woman. “Burn her anyway. She was condemned to the flames, and to the flames she will go.” He glanced at the old bishop who stood at his side “Mi Padre, is this not the best way?”


“It is, my son,” the bishop murmured and signaled the monk to continue with the procession.


As he watched the fat monk and the old grandee lug the woman’s body away to its pyre, Juan Murador felt a surge of excitement, and he tugged at the arm of the heretic at his side. “See!” He pointed to the body being dragged toward the faggots. “There is no escape in this world and there will not be in the next. God does not permit His power to be mocked. He will judge you for your sins and you will be cast into everlasting fire; by comparison to these pyres, the death you shall suffer is as nothing. You must see how gross is your error and how grievous your trespasses.”


The man looked at him with sickened eyes. He had two great suppurating wounds in his shoulders and his face was bright with fever. “I know nothing,” he whispered. It was the only thing he had said since he was taken by the Inquisition. “Nothing, nothing.”


“So you insist,” Juan said with disgust. He had been warned that this heretic was obstinate, and he had spent the afternoon trying to coax a confession out of the man without luck.


They had reached the pyre now, and Juan pronounced the Anathema on the unrepentant man beside him. There were men-at-arms of the Holy Office approaching to take the man the last few steps up the ladder to his doom. Juan thought of the woman he had seen die so little time before and pointed to the pyre. “You believe that death will release you, but Our Lord promised that this was not so. You are guilty of heinous sins and for that you must pay the ultimate price. Do not die with worse to come. Offer your suffering to God and He will perhaps have mercy on you in your plight.”


“I know nothing,” the heretic said again. He looked at his other guide and shook his head.


With a gesture of frustration, Juan released his heretic to the officers of the Secular Arm of the Holy Office. “He will not repent,” he informed them needlessly, and affixed the imp-covered San Benito. “You must do your task.” He stepped back and blessed the officers, then turned toward the viewing area set aside for clergy. As he took his seat, he glimpsed some motion in the royal box, and allowed himself to be distracted by it.


“Frey!” the monk at his side whispered sharply, tugging at Juan’s sleeve.


“Forgive me,” Juan said automatically, and once more directed his gaze toward the pyres as the last one was ignited.


“What happened with that woman?” the monk asked in an undervoice.


Juan was staring at the enormous fires, entranced by the sight of them, and so had to be questioned a second time before he answered. “Oh. She cursed el Rey. You know what creatures these heretics are.”


“Cursed on the last night of Lent,” the monk said, clicking his tongue in disapproval. “A bad business.”


“To be cursed by a heretic?” Juan responded, paying more attention now.


“Any curse is evil, and those of heretics especially so, as they come from Satan himself. El Rey must take care. We will offer a Mass for him tonight and another tomorrow night. Otherwise, who knows what might befall?” He crossed himself as he stole one look at the royal box. “La Reina looks faint,” he observed.


“A pale little thing like that, it isn’t surprising,” Juan answered uncaringly, his eyes bright with the reflections of burning.


“Still and all. The curse must have upset her. A pious woman like her, she can’t be expected to—”. He rose in his seat and pointed to one of the largest pyres where a blacked figure had crashed forward, toppling off the tower of burning faggots to land much too close to the royal box. “God keep and preserve us!”


“Amen,” Juan said at once, trying not to picture in his mind the destruction that might have happened. Soldiers were already using their pikes to push the charred thing back toward the fire. Monks converged around them, crosses upheld in their hands, a few kneeling to recite the Rosary.


Juan Murador longed to be with them, to join them in their prayers for the heretics, near the burning proof of his faith. He looked again toward the royal box and saw that la Reina was reclining in her chair, her hand to her pale brow. Two of her women hovered over her, one holding a pomander under her nose, the other fanning her with a stiff bit of brocade. As la Reina leaned toward el Rey, Juan heard the pyre of the woman who had cursed them burst into full flame.


From somewhere behind the royal box there came a long, despairing wail from a dog. It was an eerie sound that cut through the muttering roar of the crowd gathered in the plaza, through the muffled toll of the bells, through the rush and crackle of the fires and the screams of the heretics. For an instant, there was no other sound in the Plaza del Rey. And then the bishop began to intone his prayers.


In the middle of the Mass, la Reina was led away as unobtrusively as possible, and el Rey, his severe expression showing as little as it usually did, was thought to be displeased. Once or twice he wiped his fingers on a lace handkerchief.


Only when the last fires were nothing more than smoking heaps of embers and ashes did the people depart. By then it was almost midnight and the first of the Paschal Masses were beginning in the Catedrál. Most of the nobility attended the first three Masses of Easter, and then went home for an afternoon of prayer and contemplation before the elaborate feasts of the late evening.


Juan Murador remained near the smoldering rubble. He stepped warily to avoid the dark, burnt streaks on the paving stones, which were all that was left of the rivulets of human fat that had run, burning, from the flames. Before sunrise, he and two other monks would rake the ashes for bones and other tokens to present to the Holy Office for their benefit. It was a task that was thought to breed humility by its nature, so Juan never told anyone that he enjoyed it. For him, it was exhilarating to sift the ashes for the bones and trinkets of the burned heretics, almost like a treasure hunt. This was the third time he had drawn such duty since he became a novice monk and he had ceased to wonder why the grisly work thrilled him so. He recited the eighty-eighth Psalm when he was through, mildly regretting that it would be another year before he would be able to do this again.


It was late the following October when Reina Concepción daughter of King Paõ of Portugal, wife of Alonzo II of España, died while bringing the Infante Real into the world. Death in childbirth was woman’s heritage from Eve, and the Archbishop who heard her last, whispered, incoherent confession before administering Extreme Unction, reminded those who stood around her enormous canopied bed that La Madre Maria would welcome Concepción to Heaven for attending to her uxorial duty so well. The ladies-in-waiting attending her bowed their heads, most of them secretly hoping that they would come face to face with God some other way. The little Reina’s suffering had been dreadful.


Once again the bells of Valladolid were muffled as they had been at Lent, and Masses were ordered throughout España and Portugal for the repose of the soul of Reina Concepción.


Juan Murador was in the refectory when he heard the first, mournful tolling that announced her death. He stopped his reading of the lesson and crossed himself, not noticing whether or not his fellow monks did the same. He could not forget the words of the heretic woman as he listened to the sound of the bells. He prayed automatically, hardly aware of what he said or the murmur of other prayers that rose around him. Now that Reina Concepción was dead, he thought, it would surely be the end of the curse of the heretic woman. She had pronounced destruction on those innocent, and no one in the Royal Family was so innocent as the young, vapid Reina.


“We are to pray for la Reina, who has been taken from this life to the Glory of God,” the Prior announced to the assembled Dominican monks when the first orisons were over. “We are also asked to address Heaven on behalf of the Infante Real, Rolon Andreas Esteban Angel Castelar de Astuarias, Aragon, Leon y Castilla.”


Obediently the monks commenced their thanksgiving for the safe delivery of the heir to the throne, a thanksgiving that was to spread from Burgos to Barcelona to Sevilla as news of his birth and his mother’s death were carried through the kingdom of Alonzo II.




