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To Alexander, Clio and Sybil




The Gazelle


I’d given everything I own for that gazelle


who rising at night to his harp and flute,


saw a cup in my hand


and said:


‘Drink your grape blood against my lips!’


And the moon was cut like a D,


 on a dark robe, written ins gold.


Samuel the Nagrid (993–1056), translated by Peter Cole


From The Death of Lorca



Carve, friends, from stone and dream,


in the Alhambra a barrow for the poet,


 on the water of fountains that weep


and whisper for eternity:


‘The crime was in Granada,


in his Granada!’


Antonio Machado, translated by Professor Paul O’Prey


From The Morte D’Arthur 



The sequel of to-day unsolders all


The goodliest fellowship of famous knights


Whereof this world holds record. Such a sleep


They sleep – the men I loved. I think that we


Shall never more, at any future time,


Delight our souls with talk of knightly deeds,


Walking about the gardens and the halls


Of Camelot, as in the days that were . . .


Alfred, Lord Tennyson




Prelude


A Matter of Conscience


Valencia, April 1937



The stench of bodies and urine was overpowering. He gagged before he reached the bottom of the iron stairs. Then, he saw the rows of faces caught in the torchlight: old men, women and children, hundreds of them. They were glaring at him, half suspicious, half afraid. He had read the reports and guessed who they were: refugees from the Aragón front. They were the forgotten, the unnamed, the human detritus of war.


There were curses as his chauffeur forced a path through the packed bodies. They had barely found a space to crouch before the German planes flew over for a second run, and the walls of the flimsy shelter began to shake, loosening chips of cement and plaster.


The bombing continued through the night, punctuated by screams and wails in the darkness. Sometimes the destruction was far away and they heard only faint whistles and distant thunder, but it was only ever a short respite before the air throbbed again with the noise of engines. Terror sucked away their breath as they imagined the black projectiles spiralling down towards them. Then all thought was extinguished as the walls shook and the crashing reverberated inside their heads, shrivelling their guts and unstringing their sinews. Lightning flashed through the cracks between the concrete ceiling slabs, illuminating white, maddened expressions. This was hell, Pinzon thought, certain in the knowledge that the basement would be his tomb.


Some time after the shaking and the din stopped, he dozed. He blinked awake when he felt a soft touch on his shoulder. A little girl wrapped in a threadbare blanket was staring at him. She could only have been eight or nine. Her face, bluish in the faint light, was filthy and skeletal. Her eyes, deeply set, were both imploring and calculating. She was whispering urgently: ‘Cigarrillo. Cigarrillo, por favor, Señor.’ He knew what the simpering smile meant. Tobacco was currency. It would buy food – and there were services even a little girl could provide that some men would pay for. Mother of God, she was only a couple of years older than his grandson.


‘Get away, you little bitch!’ snarled his chauffeur, who had risen beside him. His leather-gloved fists were clenched.


Pinzon caught his arm. ‘No, Andrés.’ He turned back to the child. ‘Pocita, don’t be afraid. Tell me your name?’


‘Carmelita,’ she said, with the same coquettish smile, and he knew it was not her real name.


‘You’re from Aragón?’


‘I come from a pueblo,’ she said, confused.


‘Does it have a name?’


‘Pueblo,’ she said, as if he had asked an idiot question.


‘Where are your parents, Carmelita?’


She bowed her head.


‘Then who looks after you?’


‘Uncle, Señor,’ she said. ‘He takes us to the air-raid shelters at night.’


He felt sickened. He reached into the pocket of his overcoat. ‘Buy some bread for yourself, pocita. And tell this man who calls himself your uncle that if I ever . . .’ He saw how hopeless it was. For all his power, there was nothing he could do. There were thousands of Carmelitas in Spain today. ‘Just make sure you buy a loaf and eat it before you give the rest of the money to your uncle. Do you promise me?’


Her eyes widened when she saw the silver coins on his palm. Then she snatched them and fled, hopping nimbly over the bodies. Eventually he lost sight of her among the shadows.


‘Tread gently, Andrés. Try not to disturb them,’ he ordered. He picked his way through the sleepers, trying not to step on a hand or a foot. They were near the door when he bumped inadvertently into an old man in a beret, who was raising himself with a crutch. It clattered to the stone floor and the man toppled. Pinzon caught him. Trying not to recoil at his stench, he steadied him, then reached down and gave him his crutch. ‘I’m sorry, Señor. So sorry.’ As he said it he noted that the old man was observing with hatred his expensive Homburg and the fur collar of his overcoat.


‘Jackals!’ the old man hissed, and spat.


They stepped into the street. An apartment block was burning, the road was covered with rubble and the air reeked of cordite and smoke. Shadowy black shapes were moving among the bombed buildings – old women, scavenging.


Pinzon pushed past the throngs of petitioners in the foyer and pounded up the marble staircase, ignoring the guards’ salutes. He was in a cold rage.


‘We were expecting you to come to the office last night, Excelencia,’ murmured his secretary, stumbling after him with a box of papers. ‘These are yesterday’s releases for the newspapers. We need your approval of the wording.’


‘Later,’ snapped Pinzon.


He turned at the head of the stairs. ‘Have you ever spent the night in one of our public shelters?’


‘No, Excelencia. I have permission to use the government one under this building.’


‘They’re a disgrace,’ he said, through gritted teeth, ‘death traps. It’s a total abnegation of responsibility. I’m going to speak to Largo Caballero.’


He paced down the corridor towards his office, his heels clicking on the art-deco-patterned mosaic floor of what had once been a grand hotel.


‘But you had good meetings in Barcelona, Excelencia?’ said Gorriz, hopefully.


Pinzon looked at him scornfully. ‘With the Russian general who wants to advise me on how we are to conduct our propaganda? What do you think?’


The secretary sighed, but made a last effort to be cheerful. ‘Perhaps you saw your son, Minister? You told me Raúl’s militia is back in barracks now.’


‘There was no time.’ He turned the brass knob. The door swung open and he froze. Behind his desk hung a portrait of Stalin. ‘What in the name of the Mother of God is that?’


The old man in the shelter had called him a jackal, and, it was true. He had compromised his convictions too often in cabinet meetings to be able to deny it. When General Franco and his junta of conservative generals had staged their rebellion against the Republic he had been as supine and complacent as his colleagues, and overnight they had lost a quarter of the country. When the war began to go badly, he had voted with the others to ally with the Soviets. He had put aside his reservations because it had been pragmatic and expedient to do so – or out of desperation, because he had been as bewildered as his fellow politicians by the speed of Franco’s advance on Madrid. And the inevitable had happened. First Stalin had bled the Republic of its treasury reserves, then Communists had infiltrated the army and the secret police. Now, with the backing of stooges like Negrín in the finance ministry, they were controlling the economy. The libertarian values he had espoused were being ground to nothing by a totalitarian machine. And he had never once stood up against it.


Once he had been a man of principle. He had abandoned his life as a country landowner because he wanted justice and equality for the people. The conservatives and the Catholic Church hated him: a cardinal had persuaded Spain’s dictator, General Primo de Rivera, to sack him from the chair of medieval studies at Salamanca University when he had introduced ‘heretical’ reforms into the curricula. The trade unions had backed the students, who had protested at his dismissal. Campuses throughout the land went on strike. His subsequent reinstatement had made him a Socialist hero. That was when he had decided to stand for the Cortes.


And what great things he had achieved. He had helped to create a new age. A new Spain! As minister of culture in the country’s first truly liberal government, a coalition of all left-wing parties, he had presided over a glittering period of national renewal. He knew all the great painters, writers and musicians of the time – Unamuno, Manuel de Falla, Pablo Picasso, Antonio Machado, Fernando de los Rios. He had been the first politician to sponsor the young poet García Lorca and, one glorious summer, had accompanied his travelling theatre into the remotest reaches of the country. Together they had brought literature to the peasants and workers . . .


And nothing of it remained. Nothing.


Lorca had disappeared, probably killed by Fascists in his native Granada. Unamuno had pinned his colours to Franco, and died in disgrace after protesting against the brutal conduct of the war. Others had fled abroad. Only Pinzon was left, another compromiser in a fractious government that had abandoned, one by one, all of its ideals.


He had compromised enough. It was time to speak his mind. The sight of Stalin in his office had been the last straw.


But when he reached the prime minister’s suite he found that his friend, the old Socialist warhorse Largo Caballero, in whose government he had served these last two years, was away. He was directed instead to the office of the finance minister.


Juan Negrín, the sleek playboy financier, the wheeler dealer, the compromise candidate, who in every government reshuffle had wormed his way closer to the top, and who, Pinzon suspected, had lined his Swiss bank vault with Soviet gold, waved him to a chair. Stalin watched balefully from a great golden picture frame behind the desk.


‘I have a letter for the prime minister,’ said Pinzon. ‘Where is he?’


‘In Madrid, I imagine, calling on his old unionist friends. Things haven’t been going well for him lately. It’ll be some time before he’s back. Is this a matter I can deal with?’


‘No, it wouldn’t be appropriate,’ said Pinzon, putting the envelope back into his pocket. ‘I’m resigning.’


‘My dear fellow, why?’


‘This is no longer the government I agreed to serve. I do not support this creeping coup d’état by the Communists.’


Negrín laughed. ‘The Russians are merely our allies – we need them to break Mussolini and Hitler’s blockade. They bring us tanks, artillery, planes. When they stop being useful, we’ll dispense with them.’


‘So you’re not concerned that bands of Stalinists are entering towns and villages in Old Castile and Aragón to break up Anarchist communes?’


‘Far from it. Centralising production is essential to the war effort. It’s a necessary rationalisation.’


