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          CHAPTER 1 


          


          


          


          She was, he thought, the loveliest thing he had ever seen. 


          


          


          His first glance down the sunlit steps had been mere
curiosity, to see whose coach had been driven into the courtyard below the
Castillo's Grand Patio in defiance of the twenty-five years' rule that no one
save the King himself-if he ever came - was permitted to drive through the
inner wards of the great building. Then he had noticed the scarlet-clad
outriders and grown interested. There was a standing command that any comer
from Ring Felipe should receive a royal welcome, and Eugenio's own men would
scarcely have gone out to convoy anyone of less importance-It would be ironic,
he had thought, if the King had chosen to break his long silence now; now when
Eugenio was busy creating the masterpiece of plotting that would thwart all his
royal benefactor's intents and desires. 


          


          


          But the coach that rolled to the foot of the steps had been
Eugenio de Castaneda's own, the ostentation his. The watching man had been
about to turn away with no more than faint amusement at this gaudy return from
what was bound to have been yet another fruitless quest - what could it have
been else? - when the crested door had opened and Eugenio himself had sprung
out with unusual vigour, his broad flushed face creased in an excited grin. The
man had paused then, motionless and watchful, and his companion had noticed his
abstraction and halted, too. 


          


          


          Through the haze of settling dust, over the heads; of
twenty-five men dismounting, the man had watched Eugenio hand the girl down the
carriage steps. The clumsy cartwheel farthingale, so out of date for all its
preposterous grandeur, swung like a bell as she clambered cautionsly to the
ground. From the depths of the interior of the carriage a thin full lipped
Moorish girl, evidently a maid, had emerged and was steadying her mistress's stiffened
skirts. The girl herself, rigid and apparently oblivious of being the centre of
so much anxious attention, should have looked like every other acquiescent,
well-bred Spanish girl: a haughty, lifeless doll. Like the rest she was encased
in heavy brocades that imprisoned her body like a cage, her hair tortured into
a span of stiffly artificial ringlets that framed her Ace like a yoke
overlapping her head. Like theirs her skin was alabaster-pale, her eyes
downcast as though she flinched from the sun's lessening warmth. 


          


          


          Then she disengaged her hand from Eugenio de Castaneda's
clutching fist and raised her face to look around her it was only for a moment
and then her eyes were lowered again, but that first flashing impression had
been confirmed and he had felt the involuntary tightening of every sinew in bis
body. She must have been seventeen or eighteen years old, be thought, old by
the usual standards to be a bride, yet she could not be a companion — Eugenio
would never waste the miserly treasure of good manners on one who was not of
the first importance to him. He had succeeded at last, then, and had brought
back a bride to the castillo - his bride-a new Duquesa. 


          


          


          At his side his companion was breathing heavily, and the
man noticed that his eyes, too, were riveted to the girl. The realization
annoyed him obscurely. 


          


          


          He heard himself say, 'Shall we go? It must be close on
dinner-time,‘ and the other man grunted a reluctant assent. 


          


          


          Together they moved along the shadowy colonnade to the main
door, catching glimpses of the sunlit scene below them between the bars of
shadow as they passed pillar by pillar. Another woman, older it was hard to see
her face - had climbed out of the carriage and stood beside the girl, who was
listening stonily to Eugenio's speech of welcome. In answer to her companion's
expostulation the girl said. Something but did not smile, and the other woman's
lifted voice came with sudden, unexpected clarity to the men beneath the
colonnade. 


          


          


          ‘But it is all so splendid, Juana - and to think that all
this belongs to your intended husband!’


          


          


          The first watcher did not look back again, but as he
ushered his companion ahead of him he was amused to find his own fingers clenched
hard on the hilt of his sword. His lips curled; he had thought that over the
years he had learned to govern his emotions better, there was no need for any
such disquiet; no need, even, for haste. Now that Eugenio had brought her here,
by whatever means, he would not lightly let her go, and it should be simple to
concoct some plan which would serve his own intents at the same time as de
Castancda's. He could act when he chose, do what be would, and it would not
blast this marriage, for Eugenio would take care not to know of anything that
might spoil his infinitely simple, infinitely difficult scheme to cheat the
King. 


          


          


          He wondered if Eugenio had realized that he was playing
with fire by bringing such a creature into a game that demanded a docile, mindless
doll with no thought beyond obedience to father or husband. Well, he would
learn soon enough. He himself could afford to wait a little before he played
his first card in the game. 


          


          Juana de Arrelanos had barely listened to Eugenio de
Castancda's flow of words; three days in a closed carriage with him and her
aunt Beatrix had bred in her not so much a distaste as an aching indifference
to the sound of his voice. It seemed incredible that when she first saw him she
had thought his voice to be the most attractive thing about him, its rich
musicality in part redeeming his unprepossensing looks. But when she had first
seen him she bad not known why he had come to visit her father, and she had not
dreamed that she would ever spend days trying to pretend indifference while his
voice harried her, questioning, expatiating, tapping at her protective shell
like a thrush with a snail. 


          


          


          That first day at Zuccaro she had believed him to be one of
her father‘s merchant friends who came to deal in rights for wool or grazing
land. In recent years there had been more and more of them; as taxes bit more
and more deeply into her father's income he had been forced to dabble in trade
Instead of granting the privilege of using his lands to tenants. The prouder
nobility of Navarre - those who had only countenanced Miguel de Arrelanos at
all because he had had the wit to marry a rich and noble wife, an Austrian lady
who could boast of no worse kin than the Hapsburgs themselves-had quickly
fallen away, but Juana had not regretted them. Their oldest friends, like the
de Nuevas, had held fast, and that was all she had cared for. Eugenio de
Castaneda had come with letters of introduction from the Conde de Maranon,
which was strange - the Conde had been the first to withdraw from Miguel's
acquaintance - but she had simply assumed that it was some matter of business
that she would not understand, even if her father had spoken of it in her
presence. 


          


          


          At first, de Castaneda had appeared a very commonplace
little man. Looking at him now with clearer eyes, she saw how she could have
been mistaken. He was well past forty years old but scarcely taller than she,
thickset and stocky; his rapidly-greying hair was cropped far shorter than was
fashionable and with his plump cheeks and squared-off nose gave his heavy head
the look of a baby's. It was easy to overlook the calculation in the childishly
bright eyes, the aggressive forward thrust of the head; not to notice that the
wide-lipped smile had the predatory look of a crocodile's. Her father had not
perceived any such matter in his jovial, forthright guest. But now as he stood
akimbo, legs planted wide, she could see by the smug cock of the little man's
head that he was gloating over her presence and remembering all her efforts to
prevent this moment. Her mouth trembled suddenly. If only Jaime had been
faithful. . . . 


          


          


          'You must be weary after your journey.' His voice was thick
with relish. 


          'You look pale ... it ill becomes me to keep my nephew's
bride standing in the sun. Why, you will be mistress of the whole Castillo soon
enough! Come in, and my wife will order food and drink so that you and your
aunt can refresh yourselves.' 


          


          


          Juana's chin jerked up in a disdainful little movement.
'Has my future husband no welcome for me?' 


          


          


          She thought de Castaneda hesitated, but any silence was
filled by Tia Beatrix's distressed clucking at her side; ]uana knew that she
had committed a gross breach of manners in even appearing to notice the absence
of the man she had travelled the width of two provinces to marry. Then her host
grinned, scratching his chin speculatively. 


          


          


          'Here is an alteration! You want to see my nephew now, mmn?
Yet a week ago you were so averse to him that you vowed never to set eyes on
him-you would have run away with a farmer's son rather than wed him. What now?
Does the thought of him tempt you now that you have seen all this?' 


          


          


          Juana's cheeks burned, but she ignored the gesture of his
stubby hand at the huge, austerely beautiful building that surrounded them. 


          


          


          'On the contrary, senor. I mean to ask him to release me
from this marriage contract. I cannot believe that he will desire to marry me
when he knows how unwilling I am.' 


          


          


          'Juana!' Her aunt gave an agitated little cry. 'Your father
has given his word that-' 


          


          


          'My father's words binds his will but not mine! If the
Duque de Valenzuela insists on marrying me I shall have no choice, but if he
relents and releases me, I shall not have broken faith - my duty is only to
obey my father's will, and 1 have done that-' her voice grew bitter-'in corning
here, have I not?' 


          


          


          ‘Juana! ' Clearly Dona Beatriz de Ayala was deeply
shocked by her niece's speciousness. She was about to say more when a movement
on the steps from the patio caught her eye, and she folded her lips together. 


          


          


          What looked like a small army of liveried servants was
approaching down the steps, led by a white-haired man carrying the staff of a
household major-domo. No one would have recognized his stately progress as
hurry, but the eager jut of his head as he halted the requisite number of paces
from them, peering out from between his age humped shoulders lite a curious
tortoise, gave the lie to his manifest disinterest. He had hurried to make
himself known to the new Duquesa, Juana thought scornfully; she had already had
a taste or two of this hateful new servility on the journey, and it seemed like
one more insidious strand of the web they had woven to part her from Jaime. 


          


          


          De Castaneda was watching her as she stood to hear the
major-domo's speech of welcome on behalf of the household, and she strove to
keep her face blank under his scrutiny. It had been folly to blurt out her
plan, but she had been unable to bear his smug certainty that her marriage was
an unalterable thing; the words had seemed to spring from her lips of
themselves, and then it had been too iate to retract them. 


          


          


          She nodded acknowledgement to old Histangua, wondering how
many more unwanted welcomes she would have to endure, and took de Castaneda's extended
arm, her fingertips resting on air above his lace-trimmed linen cuff. Dona
Beatriz glanced at her in approval of this correctness, thankful that no force
of emotion had betrayed her niece into laying a hand on any man not related to
her by blood. 


          


          


          As they moved slowly forward through the bowing ranks of
servants, de Castaneda said, 'You underestimate your beauty, Senorita Juana,
not to mention my nephew's zeal, if you think he will be willing to part with
you once he has seen you. High birth does not necessarily make a man an eunuch,
and Bartolmé is a man like any other in that.' 


          


          


          Her long lashes flickered, but she made no response. She
moved carefully, eyes downcast, so that no indelicate hint of her foot should
be seen beneath her gown as she crossed the immense patio on de Castaneda's
arm. Once or twice she glanced through her lashes at the dizzying splendour of
her surroundings, loathing them yet fascinated by the sheer soaring
magnificence of the harsh, granite-built facades. 


          


          


          'It was the gift of the King -' de Castaneda had caught her
covert look-'to Bartolomé's father, when he raised him to the rank of Duque.
Impressive, mmn?‘ 


          


          


          Again she made no answer, but her heart agreed with him. It
was absurd, she was thinking; no one could have sought her out as a wife for
the owner of all this. One looming face of the quadrangle surrounding her was
the size of her father's whole house, and she had seen, in a reluctant glimpse
from the carriagewindow, how the Castillo Benaventes sprawled across the crests
of a whole ridge of low hills. From a distance it had had the air of a
fairytale edifice, remotely beautiful, a pattern of misty gold and palest blue
amid a cluster of dark trees, yet here within it she was conscious only of the
impregnable strength of its stones and a sense of crushing unhappiness. 


          


          


          She had closed her eyes as she passed under the shadowed
colonnade and across the yawning threshold, as if doing so would protect her
from some unknown evil, while behind her she could hear her aunt's voice as she
kept up a wondering litany. Juana paid no attention; time enough if her plan
failed, she thought, to learn the precise dimensions of her prison. She would
have the rest of her life in which to study them. 


          


          


          I hate it all,  her mind cried suddenly, like a frightened
child's. I want to gohome. 