THE INFANTE REAL


November 1564 through
March 1565
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Below them, the walls and towers of Zaragoza thrust into the sharp angles of the sunset, bastions against the night, reaching for the last benediction of the day. Around them the air was clear and cold, biting through the short, fur-lined cloaks and jeweled leather gauntlets fashion more than good sense demanded. Only the dwarf on the fractious mule had wrapped himself in an engulfing cape and pulled a fur hat down over his brow and ears; since he was a jester, no one was offended.


“There will be food waiting at El Morro,” one of the courtiers panted as he came abreast of the men in the van of the little party.


“And a fire, I hope,” Capitan Iturbes said to the young Conde.


“At least the moon is nearly full,” he remarked before dropping back to his place in the group.


“The moon is getting full,” said the Infante Real with an apprehensive glance over his shoulder toward the east. He was the most elegantly dressed of the group, as was fitting to his rank and station, with velvet tops to his boots and pearl buttons on the collar of his cape below the ruff.


“We’ll be at El Morro before it rises,” Capitan Iturbes assured the Infante Real with enough bluster to cover his doubts.


“Por Dios, I hope so,” the youth answered, pulling his cape more tightly around him.


Capitan Iturbes was not the sort to presume upon the goodwill of royalty, and so he said nothing. Don Rolon, the Infante Real, was known to be a moody lad, given to study and silence. At least, thought Iturbes as he rode beside the heir to the throne, the prince was not like his father, whose forbidding austerity made him an object of awe and rancor to his military officers.


In the rear, Lugantes kicked savagely at his mule and cursed his fortune once again. The little man with the misshapen body hated these treks into the country. It was bad enough to have the mockery of the court around him, but to be scorned because he could not ride as the courtiers did and suffered when he tried was almost more than he could endure. But, he reminded himself, there was Don Rolon, his prince. Something in that unhappy young man struck a responsive chord in the jester, and he could not begrudge the Infante Real his company, even on these dismal hunting parties. So he took out his ire on the mule, delivering a more vehement kick than usual, and prayed that he would not be asked to sing and dance while the others had their evening meal. By the time they arrived at El Morro, the only thing he would be good for was a bowl of soup and long hours of sleep.


“The Infante looks worried,” el Conde del Aranjuez said to the man beside him.


“He always looks that way,” came the bored rejoinder. “Don Rolon looked sour the day he was born.” Don Enrique Hurreres was only a Cabellero, but he was related to some of the oldest and most revered families in España, and was to be found in company not often accessible to mere knights.


“How much longer, do you think?” el Conde asked, willing to risk Don Enrique’s jeers if only he would provide an answer.


“Chilblains or saddle sores?” Don Enrique inquired sweetly.


“I’m tired,” the other admitted.


“I give it an hour. No more, unless that fool Iturbes has forgotten the way.” He looked up the rocky trail with resigned disgust. “El Rey never leaves any doubt when one is in disgrace.”


“A hunting party is not disgrace,” el Conde objected hotly. If he had not been so tired, he might have made more of his argument.


“A hunting party at El Morro is a disgrace, believe me.” Don Enrique shrugged. “There are five of us, that’s something—and Lugantes, of course. We’ll have something to laugh at besides the sheep.” He slapped at his gelding’s withers with the ends of his reins, his face made ugly with dissatisfaction. “Impossible beast!”


“He’s as tired as the rest of us,” el Conde said, wishing he had worn a warmer cloak and ignored the dictates of fashion.


“What’s that to me?” Don Enrique demanded and gave an inward smirk when his companion did not answer him. He flipped the last of his riding crop so that it bounced against his boots; he felt his horse shiver at the sound.


Lugantes watched the two young noblemen ahead of him and smiled briefly at their impatience. That unrest would haunt them if he were given the chance to talk in the next day or so. He had a knack for mockery, having endured so much of it in his life, and nothing pleased him quite so much as planting the thorns of his wit deep in a well-born hide. He clung to the saddle, cursing quietly, anticipating that brief satisfaction that would be his in a short time.


As they crested the steepest rise of the trail, Capitan Iturbes drew rein and pointed to a squat, massive fortress on an outcropping of rock. “El Morro, Alteza,” he announced.


Don Rolon stared at it. “Very good, Iturbes: how long do you think it will take to get there?”


“An hour,” Capitan Iturbes answered promptly and with real confidence.


“Night will have fallen by then,” the Infante Real said uneasily. “Couldn’t it be sooner?”


“The moon is nearly full, Alteza,” he pointed out. “It will not be hazardous.”


“But the moon…” Don Rolon let his objection fade away. “If we hurry, it would be less time.”


“On this ground?” Capitan Iturbes protested. “If it is what Su Alteza orders, then we must do it, but I will not be answerable for our safety over these rocks.”


“Of course,” the young man said, and pretended to stifle a yawn. “Set the pace, Capitan, and we will oblige you.”


“Gracias, Alteza,” the officer said with feeling. “There is a little way we can trot, but our horses are tired.”


“I have told you to set the pace. Use your best judgment.” He sounded exhausted, as if he had just lost a battle instead of a mild dispute.


“Muy bien,” Iturbes said with a brisk salute as he took the lead and held his horse to a brisk walk.


Sangre de Cristo, thought Don Rolon, but El Morro was desolate. What was there to hunt here but the sheep of peasants and fleet-footed wild goats? Here the whole world was made of stone, hard and forbidding. He listened to the hollow sound of his horse’s hooves on the track. The place reminded him of his father. He bit his lip, knowing he would have to confess so treasonable a notion. He wished he had brought his own confessor with him rather than that creature of the Inquisitor General, but there had been no opportunity to request that Padre Lucien accompany him, his father had seen to that. He shook his head. Another sin to confess, and his soul so heavy within him already.


“There are torches at the gate,” Capitan Iturbes pointed out, thinking to cheer the small band of men, but no one paid much heed to his remark, either because they were not listening or because they had ceased to care.


Don Enrique let out a cry and pointed off to the side of the trail where a large owl had fallen on a half-grown badger. The two were locked in deadly combat, each holding the other in a passion of rage. “And the sun is not quite down!”


El Conde crossed himself, and an instant later, so did Don Enrique. Immediately behind them, Padre Barnabas copied the gesture and noted that none of the others had guarded themselves against so ill an omen. He heard the jester chuckle and determined to watch the little man closely for overt signs of heresy.


“I don’t like it,” Don Rolon muttered, turning away from the struggling creatures.


“Alteza,” Capitan Iturbes called out over his shoulder. “The way is very narrow here. We must go cautiously. Be careful of the overhang.” He pointed ahead to a rocky defile like the darkened maw of a ravening beast. “It isn’t long.”


“What is this place?” Don Rolon asked aloud, his hands cold fists on the reins now. His horse was laboring, for the path was steep here, yet he gave no more than passing thought to the gold-and-silver Andalusian stallion. Ordinarily he was more considerate of the magnificent horse, since it was one of the few concessions to his position his father had permitted him, for only royalty could ride these horses with the light gray coats and golden manes and tails.


“The peasants here say that this place is haunted, Alteza.”