‘Not when it’s imposed with guns. How many of our own people have been shot resisting your rationalisations?’


Negrín said nothing. There was a long moment’s silence as they glared at each other. ‘Perhaps you know that I was in Barcelona yesterday,’ said Pinzon, quietly.


‘Yes – seeing Popov.’


‘Are you aware of the tension in the city?’


‘Barcelona is always tense. Those Catalans need cutting down to size.’


‘Is that what you intend to do?’


Negrín’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’


‘What I saw yesterday was an armed camp. Your Communist-led troops have taken control of all the forts. Catalan and Anarchist militia have been instructed to hand over their weapons inside the city boundaries. They’ve refused, of course. I saw them marching in the streets – with the Trotskyites.’


Negrín snorted. ‘They’re insignificant.’


‘Not for Stalin. He doesn’t like opposition. Even in Spain.’


‘What Stalin likes or doesn’t like is irrelevant – I’ve told you so a hundred times. Our Soviet allies are only here in an advisory capacity. We are the government and we control policy.’


‘Barcelona is a tinderbox, Negrín. Either you or somebody else has authorised the army’s provocations.’


‘That’s nonsense.’


‘I will not be party to the undermining of our democracy.’


Negrín stubbed out his cigar. ‘This is a cabinet at war. You have a duty to protect the Republic.’


‘I would agree if our Republic still existed, but you and your like have made us puppets to a foreign power.’


Pinzon went home for two days. He listened to classical music on his phonograph. At the weekend he requisitioned a car and drove to a government lodge on the Albufera lake. He took lengthy walks along its banks and once beside the sea, letting the soft waves of the Mediterranean lap his bare feet.


Three days later he heard a banging on the cottage door. It was his stenographer, Señora Aristzabal, who burst into tears when she saw him. ‘Oh, Señor Pinzon! Señor, you cannot imagine what terrible things have happened.’


‘So, tell me. What has Negrín done now?’


‘I’m not talking about Valencia. It’s Barcelona. There’s been fighting – for three days and nights. Only yesterday did we get the full report, which was why I drove down immediately this morning.’


‘Barcelona?’ A chill was already running down his spine. ‘So they did it? They tried to disarm the Catalan and Anarchist militias?’


‘They arrested prominent Anarchists in the night. The secret police took them away in trucks, and nothing’s been heard of them since.’


‘And the militias?’ he asked, unable to keep the urgency out of his voice.


‘There was an insurrection, Señor. Street battles. They’re calling it a civil war within a civil war.’ She dabbed her eyes.


‘And who controls the city now?’ He was shouting in his desperation.


She stared at him. ‘The Communists, Señor. I think they were prepared. They wanted them to come out in the streets – the Anarchists, the independent Catalans, the Trotskyites – so they could destroy them. They had tanks, Señor. They were waiting outside the city. And the militias only had rifles and makeshift barricades . . .’


He shook her by the shoulders. ‘Raúl? Where is Raúl?’


‘Oh, Señor.’ She was weeping again.


Pinzon sank into his chair.


‘He must have fought very bravely,’ she said. ‘They found him on one of the last barricades to be overrun. They – they reported it in the newspapers. They said he had been one of the ringleaders of the revolt. He was so young . . . so young . . .’


‘He would have been twenty-six on his next birthday.’ Pinzon clasped the sides of his head and began slowly to rock backwards and forwards from his waist.


Pinzon made all haste to Madrid, but he arrived too late. His daughter-in-law, Julia, had been arrested in her apartment three days after the death of her husband. Her six-year-old son, Tomás, had been taken away by the secret police.


For the next month, as Communist control over the Spanish government tightened, Pinzon used all the ministerial influence he could bring to bear to find them. He failed with Julia. She was lost among the disappeared. He was more fortunate with Tomás. The trail led to an orphanage on the dusty plains near Albacete. And there he found him.


Pinzon had no desire to return to Valencia. In the wake of the uprising, Largo Caballero had been forced to resign and Negrín was prime minister now. For form’s sake, he wrote to him, confirming his resignation. Then he made his way with Tomás to his old home in Agua Verde, in the foothills of the Seguras mountains in north-eastern Andalucía, where he sought out a long-time retainer of the family, Lupita. Together they looked after his grandson.


He had thought he might return to academic life. There was still much research to be done on the Reconquista, the wars that had brought the tolerant Moorish state of Andaluz back to Christendom. He still had his Arabic dictionaries and texts, some of which he had only partially translated when he wrote his first history – but now the books remained on his shelves. He spent his days cultivating the orchards that surrounded his house. As far as he was concerned, he had ended his life’s journey and was merely tending his garden. Only his grandson mattered to him.




Andalucía, 1938




1


The Cathedral



Treading carefully so as not to wake his household, Pinzon left his hacienda before light and slowly made his way down the cypress drive, through the sleeping village and the olive groves to a rock that rose like an island lapped by waves of ground mist. He scrambled to the top, stretched his long limbs and settled his back comfortably against the smooth stone. He was glad he had brought his overcoat. A slight chill still persisted in these high regions even in the early days of summer. He was waiting, as he did every morning, for the sun to rise.


The Sierra revealed itself first, a white band of snow that ringed the horizon, a thin divider between the deep grey of the valley and the night’s velvet cloak, studded by the single diamond of the Morning Star.


He was never able to pinpoint the exact instant when the silence was broken by birdsong. The chatter had swelled into full chorus before he was aware of it. By then, anyway, the miracle had overwhelmed him, the magic moment when the first pink glinted on the snow peaks and the world discovered colour again. Gradually, the bare slopes of the mountains took on identifiable shades. There were mauve slopes and purple gullies, turning to soft washes of amber and ochre when the sun’s rim crested the escarpments.


In the darkness below, the forests remained for a while in gloom, as also did the valley, hidden under its thick blanket of ground fog. Here and there, wisps and filaments of condensation rose, like smoke from campfires.


Clouds were forming: pink and insubstantial, not yet the cumulus castles that would dominate the day. The sun, a gold bezant on an azure shield, still had only empty sky to climb as it left the Sierra. Behind him he could hear the first signs of life in the village – the clattering of hoofs as Emilio led his donkeys out of their pen, the rattle of Jacinta’s bedpan being emptied from her upstairs window, Francisco the shepherd whistling for his dog . . .


He waited for the second miracle of the day. The cloud ocean in the valley was dissipating. Now there were hundreds of campfire plumes, surrounding, like a besieging army, the shadow that was imperceptibly forming into the shape of a town. Then he saw it, the spire rising from the cloud, followed by the great vaulted roof and the leaping buttresses of the St Jaime Cathedral. For a few precious moments, the white marble shone in the sunlight, brighter than the star. It hung above the mist, as if it alone existed in the firmament, an illuminated manuscript of the heavenly city.


The vision faded. Other buildings took form, and the great church settled back into a drowsy provincial setting. Its transubstantiation had ended as quickly as it had begun. Ciudadela del Santo had reverted to being an unremarkable country town.


Pinzon felt the first heat of the sun on his neck. The watercolour took on the solidity of an oil painting. The valley below became a chequerboard of cornfields and fruit groves. The fresh perfume of dawn gave way to the sweet corruption of compost, dried dung and pungent black soil, and he reconciled himself to another harsh, hot Andalucían day.


He was thinking, as he often did, about Raúl. He kept returning to the day he had flown to Barcelona, just before the coup. If he had gone to his son’s barracks, might he have warned him? Persuaded him of the danger? Cajoled him to leave? Might he still be alive today? Of course, Raúl would never have done anything dishonourable. He knew that, but that did not stop him wishing and imagining. He missed him. How he missed him.


The truth was that he had had time to see Raúl but, to his everlasting regret, he had shied away. He had felt dirty and compromised after his meeting with the Russian general. If Raúl had asked him about the conduct of the war, he would have been ashamed. And he had been preoccupied with his politics. His politics.


He remembered the day he had buried his wife, his dear, short-sighted, muddle-headed Manuela, after she had accidentally walked in front of a tram. He and his ten-year-old son had accompanied her body back to Andalucía so that she could be interred in the hills she had loved. Looking down at Raúl’s brave, pinched face by the graveside, his little coat illuminated in the bright sunshine, he had made a silent vow to Manuela that he would bring up her boy to be as honest, as truthful and as principled as she would ever have desired. She had shared her husband’s dream of a new Spain. Pinzon promised her that their son would exemplify its virtues.


It had not been easy because he was a busy man of affairs. In the early days, he had worked at home when he could so that he could oversee the boy’s education. His office learned to adapt itself to his routine. Later, Pinzon would time his leaves to coincide with his son’s school holidays, and together they travelled the length and breadth of Spain to visit its antiquities, or explored the mountains in their native Andalucía. Over the years the relationship between father and son developed into friendship.


At university Raúl had been involved in radical student politics. He had married a fellow activist, and become estranged from his father. Pinzon did not see him for three years. The reconciliation came during the long, hot summer before the war. They spent a month together on the family estate, and it was as if time had never passed. Pinzon learned to love his daughter-in-law, Julia, and his grandson, Tomás, and he discovered, to his joy, that every hope he had ever had for his son had been fulfilled. Every morning, while Julia played with Tomás on the lawn, Pinzon and Raúl would sit on the veranda of the hacienda, the morning sun reddening the young man’s curly hair and glinting in his cornflower blue eyes as they argued the merits of Socialism against Anarchism.


‘Come on, boy, libertarianism is all very well, but if the working man is to defeat the forces of reaction, he must create strong central institutions, with trade unions and constitutions based on the will of the majority to make his struggle effective.’


‘And as soon as you do that, Papá, you create new tyrannies, new élites, and then where is the freedom for the working man or anybody else?’