          


          


          But at Zuccaro there would be no sanctuary; no purpose in
imagining that she could go back, pretending to be a child again, when her own
recklessness had deprived her of her father's protection. Miguel would never
shelter her now, she knew, when she had tried to cast away the exalted husband
he had offered her so proudly for the sake of what he had called a childish
humour. 


          


          


          It had seemed natural to defy a father who had always doted
on her - who, if he sometimes blustered or grumbled, could always be coaxed at
the last in yielding to his eldest, dearest daughter. She had not dreamed that
in wanting to marry Jaime she would lose Miguel's indulgence. 


          


          


          Momentarily her mind was so full of Jaime de Nueva that she
seemed to see him before her, his image caught beneath her lowered lids as he
had looked that day when he had told her he loved her. 


          


          


          'If you mean to pluck that flower, may I have it?' He had
been standing beside her on the terrace overlooking the garden, watching her as
she toyed nervously with an oleander-blossom on the overhanging tree nearby. 


          


          


          She bad been studying him covertly, painfully aware of
loving him, and his voice had made her start so that the bloom came away in her
hand. 


          


          


          'It will clash with your doublet.' 


          


          


          She had held up the flower close to the peacock-blue silk,
pretending to wince, and he had laughed, then abruptly looked grave. 


          


          


          


          


          


          'Sometimes a bold contrast is better than perfect harmony.
Juana-' he had spoken with a rush, his smooth olive-skinned face colouring - 'I
have no right to speak to you so without approaching your father, but I cannot
bear to wait. Could you will you be my wife?‘ 


          


          


          In that instant of dazzling joy it had seemed merely
incidental that they had not had her father's permission, or Papa de Nueva's,
to speak of marriage. Their families had been close neighbours and friends for
so long that their love had seemed not only natural but inevitable, a conse-quence
that would be greeted with joy but no surprise. But that day the stranger had
called on her father from the Conde de Maranon, and after that, somehow, Miguel
had not been at leisure to speak with Jaime. Days had turned into weeks: de
Castaneda had at first ridden over from the Guide's home each day, then come as
a guest to Zuccaro. Juana, blind with Jove, had not known what his presence
meant until it had been almost too late. 


          


          


          Now she wrenched her mind back to the present to see him
studying her with greedy closeness, his bright eyes as unblinking as a toad's. 


          


          


          'A Duquesa-to-be, and looking so sad! It is discourteous of
you, senorita, to show so little joy in your good fortune.' 


          


          


          'I do not consider it to be such,' she answered steadily. 


          


          


          'You still regret that handsome peon of yours? You will
soon forget him, never fear-your own greatness will divert you if your
husband's charms do not.' 


          The idea seemed to amuse him. 


          


          


          'I cannot put aside my hopes so easily, Senor de Castaneda.'



          


          


          She became aware that they had halted before a pair of
panelled doors, intricately worked in shimmering woods, and that two of the
servants who followed them had moved ahead to open them. Obedient to de
Castaneda's gesture, Juana went forward into the unseen room, then gasped as
something like a bundle of bright silks came tumbling towards her. 


          


          


          For a moment she thought that someone had tossed a doll to
land at her feet, and then she realized that it was a dwarf. The little man had
come somersaulting out to greet her, the whirling movement a ludicrous contrast
to the full court dress he wore, his top-heavy body like a spinning-top of
colour as he turned over and over. Short-limbed and heavy-headed, he was
dressed with all the extravagance of a courtier in velvets and silks, but the
childish, wide-set brown eyes looked incongruous above curling moustachios in
an old-young face that would grow wizened with the years. 


          


          


          Looking down at him, Juana could not smile. The manikin,
not much more than half her height, was as much the toy of other people's whims
as she herself had become. 


          


          


          Perhaps something of her inward anguish conveyed itself to
the dwarf, for he showed no discomfiture at failing to make her laugh. Instead
he bowed, with all the grace that his misshapen form allowed, and went
scampering back the way he had come. De Castaneda looked after him with a
chuckle. 


          


          


          'Pedrino, my wife's pet zany,' he told her carelessly. 'Now
you must eat and drink, ladies-there is refreshment for you, plenty of good
wine. Luisa, dismiss all these and let us be private.' 


          


          


          Fleetingly Juana thought that he had snapped his fingers to
summon a servant, until she saw the answering motion from farther down the
room. A woman had turned from one of the groups of silent people who stood
watching them, and was walking towards them as stiffly as a marionette. Her
sunken eyes looked almost lifeless; her silver-grey hair, elaborately curled,
was startling against an olive skin drawn so tightly over the sharp bones of
her face that they resembled old, discoloured ivory. She looked frail and
brittle, with an air of exhaustion as though the man beside Juana had arrogated
to himself all the vigour that should have been shared between them. As she
came closer, Juana saw that her thin fingers were flexing nervously against the
skirts of her dark blue gown. 


          


          


          'My wife," de Castaneda said perfunctorily, 'Dona
Luisa de Castaneda y Benaventes. Luisa, my dear, here is Banolomé's bride-to-be
come at last. Do you not think he will be pleased?' 


          


          


          Dona Luisa murmured something inaudible and extended an
almost fleshless hand to touch Juana's fingers. 


          


          


          Juana curtsied, but as she rose she said quickly, 'At last,
senor? Three weeks is no great delay in drawing a marriage contract, surely?' 


          


          


          The air around her was full of Dona Beatriz's distressed
cluckings and shusnings, but she continued to meet de Castaneda's gaze
squarely. At last he grinned and spread his hands like a haggler conceding
defeat, but his eyes remained amused. 


          


          


          'I am an impatient man, senorita. It is not surprising,
senorita? My only nephew is two-and-twenty and not yet married. He has wished
for a bride this age, and now, having found such a rare jewel for him, I am in
haste to present it.‘ His eyes ran over her almost jeeringly, hardening as Dona
Luisa touched his arm. 


          


          


          'Three weeks? But when you wrote to me, you told me-' 


          


          


          'I shall explain later, Luisa, do not trouble me now. The
Senorita Juana and her good aunt have had a long and tedious journey-it is
three full days since we left Navarre, the young lady is not fully recovered
from the sad indisposition that visited her just before we took our departure.
I hope the air here may benefit her and give her thoughts a new direction.' 


          


          


          Juana stiffened as though in response to a blow. The last
three days had been full of such taunts; de Castaneda seemed to relish the
thought of her failure and lost no opportunity to refer to it. She stared at
him steadily, her eyes full of an angry, half-despairing defiance, refusing to
let her sudden anguish show in her face. She heard Dona Luisa say something
like 'Does she know . . . ?' but de Castaneda shook his head, cutting short the
question while it was still unfinished. A servant was offering wine to her, but
she gestured it away; the authority of the slight gesture did not escape de
Castaneda, and his smile widened. 


          


          


          'If I am not to meet His Grace your nephew yet, senor, I
should be glad to rest.' 


          


          


          She glanced from him to the last of the courtiers who were
leaving the room; they were too well-mannered to look at her directly, but she
could sense their curiosity. None of them, however, betrayed any extraordinary
interest, and she felt a curious mixture of relief and disappointment; she had
been sure that no husband-to-be, however indifferent, would forbear corning to
inspect his bride. 


          'He is not here?' 


          


          


          De Castaneda gave a brief, snorting laugh. 'No, he is not!
I promise you you shall see him soon enough, but not today - tomorrow, perhaps,
when he is calmer. The news of your coming will have put him into a heat. The
boy is delicate, as I told your father, and too great excitement fevers him -
left to his own will, no doubt, he would have come tumbling upon you the moment
you quitted your carriage, and I cannot think that that would advance him in
your favour.' 


          


          


          'Does he seek my favour? I thought he only required my
hand.' 


 


          


          


          'We must pray that you can give him both. You must not
dwell too long on romantic dreams, must she, Luisa? Such things are for fools,
and you, I am assured, are no such thing.' 


          


          


          'You flatter me, senor.' Juana lowered her eyes stonily.
'Senor de Castaneda,' Dona Beatriz intervened hastily, 'my niece is tired, as
you have said. You must allow for -' 'It is no matter, senora, she and I
understand each other, mmn? It is a rare lady who speaks her mind so boldly,
and I like that. Pray you, do not try to curb her tongue for my sake.' 


          


          


          He was regarding Juana's resentful face with evident
enjoyment as he spoke, and for an instant the atmosphere in the now almost
deserted room seethed; then Juana's shoulders sagged a little. Defiance, even
outright rudeness would avail her nothing with this ever-smiling man, she
thought. If the Duque de Valenzuela chose to deny himself to her through his
uncle's mouth, she could hardly roam the castillo seeking him. She would not
know him if they were to meet face to face. 


          


          


          For the first time, the realization struck her as strange.
In the turmoil caused by her abortive attempt at escape, in her heartbroken
despair over Jaime, she had not given a thought to the practical details of the
match that her father was compelling her to. It was sufficient that she was to
be wedded with terrifying haste to a man she had never seen and did not love;
to a man who was not Jaime de Nueva. Now it struck her as strange that Miguel
had never shown her a likeness of the Duque to try and catch her interest, for
before her disastrous attempt he had tried all the gentle arts of persuasion to
win her consent to the wedding. Her own portrait, she knew, had gone ahead of
her to Andalusia I as a gift for her mighty suitor, yet his looks had never
been mentioned - even de Castaneda, in his powerful advocacy, had talked only
of his nephew's power and greatness, and the honours that his name would
bestow. 


          


          


          Dona Luisa was saying, 'Perhaps you and your aunt wish to
retire to your apartments and rest there. If you desire it, food can be brought
to you there and you need not come down to supper.' 


          


          


          De Castaneda chuckled. 'Well thought on, Luisa! We must
deal gently with our guests, mmn? They must not be troubled with any business
tonight. They - and Bartolomé - will be the readier to meet tomorrow.' 


          


          


          


          Juana felt the urge to protest, but a wave of
bone-weariness swept over her. She had been resisting so long in mind and body
that this absolute defeat held a kind of relief, and she could only nod; all at
once the strain of the long journey, the fatigue, and all the pain that she had
cried to convert into anger rose to engulf her. She all but swayed where she
stood. 


          


          


          'You are very kind,' she heard herself murmur, and noticed
dully that de Castaneda's voice was oily with triumph. 


          'Excellent! Go and rest, then. My wife—' his tone made an
order of the civility – 


 


          "will be your escort, will you not, Luisa? 


          


          The Castillo Benaventes, Dona Luisa explained in her
colourless thread of a voice, was in fact quite small. Much of its bulk was
taken up by the central chapel - almost a small cathedral — and the lodgings
for its clergy and their servants built by the order of King Carlos V. The
Castillo had been intended as a royal palace and had briefly been used as such
by the King's son and grandson; but the present monarch had bestowed it on the
first Duque de Valenzuela, who had died so tragically soon after the birth of
his son Bartolomé. 'My husband is his steward until he comes of age,' she added
on an odd note. 


          


          


          'Does the King come here?' Tia Beatrix's eyes were shining
eagerly. 'I never dreamed that your family were so favoured - I thought, when
Senor de Castaneda told my brother that you did not visit Madrid-' 


          


          Dona Luisa shook her head. 'There has been no disgrace,
senora. We have had many bounties from His Majesty. But he does not come here
now, not since - since my brother died; this place is too remote, and we all
grow older, and there is nothing to draw him here. Though I perhaps -' her
sunken eyes flickered sideways to Juana's; face and then away - 'the news of
your intended marriage may bring him, who knows?' 


          


          


          Juana paid no attention; some lurking instinct told her
that the words were a warning and not a gibe, hut she was too drugged with
weariness to disentangle their meaning. Instead she walked in silence, hardly
hearing, while her aunt extolled the Castillo's grandeurs. Dona Luisa nodded,
rather lifelessly. 