“Haunted?” Don Rolon looked about uneasily as the frowning rise of stone loomed over them.


“Peasants!” Don Enrique sneered. “Who pays attention to peasants?”


“This is their country, mi señor grande,” Lugantes quietly reminded the sarcastic young hidalgo, his large, misshapen features showing how much he wanted Don Enrique to understand. He did not hate these arrogant courtiers, he loathed them. Don Rolon was not cut from the same cloth, and for that reason Lugantes served him with passionate devotion.


“I want no part of those who dig in the earth,” Don Enrique laughed harshly.


“They are my people, Don Enrique,” Don Rolon corrected him sharply. “Do not speak of them in such a way, I pray you.”


“Si tu quieres, Alteza,” Don Enrique said at once, doing as much of a bow as he could from his perch in the saddle. Then he added to el Conde in an undervoice, “He may be out of favor now, and we with him, but he will be el Rey one day, and those who gain his favor now will not be forgotten.”


“And so you pander to him,” el Conde muttered, disgusted. “You’re as bad as the French, with their license and debauchery because the Roi orders it to amuse him. And for his excesses he will burn in Hell.”


“While you sing hosannas at the Right Hand of God,” Don Enrique shot back.


Padre Barnabas, riding ahead of Lugantes, overheard the two young noblemen with a degree of satisfaction that worried him. He knew that he would report this irreligious banter to his superiors on his return, and they would mull it over. In time, he might rise in their esteem through the fall of Don Enrique. His conscience was clear, he told himself, and vehemently began to recite his evening prayers in a low, penetrating voice. A man of his station must uphold his office, he insisted as the familiar words of the Ave Maria droned on. It was his responsibility, his obligation to see that men of high rank be of the finest stamp, untouched by corruption and heresy. His prayers grew louder.


By the time all the men were on the dangerous trail, not one was free of the apprehension of the place. The rocks, made more massive in the advancing darkness, changed the sound of the horses’ hooves to an echoing, hollow clatter, like the beginnings of an avalanche. Their progress through the dark was silent but for that ominous sound, and even Padre Barnabas was quiet, his prayers continuing by the movement of his lips.


“We are almost out of it, Alteza,” said Capitan Iturbes, his comforting words distorted and mocked by echoes.


“Excellent,” the Infante Real responded with genuine relief. “When we leave, we must pass this way in daylight.”


“Indeed, Alteza,” he agreed with fervor. His years of soldiering had steeled him against the dread and anger of battle, but not against the fear that possessed him when he could not identify his foe.


“How much farther to El Morro?” Don Enrique yelled, and his question came back to him, broken and sharpened by the stone.


“You will dine within the hour,” Capitan Iturbes promised him, and was comforted by that reassurance himself.


“With the aid of God,” Padre Barnabas interjected in a warning tone that the others caught and made note of with an emotion not unlike their apprehension in this defile. El Conde crossed himself and Don Enrique laughed.


Suddenly Lugantes made a hissing noise and turned it into an unearthly howl. His mule halted, long ears back flat, and the other mounts whickered uneasily, sidling on the rocky trail. Lugantes chuckled. “You thought it was the haunt, didn’t you?” His laughter increased and the rocks took it up so that the air rang with malignant chuckles. “Anyone whistling in this place would be thought a haunt. What do you say, Capitan?”


Now that the first shock of terror had passed, Capitan Iturbes had a fighting man’s rough humor to guide him. He chuckled richly. “Señor jester, you are a most irreverent man. Surely you’re right about the haunts.”


“Never do such a thing again!” Don Enrique shouted, turning in his saddle, his face contorted with rage. “Fool! Dolt! Monster!”


“Do not speak to him so, Don Enrique,” Don Rolon said sharply. “I deplore his jests sometimes, as I deplored this one, but you are not permitted to treat him badly. His task is not an easy one, and he is as tired as the rest of us.” He looked through the darkness toward the place he knew Lugantes had to be. “I’m sorry I could not find it funny, mi amigo. Perhaps next time.”


The little party resumed their progress in silence, and when a few minutes later they passed out of the defile, each of them was silently glad to be free of the narrow stone walls and their disquieting echoes.


“Ah, see there, Alteza,” Capitan Iturbes called, pointing to the east where a white shimmer was gathering on the peaks of the mountains. “The moon is rising!”


The left side of Don Rolon’s face was still touched with the fading luster of sunset, and the right, toward the pale brightness, was in darkness. “They say that madmen roam at the full of the moon.”


“It is the spell of Lilith and the depraved ones who worship the Devil,” Padre Barnabas announced with authority. “If we are true in our service of God, there is nothing we need fear but His wrath on the Day of Judgment.”


“De seguro,” Capitan Iturbes said automatically, having learned long ago not to argue with prelates.


“You’re being unwise, then,” Don Enrique declared, determined to show how removed he was from all that. ‘‘We are taught to fear the Devil and his works and to fear the Coming of God. We take refuge in faith, hoping that it will aid us on that day. Others suspect that they will not be worthy, and turn to a less demanding master.” He was able to smile, but no one saw it. “Padre Barnabas will tell you that his brethren are stern taskmasters, but they are as nothing compared to God. Is that not so, Padre?”


The priest gave a sour answer. “We pray that there be no sin in the world, that God may come more quickly.”


“And you do what you can to eradicate it, don’t you?” He did not wait for Padre Barnabas to speak, but said to the others, “That is why we must have autos-da-fé, to purge and cleanse us, those who are pious, of the least taint of sin.”


“The auto-da-fé is the triumph of faith,” Padre Barnabas reminded them all in careful accents. “You would do well to remember this.”


“But so high a price to pay,” Don Rolon said quietly. “God gave us His Son, I know, and we did not honor him. But still…” He stopped.


“Your own mother was destroyed by the curse of one such heretic, and you do not wish to be revenged?” Padre Barnabas inquired.


Don Rolon had heard that tale since he was old enough to speak, and it had horrified him once, but now it filled him with a coldness that was not quite sickness. If the heretic woman had not been accused, tortured and burned, she would have had no reason to curse Concepción, and both women might be alive this day, content to live out their lives as virtuous matrons. He had not always felt that way, but in the last five years he had come to despise the autos-da-fé his father so adamantly approved; the hatred he felt once for that unknown woman had faded years ago.


“There is El Morro, Alteza,” said Capitan Iturbes as they came around a bend in the trail. “We will arrive shortly.”


“El Morro,” Don Rolon repeated. If his horse had been fresh, he would have made a quick gallop to the gates, but as it was, he resigned himself to another several minutes in the saddle. His legs ached from the cold and his face felt stiff.


“How elegant,” Don Enrique observed sarcastically. “Your father does well by you, Alteza, doesn’t he?”


“My father is el Rey, Don Enrique. If it pleases him to send me to the wastes of the New World, it is his right to do so, and my duty to go.” He paid no heed to the quick intake of breath that was Don Enrique’s protest, but kept his eyes fixed on the massive gates of El Morro.


“The torches are lit, Alteza,” el Conde pointed out, glad to see them.