They were politically apart, but Pinzon had never felt closer to him because he saw in Raúl his mother’s generosity of spirit and unquenchable idealism, and appreciated for the first time the independent, fully formed adult he had become. While all his life he himself had been an armchair revolutionary, his son had evolved mysteriously into the real thing. He loved him the more for it.


He sighed. It was time for him to return to the hacienda, where little Tomás would be awake, playing with his toys, and Lupita would be cooking breakfast. But he remained where he was. Today not even the sunrise had been enough to lift his spirits. It had taken only a glance at the packet of newspapers the postman had brought yesterday evening for his pain to return in full force. As a former minister of information, he was experienced enough to decipher the truth behind the propaganda. And last night he had read the same tired slogans and recognised the formulae he had once authorised himself to disguise the painful fact of defeat.


‘Brave troops valiantly maintain offensive positions,’ declared the headlines. That meant there had been a massive enemy counter-attack. The assault on the Ebro – General Pozas’s brilliant gamble – which was supposed to have surprised the enemy and forced Franco out of Catalonia, had failed. The victory that should have encouraged the liberal powers of Europe to come in on the beleaguered Republic’s side against Fascism had not materialised. The chance of winning the war, or even a negotiated settlement, was now negligible. What would follow was the inevitable retreat of Republican forces to their starting positions and beyond, and the bodies of men they could no longer afford to lose would be left littered over the sun-baked Spanish soil they had tried to defend. It was Brunete, Jarama, Belchite, Teruel all over again, with the difference that, after this defeat, there would be no resources left to continue the fight. The Communists had squandered the Republic’s last reserves of treasure, manpower and matériel.


He shuddered, as he envisaged the corpses lying on the banks of the Ebro. Each one had the same face: Raúl’s. His remorse had not abated over time. On good days he was sometimes able to put it aside – but never for long, and then he experienced all over again the familiar guilt. How could he not? It had been his expedient actions and his neglect of his principles that had contributed directly to Raúl’s death.


He and his fellow ministers had as good as pressed a pistol to his son’s head and pulled the trigger. He was no Christian – he despised all religions – but he had not entirely lost his belief in the possibility of a God and, deep inside himself, he realised he had committed a sin – or condoned it, which to him was worse.


That fact paralysed him. It negated every positive achievement of his life. He had damned himself. His sense of honour, his charm, ability, intelligence, imposing manner and good looks weighed nothing when scaled against that involuntary murder.


He had tried to retreat from the world. But there was no escape from the Furies that hounded him in his mind.


Suddenly he became aware that he was being observed. A squat man wearing a beret was standing below the rock, looking up at him. He was not a farmer, although he was dressed like one. Bandoliers crisscrossed the sheepskin jacket that came down to his knees. Three hand grenades hung from his wide leather belt beside a huge hunting knife in a rawhide sheath and, on his other side, a revolver holster. Over his shoulder he had looped a rifle, and his stubby fingers were fiddling with a tin whistle that dangled from his unshaven neck. He seemed in two minds whether to blow it or not.


Pinzon stared at him. The man stared back. The tanned face was not unfriendly. The black eyes twinkled in the sunshine, apparently with humour, and the thick lips under the bushy black moustache curved into a wide, gap-toothed smile.


‘Can I help you, Comrade?’ he asked, trying to hide his unease.


‘If your name’s Enrique de los Reyos Pinzon, you can, Comrade,’ said the man gruffly, but his tone was not unpleasant. ‘Famous poet and scholar? Former politician? We were told to look for an old man sitting on a rock.’ He waved a hand languidly at the empty landscape. ‘You don’t look that old but I can see no other.’


‘And what if I am he?’


‘Thank you. I take that as confirmation.’ He blew three sharp calls on his whistle. ‘My men are searching for you in other parts of the olive grove. I’m now calling off the chase.’


‘The chase?’


‘It’s a sort of hunt, Señor, and you are, I’m sorry to say, our quarry. I must inform you that you are under arrest.’


‘By whose authority? I believe I still retain the status of an ex-minister of the Republic, with the privileges due to the office I performed.’


‘That’s not the way I see it,’ said the man. ‘You resigned your post. When we poor soldiers have had enough and slink back home they call it “desertion” and shoot us for it. Anyway, fifth-columnists and traitors have no rights, whoever they may once have been.’


‘That is preposterous.’


The man shrugged. ‘They’re convenient labels. Dig into anybody’s past and you can always find some crime against the state, especially if your suspect is a so-called liberal politician, which, in my book, is a crime in itself. Your son was an Anarchist and took part in a rebellion. That’ll do for a start. Fact is, I need you right now. Someone of your eminence might be valuable to us in our present circumstances.’


‘My son was a patriot. He died bravely in Barcelona defending the Republic against those who were loyal only to Stalin. His wife was arrested afterwards and has since disappeared. I had to collect my grandson from an orphanage run by the secret police. Do you wonder I resigned from the government? But I am not a traitor or a fifth-columnist. I have retired. That is all. And you have no right to intimidate me. In fact, I’ll see to it that you regret it.’


‘Sounds to me as if you’re a traitor and from a family of traitors. Couldn’t have put it better myself.’


As he was speaking Pinzon was aware of figures emerging from the olive grove, dressed and armed like the man in front of him. They were grim-faced and stared at him coldly. ‘Who are you?’ he whispered. ‘Is this a kidnap for ransom? Are you bandits?’


‘No, Señor, we are regular soldiers of the Fifth Corps commanded by General Modesto but now we are on special duties. You may know there is a big battle going on in the north. We have been sent to create a diversion in the south. In Granada we were a little more successful than we anticipated and now our small company is being chased over the mountains by at least two divisions of angry Fascists. That is why I respectfully request that you climb down off your rock so that we can be on our way.’


‘What have I to do with saboteurs? Partisans?’


‘Nothing. It’s just your misfortune to be in the wrong place on the wrong occasion. And we need a hostage, because the enemy will soon be on us and it’s too late to get to the passes. Please waste no more time, Señor. We must be off.’


‘And if I refuse?’ Even to himself it sounded like pathetic bravado, but he was damned if he would be taken into custody without protest.


The man sighed. ‘You will not refuse, because we have your grandson.’


He blew his whistle again. Another man came out of the olive grove. Unlike the others he was dressed in a brown military greatcoat and there was a red star on his forage cap. Sunlight flashed on a pair of round spectacles that dominated his thin, severe face. Pinzon’s heart jumped with horror when he saw that the boy he was propelling roughly in front of him was Tomás.


‘Grandfather!’ It was a weak, plaintive cry.


‘I beg you to consider wisely, Señor,’ said the man. ‘That is Levi, our political commissar. He is not reasonable like you or me. Obviously not, because he is a commissar. He hates anybody who deviates from the Party line. Anarchists, Trotskyites, liberals especially. His hatred extends to their families. Come with us quietly and your boy will not be hurt.’


Pinzon looked around him for help, but there were no villagers in sight.


The man was grinning at him confidently. He saw no way out. ‘You don’t need to bring my grandson into this. Let me take him back to his nurse and I will consider what you propose.’


‘It doesn’t work like that. We’re not so trusting. Anyway, he doesn’t have a nurse any more. The woman was a little too protective of your boy when we went to your house to get him. And, as I told you, Commissar Levi is inclined to hastiness . . . It was regrettable, but . . .’


Pinzon’s temples throbbed and a chill ran down his spine. He thought of Lupita’s fierce possessiveness of Tomás, remembered her short temper, and knew she would never have allowed anybody to take his grandson without a struggle. ‘You’ve murdered her,’ he said savagely. ‘You are bandits.’


‘No, Señor, we’re not. For what happened to the woman, you have my apologies. It was an accident. As I said, a regrettable one – but these things happen when you’re fighting a war. If people don’t co-operate, they’re liable to get hurt. If you’re sensible, it won’t happen to you – or the boy. Now, are you coming down from that rock or do I send somebody up to get you?’


Pinzon rose to his full height. ‘I will personally see to it that you are court-martialled and hanged.’


‘You do that,’ said the man. ‘But meanwhile we’ll just try to get along, shall we? Oh, and by the way, in case you hadn’t gathered, we’re Communists. So you might want to consider more carefully next time you feel like badmouthing Comrade Stalin.’


With as much dignity as he could muster, Pinzon descended from the rock. In the valley below, an arbitrary spot of sunshine broke through the clouds and illuminated the spire of the great cathedral.


It took them the rest of the morning to make their way down the gullies, following the stream beds to the foot of the mountain. The partisans moved silently and professionally, sending forward scouts and leaving lookouts behind. The man with the whistle gave orders that were followed without question. They were disciplined Communists, nothing like the egalitarian militia his son had joined and whose trenches Pinzon had visited in Aragón on the only occasion that he had been to the front during the early days of the war. They were hard-bitten soldiers whose eyes were constantly watchful. They rarely spoke, which unnerved him until he realised, in a sudden burst of intuition, that they, too, were afraid. What their leader had told him was nothing more than the truth. The men who had hunted him were quarries themselves. The small company knew they were surrounded and that the enemy was closing in. They often looked up at the sky, cocking their ears for the sound of aircraft.


Their nervousness was both alarming and encouraging, he thought. It made them more dangerous but it might also cause a moment of inattention. If they were strafed from the air they would be distracted and an opportunity might arise for Tomás and himself to attempt an escape.


For the moment, though, he had enough on his hands with looking after his grandson. Tomás was shocked and silent, stunned by the murder of his nurse and the events that had followed. A seven-year-old boy who had only ever lived in cities could never negotiate on his own the high boulders and many streams they had to cross. In the easier stretches, Pinzon could perch him on his back, but when the going was precipitous, he carried him in his arms, murmuring encouragement. The man in command would sometimes come back from his position at the front to see how he was doing, watching with a smile his careful efforts to keep his balance.