          


          


          'It is no easy matter to supervise the running of it, she
returned in her worn thread of a voice, 'but the Church must be served. Later,
perhaps, your niece may wish to learn what it all entails, but for the present
my husband has bidden me continue with my duties.' 


          


          


          Her husband, Juana thought suddenly, always her husband.
Eugenio de Castaneda seemed to crowd his nephew's presence from the castillo,
directing its daily affairs, overseeing and ordering more absolutely than any
steward; Dona Luisa had scarcely mentioned the Duque himself. Did the young man
care so little for what he owned, she wondered, or was he a weak-willed puppet,
commanded by his uncle? 


          


          


          They had reached the well of a hall that seemed toweringly
high. A great staircase, with a balustrade of wrought iron so fine that it
looked like lace, seemed to wind its way upwards into infinity: lining it were
panels of fresco so vivid that they might have been life, depicting the
martyrdom and death of countless saints for the edification of anyone who
ascended or descended. They were so graphic that Juana felt nauseated. All the
old tales had been painted with unsparing realism, ignoring any spiritual
transfiguration. Santa Caterina, San Lorenzo, Sant' 


          Iago. . . . 


          


          


          'My grandfather had them painted,‘ Dona Luisa remarked, and
Juana started. 'They are very. . . compelling.' 


          


          


          'You are wise not to call them beautiful,' was the low
answer. 'They horrify me, though Bartolomé likes them.' 


          


          


          Juana gave a little shiver, but before she could comment
her aunt broke in, having blinked at the pictures with short-sighted eyes and
then ignored them. 


 


          


          


          'Did you say your grandfather, Dona Luisa? I thought that
the Benaventes were your husband's kinsmen, although now I come to think of it,
he never said so. But I know that my brother believed . . . .' Her voice faded
as the other woman s thin lips tightened, as if in pain. 


          


          


          ‘Eugenio prefers it to be thought so, I know, and I . . . I
no longer care what people believe. In fact, Bartolomé' s father was my younger
brother — there were no other relatives who would care for the child after
Esteban died, so Eugenio and I came here.' The tired note in her voice was
suddenly accentuated as she said, 


 


          'His mother . . . retired to a convent, to do penance.' 


          


          


          Juana wondered briefly for what sin, but she knew that
noblewomen often retired from the world when they felt that they had done their
worldly duty; perhaps the Duquesa de Valenzuela bad been exceptionally pious.
The thought was lost as she followed Dona Luisa up the staircase and found her
eyes drawn unwillingly back to the frescoes; Dona. Luisa's reference mingled in
her mind with the images of flayed bodies, of maltreated flesh and blazing hair
and eyes dilated in agony, while the saintly mouths remained closed as befitted
suffering holiness. A sudden heat pricked the palms of her hands and she tugged
impatiently at her gloves, trying to drag them from hands that felt
uncomfortably clammy. Her fingers stilled as Dona Luisa spoke again. 


          


          


          'My husband sent word when he wrote to me that you were to
have the Duquesa's apartments from the outset, Senorita de Arrelanos. He said
that you would be betrothed for so short a time that it was not worth -' 


          


          


          


          Juana's abrupt stiffening stopped her words. 


          


          


          


          'I knew nothing of such haste. Did you, Tia?' 


          


          


          


          'I - well - no, I did not, but what difference does that
make, child? You are pledged to marry the Duque either sooner or later, and
your father —' 


          


          


          'Senor de Castaneda has a good advocate in you, Tia,' Juana
whispered savagely. ‗I can hear his voice when you speak.' 


          


          


          'Juana!' 


 


          


          'No matter.' The dark eyes were smouldering now, a fresh
tide of anger sweeping away ail Juana's previous weariness. Scornfully, over
her shoulder, she added, 'What is my gracious husband' s full name? It is one
of those petty things that no one has deigned to tell me.' 


          


          


          Temper had lent haste to her feet, and she had almost
reached the head of the first flight of stairs when a voice from the landing
above her made her jump, her skin prickling as though someone had brushed it
with ice. 


          


          


          'His name is Salvador Felipe Inigo Bartolomé de Benaventes y Rioja, Duque
de Valenzuela.' 


          


          


          Her head jerked up so sharply that she almost winced
with the pain of strained muscles in her neck as a man stepped forward out of
the shadows. He added punctiliously, 'Madam,' and yet something in the level,
obsequious tone made her heart beat sickeningly, chokingly, high in her throat.
For a moment she thought that the name was a formal presentation, but then she
saw the glint of a liverybadge on one broad shoulder and thought, He is only a
servant. 


          


          


          The strength of her own relief surprised her: she had not
known that she was afraid to see her future husband. To acknowledge it would
have been to admit that she could not escape this marriage. Now she found her
unhappiness turning on the man who confronted her, and she lifted her chin to
sweep haughtily by him, scorning to acknowledge his presence by so much as a
word of thanks. 


          


          


          For a moment she thought, with a feeling close to panic,
that he would not step aside as she approached; he was a tall man, so tall that
she could not see higher than the griffin badge on his shoulder without tilting
her head, and she felt suddenly tiny and futile beside him. For the first time
in her life she found herself wondering what would happen if her unspoken
command were not obeyed, and looked up to order the servant out of her path. 


          


          


          Her eyes widened, half-incredulous, and were filled with a
sort of fascinated revulsion as she took a step back from his somehow shocking
proximity. The black-clad man's lips twisted; there was an almost imperceptible
irony in the inclination of his head as he towered over her, as though
acknowledging the correctness of her reaction, but he did not drop his gaze
from hers. 


          


          


          Her brief irritation, that any man should be capable of
overwhelming her by the force of bis physical presence -breadth of shoulder,
arrogance of bearing and lean, sinewy height - was overborne by a feeling of
confusion followed by choking sickness. Hideous was her first rational thought;
hideous, with an added fascination that made his ugliness almost attractive.
Beneath oddly golden-toned skin the facial bones were harsh and exaggerated,
sharp ridges and grotesquely deep hollows carving classic features into
uncompromising parody without a trace of gentleness to soften their taut
angularity. Too-heavy lids fringed with thick gold lashes hooded cold, oddly
set eyes, expressionless as lakes of ice, level and noncommittal. The hair was
an outrageous, flaunting contrast to that austerity; pure, flaming red, thick
and smooth, falling in a fiery mane to the broad shoulders. But what drew
Juana's unwilling eyes most was the jagged, curving scar that slashed the man's
right cheek in an ugly puckered line and ridged one corner of the upper lip. It
gave his whole controlled, sardonic face the air of a mask - a mask that
someone had tried to smash. 


          


          


          Juana's hands lifted in a half-defensive gesture that was
checked as she became aware of it, and then she lowered her gaze. Anger flamed
like banners in her cheeks as she realized how she had been staring. Only a
servant, she repealed to herself, and one who merited a flogging for daring to
speak to her unbidden. 


          


          


          'Senor Tristán!' 


          


          


          The eagerness in Dona Luisa's fading voice made Juana turn
to look sharply at the older woman. Dona Luisa's haggard face was wreathed in
smiles suddenly; there was an intent look in her sunken eyes, and Juana thought
abruptly that her hostess must once have been beautiful. Now she was almost
hurrying to the head of the stairs, all her attention on the liveried giant who
waited there. 


          


          


          'Are you not attending on the . . . the Duque? I thought. .
. .' 


          


          


          The man bowed, so deliberately that the grave salute became
irony. 'I am on my way to signify to Senor de Castaneda that the Duque will
keep to his room tonight, senora. The doctor is with him now.' 


 


          


          


          'Is he sick? I did not know that a doctor had been sent
for.' 


 


          


          


          'No, not sick, but his temper has been uncertain since he
heard the good news.' The man's cool gaze flickered back to Juana's face for an
instant. 'It was thought best to physic him, to be sure that anticipation does
not keep him waking tonight. 


          


          


          'He will not come to supper, then?' Juana felt her heart
sink as her last hope faded, but her tone was icily indifferent. It was Dona
Luisa who answered. 


          


          


          'No, Bartolomé feeds in his own rooms, rather . . . rather
earlier than the rest of us. He is — young for his age — in many ways, and
young men's appetites cannot always wait upon set hours.' 


          


          


          To be so indulged at two-and-twenty seemed to Juana to
savour of hopeless spoiling, but she said nothing. With a curt nod she began to
move away, but the servant's voice stopped her. 'You have dropped your glove,
madam.' 


          


          


          She glanced down with a tiny sound of pure vexation. The blue
cheveril glove that she had dragged from her hand must have slipped from her
fingers with the shock of seeing the man's scarred face. But before she could
move he had bent unhurriedly and scooped it up in one long fingered hand,
extending it to her by its empty fingertips. 


          


          


          'Here, madam.' His voice was toneless. 


          


          


          Juana knew that she had only to take it, to murmur some
sort of acknowledgement, but her lips would not shape the words; a sudden
repugnance had gripped her, and her voice shook as she spoke. 


          


          


          'I did not ask your help. Keep it, and its fellow with it.'
Fumbling, she wrenched the second glove from her hand and almost hurled it to
the floor.'I shall not soil my hands with them!' 


          


          


          It was a faint, perverse pleasure to make him stoop a
second time, to watch the arrogant red head bowing before her, but the sweet
sense of power was lost as Tia Beatriz, horrified, gripped her arm and drew her
away, denouncing her behaviour in a distressed undertone. Juana hardly heard
her; the pounding of her own heart was filling her ears with a thunder of
outrage. 


          


          


          '. . . how you dared to speak so uncivilly. Your father
would be ashamed of you if he knew of it.' 


          


          


          He is already, she thought bitterly and was silent. 


          


          


          'At least behave as befits your new position! That poor man
is one of your husband's servants!' 


          


          


          Juana was silent. She was trembling, she discovered; she
had always detested disfigurement and the man's scarred cheek, combined with
his air of insolent power, had made her feel not only repelled but disturbed,
as if she had been threatened. She glanced back to reassure herself', he was
only a man, she berated herself fiercely, and not a demon, and it was only her
overwrought imagination that made her feel that she was being watched. 


          


          


          The red-headed man still stood beside the balustrade at the
head of the stairs; he had straightened, holding the second glove in his hand.
Then, holding her gaze with his, he lifted it and pressed it deliberately to
his scarred mouth. 


          


          


          The gesture turned her insult to a favour, and she felt her
breath catch in her throat as she turned her head away; all her misery and
desperation were lost in unbelieving anger. Juana turned to her aunt, only to
hear her apologizing to Dona Luisa for her hasty temper. 


 


          


          


          'I cannot think what possessed her, senora, for I can
assure you that she would never. . . .' 


 


          


          


          'It is no matter, I promise you.' The fleeting radiance was
gone from Dona Luisa's face, and her tone was vague. 'Naturally your niece is
disturbed - my husband's haste can be distressing. Senor Tristán will
understand,' she added, smiling slightly. 


 


          


          


          'What office does - Senor Tristán hold? Does he attend on
the Duque?' 


          


          


          Dona Luisa hesitated briefly, then said, 'Yes, he is my nephew's
most - most valued servant. A year ago he was honoured with the title of
GentlemanCompanion to the Duque.' 


          


          


          Juana tried not to flinch. The task ahead of her was
delicate enough, she thought, without the burden of that man's presence. If he
tried to stay for their first interview, she resolved inwardly, she would ask
for his removal before she spoke a word to her husband-to-be. 


          


          


          'He is not —' Dona Beatriz was evidently embarrassed, but
sufficiently intrigued to ask the question - 'of this country?' 