“There are servants waiting, and guardsmen, Alteza,” Capitan Iturbes informed Don Rolon, hoping that the Infante Real would not be too disappointed in the stark fortress.


“Not quite a French hunting lodge,” Don Enrique observed to the air.


“Has it a chapel?” asked Padre Barnabas.


“A small one, mi Padre,” the Capitan assured him. “And an old priest, or so I’m told.”


“Good.” He turned back toward Lugantes. “You may not have much to do, jester.”


“Then I will amuse myself,” Lugantes said at once. “I have learned to enjoy my own company, since few others have cared for it.”


There was the sound of a ramshorn blowing, a blatant, unmusical sound that reverberated through the stony peaks as the massive gates of El Morro swung open, and the little party passed through.
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Since the three young noblemen had not been allowed to bring their valets, el Conde and Don Enrique had to fend for themselves while Lugantes handled such duties for Don Rolon. He presented himself in the Infante Real’s chamber on the second morning they were there to find the room in complete disorder and the Infante Real tossing in exhausted sleep on the fur-covered bed. Lugantes clicked his tongue, supposing that Don Rolon had drunk too deeply the night before; he set about putting all in order, and was quite pleased that he accomplished this task before the young man came sluggishly awake.


“Good morning, Alteza,” Lugantes said as he finished setting out the hunting mantle beside the padded pourpoint with a modified lace ruff.


“To you, Lugantes.” He put his slender hand to his eyes. “Madre de Dios, what a nightmare!” He started to get up, then lay back with a groan. “My body aches.”


“Wine fumes,” Lugantes said sympathetically. “They have only raw vintages here.”


“Perhaps,” Don Rolon said as he rubbed his brow. “I did not think I drank so much.”


“Well, Alteza, you have a glass, and then another, and then it is easy to forget the first, and so have another…In time, you have a great many but it seems no more than two or three.” He did not remember seeing Don Rolon take much wine, but the other two young men were so besotted that he assumed Don Rolon had followed their example.


“Perhaps,” he repeated, then made another attempt to get up. He sat for a little time with his legs dangling over the side of the bed, his shoulders hunched as if to keep him from being struck. “There were such terrible things in my dreams,” he said to Lugantes as the jester brought his leather hunting leggings to him. “It must be this place.”


“A bad place to dream, certainly,” Lugantes said, not paying too much attention to Don Rolon’s words. “That, and the hunting.”


“Goats!” Don Rolon scoffed. “My father knew how I would feel, hunting goats.”


“Still, it is better than sitting in a courtyard in Madrid, isn’t it?” Previously when Rey Alonzo wanted to punish his son, he had sent him to one of the private estates he owned in Madrid, with instructions that the Infante Real was not to leave the premises. “And you have too many friends in Madrid.”


“I wonder if I do,” Don Rolon said, beginning to draw on the leggings without protest. “My father would prefer I have none, and there are others…”


“Gil?” Lugantes suggested. He disliked el Rey’s bastard son almost as much as he disliked Alonzo himself.


“In some ways,” the youth said cautiously. “It would be easier, I think, if our roles were reversed. Then my father could have the heir he wants and he would leave me alone.” He stood up. “My feet are sore. What have I done?”


Lugantes recalled the state the room was in, and said nothing. He picked up a pair of boots and held them out. “Will these do?”


“As well as any. I feel as if I spent the whole night running.” He donned the boots gingerly and then pulled off his night camise. “I suppose I am not used to the bed.”


“Strange beds breed strange dreams,” Lugantes said, hoping to reassure him.


“Then this one is very strange. I thought I heard screams and saw men running. I thought there was blood everywhere and men crossed themselves as if to find protection from the Devil.” He blessed himself without thinking. “What would Padre Barnabas make of this?”


“There’s no reason to trouble Padre Barnabas with dreams. He has enough to think of with the sins he searches for.” Lugantes made a face. “That one is dangerous, Alteza. He is ambitious and does not know it.”


Don Rolon shrugged. “Very well. I will be careful of him, but to dream so and have no comfort…” He fastened his belt and held out his arms for the knitted woolen camisado, tugging it over his tousled head impatiently. “Hunting for goats. My father will be delighted. He has always liked to have me busy with something.” He coughed once, to cover his shock at his denouncement of his father. “I do not mean anything disloyal to the Crown, Lugantes.”


“Never, Alteza,” Lugantes agreed promptly. “You are not here for disloyalty, but because El Majestad suffers from fits of pique. And that is not disloyal to the crown, either. No one who has been at Court believes that your actions are disloyal. Unwise, yes, on occasion, but never disloyal.”


Don Rolon drew on his pourpoint and fussed with the ruff so that the lace would not press against his neck, then reached for the sleeves. “Use the iron pins, Lugantes. There is no reason to wear jewels here.” He could not admit that he enjoyed being less conspicuous than the court life permitted him to be. “I will use the simple leather gauntlets. No reason for anything fancier.”


“Very sensible, Alteza.” He went to the larger of the two cases Don Rolon had brought with him and searched it quickly for the desired gloves, holding them out as the Infante Real finished pinning his sleeves to his pourpoint. “Is there anything else?”


“I must wear my ring. With that, I am ready.” As he took the ring, he had a dizzy moment, as if he were setting it aside as he had done at some late hour the night before. He once again had to control the cold, sickened sensation that coursed through him, and when it had passed, he could not recall it enough to learn why he had had it in the first place. His laugh was shaky. “You may be right about the wine.”


“It’s not impossible,” Lugantes said quietly but with a twinkle in his glittery eyes.


“I must be more cautious tomorrow, or…” He stared down at his hand and saw that the nails were broken and torn, that there was dirt on the fingers. “What?…Lugantes…” He was about to show the jester his hand when he was overcome with a nameless fright. “Bring me my basin. I should wash my hands before putting on gauntlets.” To his own ears he sounded jittery and unhappy, but apparently Lugantes did not notice this.


“In a moment, Alteza. The water is cold, I fear.” He stepped into the dressing room beside the bedchamber and took the ewer and basin from the top of an old chest. He was out of charity with himself for forgetting so basic a service. He knew he was fortunate that the young man had not chided him for the oversight, and took it as further proof of Don Rolon’s innate humanity and royal courtesy. As he brought the articles back into the bedchamber, he said, “I will ask that the water be heated in future if you wish it, Alteza.”


“It won’t be necessary,” was Don Rolon’s distracted reply. He could not imagine how he had come to have his hands so smirched. Where had he been, that he had broken his nails or dug in the earth? He searched his memory and could find nothing. He vaguely recalled a similar problem about a month ago, when he had been visiting the gypsies outside of Valladolid. His hands had been filthy and his clothes torn. At the time, he thought he had had more of an adventure there than he could remember, but now…


“Are you troubled, Alteza?” Lugantes asked, seeing the distress in the young man’s dark eyes.


“Um?” He looked up sharply. “No, not troubled. I’m…wondering.” He dipped his hands into the water and rubbed them quickly together, not watching too closely to see what was washed off.


“Do you require anything else?” Lugantes asked. “Aside from Ciro?”