‘Need help?’ he’d ask.


Pinzon would glare at him and press on.


He was a strong man with a constitution that belied his sixty years. As an Andalucían born and bred, he was used to mountains, but he had never done a route march at this pace, and after a while he began to tire. His shoe slipped on a wet stone, and he tumbled. Neither he nor Tomás was hurt, but the boy was scared and began to bawl. Pinzon hugged him and apologised, telling him not to worry, they would get to their destination soon, and then these bad soldiers would go away. When he looked up the man with the whistle was contemplating him solicitously.


‘You’ve done well, Grandpa,’ the man said. ‘Proved you’re a tough fellow. We all admire your cojones. You’re not booted properly, though, for terrain like this. The boy on your back is slowing you, and that means you’re slowing us.’


‘I can cope well enough,’ muttered Pinzon.


‘A younger man can cope better.’ He gestured over his shoulder. A loping, straw-haired boy was grinning amiably behind him. ‘This is Privato Muro. I’m attaching him to you.’ He smiled at Tomás, who was clutching Pinzon’s legs in fear. ‘You’ll like Felipe, pocito. Not so long ago he was a schoolboy like you. Now he’s a soldier. You’re a brave lad, just like your papá from what I’ve heard. Maybe one day you’ll join the army too. Felipe can tell you all about it. Would you like that? Meanwhile, will you do me a big favour and help your grandfather by letting him have a little rest?’


‘You’ll leave the boy alone,’ growled Pinzon.


‘Let him answer, Señor. What about it, Tomás? Will you help?’


Tomás’s hand tightened in his grandfather’s grasp but he nodded solemnly.


‘Good lad. Knew I could rely on you. Felipe, meet my young friend.’


Pinzon, seeing no help for it, disguised his fury and lifted Tomás up, then fussed until his grandson’s legs were wrapped safely round Felipe’s neck. The commander snatched off Felipe’s forage cap and placed it on the boy’s head. ‘There, you even look like a soldier.’


It pained him, but Pinzon soon saw that it was the best thing to be done in the circumstances. Without his grandson on his back, he could cover the ground at the same speed as the others. Tomás was apprehensive for a while, but the young soldier charmed him with his chatter and what rapidly emerged as a quirky imagination. As they moved down the hill, Felipe whispered stories to him. In that cave there lived a witch. The insects buzzing in that field of asphodels were actually fairies. Could Tomás see their long wings? The march became a game, and the boy began to enjoy the company of his new friend.


‘Still coping, Señor?’ the man in command asked him, when they were panting up a steep slope. The concern in his expression seemed genuine.


‘As you can see,’ said Pinzon, his attention focused on his grandson ahead of them, although by now he knew there was no need to worry – Felipe was scrambling up the hill as easily and surely as a mountain goat.


‘Well done. Keep it up. We’ll be on the plain soon and then the going will be easier. With luck, we’ll reach the outskirts of Ciudadela del Santo by dawn tomorrow.’


‘Why are we going there?’


‘The cathedral precinct is a citadel. It will give us a position of strength from which we can negotiate a safe-conduct back to our lines.’ He spoke as if he believed such a thing was possible.


‘The Fascists won’t negotiate with you. Why should they?’ Pinzon spoke scornfully.


The man smiled. ‘Because we can offer them you, Señor, as one of our hostages. A former minister of the Republican government. An enemy of their church. They’ll see propaganda value in your capture.’


‘Am I really so valuable?’


‘You tell me.’ The commander offered him his hand. The man had just scrambled over the steep lip of the escarpment. Pinzon hesitated, then allowed himself to be pulled up. He saw a meadow rolling down the other side to the plain. The commander was grinning. ‘See? That wasn’t so hard. Maybe we can co-operate after all.’


‘Even though you intend to sell me to the Fascists?’


‘It’s not personal, Señor. You’ve impressed me. You’re not the effete coward I expected. But you’re expendable. You’re of no use to the Republic. You’ve opted out of our struggle, while my men still have a role to play. Lesser necessity always has to give way to a greater one. So you’re fair game.’


‘That’s your Stalinist dialectic, I take it?’


The man’s face hardened. ‘It’s a fact of life.’


‘You mentioned other hostages?’ said Pinzon, seeing no point in continuing this line of questioning. Despite the apparent kindness he had shown Tomás, the man was clearly as doctrinaire as his fearsome commissar.


‘There’s a cathedral there. We’ll fill it with civilians. Priests. Nuns. Landowners. Whoever they have in the town gaol. Not that the Fascists will worry over much about them, but you know the lengths those superstitious sons of whores will go to in protecting their religious monuments. Isn’t this one also important to them? I seem to remember reading, maybe in your book – you are the same Pinzon who was once a medieval scholar, aren’t you? – that it was one of the first cathedrals the Christians built in territory they took back from the Moors in the eleventh century.’


‘The early twelfth century,’ said Pinzon, surprised at the man’s unexpected knowledge. ‘It was built to commemorate the martyr St Jaime when Duke Sancho the Proud reconquered the Moorish state of Mishkhat in 1104.’


‘Is that so? Well, if they refuse to negotiate, I’ll blow it up. Make no mistake, Señor. If they choose to fight us, it will be costly for them. In every way.’


‘As it will be for the innocent prisoners inside the cathedral, Comrade. Or is their murder for the greater good too?’ Pinzon had raised his voice, repelled by the man’s show of callousness despite his education.


‘If it happens, it’ll be the Fascists’ atrocity, not ours.’ The man’s rumbling tones had turned into a growl, and Pinzon saw that he had touched a nerve. ‘Don’t tell me, Professor, that you have any objection to sacrifice. You were a minister in the war cabinet. You put your signature on orders that squandered the lives of ordinary soldiers in bloodbaths that gained us nothing. Think of it as your turn to put yourself in the firing line. For the war effort,’ he added sarcastically. ‘¡Al carajo!’ he swore, as he kicked a clump of wild daffodils. ‘I told you. What I do, I do for necessity, and to bring my men home.’


So the man had some humanity, thought Pinzon. He decided to try a more conciliatory tack. ‘I think I hear pain in your voice, my friend. You are perhaps not the murderer I took you for, although I understand why you are clutching at straws. Nor do I believe you’re as ruthless as you pretend to be. I think you must be an intellectual, an officer, at heart a humane man used to civilised behaviour. I am sure what you are being forced to do is repugnant to you. Listen, perhaps the two of us can co-operate, as you mentioned earlier. I will willingly be your hostage. My life may, as you say, be worthless. Perhaps there is a case against me. As a public figure I must take responsibility for what I have done – but spare my grandson and the others you mention. Then you will gain your objectives without the blood of innocents on your conscience.’


His captor glared at him with sudden hatred. ‘You do not know me, Señor. Don’t presume that I am anything like you. I’ve read books – every damned philosopher you can name, until I found what I wanted in Marx – but I was never an intellectual, only a village schoolmaster. No better than the peasants I tried to teach. Neither am I an officer. Only a sargento. Plain Sargento Ogarrio of the Twenty-fourth Company of the Eleventh Division of the Fifth Corps. Party member two five seven five J. We do not have an officer any more, Señor. Our teniente died ten days ago when we were laying charges to a railway bridge outside Granada.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Pinzon.


‘Why? You never knew him, although you might have found him more agreeable than me if you had. He was an intellectual, a civilised man, a good Communist even. I considered him my friend. But he was stupid. He spared the life of one of the Fascist guards on the bridge because he was only a boy. He was high-minded, you see. Humane, too. Well, the boy pulled the pin of a hand grenade that he had concealed in his pocket, dropped it between them and attempted to flee. To protect the rest of us, our teniente covered the grenade with his own body. The boy didn’t get far, of course. My lads caught him, stuffed another hand grenade into his trousers and threw him off the bridge. And I put a bullet into my officer’s head because by then his intestines were coiled around the timbers and we couldn’t move him off the railway track. That, Señor, was all the humanity we could spare for our beloved commander. I waited beside his body until the troop train came. You could call that a sign of respect too. It would have pleased him that he was still with us when we were inflicting damage on the enemy. Sadly it was also the Sunday train, when peasants from surrounding areas took their livestock to market. So when I pressed the plunger I sent women, children and cattle to the bottom of the gorge with the soldiers. We threw our own dead after them, including our teniente. What else were we to do with the bodies? Don’t lecture me on civilised behaviour or bourgeois values. They no longer have relevance.’


Pinzon heard a man spit and saw a blob of bloody phlegm on his shoe. The commissar had come up behind them. He had been listening to their conversation and was examining him contemptuously.


‘Spread out,’ called Ogarrio, to his men, ‘and keep your eyes and ears open for aeroplanes. From now on we’ll be on open ground and there are still three more hours to dusk. When we get to the valley floor we stay as much as possible under the cover of the orange groves. We take to the high road when it gets dark.’


They set off in a straggling line down the hill. The only sound was the wind, and occasionally a burst of childish laughter, when Felipe pointed out a new curiosity to the seven-year-old on his shoulders.


There had been no chance to escape. When the sun set, Pinzon was given into the charge of Commissar Levi, who tied his hands tightly behind his back and prodded him along the road.


When, near midnight, they stopped at an abandoned farm for a meal and two hours’ sleep, the commissar remained awake, his pistol on the table while, in his crabbed writing, he scratched his daily report in a little notebook.