          


          


          The words seemed to jar Dona Luisa out of her abstraction,
and she merely shook her head without further explanation. In uneasy silence
they went down a long painted gallery and through a circular anteroom beyond;
then, in a cool passage floored with gleaming mosaic and lined with high,
panelled doors down one side and a long series of arched windows on the other.
Dona Luisa stopped. She spoke in Juana's direction, but her eyes did not meet
hers. 


          


          


          'You d not object to using the Duquesa's rooms?' 


          


          


          Juana's nails dug savagely into her palms, and it took all
her resolve to answer with a semblance of calmness as she replied stiffly, 'No
doubt it will help to make me proud of my coming greatness.' 


          


          


          She regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. Some
disturbance trembled across Dona Luisa's face like the dissolving of a cloud,
making her feel that she had upset the poise of some fragile thing that could
be shattered by the merest vibration. Quickly Juana added, to smooth the moment,
'Where are the Duque's own apartments?' 


          


          


          The quivering lips steadied, but the elder woman still
answered hesitantly. 


          'On the opposite side of the castillo. It is more
convenient for him to be lodged at a distance. He - he has his own pursuits.' 


          


          


          'I see.' 


          


          


          Juana's chin tilted a little higher. Even in the quietness
of Zuccaro she had heard tales of husbands who married their wives in the same
manner that they bought counters to gamble with, not valuing them for
themselves but for what they signified, and finding their pleasures elsewhere.
Yet this picture did not fit with the little information she had so far
gleaned; surely such a reclusive, weakwilled young man could not be a
libertine, too? 


          


          


          Her eyes travelled doubtfully, and with reluctant awe, to
her surroundings, looking at the pillared doorways, each with a carved griffin,
wings outspread and golden-collared, vaunting 'over it. So much magnificence
was crowded into this mausoleum, she thought; so many signs of wealth — could
none of it have been spared to buy the Duque de Valenzuela another, more
willing bride? 


          


          'What do you think of her?' 


          


          


          Eugenio de Castaneda's tone was idle. He did not look at
his wife as she entered her room, but she knew that he must have hurried there
to wait for her: that and the fidgeting of his stubby fingers round the stem of
his wine-cup gave the lie to the casual-sounding question. 


          


          


          'Very beautiful,' she answered tonelessly. 


          


          


          'And a wilful little bitch, if I am not mistaken.' De
Castaneda was frowning thoughtfully, the peevish lines round mouth and eyes
suddenly accentuated. 'Do you know, she tried to run away with the son of some
bumpkin neighbour rather than come here? And now she behaves as though she is
favouring us by corning here to wed Bartolomé!' 


          


          


          'Is she not?' 


          


          


          'Not so far as she knows, the proud little madam.' He was
deaf to the dry note in her voice. 'I grant that I was fortunate to stumble
upon the father-out there in Navarre they know little or nothing of politics and
court rumours. One of them actually boasted to me that he cared not who was on
the throne so long as he was let alone to breed horses and sheep in peace! It
is men like that who will make our fortune, Luisa.' His expression had
lightened, become eager. 'I had begun to despair - I thought the whole of Spain
must know about that damned Act of the King's, but the girl's father had never
heard of it; he did not even know of Bartolomé's existence. He was astonished
to hear of a Duque who did not keep at court.' 


          


          


          'Eugenio, you did not explain -' 


          


          


          'Tut, tut. . . .' De Castaneda's small eyes glinted with a
mixture of amusement and malevolence. 'You are forgetting that I have brought
the girl! Of course I did not explain, except to excuse the sort of life that
the boy has led. I said that he was sickly.' 


 


          


          


          'But the girl -' 


          


          


          'I shall make sure the marriage takes place quickly, and
coupling with Bartolomé will humble her soon enough. Then, when she has borne
him a son. . . 


          .' He broke off, tapping his teeth reflectively with his
thumbnail. 


          


          


          Dona Luisa appeared to wince very slightly. 'You are very
sure it will happen. You have been wrong before.' 


          


          


          He looked up quickly, his cheeks flushing. 'You of all
people should not remind me of that! Five dead brats - ! But the girl comes of
fertile stock, I made sure of that. There are two brothers and four sisters. So
we shall see.' 


          


          


          His wife seemed to withdraw into herself as she watched his
rapt face. She knew that look, she thought; he was making plans. She had seen
that narrow-eyed raptness just before they had left their small estate to come
here to Andalusia, before that last, worst miscarriage had robbed her not only
of their son but of the ability to bear any more children. She had thought she
detected signs of it a little before her brother Esteban's sudden death, but
she had told herself then that she was mistaken; In her quiet, remote voice,
she said, 'But what of Bartolomé? It may be that he-' 


 


          'He is eager enough to wed, God knows! And to make sure
that all goes well with him I have hired that doctor - the one who cured the
late Infante of the sweating sickness. He will be able to tell for sure if the
boy can succeed or no.' 


          


          


          'You could have sent for him before. Why did you not?' 


          


          


          'What, and alert the King's spies? Oh, there is one in the
household, I make no doubt - Olivares's men sprang up like toadstools while he
lived, and carry on spying for his successors. If I had called a doctor, the
King would have known within three days that there was something afoot, and we
might have bad to deal with the prying of His Grace de Medina de las Torres,
damn his soul. Besides, what need, when there was no bride in the offing? We
could not afford rumours, especially after that business with the Conde de
Maranon.' 


          


          


          He was watching her expectantly, and she knew that she must
ask the question he wanted. Smothering her inner distaste, she said, 'What
happened? You wrote that you were sure of securing his daughter. It was she 1
expected when you arrived.' 


          


          


          'Yes, and gaped like a fish at the Arrelanos girl!' he
replied spitefully. 'I came near disaster - the Conde was harder-headed than I
thought-, he wrote to his friends and uncovered some part of the truth. Oh, not
the worst!' He grinned savagely. 'No one can guess at that. But that Bartolomé
is not seen in Madrid, that his name is not mentioned at court - and he began
to question me. Did not the law require that members of the nobility require
the King's leave to marry? Would his daughter's wedding be celebrated in
Madrid? It was simpler, in the end, to find another bride than to keep
inventing answers that would satisfy him. The little Arrelanos is the daughter
of his next neighbour - not so rich, nor so meek, but much fairer.' 


          


          


          He eyed his wife belligerently, as though he dared her to
comment, and after a moment she said in a strained voice, 'But suppose this
doctor finds that Bartolomé is not well enough - that he cannot -' 


          'It matters little, once the girl is securely wedded to
him.' The meaty shoulders shrugged. 'The King is too godly a fool to set aside
the marriage sacrament, and the girl may foist on Bartolomé any man's brat she
chooses. For my part I care not whose it is so long as there is a child.' 


          He looked up quickly and gave a rough laugh at her
expression. 'You take me too seriously, my dear Luisa; I was only jesting!
Bartolomé is strong and healthy enough, I am sure. But you know how vital it is
to have an heir to his estates in direct succession, or else Torres will find
means co get them back for the Crown - and I lost my stewardship here.' 


          


          


          She nodded and be patted her hand, his eyes shrewd on her
face. Luisa was too squeamish, he was thinking: he would have to plan the next
game alone. The girl upstairs both irked and excited him, with her proudly-held
head and the pretence of indifference that thwarted him. He wanted to see her
composure shattered, her spirit broken. It was not strictly necessary, for she
would serve his turn now whatever befell, once he had her married — but for
amusement's sake. . . 


          . 


          


          


          He would give the matter some thought, he decided. It would
be a pity to risk his ace carelessly in a minor game when the main one promised
so well. But, so long as he chose his cards with due care. . . 


          


          


          He realized that his wife was looking at him oddly, and
quickly brought his thoughts back to the present, fixing her with a limpidly
enquiring stare that made her colour and look away. It was a ploy that always
worked. 


          


          


          'So it seems that you have succeeded in finding our nephew
a wife at last,' 


          she murmured. 


          


          


          'Provided I can patch up - the ceremony without delay the
boy will be beside himself when he hears!' De Castaneda pulled a face, clowning
now. 'He did not brook the last disappointment lightly. They can meet tomorrow,
and we shall hold the betrothal ceremony the next day.' 


          


          


          'What if-he does not like her?‘ Her words were very faint. 


          


          


          'My dear, you saw her! He will be at her feet!' At her
skirts more like, he amended silently, but aloud he said, 'Bartolomé would be a
strange thing indeed if he refused so delicate a creature for his bed.' 


          


          


          'And if she does not. . . like . . . him?' 


          


          


          He grinned wolfishly. 'As to that, I have her father's
written consent to the marriage, so what can she do? She incensed him by trying
to run off, and I was able to persuade him to grant me custody of her-as well
as to stay away until she was married, to show his displeasure. You
underestimate me, Luisa - I always get what I want, and I want this marriage.' 


          


          


          His eyes were feverishly bright as he smiled at her, then
he downed the rest of his wine at a gulp and put the empty cup in her hands. At
that moment, with his rounded cheeks flushed and his expression challenging, he
reminded Dona Luisa of the eager, ambitious youth she had married. 


          


          


          She turned away hastily to set the cup on a nearby table,
saying, 'And you think you can achieve it without the King' s consent?' 


          'I shall not do it with the King's consent— not while this
King lives! We shall contrive somehow. The longer we can keep all secret, the
safer we shall be. 


          'He pinched his lower lip between finger and thumb. 'Torres
is safe in Madrid -I made sure of that on my way back from Navarre - and if we
make haste, the marriage can be solemnized before he can learn that I have
taken a journey.' He patted her thin shoulder as if she were a dog. 'Never
fear! One of my best arts is the keeping of secrets.' 


          


          


          Dona Luisa nodded without lifting her gaze from her own
fingers, wreathed tightly round the base of the cup. Please God, she thought,
she would never know all the secrets that he kept from her - she knew too many
already for her peace - and let him never learn of the letter she had sent to
Madrid, without a signature, telling the Duque de Medina de las Torres that a
bride had been found for Valenzuela. 


          


          


 


 


CHAPTER 2 


          


 


          


          Juana was alone as she entered the Duquesa' s apartments,
and for the first few moments that was all she cared about; if she had had to
endure Tia's censorious eyes and busy tongue for much longer, she thought, she
might have screamed aloud. But Dona Luisa, without seeming to take more than
half her attention from whatever it was that was preoccupying her thoughts, had
adroitly delivered Tia into the care of one of her ladies while she herself
retired. 


          


          


          


          Juana's hands went to her temples to ease the tightly
strained - back hair which was exacerbating a growing headache; the frame that
held her hair in these artificial ringlets felt like an iron bar across the top
of her head. She stood still, trying to order her confused thoughts. But when
she lifted her head her mind still felt blank and shocked. Too many impressions
had forced their way into her mind, and she felt as though she had been cast up
out of a buffeting sea on to a strange shore. 


          


          


          


          As she gazed about her, the high, shadowy spaces made her
feel dwarfed and insignificant, as she had felt when she had been confronted by
the red - headed man with the scarred face; her thoughts winced angrily away
from the unwanted memory as she set out to explore the Duquesa de Valenzuela' s
rooms. Her fingers traced the embossed flowers, gold and white, that ran in
ordered riot beneath the glaze of the tiled walls. The coolness here was almost
visible, a bluish haze that hung in the air; in every room there was a
desolation that told her these apartments had not been used for years. They had
tried to dispel the atmosphere by setting flowers everywhere, but the scented
white drifts looked like snow, fragile and transient; she half expected to find
the bedchamber hung with cobwebs, so powerful was the sense of emptiness. 


          


          


          


          On the threshold she paused, literally deprived of breath
by the luxury that met her eyes: hangings of crimson and gold and white, the
walls and celling painted in dazzling colours, one whole wall lined with
mirrors in which reflections swam as if through greenish water. She saw herself
staring palely from the doorway, as motionless as a doll in her blue gown. 