Ciro Eje was Don Rolon’s valet, a soft-spoken efficient man in his mid-twenties, one of a distinguished family of conversos who had not entirely forgotten their Jewish heritage. Ciro continued to honor his grandparents and great-grandparents, though they were considered enemies of the Church, and had occasionally boasted that his oldest uncle was one of the conversos who made up the crew for the Genovese Colombo when he had first sailed to the New World. Ciro Eje was one of the few servants in the royal palace who took the time to speak sensibly with Lugantes. “Ciro would be a help, but you are doing very well, Lugantes,” Don Rolon said wistfully.


“You will be back in Valladolid soon, Alteza, and there you will require more adept services than mine. Ciro will be horrified to see what I have done to your clothes, but he is an understanding man. He won’t be too angry with me.” He shrugged. “For a jester to be a valet, well, the French would make a comedy out of it, wouldn’t they? One of those farces with music and dancing. And the courtiers would try it out for a while, until they became bored with it.”


“This is not France,” Don Rolon said in a flat tone. “And to do a play, about a valet or anything else, would bring too many questions from the Inquisition, I fear. My…mother told me so, in any case, when they refused to let her have such a performance.” He dried his hands carefully, quietly thankful that Ciro had not seen this, for he was acute enough to make inquiries Don Rolon did not want.


“Your father is most fortunate to have so lovely a Reina, and it is sad that he has so little affection for her,” Lugantes said, and saw Don Rolon wince. “The French are still pleased with the match, are they not?”


“They have been,” Don Rolon said as he started toward the door. “We are going to hunt until midafternoon, or so I am told. Do what you can to make this place as livable as possible. I don’t expect miracles, but there must be something you can do that will make it…less like a dungeon.”


“Si, mi Infante. But it will not be easy.”


“I know that, Lugantes. Do what you can.” He lifted his hand to wave, closed the door and was gone.


Only when Lugantes was certain that the young prince was gone did he pick up the basin and stare thoughtfully at the muddy water.


Just Don Enrique was waiting for the Infante Real in the little stone courtyard. He was much more elegantly dressed than Don Rolon, and permitted himself the luxury of pointing this out, relishing the contrast his appearance made to that of the heir to the throne. “You’re worse than the local landowners, Alteza,” he said after summing up his opinion of the Infante Real’s clothing. He added with more than a little scorn, “You are Infante Real; they at least have the excuse of bad example and little money.”


“Ah, but I have one, too,” Don Rolon reminded him unhappily. “I am here as a sign of disfavor. It is better than many another prison would be, but it is not fitting that I dress as if at a festival. This is penance, and we all know it, Don Enrique.” He signaled for his horse before asking, “Where is el Conde? Is he joining us, or has he changed his mind?”


“He has not come down. That swill we drank last night, you know.” He too looked less than himself. His temples still throbbed and the sunlight hurt his eyes.


“Is he coming?” Don Rolon inquired, not caring particularly whether the young man did or not.


“I haven’t seen him, Alteza,” Don Enrique admitted. “He told me last night, when we went up to bed, that he was going to take a walk to clear his head. The majordomo here said that he did not respond to his knock this morning. The man’s incompetent, of course. You could not hope for anything else in such a place.” He looked up as the horses were brought from the stables. “I’d best try the girths before we mount, Alteza. There is no telling how the saddles have been put on.”


“I will see to my own,” Don Rolon said, holding out his hands for the reins of his horse. He had learned how to care for the animal when he was first given the stallion and now felt cheated when he could not tend to him. He blew in the horse’s nostrils and smiled at the nudge the stallion gave his arm.


“That majordomo,” Don Enrique said when he was sure that his girths were properly fastened. “He told me this morning that the peasants hereabouts are sure that there is another haunt in the neighborhood. They told their priest, who’s probably a half-mad ancient, that they heard the Devil in the hills late last night.” He got into the saddle without his usual flair, and blinked at the pain that lanced down his back.


“The Devil?” Don Rolon asked. “What makes them believe it was the Devil?”


“Anything they cannot explain at night is the Devil,” Don Enrique said with a sarcastic flourish of his hand. “Even Padre Barnabas would agree with that, and that should convince you.”


Don Rolon mounted and steadied his horse. “What does Muñoz have to say to that?”


“Who?” Don Enrique demanded without ceremony.


“The majordomo, Salvador Muñoz. What has he said about it?” Don Rolon reached down to adjust the stirrup, and when he looked up, Capitan Iturbes was coming toward them, and he put the gossip of peasants out of his mind.


“A fine day, Alteza,” the Capitan declared with such jauntiness that both Don Rolon and Don Enrique were ready to strangle him. “They say that there are wild goats farther up the crest, and we should get in a chase or two.”


“Fine,” Don Rolon said, weary already. “Will we have dogs?”


“Two. Muñoz needs an extra one to stand guard, he says, and I have not made an issue of it.” He gave an easy sign to the stablemen and stood confidently waiting. “El Conde is not with us?”


“Apparently he is still asleep,” Don Rolon answered. “The wine last night…”


“Wonderful!” Capitan Iturbes enthused. “Better than what we have in the army, I can tell you. I wish I’d had more of it.”


“I will be sick in a moment,” Don Enrique vowed quietly.


“Still, that’s the advantage of these fortresses,” Iturbes went on blithely, “where you can get a store of foods and goods, season after season. Barley and rice, and mutton whenever you want it. There’s cheese and oranges and enough honey to sweeten a wagonload of bread. These people here, they have the good life.” He took the reins of his gelding from the stablehand who led him out and vaulted into the saddle without pausing to look at the girths. “The good Padre has said he wishes to fast and pray this morning, and so we three are all the hunters.” He brought up his riding whip. “Bring the dogs!”


One of the stablehands went running across the courtyard to the kennels, shouting to the keeper to bring out his treasures. Shortly afterward, he came back, almost dragged by two large, lean-bodied hounds that barked and growled as they neared the three men on horseback.


“Pardon, Señores, but they do not know you, and they are fierce,” said the stablehand, trying to excuse the way the dogs behaved.


“Guard dogs should not be sweet-tempered,” Don Rolon said at once, and nodded to Capitan Iturbes. “Whenever you are ready, we will leave.”


“Bueno, Alteza,” said Capitan Iturbes with a wave to the stablehand. “Release the dogs!”


The two hounds leaped forward as the gates opened, racing out into the bright morning light along the narrow trail that led to the upper peaks. Capitan Iturbes grinned in anticipation of great sport, then dug his spurs into his gelding’s sides and bounded after them.


Don Enrique was less eager, but he followed with grim determination, not looking to see if Don Rolon was with him or lagging behind. Properly he should not take the lead from the Infante Real, but he could not resist that first exciting rush from the fortress. He flicked his lash over his horse’s rump and grinned at the nervous response. Headache or no, Don Enrique was determined to have his pleasure hunting.