Pinzon was too agitated to sleep. He sat on a broken chair by the fire, with Tomás, wrapped in Felipe’s rough blanket, dreaming fretfully on his knees. From the darkness he heard the snores of the partisans, interrupted sometimes by the barked exclamation or moan of a nightmare. Once he thought he recognised Ogarrio’s voice and turned his head. The sargento, who had lain down near him, had kicked off his blanket and was sitting upright, terror on his face, the firelight picking out the drops of sweat on his forehead. His features relaxed into an expression of puzzlement. He looked at his watch. A few seconds later he was asleep again.


Pinzon went back to self-recrimination. Ogarrio’s words to him that day had been far closer to the truth than the sargento had perhaps intended. He had never stood up for the high-minded principles he boasted. He had put his signature to pieces of paper that had cost men’s lives. Ordinary soldiers like Ogarrio had a right to believe he had betrayed them.


Expediency. Conveniencia – the word seemed to echo in the rumbling snores.


Perhaps there was justice in what had happened to him today. Ogarrio had appeared, like an executioner sent by Fate, to exact the penalty for crimes of which Pinzon had long ago pronounced himself guilty. He deserved the death sentence the sargento had handed down – both men knew that if he was passed to the Fascists they would shoot him. It would be an ignominious end to what had ultimately been an ignominious life.


If his death could save these partisans, who, for all that they were Stalinists, were soldiers like his son, he would be making some sort of amends for his ineffectual past. Perhaps he would even expiate his guilt in Raúl’s death. But he knew in his heart that the Fascists would not negotiate. Franco was a modern-day crusader fighting a holy war. If the Republicans had rallied themselves with the cry ¡No pasaran!, the Fascists’ creed was ‘unconditional surrender, with retribution to follow’. The atrocities that had accompanied every Fascist victory were evidence of their fanaticism. Fanatics did not negotiate. The truth was that Ogarrio would decide he had no option but to go ahead with his desperate plan to blow up the cathedral and his prisoners, for Ogarrio was a Stalinist, and therefore an ideologue, unwilling to compromise.


Expiation was not the answer. He had somehow to thwart the sargento’s plan, for it was not only his own life at stake.


He looked down at the tousled head of his sleeping grandson. How could he let Tomás – before he had tasted what life had to offer – become a victim of the pathological hatred that had overcome their country? He could not – would not – allow it to happen.


Suddenly an image of Raúl flashed in front of him. He was as he had last seen him, with Julia at the railway station on his second but last leave from the front. He remembered the certainty in his son’s expression as Raúl had leaned out of the carriage window to say goodbye. He was going back to battle, perhaps to die, and his handsome features were set in proud confidence that he was doing right. For him any sacrifice was by the way. Somehow Pinzon had to discover the same fortitude.


He dozed a moment, and found himself back at the station. Raúl was still looking at him out of the dusty window. He seemed to be aware of what his father was thinking. His lips curved into one of his ironic smiles and his eyes shone, as they always had whenever he had bested him in one of their long political debates. And, with intense joy, Pinzon realised that Raúl had forgiven him, and was giving him a second chance.


But what was he to do? At the moment he and Tomás were trapped. ‘Tell me what to do?’ he pleaded, as the train puffed steam and began to move.


Raúl’s face lit with a radiant, mischievous smile. Again Pinzon recognised the expression. It was when he knew the answer to a question and the great professor didn’t. He was challenging his father, as always, to work it out for himself . . .


He snapped awake. The sleeping men were still all around him. Pinzon felt something tighten at the base of his stomach, and a throbbing in his temple. He recognised the sensation from his distant days on the campaign trail, usually after an opponent had pushed him too far. It was the first stirring of resolve. The next day the gloves had been off and invariably he had destroyed his challenger on the hustings. He looked down at Ogarrio and studied his enemy coldly. There could be no quarter between this man and himself. Ogarrio had murdered Lupita. He had threatened his grandson. Pinzon would have to be clever, because Ogarrio held all the cards, but he would watch and wait, he would dissemble as necessary and, when the moment came, he would have his revenge.


At the table, Commissar Levi shut his book. The pale, magnified eyes behind the round spectacles glanced coldly in his direction. He rapped the table sharply. The partisans shook themselves awake, and began to tidy their bedrolls.


In the Middle Ages Ciudadela del Santo had been an important city and, in Moorish times, a powerful emirate. The Christians who had taken it in the early days of the Reconquista had constructed a castle on an outcrop of the great rock that rose in its centre. In the sixteenth century Philip II had converted the cathedral that stood beside the castle into a Baroque treasure of the Spanish Church, a symbol in Catholic mythology of the crusade that had recovered Spain for Christendom, and the pilgrim shrine of the martyr, St Jaime. The top of the hill, dominated by the great domes, buttresses and spires of the cathedral, had become a cluster of monasteries, convents and a seminary, protected by stout, crenellated walls and a small fortress on the site of the old castle. A prosperous city had grown around it.


As always, Pinzon was saddened when he thought of its former grandeur. As the partisan band checked their weapons in the faint glimmer of pre-dawn, and Sargento Ogarrio peered up through a pair of binoculars at the shadowy citadel, he was thinking of how the bustling market town he had known as a boy had, with the coming of the railways and the near extinction of the mule-trade traffic, become an isolated irrelevance. The banks and mansions had fallen into disrepair, and the only people living there were the farmers who tilled the fields beyond the crumbled city walls. Ogarrio’s thirty men should have no problem in taking it. The Anarchist council that had established itself at the beginning of the revolution had no militia to defend it. Opposition, if there was any, would come from a few aged policemen and the warders who guarded the corn exchange, now a makeshift prison, where the nuns and monks who had lived in the citadel had been sequestered since the beginning of the war. He hoped there would be no unnecessary bloodshed.


Ogarrio called his men into a circle and gave his orders. In groups of six they left the olive grove, disappearing into the darkness. Checking his revolver, the sargento walked to where Pinzon and his grandson were sitting. ‘This won’t take long,’ he said. ‘I want you to remain here with the commissar and Privato Muro. Your amigo,’ he added, ruffling Tomás’s hair. ‘He’ll look after you and play with you, won’t you, Felipe? If you hear shots, don’t be afraid, eh, pocito? It’ll just be us grown-ups playing soldiers.’ He drew Pinzon aside, and lowered his voice. ‘I can’t spare more men to guard you. Please don’t have any foolish ideas that you can run away. Levi will shoot you both before you move a muscle. He’s itching to do it.’ He nodded and, with a hesitant smile, clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Just don’t give him a chance. ¿Entiendes?’ With a final backward glance, he ran after his men.


For a long time there was silence. Again, Pinzon failed to catch the first sound of birdsong that was now chattering around him. The olive grove filled with pink light, striped by shadows. Felipe and Tomás were playing a giggling game of hide and seek among the trees. The commissar, his pistol unwaveringly directed at Pinzon, watched them with a scowl.


The firing, when it came, was desultory, and over in five minutes, but the single, drawn-out scream was enough to frighten Tomás, who left Felipe and his attempts to calm him with a piece of dried sausage, and ran, weeping, into his grandfather’s arms. Pinzon stroked the child’s hair and murmured, ‘It’ll be all right. It’ll be all right.’


‘I want my mamá and my papá,’ sobbed his grandson.


‘I know,’ he whispered. ‘So do I.’


The commissar, a worried look on his face, had stood up and was staring at the town. They heard three long blasts of a whistle, repeated three times. Levi turned. For once there was a twist of a smile on his thin features. ‘The place is ours,’ he said. on your feet. You’re about to see what happens when we liberate an Anarchist town.’


The cobbled streets were deserted. The doors of the houses were open. Some had been battered in or torn off their hinges.


They passed along a wider avenue lined with shops and cafés. At the top, by the barracks of the Guardia Civil, under the sign that read ‘Buleva de España’, they saw a body, a policeman’s, crumpled into a contorted position on the pavement. His bicorn hat was resting in a pool of blood. Pinzon, too late, put his hands over Tomás’s eyes.


Ahead, between two buildings that had once been banks, was the entrance to the Plaza de la Reconquista. This was where the townspeople had been herded. Men, women and children, some still in their nightclothes, were huddled on the ground. Ogarrio’s men were positioned in a circle around them, covering them with their rifles.


In the centre of the square, the sargento was talking to a fat man wearing maroon pyjamas and nodding obsequiously to whatever Ogarrio was telling him. That did not surprise Pinzon. He had known Ramón Zuluaga before the war when he was the town’s alcalde. It had not taken the conservative mayor long to trim his colours to new circumstances and he had quickly reinvented himself as the chairman of the Revolutionary Council, professing that he had been a secret Anarchist all his life. Now he was presumably trying to convince Ogarrio of his Communist credentials.


‘Stop,’ Commissar Levi called. He had a street map in his hand. ‘We go this way.’


Felipe looked at him in surprise. ‘But the sargento told us—’


‘I am the commissar and represent the Party. You obey my commands.’ He led them off the avenue into the Calle Jaime Santo.


Two of Ogarrio’s men were lounging idly outside the corn exchange, smoking and enjoying the sunshine. They looked up curiously.


‘This is the prison, right?’ snapped Levi. ‘Becerra, answer me when I speak to you. I want you to report the situation here.’


The two men looked at each other. ‘What’s there to report?’ said Becerra. ‘The wardens ran away before we got here. The place is full of monks and nuns praying in their cells.’


‘Why are you not guarding them? They are reactionary elements. Fifth-columnists and traitors.’


‘They looked harmless enough to me. They’re all locked up. Here.’ He threw a bunch of keys at the commissar. ‘Go in and inspect them yourself if you’re so worried about them.’ His lean features curved into a wolfish grin. ‘No hanky-panky, mind, Commissar. Some of those nuns are young, and one or two rather pretty.’