          


          


          


          The sound of hurrying footsteps made her turn, and a voice
said, 'Senorita!' 


          


          


          


          'Michaela! How do you come to be here?' Impulsively, Juana
hugged her maid. 'I did not know what had become of you when we left the
carriage.' 


          


          


          


          'I did not trust those men with your baggage, senorita, and
if I had it would not be unloaded yet! And I thought the Zuccaro men were lazy!
Have you done all your greetings?' 


          


          


          


          The Moorish girl's bright, inquisitive eyes held a shadow
of anxiety. 


          


          


          


          'Not all of them. I am not permitted yet to see the Duque
himself — it seems he is prostrate with joy at the thought of seeing me and
will not rise from his bed until tomorrow. They say that I may see him then. 


          


          


          


          'That is all to the good, then, is it not? No need to rush
upon trouble.' 


          


          


          


          Juana smiled reluctantly. Michaela was shrewd and
realistic, and would never spend time in lamenting what could not be altered.
In Juana's place, she would probably salve the loss of the man she loved by
beginning the search for another man she could love as well as the last. She
had been her maid since Juana was eight, when Miguel had bought the scrawny
ten-year-old from her foster - lamer, who ran a travelling fair. His compassion
had been excited by the idea of rescuing the little Moor from a life of
inevitable depravity, and Michaela had never bothered to tell him that his
noble gesture had come several months too late. She had forgotten more about
the squalid side of life than her little mistress had ever known, and now she
was partly amused, partly irritated to see Juana taking the little matter of a
husband so seriously. Juana stood to gain what Michaela valued much more —
wealth and pretty clothes, and the freedom of a married woman instead of the
almost nunlike seclusion of a spinster — and if she found that she disliked her
husband, a lover would be easy enough to find. It irked her that Juana should
have considered sacrificing so fine a prospect for both of them simply because
of Senor Jaime and his handsome face. The gentle courtesy that fascinated Juana
struck Michaela as boring. 


          


          


          


          'Every hour lost makes my position weaker. I meant to see
him at once, explain to him — I might have got leave to go home again before my
luggage was even unloaded! Now — ' Juana bit her lip. 


          


          


          


          'Now, senorita, you must not be too hasty. It is unfair to
condemn a man you have not seen. He may be as handsome as Senor Jaime, for all
you know.' 


          


          


          


          Juana's lip curled. 'If that were so, he would have been
married long ago. And that is another thing — why is he a bachelor so late? My
father was content to think it was because he is sickly, but so are the King's
own children. The Infante was betrothed in the same year that he died, was he
not? And he was not fifteen.' 


          


          


          


          'And his bride made haste to marry his father,' Michaela
concluded cynically, 'and became Queen of Spain even though she could not have
a young husband. You should learn from her, senorita; she is a wise woman.' 


          


          


          


          'You talk like Senor de Castaneda. Do they think I shall
change my mind if they keep me waiting long enough, and give me toys to divert
me? Look at this place! Are they trying to get a show of consent by lodging me
here?' 


          


          


          


          'Senorita, be calm.' A spark of genuine worry lit
Michaela's eyes. 'You have not had any real sleep since we left Navarre — I
know, I have heard you weeping, but it will do no good to grieve! Even if you
were to be at home this minute, Senor Jaime would be lost to you. You swore
that you would never trust him or any man when he failed you, remember. So why
not accept this fine marriage with the Duque? You will torment yourself to
death else.' 


          


          


          


          'Could you take a husband, loving someone else? Even though
he loved you less than you loved him?' 


          


          


          


          Michaela was briefly silent, then she shrugged. 'My kind of
love is not so pure as yours, senorita. I love as long as I take pleasure in it
— after that, I love someone else. It is natural.' 


          


          


          


          Juana went white. 'Are you saying that Jaime — that Senor
Jaime fell in love with someone else?' 


          


          


          


          'No — ' the maid's gaze shifted — 'only that you should not
think too much of what is past. Senor Jaime loved you, everyone knew that, but
it takes a brave man to steal his bride and defy the whole world in marrying
her.' 


          


          


          


          'Yes, I cannot blame him for that.' Juana's tone was
bitter. 'I know I should not have asked it of him, but how else was I to
prevent . . . all this?' She gestured jerkily around her. 'I was so sure he
would come — I waited all night, and in the morning my father came and found me
in the garden.' She shivered. 'If only he had not made me tell him the truth,
and then told Senor de Castaneda, I think I could have endured even that.' 


          


          


          


          'He told him?' Michaela sounded startled.
'Everything?' 


          


          


          


          'Everything of consequence — that I would have run away
rather than marry his precious nephew, and failed before the attempt began; but
if there were anything else, he would delight in taunting me with that, too.
But nothing he can say will force me to marry his nephew against my will — I
had rather end my days as a nun,' she finished stormily. 


          


          


          


          Michaela shrugged and was silent, recognizing the signs of
her mistress's unpredictable temper with a pang of surprise. For the past three
days Juana had been haughtily silent, frozen by grief into an unnatural
composure that had been far more worrying than any tantrum; now, it seemed, the
numbness of shock was fading. She set about soothing her mistress, as she had
in times of disaster since Juana was a child, knowing that this, like the lime
three years ago when Senora de Atrelanos had died, was no tine to try to laugh
away her grief. Working gently, she unlaced Juana's gown and released her from
her hampering petticoats, unpinned her long black hair and removed the frame. 


          


          


          


          A long sigh escaped Juana as she huddled her slim body into
the softness of a silk robe. Her flesh felt bruised from the unyielding
stiffness of the stomacher, the sheer weight of the gown that she had worn for
so many hours in the sweltering confines of the carriage. As Michaela started
to sponge the stickiness from her skin with cool water — not so soft as the
water of the streams in Navarre 


          — her brain began to relax, her thoughts at first slowing,
then ceasing their frantic circling. 


          


          


          


          Michaela took up a brush and began to smooth her mistress's
thickly curling, blue-black mane. Its lack of smoothness was a constant
irritation to Dona Beatriz, and normally the curls would have been heavily
oiled and combed to demure sleekness, but this morning de Castaneda had
demanded such an early start that there had not been time. The gentle brushing
was indescribably soothing, and after a little Juana's eyelids fluttered and
fell, and some of the tenseness went from her. 


          


          


          


          'You are very good to me, Michaela,' she said at last.
'Thank you.' 


          


          


          


          The brush hesitated in its path, then resumed. 'It is
nothing, senorita. So many roses —‘ Michaela sniffed appreciatively. 'The scent
is everywhere — the Duque must be a generous man to send so many, must he not?'



          


          


          


          'I had rather have his welcome — or, better still, his
leave to depart. There is no hurry, Michaela — we are not to attend supper
tonight. The senor' s wife says that she will have food sent to us here.' Juana
opened her eyes to see Michaela's face reflected in the glass, and its sudden
pout of disappointment. 


          'What, did you want to go down? I thought you would be as
weary as I am.' 


          


          


          


          The Moorish girl grimaced. 'I like a little life, senorita,
and this place promises more than Zuccaro or I would not pave been so forward
to come here. But I daresay you are right; we shall be more admired if they see
us first when we are rested.' 


          


 


          


          'Do you mean to break hearts, then?' Juana's question was
light, but there was an uncontrollable edge to her voice. 


          


          


          


          Michaela's eyes met hers in the glass, and the Moorish girl
smiled. 'If I can. Why not? And in a place the size of this, it should not be
hard for you to find someone you fancy. I never guessed that it could be like
this, even when — ' She broke off, then added, ‗Your husband must be a
very important man.' 


          


          


          


          'He is not my husband yet, do not call him so! If he were
so important he would be by the King's side in Madrid. Is he in exile that he
lives here all the year?' 


          


          


          


          'I am not sure, senorita — ' Michaela looked excited and a
little furtive — ' 


          but I do not think it is for the reason Senor de Castaneda
told your father. Down in the courtyard heard someone say — ' 


          


          


          


          She stopped as a light, decisive rap came at the door.
Juana stiffened, and both girls stared at each other in puzzlement. 


          


          


          


          'It is not the Tia,' Michaela said positively. 'She would
not knock.' 


          


 


          


          'Perhaps His Grace the Duque honours us with a visit. Who
knows? His longing may have overcome his sickness.' Juana's white - knuckled
grip on the arm of her chair betrayed the flippancy of her voice. 'Go and see
who is there, Michaela. Hurry! ' 


          


 


          


          The rap came again, and Michaela obeyed with alacrity. As
the Moorish girl opened the door a crack Juana heard her gasp, and then her
husky voice mingled with a man's lower tone, smooth and mellifluous with a
crisp clarity like the ring of metal. In a moment Michaela was back, leaving
the door ajar, an odd mixture of excitement and indecision on her face. 


          


          


          


          'It is a messenger from the Duque de Valenzuela, senorita,
and he says that he has been charged with a message of great urgency to be
delivered to your ears alone. What shall I say?' 


          


 


          


          Juana hesitated, her pulses beginning to race. Could de
Castaneda have told his nephew of her reluctance to be married? Could it be
that Bartolomé de Benaventes sought to reassure her, to spare her a sleepless
night, that he shared her feelings about this patched - up wedding? 


          


          


          


          One way or another, she had to know. Her mouth was suddenly
dry with apprehension and she moistened her lips, glancing impatiently at her
reflection in the long glass. Tia Beatrix, she thought, would be horrified if
she knew — but, with luck, she would not know that she had spoken alone with a
man. As for her clothes, the faintly rose-coloured robe was fastened high to
the throat, longsleeved and flowing, in many respects more modest than the gown
she had discarded. She did not know that the soft material clung to her, outlining
the proud curves of her slender body, nor that the glowing colour was reflected
on her pale cheeks and threw her dark beauty into vivid relief. There was no
time to be scrupulous now, she told herself and thrust back her hair with
unsteady fingers. 


          


          


          


          'Say I shall see him, and bring him in.' 


          


          


          


          Michaela's black brows lifted. 'Senorita, he said alone.'



          


          


          


          'Leave us alone, then! The world thinks I am to become a
Duquesa shortly 


          — even if it becomes known, no one will dare to censure me
when I stand so high. And if I do not,' she added recklessly, 'I shall not care
what they think of me.' 


          


          


          


          'As you will then, senorita.' 


          


          


          


          Michaela turned back to the door, set it wide and then
slipped out past the man who entered with a murmured exchange of words. 


          


          


          


          As she glimpsed the black shape in the glass Juana rose to
her feet, turning to face the door in a quick, restless movement. Her voice
sounded rough when she spoke, as though the single word hurt her throat. 'You!'



          


          


          


          Felipe Tristán's strange eyes flickered over her from head
to foot. 'Your servant, madam.' 


          


          


          


          'What are you doing here? Why did you — ' 


          


          


          


          'I am a messenger, madam, sent from the Duque. I told your
maid as much.' 


          


          


          


          He had not moved from the doorway; the top of his head
almost grazed the high lintel, and the candle - gleam caught his burnished hair
and made it flame against the darkness behind him. His voice was a
dispassionate contrast to hers, level and uninflected, and she found herself
thinking inconsequently that if she had not heard him without seeing him for
those few moments, she would never have noticed its beauty. The crisp edge was
the sole hint of a foreign accent, lending an arrogant abruptness to the fluid
syllables of his otherwise flawless Castilian. But then her eyes were drawn
back to the jagged scar that marked his cheek, and repulsion flared in them. 


          


          


          


          'Was there no other who could have come?' 


          


          


          


          'I am privileged, it seems.' His aloof expression did not
alter. 'Will it please you to give the message a hearing?' 


          


          


          


          'Hurry with it, then, and go.' 