It did not trouble Don Rolon to have Don Enrique take the lead. He was still in the grip of the malaise he had awakened to, and now wished he had followed el Conde’s example and remained in bed for the morning. But word of such petulance would reach his father, and then there would be the letters of admonition and arguments, which was more than he could bear. He clapped his heels to his Andalusian’s sides and resigned himself to a day of chasing hounds through the mountains. He touched the crossbow hanging from his saddle and felt the packet of quarrels, disappointed to find so many. Had there been fewer, they might not have had to spend long on the hunt. As the doors closed behind the Infante Real, he had a moment of stark fear, as if he were being banished to the fastness of the mountains with no redemption or succor left to him. This impression faded quickly, but left behind it a wretchedness of spirit that did not lessen its hold on him for several hours.


By the time the hunting party started back toward El Morro, there were three dead wild goats strapped to the cantels of their saddles, and the dogs trailed them with pink tongues lolling. This time they had to wait while the gates were opened, and when they came into the courtyard, two cooks bustled forward to meet them, reaching for their prizes before the stablehands came to take the horses to be fed and watered. The hounds slouched away to their kennels, heads low.


“Not much to brag about,” said Don Enrique as he dismounted. His headache had disappeared some time before, replaced now with insistent hunger. He resolved to be more careful with the wine this time, and to take more of the simple meats the majordomo offered.


“There is nothing more to hunt,” Capitan Iturbes said laconically. “In the army we’ve had to run down geese, sometimes. Once, in Flanders, three of us went out with pikes and pronged half a dozen ducks. We were out of other food and the farmers would not sell us any, since most of them were Protestants, and not anxious to—” He broke off as he saw Padre Barnabas coming toward them, his face grave and his manner reeking of bad news.


“Señores,” intoned the priest, “your prayers are required.”


The others in the courtyard paused to cross themselves and a few made the sign against the Evil Eye, averting their faces so that they would not offend the Infante Real.


“What is it, good Padre?” Don Rolon asked as he unbuckled the girths of his saddle. It was good to be on the ground again, he thought, for as much as he loved to ride his Andalusian, he often longed for the simple satisfaction of walking, and a long day on horseback inevitably made him happy to be out of the saddle.


“It is el Conde,” Padre Barnabas announced solemnly.


“Is he ill?” asked Don Rolon, secretly wishing that Padre Barnabas would come to the point.


“No, would it were so, mi Infante. El Conde was…found dead by shepherds, at the very edge of that defile we came through the day before yesterday. They told me it was the work of the minions of the Devil.” This pronouncement brought about quiet, terrified whispers among those who stood in the courtyard to listen, and Padre Barnabas nodded portentously. “Yes, the Devil is working here, with willing servants, if the condition of the unfortunate young hidalgo is any indication of their malice.”


“What…how did he die?” Don Rolon asked, his throat suddenly so dry that his voice cracked.


“The Devil: you heard him,” Don Enrique said roughly. “Spit it out, man, how did el Conde…die?”


Padre Barnabas did not like to have his hand forced, so he folded his arms and said as bluntly as he could, “His throat and entrails were torn out.”


Though rumors of this had spread through the servants of El Morro, hearing it announced so badly and cruelly silenced them, and one or two of them whispered prayers, though not all were to the Virgin or Saints.


“Mercy of Jesus,” Don Rolon murmured; his chest tightened with shock.


“Shepherds found him and brought him here,” Padre Barnabas went on; satisfied now that he had the attention he wanted. “He has been laid out as best he can be in the chapel and I have offered prayers for the repose of his soul. But the way he died, it is possible that he has fled to Hell where pious petitions may not touch him and bring him the salvation Our Lord promised.”


“What?” Don Enrique demanded.


“Those who die as sacrifice to the Devil are given to him as tribute and we of the Church Militant can do nothing to save them. That is why it is so necessary to eschew all the works of the Devil, for there is nothing more terrible to a good Christian than the loss of his soul to the powers of the Great Enemy of mankind and God.” He was warming up now, and took advantage of the moment to deliver an impromptu warning. “Those who preach tolerance and understanding for heretics and Devil-worshippers are themselves serving the interests of the Evil One. They are as much the enemy of every sincere Christian as those who actively seek to subvert our faith. When one man declares that there may be no harm in opposing thought, he is setting himself with those who oppose God Himself. Who can tolerate that, and be worthy of the gifts God has given us? Yet so many look for excuses that will free those they defend from the penalties God has decreed must be theirs. In that, they set themselves against God and His Holy Word. Think of this before you condone the acts of those who are not practicing our faith, and who give comfort to those who serve that Other Master. It is your own soul and salvation you trifle with; in that time of judgment, God will see your errors and cast you from Him for the betrayal that is as great as the betrayal of Judas.”


Capitan Iturbes cleared his throat in the silence that followed Padre Barnabas’ impassioned words. “When was el Conde discovered?” This inconsequent question was so startling that it caused a minor shock of its own.


“Is it important?” Don Enrique said, glaring at Padre Barnabas.


“Yes. If it has not been long, there may still be signs I can read that will tell us who else was there with him. It may be that if he was…mauled as you say, Padre, that it was the work of animals and not men. If it is a dog or a wolf, we may be able to hunt it so that men need not fear him.” He snapped his fingers for a stableman and told him to lead off his horse.


“A dog or a wolf would do this, and leave him in such a place?” asked one of the more credulous servants.


“Of course,” Capitan Iturbes said. “You admit that no one goes there at night. What better place for a beast to bring its prey, for it will not be disturbed.” He looked up at the sky. “There are four more hours of light left to us. If you will saddle a fresh horse, I will ride out to investigate.”


“It is a waste of time, Capitan, and possibly dangerous,” warned Padre Barnabas.


“Perhaps so, mi Padre. If I delay any longer, it certainly will be.” He turned toward Don Rolon. “Have I your permission, Alteza?”


“As you wish, Capitan,” Don Rolon said, wishing that he had the courage to offer to go with him. “Will you need…help?”


Capitan Iturbes smiled. “No, Alteza. Best I go alone. It’s daylight still and I will not be gone past sunset. If there is anything to find, I will come upon it quickly.” He started toward the stables, walking quickly.


“And what if…he doesn’t come back?” Don Enrique demanded loudly. “What if he is attacked—or merely deserts. Soldiers desert all the time, don’t they? Why should not Capitan Iturbes do so, since there is no one here who can follow him.” He stalked across the courtyard toward the central keep. “It’s all very well to let him go, but I tell you that we ought not to expect to see him again.”


Although Padre Barnabas agreed with Don Enrique’s prediction, he felt compelled to defend the Capitan for form’s sake. “Instead of castigating the man, offer your prayers for him. Once you have seen el Conde in the chapel, you will know what true bravery our Capitan is showing.” He blessed the servants in the courtyard, then gave his attention to Don Rolon. “If you will attend me, Alteza, we will begin the service for the dead. There is a priest here, but I fear he is not of the best, more of a peasant than a priest and unaware of the significance of most ritual.” He turned and swept through the squat arch of the keep door, enjoying the luxury of having the Infante Real in his wake.


Don Rolon tried to quiet the turmoil in his mind as he followed the priest, but the nightmare that had plagued his sleep filled his soul with apprehension and dread. Had he heard something, seen something, known something that warned of el Conde’s death? While they drank together—just the night before!—was there a remark of some sort he should have paid more attention to, a gesture of curiosity that might have shown the fatality that hovered over him? With these questions roiling within him, he went to see the body of his courtier.