‘Your insolence has been noted, Becerra. I advise you to be careful. Stay here with Muro and help him guard our two prisoners. Martínez.’ He turned to Becerra’s companion. ‘You come with me.’


He entered the prison. Martínez, a younger man, about Felipe’s age, shrugged and, throwing down his cigarette butt, followed him inside. Becerra made an obscene gesture with his finger at the departing commissar, then grinned at them. ‘How’s babysitting, Felipe? Enjoying it, are you?’


‘Bugger off!’


Pinzon ignored the rest of their banter. He knew what the commissar would find inside. Shortly after the beginning of the war, when he had just been made minister for information and had come on an inspection tour of the south, Zuluaga had taken him round the prison. The clergy, as in all parts of Republican Spain, had been arrested as antisocial class elements, but Zuluaga had been at pains to explain that in Ciudadela del Santo the policy was not to punish but to reform. Pinzon had witnessed embarrassingly naïve lectures by young female schoolteachers who had been preaching the merits of communes. It had been worthy but essentially useless. Nevertheless he had been impressed that this one small town had somehow escaped the chain of vendetta, and was treating its prisoners humanely. He had wished that such tolerance could have been extended all over Spain.


But now he was worried about Tomás who, ever since he had seen the body of the policeman, had been white-faced and silent, gripping his hand tightly. To try to distract him, he pointed at an old house further down the street. ‘See that building with the red roof, Tomás? When I was your age, that was where my old aunt Rosa lived. We used to go there for grand tea-parties, dressed in our smartest clothes . . .’


From inside the prison came the sound of a shot. The two soldiers stiffened. Thirty seconds later there was another.


‘¡Joder!’ muttered Becerra, grabbing his rifle.


There was another shot, and another, and another, then silence again.


‘He’s reloading,’ said Becerra. ‘Muro, look after the old man. I’m getting Ogarrio.’


As his boots clattered down the street in the direction of the square, the shots started again.


Felipe, his eyes round with fear, was pointing his rifle at them and fumbling with the safety catch. He was breathing rapidly. Pinzon saw a dribble of saliva trickling down his chin. He raised his palms upwards towards the frightened soldier. From inside the prison they heard two shots, fired in rapid succession.


‘It’s all right, Felipe,’ Pinzon said, as calmly as he could. ‘Look, we’re going to sit on the pavement.’ And to his grandson, who was clutching his knees, ‘Gently now, Tomás. Felipe won’t hurt us. See? There we are. We won’t run away. It’s going to be all right.’


Now the only sounds were Felipe’s heavy breathing and the whimpers of his grandson. Pinzon was hoping it might be over, but the shots began again, at thirty-second or minute intervals, and he realised that Levi and Martínez were clearing another floor. He remembered his visit, visualising the faces of the occupants of each cell.


It seemed to go on and on and on.


He was already in a numbed state when he heard running feet and looked up. Sargento Ogarrio, pistol in hand, was pounding over the cobbles towards them, followed by Becerra and four other men.


As they reached the door, Commissar Levi came out of it, brushing the sleeve of his coat. Pinzon saw the twisted smile again. ‘Ah, Sargento,’ he said. ‘I have pleasure in reporting to you that I have eliminated the fifth-columnist threat in Ciudadela del Santo.’


Ogarrio stared at him wild-eyed, then plunged through the door, brushing past a white-faced Martínez. A minute later his roar of rage could be heard from the street.


When he came out, he walked slowly towards the commissar, who had just borrowed Martínez’s water-bottle and was wiping at a spot of blood on his sleeve. For a moment, Ogarrio said nothing. Then he grabbed the commissar by the collar of his greatcoat and hurled him against the granite wall. The round spectacles shattered on the pavement. Ogarrio punched his face and stomach, and kicked him when he fell, two hard blows to the groin. ‘Those were my hostages,’ he said softly. Then he yelled, ‘Those were my pissing hostages!’


He turned his back on the commissar, and stood with clenched fists and closed eyes, his face turned to the sky. He pointed a finger at Martínez. ‘You, you son of a mule and a whore. Why did you let him do it? Twenty-four nuns and eight damned priests, and you just stood by and let it happen.’


‘He’s – he’s the commissar, Sargento.’


Ogarrio seemed to summon all his will power, and relaxed. ‘I know,’ he said. He patted Martínez on the shoulder. ‘He’s an arsehole. Forget about it.’


He looked scornfully back at Levi, who was crawling on the pavement hunting for his spectacles. Blood was pouring from a broken nose. ‘Get him cleaned up,’ he told Martínez. ‘That’s your punishment for being a donkey’s turd.’


He noticed Pinzon. ‘I’m sorry your boy had to see that,’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Shocked. Disgusted,’ said Pinzon. ‘Ashamed that any Republican could commit such an atrocity. What do you expect me to say? Anyway, what are you going to do about your hostages?’


‘I’ll have to think of something, won’t I?’ said the sargento. ‘Muro, bring your prisoners to the square.’ He set off back the way he had come.


‘Sargento Ogarrio!’ It was a scream.


The commissar was tottering on his feet, waving his pistol. ‘You have assaulted the Party’s representative in the performance of his duty. You know very well that I take my instructions from the Servicio de Investigación Militar, and the SIM’s standing instructions are to neutralise anti-revolutionary threats. That is the priority, overriding any strictly operational requirement. You have therefore defied the Party and the state. You have committed treason. By my authority I judge you unfit to command. I place you under arrest.’


Ogarrio barely glanced at him and continued on his way.


A shot rang out, missing him by a good distance and ricocheting off a lamppost. Ogarrio turned to his assailant. There was only derision in his eyes. Another shot hit the pavement at his feet, ejecting a cobblestone, which smashed a window. Wiping his forehead, Levi aimed again. This time it was two rifles that fired. The commissar staggered back against the wall and slid down it, leaving a red trail on the granite. Becerra and Martínez lowered their smoking rifles.


‘That doesn’t help me,’ said Ogarrio, acidly. ‘I need hostages. Hostages!’


Tomás began to wail.


The atmosphere in the square had changed. The townsfolk were no longer seated quietly on the ground. The men were yelling and waving their fists and the women were either screaming or weeping. Where Ogarrio was standing, in the centre by the fountain, three of his soldiers were manhandling an angry man to the ground. The council chairman was on his knees, tears running down his fat cheeks.


Ogarrio silenced the commotion by firing three rapid pistol shots into the air. There was an explosion of flapping wings as pigeons erupted from the elm trees and whirled in mad circles over their heads.


‘Twenty women. Ten men,’ he shouted. ‘That’s all. They won’t be harmed. I’m only taking them as a guarantee of your good behaviour. You’ll have them back within a few days when we leave. Don’t resist, citizens, or we’ll have to make examples, starting with your council chairman.’


The crowd stared at him sullenly. Some of the women were sobbing. A baby was bawling.


‘That’s better,’ said Ogarrio. ‘Now, I don’t care how we do this. Either you give me volunteers or we take them ourselves. It’s your choice.’


There was a long silence. An old woman in black widow’s weeds stepped forward. The young man beside her tried to pull her back, but she shrugged him off. Becerra took her gently by the arm and helped her sit on the fountain steps.


‘Thank you,’ said Ogarrio. ‘That’s one.’


An old man with a white moustache and a beret walked proudly to the old woman and sat beside her, staring rigidly and impassively ahead while she took his arm. A younger man wearing a shepherd’s fleece followed him. Several women in the crowd began to keen. The next to come was a red-haired woman in her early thirties. Her lips were rouged and she tossed her head nonchalantly. There was a murmur from the crowd. For a while nothing happened. Ogarrio paced impatiently. Then a middle-aged woman inched her way to the fountain, supported by her daughter. Others followed. After a quarter of an hour twenty-one people were sitting there.


‘No one else?’ called Ogarrio. He turned to Becerra. ‘We need nine more women. Young ones preferably. Some of the nuns were in their twenties.’


‘Most of those left have children, Sargento,’ said Becerra.


‘Then bring their bloody babies with them,’ was the reply.


This led to more shouts and protests, but Ogarrio had his way after his men, marching forward to pull a pretty young woman out of the crowd, used the butts of their rifles to knock her resisting husband to the ground. The violence had the necessary intimidating effect. Eight more women, with six infants and toddlers between them, were taken without incident.


‘Thank you, citizens,’ said Ogarrio. ‘As I told you, these people will not be harmed. In a while, my men will be coming to your homes to requisition food. We’ll let you keep enough for your needs, then leave you in peace.’


Soon Pinzon and his grandson were following the thirty disconsolate hostages as they were marched up the steep steps that led to the citadel. Ogarrio came up beside him. ‘I expect they’ll be looking to you for leadership,’ he muttered. ‘You were once a grandee in these parts. Now you can exercise some of your political skills. They’ll be frightened when the enemy comes.’


‘I noticed that when you asked for volunteers you didn’t think it necessary to tell them the town would be attacked.’


‘What do you want me to do? Create unnecessary panic? They’ll know soon enough.’


‘What you are doing is morally despicable. These are not class enemies. They’re peasants like you. Innocents.’


‘Nobody’s innocent, Señor. These people were happy enough to be Anarchists when it suited them. That fat alcalde was trying to tell me he was a Communist. Do you think they wouldn’t raise the Fascist flag as soon as our backs are turned? As far as I’m concerned, everyone’s an enemy unless they prove otherwise. My only duty is to my men. As I told you, I want to get them home.’