          


          


          


          She was suddenly conscious of her own folly in allowing
this privacy. He still stood in the open doorway, studying her with an
insultingly passionless appraisal, but something about the utter stillness of
his big body made her afraid of him. Never in the whole of her life had she
been entirely alone with a man who was not her blood kin; even when she had
managed to snatch a few whispered words with Jaime, there had always been
someone else within earshot. Now, as he sketched a slight, sardonic bow and
swung the door shut, she felt his overwhelming presence in the room like a
threat. 


          


          


          


          He said, with a lack of expression that made the words
almost offensive, 


          'His Grace is greatly distressed that he cannot deliver his
greeting by word of mouth, but I am bidden to tell you that he is made the
happiest of men by your presence here. He longs for the time when he may speak
with you and tell you how much he desires — ' the heavy lids flickered slightly
— ' to make you his wife; and in the meantime he commends himself to your
gentle thoughts.' 


          


 


          


          Juana's teeth were chattering, and she gritted them
together. 'I think upon him hourly. Is that all? If so, you may be gone where
you are welcome.' 


          


          


          


          'No, there is more, but I must have your permission to
deliver the rest.' 


          


 


          


          'Take it, if you will be gone the sooner for it!' 


          


          


          


          She turned away sharply as she spoke, then gave a cry as
her wrist was taken in long, cool fingers that bit into her flesh like steel as
she tried to break their hold. He had crossed the room so quietly and rapidly
that she had not known he moved; then her hand was raised inexorably and a cold
circle was slipped on to her third finger. 


          


          


          


          'A pledge for you to wear until you receive the Benaventes
betrothal ring.' 


          Tristán's voice was cool and unflurried, and seemed to have
no connection with the ruthless grip on her hand. 'Look at it.' 


          


 


          


          Slowly and reluctantly Juana obeyed, looking down as he
forced her hand close to the candle - flame so that the ring glittered
balefully. It was a man's signet, heavy and old and engraved with a crest — not
the griffin, but a lion chained. She did not lift her eyes from it as she
answered but her voice shook. 


          


          


          


          'I shall not thank you, senor, if that is why you linger.
The greatest favour you can do me is to let go my hand.' 


          


          


          


          He did not release her. 'I have not yet given you all the
message.' 


          


          


          


          As she tensed to pull away he dropped easily to one knee at
her feet, and his red head bowed over her imprisoned hand. Her fingers were
turned irresistibly, and she felt his scarred mouth brief and hard against her
palm before she managed to tear her hand away. 


          


          


          


          'How dare you? I shall have you — ' 


          


          


          


          'That was the message.' The answer was very dry. 'You hold
that until you hold his heart — the twist of his lips mocked her— ' in your
hands instead.' 


          


          


          


          She rubbed her hands together uncontrollably, then realized
that she was trying to erase the touch of his mouth from her skin. It lingered
in a way that made her whole body burn, and suddenly she knew a fierce desire
to hurt the man who could disturb her so. 


          


          


          


          'A fair message, but the messenger is foul.' Her voice was
harsh, half - breathless. 'Bid your master send someone who will please my eyes
better another time.' 


          


          


          


          He rose to his feet, watching her, with a curious whiteness
accentuating the scar on his cheek. 'Will you heed my advice?' There was a
strange, impersonal hardness in his eyes as he spoke, and he continued before
she could speak, 'Do not flaunt your hatreds too openly. It could breed danger
for you.' 


          


          


          


          Her head lifted quickly, her expression hunted and wary;
she was unsure of his meaning, but his tone was as subtly warning as the chill
of a blade laid on her flesh Shaking with anger, she retorted, 'I shall not
dissemble, senor — my father may have the disposing of my hand, but my loves
and hates are mine to give where I please!' 


          


          


          


          He nodded, as though he were bearing with an impertinent
child. 'Truth is not always wisdom, madam. You are right, but you will do well
to curb your tongue in this. Take my counsel: marry peaceably as you are
bidden, it will be for your good. Then, if you should chance to take a friend
—' the slightly cynical note made his meaning crystal clear — ' you may do it
without suspicion.' 


          


          


          


          Juana's eyes blazed. 'Is that the custom among great
people, to marry without love and then commit adultery? I thank you for your counsel,
senor, but it is wasted. I would rather die unmarried than live so.' 


          


          


          


          The look in the slanting eyes was suddenly intent as the
man stared down at her, but she was gazing in repelled fascination at his
scarred cheek. The wound was an old one she found herself thinking; it must
have been inflicted years ago: a single wicked slash that must have torn one
side of his face to bloody ribbons. He was lucky not to have been blinded. . .
. 


          


          


          


          'Have you no questions about my master?' he enquired evenly
when she did not speak again. 'It is rare to find a woman who is not curious
about her husband.' 


          


          Her cheeks flamed. 'What need of questions? Doubtless your
master is all I could desire, if I were to believe the serfs he keeps to
flatter him!' 


          


          


          


          'You miscall me.' There was a glint of pure ice between the
thick gold lashes. 'I pledged myself to the Duque's service from choice, and I
am a mercenary, not a serf; he has bought neither my thoughts nor my tongue. 


          


          


          


          'I crave your pardon, then, senor!' Head high, Juana made a
little parody of a curtsy, staring at him with open loathing. 'I had not
understood that you were great enough to act according to your own will —
greater than — ' 


          


          


          


          She had been about to say that he was more privileged than
she was, or any woman despatched into marriage against her will, but he
interrupted her, sarcasm curling his level tone like a flick of a whip. 


          


 


          


          'My choice is the same as yours has been — plenty instead
of pride, and a full purse rather than empty ideals. I am fed and clothed and
maintained at the Duque's charge, and well-salaried for enduring his presence;
there is little choice between us.' 


          


 


          


          He glanced round at the opulent chamber, then allowed his
gaze to travel significantly back to Juana's furious face. For an instant anger
made her blind and deaf, and then she heard her own voice saying what she had
never dreamed she could utter. They were the instincts of which she had been so
ashamed that she had not acknowledged them fully even to herself. 


          


 


          


          'Do you think I would have come here if I had had any
choice? I am sick of hearing how honoured I must be that your master deigns to
offer for me in marriage, when I would loathe him for what he has done to me if
he were the King himself! If he had not asked for me I might have married where
I loved. It was his title that made my father ambitious, but not me! And as for
his fortune, I was willing to run away — to live like a peasant, if need be —
as long as I could be with Jaime.' Angry tears were welling in her eyes now.
'And if it were not for your master, I should never have known that the man I
loved was too much of a coward to take me when I begged him to!' 


          


          


          


          Felipe Tristán's expression had not altered apart from a
faint, quizzical lifting of his brows, and when she finished, breathless and
flushed, he only said, 


          'You mistake, madam. I rather applaud your wisdom than
upbraid you for too much worldliness. But this high tone will not answer when
you are the Duquesa de Valenzuela.' His tone hardened slightly. 'You must learn
the wisdom of silence. It pays better, I can vouch for that.' 


          


          


          


          'I shall speak as I please — ' 


          


          


          


          He shrugged his shoulders, his face impassive. He had been
standing motionless, arms folded and long legs easily astride, and she realized
that he did it to diminish his impossible height, to lessen the unease of the
little people he talked to. But even as she thought it, he straightened; before
she could retreat his hands were heavy and overpowering on her shoulders, and
his tall, powerful bulk was breathtakingly close. She heard him say above her
head, 'Then you must be taught discretion,' and then one arm closed round her,
his free hand gripping her jaw as if she were a recalcitrant mare. His long fingers
splayed across her cheek in an outrageous caress, and then her head was jerked
back and his mouth claimed hers before she could utter a word. 


          


          


          


          She felt the ridge of his scar like a brand against her
lips, lifting their softness, but after the first moment individual sensations
were lost in an overwhelming tide. Juana could not remember being so close to
another human being in her life — she could sense the hardness of bone and
muscle against her, the heat of flesh, the bruising pressure of buttons and
buckles through the silk of her robe. The strength of his arms threatened to
crush her bones, and she was choking with fright and desperation as he lifted
his head. 


          


          


          


          For the merest instant his eyes probed her face, then he
murmured, 'That for the Duque — this for me,' and gathered her still closer
against him. 


          


          


          


          The quality of his hold had altered; what had been an act
of aggression, all the more brutal for its cold-blooded calm, had become an
unhurried, sensuous invasion that took her response with leisurely skill. His
fingers twined in her hair, holding her mouth against his, while his lips
lingered on hers subtly and tantalizingly, coaxing and yet commanding. 


          


 


          


          For what seemed an eternity Juana was powerless in his
arms, and when at last he released her she swayed, gazing disbelievingly at the
hands that had lifted as if to encircle his neck. Her breathing ragged in her
own ears, she said in a voice that was close to breaking, 'If you do not go I
shall have you flogged!' 


          


          


          


          'Who will you command to do it? Your loving betrothed?' 


          


          


          


          There was a strange note in the level voice, but she did
not heed it; she was looking anywhere but at him and closed her eyes as she
glimpsed his towering reflection in the long glass, so close to her own frozen
image. Drawing a long breath, she said in a gasp, 'For God's sake leave me
before I sicken! You have delivered your message.' She added stiltedly, 'I had
rather have a toad near me.' 


          


          


          


          For a long moment Tristán stood still, looking down at her
with a sort of cold fascination in his eyes; an intent, almost scientific look,
as though the very force of his will could compel her to look up at him again.
He had caught his breath, and a muscle moved in his scarred cheek before he
bowed punctiliously, said, 'Your servant, madam,' and left her. 


          


          


          


          


          When Michaela came back a few minutes later she found her
mistress still clinging to the back of a chair, her black head drooping like a
fallen flower; there was such despair in her attitude that the Moorish girl
suffered something very like a twinge of conscience before she realized that
Juana was trembling as much with fury as with grief. 


          


          


          


          'Senorita?' she enquired cautiously. 


          


          


          


          Juana answered without lifting her head. 'If that hideous
creature offers to come near me again — no matter what his reason — deny me to
him. I will not suffer his impudence again.' 


          


          


          


          'Hideous? The Duque' s servant?' Michaela looked
speculative. 'I thought he was — not handsome, perhaps, but very much a man.
Such shoulders, and that hair — like fire! What did he say to make you angry?' 


          


          


          


          Juana straightened, not knowing that there was
defensiveness in the motion, and her eyes were blazing. 'To — ' She broke off,
fighting down the impulse to blurt out everything; against her will, Tristán
had taught her a kind of discretion, she thought. 'It seems I have lost my
hopes of the Duque's indifference, or if he does not care, he is willing to
make pretence that he does.' She held out her hand. 


          'He sent his man with this.' 


          


          


          


          Michaela regarded the signet with interest. 'It is a
different crest,' she observed at once; 'a lion, not a bird.' 


          


          


          


          'Perhaps it belonged to the Duque's mother. But if that man
returns I will not speak with him, do you hear?' 


          


          


          


          Michaela stifled a grin at the spoiled - child intonation
that she knew so well; her mistress was recovering, she thought, chuckling with
relief. 


          


          


          


          'Did his fierce face frighten you, senorita? Myself, I
could fancy him in spite of it — I like a man who is strong. But he did not
look at me. Still, I shall keep him from you, never fear! Though it seems he is
of some importance, to judge by what one of the Castillo's men was telling me.'



          


          


          


          Juana cut her short. 'I have no interest in gossip.' 


          


          


          


          'As you will, senorita. But he said that the pellirojo
has the ear of the Duque himself, and is closer to him than any — be even
sleeps in his chamber at night— 


          and can guess his humours more easily than any, and knows
what he means to do.' 


          


          


          


          Juana's lip curled. 'Can the Duque not speak for himself ?'