Capitan Iturbes did not return for several hours, and when he did, he called for hot wine and food before speaking on what he had discovered. He pulled off his muddy boots and sat with his feet toward the fire in the great hall, then addressed Don Rolon.


“Did you find anything?” Padre Barnabas demanded just as Iturbes was about to speak.


“Not conclusive, no,” the Capitan said with a scowl at the priest. “Alteza, I found tracks that led near the place, but I could not see where they came from. None of the peasants in the village know anything about it, or they say they don’t. Padre Hernan tells me that everyone is afraid of the place, but we knew that.”


“What were the tracks like?” Don Rolon asked quietly. He was curious and repulsed at once.


“It could be a wolf, and if it is, it’s a large one. There are wolves in these mountains, Alteza, and that means we should be on our guard against them. I’ll speak to Muñoz in the morning, and he may wish to set traps for them.” He looked into the fire as if finding secrets in the flames. “I’ve never hunted a wolf. It would be a great challenge. If it strikes again, let us go after it.”


“Don’t you expect it to attack once more?” Padre Barnabas inquired, crossing himself for protection against the beast.


“It could be a rogue, and they never stay long in any place, or that’s what the shepherds tell me. That is what they pray it is, because they hope to keep their flocks safe. But they may be right. A wolf that size would be noticed if it hunted around here most of the time.” With a sigh, he leaned back, smiling up at the ceiling beams. “This is the life, having a place like El Morro. Nothing to bother you, no one to fight you, and if they try, all you need do is lock the gates and wait them out. Not like riding into the field with cannon and lances, where you know that half of you will not leave the field intact. The last charge I rode to, eighty men were dead in a quarter of an hour. But here, there’s good food and a sturdy fortification. These people don’t know how fortunate they are.”


“They are also isolated,” Don Enrique muttered as he looked up from his cup. It was the first notice he had paid of the conversation.


“That’s not a bad thing, Señor. It can have many advantages. A man in my profession comes to love solitude.” Iturbes finished his hot wine and called for more. “You know, Alteza, you should remember this place. When you are el Rey, you may need such a retreat when Court life weighs too heavily upon you.”


“I pray God that day is far off,” Don Rolon said automatically, certain that every remark he made about his father would be reported to him.


“As do we all,” agreed Padre Barnabas at once.


“But one should keep these things in mind, Alteza,” said Iturbes as he held his cup out to the servant. “Gustav has his retreats, that one in Austria and that other one near the Danish border. Your uncle is a clever man. Well, he’d have to be to keep his crown, wouldn’t he?” Almost half the wine was gone in a gulp. “Better. A little more of this, and I’ll sleep as if in my old nurse’s arms.”


Don Enrique sneered. “You like it up here, you can stay when we leave.”


“That’s not how I was ordered, Señor, if you will permit me to remind you,” Capitan Iturbes said with a touch of disgust in his tone. “Oh, yes. I’ve talked to the villagers, as I said. They’re going to keep the way clear from here to Zaragoza, or so they’ve promised. It won’t be an easy journey, but if we break it along the way, we should be able to go safely and not risk being out at night.” He looked around for Muñoz. “I want meat, man. I’m famished.”


“It is coming,” Don Rolon said. “Will the ride be dangerous?”


“No more than it was coming here,” Iturbes answered. “Don’t be troubled, Alteza. Time will pass quickly and you’ll be back in Valladolid before half the city knows you’re gone.”


“If it pleases my father,” Don Rolon murmured.


There was no response to this, and a few moments later a servant arrived with a trencher for Capitan Iturbes. Padre Barnabas repeated the blessing and had a token of meat with the Capitan, and Don Rolon called for Lugantes to entertain them. For the rest of the evening, it was much like any other night in a mountain fortress.




3


A week after the body of el Conde del Aranjuez was consigned to sacred earth; there was a dusting of snow on the highest peaks around the fortress. Wind slid down the mountains, insinuating its icy presence everywhere. El Morro escaped the snow at first, but there was frost every morning and the water in the cisterns froze at night. The little party was no longer inclined to hunt, for the weather made tracking the goats in their high, foggy crags almost impossible. So the courtiers stayed in the great hall of the keep, near the heart and its fire while the servants crept about, anxious not to disturb their important guests, and too chilled to be active themselves.


Don Enrique became surly after two days and struck his manservant with a wooden serving ladle. The man did not complain, being too much in awe of the hidalgo, but word of it spread, and eventually Don Rolon took Don Enrique aside and chided him for this churlishness; it was agreed that the incident was forgotten.


Padre Barnabas kept long vigils in the chapel, emerging only twice a day for meals and to exhort the three men on the evils of sin and improper behavior, reminding all that sloth was numbered among the capital offenses against the Holy Spirit. He called upon the Saints to witness his efforts, then sought the chapel again.


For one afternoon, Don Rolon busied himself in the stable tending to his horse and tack. The stallion was restive with confinement and nipped at his master’s arm. Don Rolon quieted the horse, but his interest flagged, and he asked the stablehands to attend to his Andalusian, suggesting that they let him run about the courtyard once a day so that he would not start kicking down his stall. Later, he asked Padre Barnabas for a Bible or Prayer Book to read, there being nothing else in the fortress.


By the end of the second week, the snow had reached El Morro and it was cold enough to make all the servants dress in wool and furs. The terrors of el Conde’s death faded from their thoughts except when Padre Barnabas chose to remind them of it during his interminable evening prayers. As a result, there were two days of hunting sallies, and each time Don Rolon and Don Enrique returned with wild goats, but it was no longer sport but hunger that drove them into the snowy mountains.


Of the wolf, there was no sign.


There was ice on the courtyard cobbles and a sere wind out of the north when el Rey’s Messenger came up to El Morro. He carried the herald’s banner on a crook instead of a lance, symbolizing the peaceful intent of his mission. His horse was lathered and panting in spite of the cold when the gates were opened to him and Don Rolon, hastily wrapped in a long fur mantle, came out of the keep to kiss the ring he bore.


“How is it with El Rey?” he asked, his breath clouding the air.


“He sends you his blessings and this letter.” The messenger held up the folded parchment so that all could see the Royal Seal impressed into the wax.


Dutifully Don Rolon took the parchment and kissed the Arms of España. “It is my pleasure to serve el Rey in all things.” He had said that so many times in his life that the words had ceased to make sense. They were more unreal than prayers and hymns, he thought, and could not find it in himself to be shocked at the notion.


This formality over, the messenger dismounted and handed his horse over to the stablehand who arrived at a slow run, looking put-upon. The messenger offered the other man the reins and turned to Don Rolon at once. “It is the best news, Alteza. Word is already spreading, and all the country rejoices with you.”


Don Rolon frowned, puzzled. “You please me, naturally, but I fear I do not understand the reason for your good wishes.”


“Why, the Doge has agreed to your father’s offer,” the messenger beamed, as if this made all clear.