‘It won’t work, you know, this gamble with human lives. The Fascists don’t negotiate. If you still had nuns and clergymen, well, perhaps, if the general attacking us had a conscience – but I’ve not heard yet of an enemy general who has. It’s academic anyway. You’ve lost your religious hostages, and our opponents despise the peasantry, unless they’re serfs on their own estates. They’ll let them burn.’


‘Who says I’ve lost my religious hostages?’ said Ogarrio, belligerently. He stopped Martínez, who was struggling up the steps by his side, bowed under the weight of a heavy bundle. Ogarrio pulled his knife from his sheath and cut a slit in the rough sacking. Reaching inside he pulled out a coarse brown cassock, rummaged further and extracted a piece of bloodstained white cloth. ‘What do you think this is?’


Pinzon had recognised it already. It was a nun’s coif.


‘I changed Martínez’s punishment for shooting Levi,’ said Ogarrio, coldly. ‘I made him strip the dead.’


Pinzon shuddered. ‘You’re mad,’ he whispered. ‘You’re mad and evil.’


A look of sadness crossed the sargento’s face. ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘It’s the world that’s evil. I’m just a soldier fighting a war, and serving my Party and my country the best way I can.’


They walked on in silence. They crested the steps and Pinzon was dazzled for a second by the brilliant white facings on the battlements. They passed through a medieval gateway into a sloping square surrounded by ecclesiastical buildings, and to the left the red-brick parapets of Philip II’s fort. Ahead, dwarfing the other structures, stood the cathedral of St Jaime. Its towering, sculptured façade shone brilliantly against a background of endless sky.


The citadel was already a hive of activity. The hostages were waiting in a resigned huddle while three of the soldiers were pulling back the bar of the heavy oak door, carved with the figures of saints. Others were carrying supplies to the fort, and lookouts were climbing the worn steps to the parapets.


‘There’s little point in arguing about it any more, Señor,’ said Ogarrio. ‘We’re here.’


Although he was horrified that they had been included among the hostages, Pinzon was grateful for the other children. It meant Tomás had playmates. Felipe, who had been left to guard them, was ingenious in devising games for them. Their shrill exclamations of pleasure as they played blind man’s buff in one of the side chapels, or hopscotch down the nave, was cheering and a welcome touch of normality in the surreal situation in which he and his fellow hostages found themselves.


It was remarkable, in fact, how quickly everybody had accepted the situation. There had been no panic when they were ushered inside the gloomy interior and the oak doors were slammed and locked behind them. The townspeople had separated, each to find a pew or an alcove that would be their territory, laying down the blankets Ogarrio had requisitioned for them. He noticed that a sort of social hierarchy had also developed, centring round the imposing old woman who had offered herself first, the kindly featured white-moustached old man who had followed her to the fountain, and the young man in the sheepskin who had volunteered third. The others appeared to look up to them. The old man busied himself with organisation, arranging a makeshift kitchen in a side chapel and a toilet behind some pillars, checking that mothers with infants had all they needed, generally making himself useful. The younger man sat sullenly by himself, but people passing him nodded respectfully. The greatest veneration seemed to be shown to the old woman. In ones and twos, townspeople would sit down beside her as if taking comfort from her presence.


Pinzon felt shunned. He wondered if it was because the other hostages had seen him talking to Ogarrio, or whether they were intimidated by his reputation as a politician in the central government. He guessed he appeared alien to them, and they were afraid of him.


‘Do you mind?’ It was the red-headed woman, who had elicited a murmur from the crowd when she had stepped forward to join the knot of volunteers. Without waiting for his answer she sat down beside him. ‘We’ve met before.’


‘Have we?’ Pinzon was confused. ‘I don’t think I . . .’


She laughed. ‘No, you wouldn’t remember someone like me. It was when you came on an official visit. As minister. You stopped in the classroom in the gaol when I was teaching Anarchism to the nuns.’


‘I do recall,’ he said. ‘Of course I do.’


‘No, you don’t.’ Her freckles danced as she grinned. She waved a hand over her shoulder. ‘Unfriendly lot, aren’t they? Take it from me. I’ve been here since before the war – told you, came here as a schoolteacher – and they still consider me to be an extranjera, an outsider. Bastards. They think I’m immoral because I had an affair with one of the militiamen. Oh, they all espouse Anarchist politics here, but they don’t accept the libertarian principles that go with them. I was left high and dry when my great lover went to war, leaving me pregnant with his child. Sorry. Do I shock you?’


‘No,’ he said, ‘of course not.’ He had been, however, a little surprised by her forthrightness to a complete stranger. ‘Your child? Is he – she—?’


‘It was a he. A beautiful boy.’ A quiver crossed her face before the smile returned. ‘But he died of typhus before he was two, not that the villagers forgave me for that either. Wicked whore. Bad mother. Can’t win, can you?’ Her tone was hard-boiled but he caught the catch in her throat.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


She shrugged. ‘It’s life, isn’t it? You learn how to keep going. Not that I wouldn’t rather be somewhere else than Ciudadela del Santo.’


‘You didn’t think of returning to your home town?’


‘Granada? It came out for the Fascists on the first day of the Rebellion. I’m stuck here, aren’t I? Nowhere else to go.’


There was a moment’s uncomfortable silence as she seemed to contemplate the frescos surrounding the altar. ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘who is the old woman dressed in black with the red shawl? She seems to be important in this community.’


‘Her?’ She paused. ‘Yes, you ought to know something about our local worthies since we’re all going to be bedfellows for a while. That’s Grandmother Juanita. Her son commanded the militia that Ciudadela del Santo sent to the Aragón front and he died in the battle of Belchite. That makes her the mother of a hero and untouchable as far as the village is concerned. She’s up there with the saints, or she seems to think so. Anyway, nothing gets by her eagle eye, so I’d advise you to be wary of her. Old man with her is Hector García. Used to be the alcalde before Zuluaga. He’s decent enough, though Juanita has him in her talons.’


‘And the man in the sheepskin?’


‘That’s Paco Cuellar. He sits on the council. He’s a shit.’


‘I see,’ he said, confused by the venom in her tone. ‘Well – thank you.’


‘De nada. Welcome to Ciudadela del Santo.’


She laughed brittly, then narrowed her eyes in the direction of Tomás, who was playing near the altar. ‘That’s your grandson, isn’t it?’ She observed him thoughtfully. ‘Want me to help you look after him?’


‘That’s very kind of you,’ he said, ‘but I think I can manage.’


‘No, you can’t. You’re a man. Boy of that age needs a woman. Especially in a situation like this. It’s no problem for me. I’d love it. He reminds me a bit of my own little boy. What’s his name?’


‘Tomás, but I couldn’t possibly ask you—’


‘Why not? You’re on your own, like I am.’ She indicated the other hostages. ‘None of them will ever lend a hand. They’ve never helped me, any of them. All right, let’s make a deal. I suspect you know a lot more of what’s going on than anybody else. Maybe if things get bad you can watch out for me. And in return I’ll look after Tomás. Does that sound fair? Mother of God, I’m scared,’ she said, reaching into her skirt pocket for a packet of cigarettes. ‘Want one?’ she asked. She pulled out a tin lighter. ‘Zippo,’ she said, with a nervous laugh as she flicked back the lid. ‘Boyfriend in the militia gave it to me.’


Pinzon smiled. ‘Thank you, Señora. If you had a cigar, that might be a different story. Even so, I’d probably refuse. Being in a church . . . even though I’m not Christian. Prejudice and inhibitions instilled from birth. It’s a bit foolish, isn’t it?’


‘Well, I’m no Christian, thank God. Oops, that’s a contradiction in terms, isn’t it?’ She laughed self-consciously. ‘But prejudice? Listen to them muttering.’ She pursed her rouged lips and blew a puff of smoke over her shoulder.


‘May I ask, Señora—’


‘Call me María, please.’ She sighed. ‘Since we’ve been thrown together we might as well be informal.’


He nodded gravely. ‘Then you must call me Enrique. But I’m curious, María. Why did you volunteer to be a hostage when you don’t feel at home in this town?’


‘To see the look on the sons of bitches’ faces when I joined them,’ she said, and gave him a radiant smile. ‘Now, tell me, what do you think of my proposition? Will you let somebody so immoral look after your grandson?’


Pinzon laughed. It was the first time he had done so since his capture, but this forward and obviously intelligent young woman had cheered him. ‘I would be honoured, María. My grandson is fortunate. It will also be a pleasure for me to have the company of such a modern and unconventional companion.’


She looked at him slyly. ‘I would imagine you were probably quite a charmer as a young man, Enrique. We’d better not let the tongues wag too much, or it will be you they start whispering about. I’ll come back when Tomás has finished playing, and you can introduce me.’


It had been shortly afterwards that the aeroplane had flown over.


The first they knew of it was when the great doors burst open and Ogarrio, with twenty of his men, strode inside carrying the dripping cassocks and habits that Martínez had stripped off the priests and nuns. Pinzon supposed it was a small mercy that the blood had been washed out, but that was of small comfort to the other hostages, who had to wear them.


Ogarrio made them strip at gunpoint – even the old ladies. There was no allowance for modesty. Those who resisted had their clothes torn off them. They were barely given time to finish dressing before they were pushed, again at gunpoint, into the square, where they stood bewildered in the afternoon sunshine.


It was then that Pinzon, who had been herded out with them, heard the faint drone and, gazing up at the sky, saw a flash of metal reflected in the gap between two clouds. He recognised the engine sound. It was a Heinkel, the bomber flown by the German Condor Legion, sent to Spain by Hitler to support the Fascists. He remembered his night in the public air-raid shelter. This plane, though, was far too high to be a threat. Its circling flight pattern indicated it was on an observation not a bombing run – but he felt the familiar twinge in his stomach, the cold caress of fear.