          


          


          


          'Such great folk do not need to speak with their own
voices! When you are Her Grace de Valenzuela you will have a dozen people to
tell the world your mind, one for each humour that you are in.' Michaela's
teasing tone altered as she saw her mistress's expression. 'Come now, to bed,
and when your supper is sent up you can eat it there. I shall go and tell your
Tia that you are too tired to be disturbed otherwise she will come and plague
you with talking. Oh, and while you were closeted with the pellirojo,'
she added casually, 'the little dwarf - man came with a message from Dona Luisa
— she says that the household attends Mass in the chapel every morning at
seven, and she will come to take you there before you have broken your fast.' 


          


          


          


          Juana nodded grimly, fighting the sudden weariness that
threatened to overcome her suddenly. 'Very well. I expect I shall have need of
all the prayers I can muster if I am to meet the Duque tomorrow.' 


          


          


          


          


          Eugenio de Castaneda had not lingered over supper but had
made his way quickly to the silk - hung salon he used as his study, beckoning
the leader of his personal guard. Riccardo Martinetti had shown distinct signs
of interest in the Senorita de Arrelanos, and de Castaneda was determined to
get confirmation of this. If it proved necessary, the young Italian's
susceptibility might be useful, he thought; as Luisa had implied, it did not
pay to be overconfident. 


          


          


          


          She was a delicate creature, he thought, his fingers
beating a contemplative tattoo on the edge of his desk. It was almost a pity. .
. . 


          


          


          


          He could see a trace of his thought reflected in the
Italian's sharp, pale face, and it made him smile; the regret flickered and
died. It had been a hard task to find the right bride for Bartolomé, he
thought, but this girl — as poor as she was proud, and as obscurely born as she
was beautiful — could not have been better for his purpose. Now that he had her
father's consent to the marriage, nothing could prevent it; and even when she
learned the full sum of what awaited her, the girl's pride would keep her
silent, as it had kept her from responding to his taunts on their journey. His
small eyes glinted with malicious satisfaction as he listened to Martinetti's
colourless phrases. 


          


          


          


          'So you think my nephew is to be envied, mmn? Her lack of
fortune should not deter him?' 


          


          


          


          'No man who has wealth of his own would hesitate, senor.' 


          


          


          


          And as well for my plans that you have none, de Castaneda
thought benignly, and for an instant the Italian's eyes met his in the shared
thought in a moment of understanding. A tap at the door made de Castaneda look
up, grimacing. 


          


          


          


          'Enter!' 


          


          


          


          His voice rasped with sudden excitement, and the door
opened to admit Felipe Tristán. The candlelight glittered briefly on the golden
griffin embroidered on the black doublet and touched the red hair to a blur of
flame. 


          


          


          


          'Welcome, Felipe, welcome. My nephew sleeps?' 


          


          


          


          Tristán nodded. 'I have a letter here for you, senor.' 


          


          


          


          The elder man almost snatched the extended paper. 'From —
?' 


          


          


          


          The unfinished question seemed to hang in the air, and
Tristán gave another almost imperceptible nod. 


          


          


          


          De Castaneda turned to Martinetti with an imperious snap of
his fingers. 


          'You may go, Riccardo — we will talk again, tomorrow,
perhaps. Felipe, wait.' 


          


          


          


          Tristán moved to one side for the small, slight Italian to
pass him, and then settled into a waiting pose, arms folded, with the studied
patience of long custom. 


          


          


          


          De Castaneda waved his hand vaguely. 'Sit down while I read
this.' His fingers were scrabbling at the waxen seal, tearing the paper in his
haste; he was breathing heavily, like a swimmer before a plunge. 'You have seen
the bride? A dainty piece, mmn?' 


          


          


          


          'Indeed, senor.' 


          


          


          


          His answer was toneless as Tristán lowered himself into a
nearby chair. He was watching de Castaneda with acute attention, his green eyes
as lambent as a cat's in the soft, warm light. 


          


          


          


          The stubby fingers tightened spasmodically on the unfolded
sheet, the fleshy mouth working as he scanned the spidery script, and then a
sound broke from him that seemed to come from the depths of his lungs rather
than from his throat, like the bellow of a thwarted baby. 'God damn him to
hell! And damn alldoctors!' 


          


          


          


          He crushed the letter into a ball, slamming it down on the
desk, then drew out a handkerchief and mopped his brow, at the same time wiping
away the furious tears in his eyes. 'Do you know what this says?' 


          


          


          


          'I can guess, senor.' Tristán's unemotional tone sounded
like a subtle rebuke to the elder man's hoarse emotion. 


          


          


          


          'All my hopes rested in this man, this Doctor Sanchez. He
is famed throughout Spain — if there were anything amiss that could be cured,
either from sickness or witch - craft, he would have cured it. But he writes
that it is hopeless 


          — the seed has no life. There can never be a child. I could
have saved myself the search to find a wife.' De Castaneda was blinking now,
the thickening of his voice giving way to a note of resentment.' Yet — ' 


          


          


          


          He broke off abruptly, chewing his lip and eyeing Tristán
expectantly. No enquiry came, and after a moment he continued resentfully, 'It
may not be disaster, so long as we are circumspect and can keep the truth from
the rest of the world.' 


          


          


          


          'As you say, senor.' 


          


          


          


          There was an odd flicker in Tristán's unrevealing eyes!
that might have been a reflection of one of the candle - flames, but there was
no expression in his voice. 


          


          


          


          De Castaneda eyed him sharply, then gave an approving
grunt. 'Then you will speed Doctor Sanchez, mmn? And still his tongue? I will
give you the thousand reales that were agreed for his fee, and I do not want to
see him again. And I know that you are the very grave of any secret.' He
smoothed back his hair and gave a little tug to his doublet, visibly gaining
confidence as he did so. 


          'Twenty years is a long time . . . I have not waited so
long and worked so hard to ensure a direct succession only to give up now, and
for so slight a reason.' 


          


          


          


          Tristán's curving brows lifted. 'Slight, senor?' he asked
dryly. 


          


 


          


          'It need be no more. Have some wine, Felipe; there are
things that we must talk of, you and I.' 


          


          


          


          As he poured wine for himself and the other man, de
Castaneda was conscious of relief that Tristán was sitting. He hated craning
his neck to speak to any man, and Tristán's arrogant bearing made him doubly
aware of the fact that the top of his head only just reached the mercenary's
chin. Now it soothed his conceit to hand over one of the goblets and then to
sit on the edge of the desk cradling its twin instead of going back to his own
chair. This once the fellow would not be able to look down at him, he thought. 


          


          


          


          'Tell me — ' his bright eyes studied Tristán over the
goblet's rim — 'have you thought what consequences this news will have for us —
for all our lives here, if there is no son and the King takes back his princely
gifts?' 


          


          


          


          Tristán shrugged indifferently. 'Few enough. The Duque
comes of age in less than three years and should not die before — if he does,
Don Gaspar de Benaventes remains his heir and will have the title, whatever
becomes of the estates. The other changes nothing.' 


          


          


          


         De Castaneda nodded slowly, his fleshy face hard and
malicious. 'Yes. And are you content that it should be so? I confess I am not.
I have laboured too hard to change it, to bear failure easily now. My wife's
cousin to be Duque, while the Crown snatches back all this land — no, no, not
to be borne!' 


          


          


          


          'The Duque still lives,' Tristán pointed out. He had put
down his wine untouched, and his eyes were as brilliant as a serpent' s in his
still face. 


          


          


          


          'Pho, we are all mortal!' De Castaneda paused, and his .
sidelong glance was half — furtive. 'It would solve everything if the little
Duquesa had a child.' 


          


          


          


          'Indeed, senor.' 


          


          


          


          Tristán's dry tone belied the sudden alertness in his eyes,
but de Castaneda heard only the almost imperceptible satire and did not notice
the quick, intent turn of the head. 


          


          


          


          ' That for the doctor's report!' He snapped his
fingers explosively. 'It should be simple enough to contrive.' 


          


          


          


          'You intend to pray for a miracle, senor?' 


          


          


          


          De Castaneda found himself breathing rather heavily and
reminded himself that he needed the man's assistance; he was too useful as yet
to be killed just because it would be a satisfying thing to do. With a heavily
benign note in his voice, he said, 'I do not expect the Almighty to concern
Himself with so petty an affair when a little human ingenuity can do it. Think,
Felipe —' He leaned forward eagerly. 'Don Gaspar is in Portugal for as along as
the wars there continue, and no other — except the good Torres and his royal master
— will be too glad of the birth of an heir to question its parentage too
closely. All we need to do is to ensure that the little Arrelanos is quickly
with child.' 


          


          


          


          'A difficult problem, senor,' Tristán said tonelessly. 


          


          


          


          ‗On the contrary, it is a simple one — there cannot
be many who would refuse to bed such a nonpareil and be paid for it.' De
Castaneda paused, then continued, 'I count myself as something past the age to
ensure success or I would undertake it myself; and I know that young Riccardo
would count himself fortunate if I were to ask him. But he is a stripling and
lacks skill.' His eyes ran over the muscular black-clad frame before him with
the affection of a sculptor. 'I rely on you, Felipe, to find a man who will bed
the little Arrelanos on her husband's behalf. A lusty one, who will break that
peremptory spirit of hers.' 


          


          


          


          After a moment the green eyes lifted, sudden and startling.
'She may denounce you to her family, senor,' Tristán said evenly. 


          


          


          


          'How? She is safe here for as long as we choose to keep her
— she was at odds with her father before she came, and aught she writes is
easily lost or burned. Besides, after the first onset she will be docile
enough, I swear, and will not dare tell anyone here for very shame.' 


          


          


          


          'No doubt you are right, senor.' 


          


          


          


          Tristán rose to his feet, a very faint smile on his lips;
his face was set, and the skin round the scar on his cheek had paled as if the
blemish were a cord cutting into his flesh. 


          


          


          


          De Castaneda put out a hand to grip his arm. 'Remember,
there will be gold to spur the fellow on if the little vixen scolds too
shrewdly. But I have no need to tell you, mmn? You will contrive it easily
enough. 'His falsely jocular tone grew hard. ' You will contrive it?' 


          


          


          


          The red head inclined very slightly. 'I am vowed to your
service.' 


          


          


          


          The elder man's predatory look dissolved into a grin, and
laughter shook his thick body. 'I dare say you will have no easier task in this
life!' He tapped the mercenary's chest familiarly. 'The girl herself is payment
enough even without the money, mmn? But I shall see that you have the best
means to the work, throw you into her company, prefer you to her in some sort
that she cannot refuse.' He chewed his lower lip meditatively. 'We mint think
how to rid ourselves of the aunt, eh, lest she carry tales?' 


          


          


          


          Tristán's expression was as unmoved as if he had received
orders for some trivial household task as ha bowed. 'With your leave, I shall
arrange to see the physician sped.' 


          


          


          


          'Good. Good. I knew you would understand the way of it.' De
Castaneda was chuckling now as he threw a purse to the younger man in a
deliberately awkward toss that was caught with infuriating ease. 'There is his
fee — you can dispose of that as you see fit.' 


          


          


          


          ‗Senor.‘ 


          


          


          


          As the door closed behind the mercenary de Castaneda was
chuckling softly, his fingers kneading at the crumpled letter. There was no
need to point out to Felipe, he thought, that his plan required the death of
the child's father after its begetting; he would learn that soon enough. 


          


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 3 


                    


          


          Juana's choice of attire on the morning she was to meet her
future husband was a last, futile show of defiance. Her gown — of plain black
taffeta, unadorned but for a narrow band of jet beads round the neckline and
hem — was one she had worn in mourning after her mother's death and now had
almost outgrown; Michaela had only packed it because she knew her mistress
cherished it for the memories it evoked. Wearing it and with a black lace shawl
over her smoothlypiled hair, Juana considered that she looked drab enough to
cool any man's interest at first glance. 