“It is fortunate for my father,” Don Rolon said politely. “But how does it touch me?” He had asked Rey Alonzo many times to send him away from España, but this request had always been denied, and so he knew that it could not be the reason for the Herald’s delight. As Infante Real, he was not permitted to be part of a diplomatic mission to any country not allied with España and the Holy Roman Empire, which restricted his movements as much as Rey Alonzo’s dictates. How, then, did the Doge—of Venezia or Genova?—enter his affairs? It was improper for Don Rolon to read the letter here in the courtyard with others looking on; he would have to wait until Don Enrique or Padre Barnabas could act as his witness. The parchment felt hot in his hand, as if the words written on it were burning their way through to him.


“You will be expected to return to court in a month, Alteza,” the messenger was saying, “so that preparations may begin for the festivities. There are state visits and other functions that you must attend.”


“I?” asked Don Rolon, who had not been listening closely to what the man was saying. “I am eager to do as El Majestad desires, but it is not…often that such honors are visited upon me.”


“Indeed, no,” the Herald declared with a chuckle. “And with the aid of Heaven, you will have these festivities only once.”


Don Rolon looked closely at the messenger. “Señor, tell me. Does this concern my marriage?” He knew that his father had been considering such a move ever since the Infante Real reached the age of seventeen, but the personal enmity he felt for his legitimate son kept him from pursuing the matter. Now, perhaps, Rey Alonzo’s brother, the Emperor Gustav Humphrey, was pressing the issue: his own son, Otto, was to be married at Easter.


“I cannot answer what the letter contains, Alteza. I have not seen it, or I would betray my office. But there are whispers in the court now that…hint at such a possibility.” He tugged off his fur hat as they came into the great hall where an enormous fire blazed on the hearth. “The inn where I stayed last night, in Zaragoza, was as cold as a corpse, and smelled much the same as a corpse would. Not enough firewood in the place to cook an egg, and not a window was allowed to be opened.”


“This will be a pleasant change,” Don Rolon said distantly as he looked around the room. Neither Padre Barnabas nor Don Enrique were to be found anywhere. With a resigned sigh, Don Rolon gave his attention to the messenger. “Good Herald, I don’t know your name, or…”


“I am Antonio Ursos, Alteza, youngest son of the—” the young man told him quickly, only to be interrupted.


“Of the Duque de Pamplona,” Don Rolon finished for him. “I am honored to meet you, Herald. You come from a most distinguished family.”


“With it being so large, it could scarcely escape some note,” Antonio said a bit acidly. “My father has been blessed with eight sons and four daughters, and all but one of them have lived.” He lifted his shoulders. “I do what I may, and Herald to the Royal Presence is more than I ever hoped for.”


“Then we are all twice fortunate,” Don Rolon said, trying to think where Padre Barnabas might be. Most of the time he saw entirely too much of the Dominican priest, but now, when he had some use for the man, he could not find him. There was little he could speak of with the Herald; such conversations were strictly limited by the demands of their social stations and his office. “If you like, I will ask them to give you hot wine with honey. It is tasteless stuff, but warm.”


“I would appreciate it, Alteza,” Antonio said politely. “And if there is a little meat, I am famished.”


“Of course,” Don Rolon said, and having an excuse to leave the man to himself, he set out through the corridors, first to find the majordomo and request that the Herald be provided with refreshments, then to look for either of his companions.


He found Don Enrique sitting in an embrasure of the chimney of the minstrels’ gallery. He had a cup of hot wine in his hand and was more than half drunk. A lute lay across his lap and he reached to strum it clumsily in accompaniment to his song:




Quando mi nombre llamaba


Su corazon de la vita


Y amor encontraba


Entonces…





“I forget what comes next,” he said, looking up for the first time. “It isn’t a very good song, anyway. Apprentices sing it.”


“A messenger has come from my father,” Don Rolon said without any of the customary preambles.


“Wants to know what happened to el Conde, does he?” Don Enrique asked, his words slurring as he took another drink.


“I don’t think so. The messenger has another impression.” He sighed. “Are you in any condition to witness my reading of the letter?”


“Probably not,” Don Enrique admitted after giving it his consideration. “Better find the priest. He doesn’t drink as much as I do.” He plucked an inexpert chord on the lute. “This is a terrible instrument. Angels couldn’t get melody out of it. That’s probably heresy. Very well. Angels could get melody out of it, but they would have to perform a miracle. There. That’s better.” Abruptly he set the lute aside and lurched to his feet. “I’ll go talk to the messenger. Who is it, by the way?”


“Antonio Ursos,” Don Rolon told him, giving the name no particular emphasis.


“One of Pamplona’s spawn? I used to know one of them, but it wasn’t Antonio. I don’t think it was.” He began an unsteady progress toward the stairs that led down to the great hall on the main floor.


“Don Enrique…” Don Rolon warned.


“Don’t be concerned. I will manage.” He wiggled his fingers in a wave and staggered away, humming his song to himself as he went.


As much as he disliked the thought, Don Rolon suspected he would find Padre Barnabas in the chapel with the ancient and bewildered Padre Miguel. It had become a habit with the two priests to keep a vigil through the afternoon, reciting prayers and chanting. There was no heat in the chapel and the walls were clammy with damp, but Padre Barnabas was devoted to the task and had persuaded Padre Miguel to remain with him.


On his way to the chapel, Don Rolon encountered Capitan Iturbes, who was occupied with cleaning his tack. The Capitan gave a nod that might pass for a bow, then went back to his work.


“Your family wouldn’t have a patent of arms, would it, Capitan?” Don Rolon inquired hopefully. There were enough minor nobles in the country that it was not impossible for Iturbes to be connected to one of them in some degree.


“No, no, Alteza. None of us ever rose above our station. One of my uncles married the niece of a Marquis from Languedoc, but that’s as close as any of us has ever come to the nobility. Why?” He was rubbing tallow into the leather girths he had resting on his knees, working it until it took on a dull shine.


“I need a witness to my reading of this letter my father has sent me. Don Enrique is drinking and I don’t want to interrupt Padre Barnabas at his prayers.” It was not quite a lie, and for that reason he decided he need not confess it. “If you had some claim to a patent, I could ask you to act as witness, but since you have not…”


“I’ll fetch the Padre, if you wish it, Alteza.” He was already setting the girths aside and rising. “No reason you should have to summon the man. I’ll tell him you’re waiting in the…”


“Grand reception chamber,” Don Rolon supplied. This elaborate name was used to indicate a small stone chamber just off the great hall on the back side of the huge fireplace. It was the most elegantly appointed room in the fortress—which was not saying a great deal—and used only for official acts and functions.


“That will bring him, certainly,” Capitan Iturbes said with a wink. “You say there is word from el Rey?”


“Yes, and I must have a witness when I open and read the letter. It is required whenever the message is sealed with the Coat of Arms of España.” He made a gesture to show how little control he had of the matter.


“If the army were as bogged down by protocol, Alteza, we would never take to the field, let alone win a war. If you will forgive me for saying it.” This last was an afterthought, one that evoked a wan smile from Don Rolon.


“You are forgiven, mi Capitan. More than that.” He looked at the letter he held and went on, more to himself than the other man, “This is simple, compared to some of the ceremony required.”


“What about the jester. He has a title, hasn’t he?” Iturbes suggested.
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