Ogarrio had trained his binoculars on it as it circled over their heads. He noticed Pinzon. ‘They have a camera,’ he said, with satisfaction. ‘You see, they will believe I have religious hostages. It also means the enemy is closing on us. Things are moving a little faster than I anticipated. I guess their troops will be outside the city by dawn. Then we’ll be able to see who is right, you or I.’


‘This is insane, Sargento. They will not negotiate. I beg you, let these people go before it is too late.’


‘It might be better for your peace of mind if you convince yourself they will negotiate.’ He strode off, shouting orders at his men, leaving Becerra to supervise their return to the church.


That had been two hours ago. The consternation that had followed the shocking and humiliating display of the hostages for the aeroplane had died down. The townspeople were sitting sullenly in the pews. Pinzon was interested to see that not a few were praying. Perhaps Ogarrio was right, he thought. Revolutionary politics in these out-of-the-way places was only skin deep. Peasants were peasants and always would be.


María sat down silently beside him. She looked fetching in her nun’s habit, which hung loosely on her. She had removed the coif and her toss of red hair, her renewed lipstick and her exuberant freckles made her look vaguely decadent. She stroked Tomás’s head. He was sleeping on the pew. ‘Stretch your legs, Enrique,’ she said. ‘It’ll be good for you. Don’t worry about the boy. I’ll look after him. We’re getting on fine now.’


‘You showed great tact with him after the aeroplane scared him.’


‘Some introduction, wasn’t it? Yeah, well, I like kids and we usually trust one another. Wish I could say the same about adults. Go on, take your stroll.’


He began to walk briskly up and down the nave, hoping the exercise would still the anguish in his heart. On either side rose the tall pillars. Leafy Corinthian capitals crowned the ochre and black striped marble of the base columns. From there, creamy white stone flutings fanned upwards into arches on the upper layers and, higher still, evolved into complicated tracery stretching over a vaulted ceiling that, in the dim light, was already swathed in shadow.


The rich reds and blues of the stained-glass windows had greyed in the darkness, except where a last pale shaft of evening sun shone through the magnificent rose roundel above the altar. A section showing the Annunciation was illuminated in the fading light. The exquisite colours blazed in the gloom like bright jewels. Behind the Virgin Mary and the Angel Gabriel, the gaily coloured palm trees, the mosque-like buildings and the bystanders in their turbans made Pinzon wonder whether this was a scene drawn from the old Moorish Andaluz before it had been recovered for Christendom.


He thought it ironic that a man like him – a hater of churchmen and tradition of all kinds – should end his days in a place like this.


The door opened. Ogarrio entered with three men. Martinez and Becerra had pickaxes and shovels on their shoulders while the other – he remembered he was called Rincon – was pulling a trolley on which a generator rested with some arc lamps, a coil of rope, tools and several white sacks containing explosive.


‘You’re going through with it, then,’ said Pinzon, bitterly.


‘Keep your voice down, Señor. Better these people don’t find out what we’re up to. We don’t want a panic, do we, or anybody getting hurt?’


Pinzon saw that they were standing in dark shadow and only he had observed them.


‘Becerra, go down to the altar and call everybody round you. Give them a speech or something so their attention’s occupied. And send Muro back here to take your place.’


Becerra did not look happy. ‘A speech? What about, Sargento?’


‘Anything you like. Sanitary arrangements. Whatever comes into your head.’


‘Sanitary arrangements!’ the soldier muttered, as he put down his pickaxe and went off as instructed.


‘Now, quietly, everybody,’ said the sargento. ‘Down the side aisle towards the steps by the western transept. Since you’re here, you might as well come with us, Professor. As a medievalist, you may find the crypt interesting.’


The staircase was narrow, and they found it difficult to manhandle the trolley down quietly enough not to be heard. Pinzon followed them disconsolately.


They reached a small chapel where the effigy of a knight, a hound at his feet and a cross clasped in his hands, was carved on a stone tomb.


‘Do we dig here?’ asked Martínez.


‘No,’ said Ogarrio, flashing his torch towards the eastern wall. ‘There’s a grille over there, and more stairs that seem to lead down to a lower level.’


‘Ai, that’s probably where the skeletons of the monks and nuns are. I saw the ones they pulled out of the church in Barcelona in ‘thirty-six,’ said Rincon. ‘Gave me the creeps. But it was funny, the way they put bishop’s robes on them and positioned them dancing with each other.’ He put his arms around Felipe and leered into his face.


‘Get off me,’ screamed the boy. ‘That’s not funny.’


Martínez’s giggle was high-pitched, nervous, and somehow more eerie than Rincon’s fooling around.


‘That’s enough,’ snapped Ogarrio. ‘Rincon, break that lock with your pickaxe, and, Muro, help Martínez with the generator.’


The cold intensified as they descended, and they became growingly aware of a musty smell of damp and decay. They passed through a trefoil arch into another dark space that their torches revealed was a corridor between layers of stone shelving on either side. Pinzon’s cheeks brushed cobwebs, and he started when something cold scratched his cheek. He swung the torch they had given him upwards and the beam revealed a hanging, skeletal arm, held together by dried strips of skin. It was the ring on one of the fingers that had touched him. He raised the torch higher and stared into the leathery, shrunken face and empty eye sockets of a long-dead bishop, lying on the shelving. A mitre still rested on a bird’s nest of grey hair. Rincon let out a howl, then he and Martínez laughed.


‘I said, that’s enough,’ barked Ogarrio.


They heard a whimper behind them. Felipe had raised his torch to illuminate the top layers near the vaulted ceiling. The circle of light flashed over pyramids of skulls.


‘It’s a maze down here,’ said Ogarrio. ‘Better get the generator going to power the lamps.’


It took time and much fumbling before the machine whirred into life, and it was some moments later that the two lamps on their long leads began to glow, first a dull red, then blue, then a dazzling white that made them all blink. When they opened their eyes again they saw the extent of the charnel house. Along the corridors illuminated by the electric glare there were stacks of bodies and bones as far as they could see, separated at intervals by squat grey pillars. Now all three privatos were silent, staring with pale faces and clenched teeth.


‘All right,’ Ogarrio said. ‘Let’s find our way through this. Muro, you pull the trolley. Rincon and Martínez, take a lamp each. We want to head south-east to get ourselves under the chancel. That’s where the steeple is, so we’ll probably need to put the bulk of the explosives there. Muro, stop gibbering. It’s live Catholics you’ll soon have to worry about, not dead ones.’ Carefully, he led them forward. They seemed to have forgotten about guarding Pinzon, who followed curiously behind.


The spaces between the platforms of corpses narrowed the further they went, and they had to move in single file, Martínez in front with the lamp. Ogarrio looked behind him at the capitals of the pillars. ‘That’s odd,’ he said. ‘They’re angling out from a central point, like the struts of a fan.’ He checked his compass. ‘South-east. Probably from where we want to go.’


Rincon was eyeing the skeleton of a monk whose skull had rolled to the edge of its shelf and seemed to be ogling him at head height. ‘Let’s hope so, Sargento,’ he muttered. ‘At the moment I’m thinking back fondly to the attacks of the Condor Legion when we were fighting at Teruel. They were easier on the nerves.’


Martínez, ahead, cried out and almost dropped the lamp as he stepped backwards, bumping into Ogarrio. ‘Sargento, I thought I saw one of them moving,’ he hissed.


‘Keep that lamp steady. Let me see.’


The sargento, followed by Pinzon, whose interest had quickened, stepped through an arch into a small semicircle, surrounded by a marble colonnade, from which the galleries of the dead indeed radiated outwards. The wall beyond was of solid black rock, glistening with damp and condensation. It was clearly the granite of the original hill on which the cathedral was built. In the centre there was a square block, also of carved black stone, probably a mausoleum or a sarcophagus. The side was incised with a gold inscription – but what had fixed his attention, as it obviously had Rincon’s, was the life-sized alabaster statue that stood, or seemed to float, on top of it.


It was a clever optical illusion, thought Pinzon, after he had recovered from his surprise. The black base was almost indistinguishable against the darkness of the rock behind so the gleaming white figure of a man, in a long gown and a scholar’s cap, appeared to hang in mid-air. The sculptor had also slightly extended the neck forward so the statue’s sharp-boned features and intense stare challenged whoever approached and, in the play of light and deep shadow, it did seem, almost imperceptibly, to be moving.


‘Who is it? Some king?’ squeaked Martínez, nervously.


‘I don’t think so,’ said Pinzon. Everybody was so absorbed by what they were seeing that nobody questioned why their prisoner had suddenly taken the lead. ‘He looks more clerical. No, this is interesting. Look what he’s holding – a compass, a ruler and a hammer.’ He moved forward to read the writing on the side. ‘Yes, I’m right. This was an architect, probably the one who designed the cathedral. The dates fit. Listen.’ He read the Latin quickly, then translated: ‘“Here lies Paladon, architect and mason. The greatest works of man are but shadows and vain shows. Yea, vanity, vanity, all is vanity. Yet may the Master Builder, the Prime Mover of the Celestial Spheres, the Lord of the Line and Circle, the True Form and the All-seeing Eye, still look kindly on his servant, who carved in rock and stone the mysteries that were revealed to him through his Craft, for the glory of the One God and in honour of His Creation, in whose Light may be found everlasting salvation. Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.” And it’s dated “In this year of our Lord eleven hundred and twenty-one.” This is all very unusual. The last sentence is a quotation from the New Testament but it’s as if it’s been tagged on. And the line and circle, the all-seeing eye. It reminds me of modern Freemasonry. Look.’ He pointed to the carving of an eye in a triangle above the inscription. ‘There’s the symbol.’
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