          


          


          She was wrong: the very severity of the outfit enhanced her
beauty. The gown moulded her figure lovingly, its shimmering coal-black
enriching her flawless honey-coloured skin, while her drawn-back hair threw her
features into prominence — the fine bones, the dark long-lidded eyes full of
rebellion beneath winged brows, the bruised mouth. Dona Beatriz, clucking her
disapproval, saw only an ostentatious show of mourning, but Juana thought she
saw speculation in Michaela's eyes as their gazes locked in the mirror. 


          


          


          When Dona Luisa de Castaneda y Benaventes entered the room
at the head of her little retinue of clerics and ladies, Juana saw her flinch
visibly and close her eyes for a moment, as if in pain. Juana curtsied meekly
in response, feeling an unexpected compassion for this wraith of a woman,
unhappy and childless, who even took her dwarf with her to Mass— Pedrino's
mustachioed face peered out from the region of her elbow. Would she, too,
hi" wondered, be reduced to needing living toys for comfort if she stayed
in this rich shell of a castillo? 


          


          


          With a murmured greeting she fell in with the little
procession, Michaela behind her, while her aunt seized upon her last night's
escort, Ricardo Marinetti. The sound of her aunt's inconsequential tones
followed Juana all the way down the great staircase. She had almost reached the
floor of the hall when someone moved in the shadows below, and she halted with
a sharp intake of breath. 


          


          


         'Senor Tristán!' Dona Luisa had hurried forward with a swish
of skirts. 'You are abroad early — do you come to Mass with the rest of us?' 


          


          


          The mercenary shook his head briefly, an unaccustomed
gentleness in his face as he bowed. 'I did the unforgivable long ago, senora,
and made a bargain with God. I do not plague Him overmuch with prayers, and He
does not trouble me with a conscience.' He glanced up at Juana before he
continued smoothly, 'I came to tell you that His Grace has signified his
willingness to meet his bride in the library at noon.' 


          


          


          'He is . . . better, then?' Dona Luisa seemed disturbed. 'I
am glad.' 


          


          


          'I may speak with him then?' 


          


          


          Tristán nodded coolly. 'It is arranged, madam. The Duque is
as impatient as you. His longing to see you has made him sick — he has had to
take to his bed, and that is not yet a fit place to receive you.' 


          


          


          Juana's eyes blazed, but before she could answer Dona Luisa
smiled her faint, fugitive smile and tapped Tristán's arm with her fan. 'Hush,
senor! You embarrass our guest!' 


          


          


          'Your pardon, madam.' The tone converted courtesy to
sarcasm, and it set Juana's teeth on edge. 


          


          


          Doha Luisa's fan lingered an instant before it was
withdrawn, and a moment later the little entourage went Otto, the dwarf bowing
and flourishing his hat in the mercenary's direction in a parody of
courtliness. When Juana glanced back the man had gone, his long swift step
making no noise on the inlaid floor. 


          


          


          'You do not care for Senor Tristán?' Dona Luisa's
low-voiced question made Juana start. 


          


          


          'I have scarcely seen him. He— he came to me last night
with a message from the Duque, to welcome me, but that is all.' 


          


          


          'From my nephew? I did not know that he had been sent to
you. What message did he give you?' 


          


          


          'Mere civilities. I did not need them.' Juana thought of
the ring that she had left in the room upstairs, and shook her head to dispel
the rush of memory. 'I thought him very impudent.' 


          


          


          Àh, that is his way. He is a foreigner, you know, and not
bred to our customs; sometimes he may seem a little neglectful, but that is his
own code of manners.' 


          


          


          Juana found her fingers touching her lips and lowered them
quickly: Dona Luisa had not seemed to see. 'I had rather call him
over-diligent,' she answered stiltedly. 'He is a valuable servant to us.' 


          


          










         Dona Luisa led the way through the main door and along the
cloisters, where an early morning breeze still lurked to cool Juana's cheeks.
The apricottinted walls seemed seared against the pale sky, and by contrast the
shadows within the colonnade made patterns of violet, dove-grey and black. So
much beauty, Juana found herself thinking, yet even in the open air was a taint
of the unhappiness that hung over the castillo. 


          


          


          The Chapel of San Sebastian was full of gloom and shadows,
its white-robed clergy with their tall candles looking like specters in the
half-light that filtered between the stone columns. Something like a hundred
people knelt on the chilly flags, but the place was far from crowded. Juana's
eyes moved restlessly, seeking some sign of the Duque de Valenzuela's presence,
before she realized that she was seeking a red head among the dark ones. She bowed
her head instantly, almost guiltily, shutting her mind to everything but the
familiar celebration. 


          


          


         When she rose to her fret at last someone extended a hand to
help her. She found herself face to face with the pale, pointed features of
Riccardo Martinetti. 


          


          


          'Senorita de Arrelanos, you slept well?' 


          


          


          He was younger than she remembered, she thought; small and
slight. It was his splendid mount and scarlet uniform that had endowed him with
the authority she remembered as he rode alongside her carriage at the head of
the ducal escort. Now, seeing him closely, she realized that he could not be
much more than twenty years old. She assented with a strained smile, and as
though by accident he fell into step beside her. 


          


          


          'I did not think you would favor us so early after your
long journey. You seem too way-worn yesterday even to look out of your coach at
the Duque's lands.' 


          


          


          'Or perhaps I had no care to see them.' Dona Luisa had
stopped to confer with one of the white-clad Dominicans in the nave, Tia
Beatriz beside her, and Juana moved towards them. It sounds churlish, signor,
but I saw sufficient. All the lands looked the same, no villages — not even a
well; only derelicts and emptiness. Is the Duque lord of a wilderness?' 


          


          


          Martinetti grimaced slightly. 'His Grace's estates are
encumbered with taxes, like every other; it is the same all over your country.
The lords and nobles cannot afford the grain and seed to pay the peons for
their labor on the land, so the peasants go to the cities; hundreds of men
scraping a living on the fringes of the royal courts, hoping to earn a single
escudo. Spain is no longer the richest country in the world, senorita; she has
been at war too long. Nor are her nobles the richest men, for they are living
on the capital of the past, and what is customary counts more with them then
what is good.' 


          


          


          'Yet you continue to stay in our poor country?' 


          


          


         The Italian smiled, his pale face brightening. 'It will
prosper awhile yet, senorita, and while it does I shall be here. But I should
not speak to a great lady of such a sordid thing as money — most would be
offended if it was thought that they cared for it or even knew of its
existence.' 


          


          


          But my father became a merchant to cure his poverty, and I
know that living on capital is folly at any hand.' Juana glanced past has
slight shoulder at the grey-clad figure of Dona Luisa. 'What do you think,
signor, of selling goods to one man which are promised to another?' 'It is poor
morality but good trading.' 


          Martinetti regarded her acutely. 'Are such tricks played
nowadays?' 


          


          


          Glancing at him defensively, Juana saw that he had caught
her meaning. 


          'Yes.' 


          


          


          'Then I am sorry for your sake, but for my own I cannot
regret the bargain that brings you to Andalusia. Who is it you seek, senorita?'



          


          


          She had not realized that she had recommenced her search,
and she colored. 


          'For — a face I know, signor. It is hard to look about you
and see only strangers.' 


          


          


          He nodded in wry agreement, and then his cropped black head
turned sharply. 'Your wish is granted,' he returned ruefully. 'Here comes Senor
de Castaneda.' 


          


          


          This morning de Castaneda wore a suit of scarlet and gold
which became his flushed complexion poorly, but the bold colors gave him a
festive air. He seemed to be in high good humor as he greeted them, his podgy
face full of satisfaction. 


          


          


          'Senorita Juana, and in such great beauty! Luisa —' the
smile hardened as his wife approached — 'I have been waiting for you. I came to
show our fair niece-to-be some of the treasures of the Castillo — a prologue to
the lovers' 


          meeting, ram?' He had insensibly elbowed Marinetti from
Juana's side and now darted him a malignant look. 'Leave us. When the senorita
needs a gallant, I shall command her one.' 


          


          


          The Italian bowed and withdrew in silence. 


          


          


          De Castaneda was playing the jovial uncle, urging the
little party back across the courtyard, when his wife spoke his name in a low
voice. For a moment he affected not to hear her, and then when she touched his
arm he stepped aside and waited for her to join him. As she came back to him,
letting the others pass on, he asked impatiently, 'Well?' 


          


          


          The muscles jerked in Dona Luisa's crepey throat. 'We met
with — with Felipe on our way to Mass. He said that their meeting is arranged
for noon today.' 


          


          


          'Well. What of it?' He would have gone on, but she stopped
him. 


          


          


          I am worried, Eugenio. What you are doing - it is not
right, it is not fair to the girl. I know I agreed that this was the only way
to preserve the estate, but now that I see her she is too - she should be sent
back to her father.' She spoke with sudden decision. 'It seemed very reasonable
when you explained it to me, but I had not apprehended fully what her part in
it must be. It is cruel and wicked! She has no idea what her bridegroom will be
like, and - ' And she is too well-favoured, her thoughts added, and I hate to
have fair women under his eye. 'Eugenio, you must reconsider it.' 


          


          


          'What I am doing! What we are doing, my dear
Luisa; you cannot disown your part now. Or would you rather give back all we
have gained for the sake of a scruple? The girl will take no hurt, I promise
you - no actual hurt,' he qualified hastily. 'She will be a Duquesa within the
week, a thing most women would sell their honour for. What matter an unknown
bridegroom, compared with such eminence?' 


          


          


          'I wish you would not, that is all.' Dona Luisa sounded
tired. 'I know you think that the King has cheated us by forbidding any
marriage, but he has good enough reason, and we have had twenty years here. And
I was content when we lived in Aragon,' she added, half-indistinguishably. 'I
cannot breathe among these stifling hills.' 


          


          


          `Tush, you talk as if our lives were over!' De Castaneda
gripped her shoulders, squeezing the fragile bones hard. 'I mean to live for
many years yet, I can tell you, and enjoy each one to its height.' 


          


          


          'Senor, you are stayed for.' 


          


          


          Juana spoke from the end of the colonnade, and de Castaneda
turned, blinking as he did so. She looked like a flame in that sombre gown, he
thought fancifully, against the forest of sunlit columns; sweat pricked his
palms, and he found himself licking his lips. Not yet, he told himself. Later,
when all is secure. . 


          . . He executed an over-defer-ential bow , baring his
teeth, and hurried towards her, leaving his wife to follow. 


          


          


          Had she tried, Juana could not have schooled herself to
more complete indifference to the wonders enclosed in the Castillo Benaventes;
her thoughts were so firmly fixed upon her coming meeting with Duque 13artolome
that she barely saw them. She moved through the great building in uncaring
obedience to de Castaneda's urgings, passing through corridors and chambers and
painted galleries with an unmoved face and measured, unhesitating steps.
Nothing could win a sign of wonder or surprise from her, not even the
obeisances of the courtiers they encountered on their way; the pale, sober
figures might have been so many bowing phantasms. 


          


          


          A glimpse of her aunt's strained face and hobbling
footsteps recalled her at last to reality. 


          


          


          'I am grateful for your care, Senor de Castaneda; she
interposed as he paused for breath, tut I fear that my aunt and I are both too
weary to do justice to any more than you have shown us already. Perhaps we
might return now and see the rest another day?' 


          


          


          It was a subtle challenge, and de Castaneda's brows lifted.



          


          


          'By all means, senorita, if you so desire!' Malice settled
briefly about the curves of his fleshy mouth. 'I love the place so well that I
am apt to believe that everyone else must share my passion. But, certainly,
there are many years ahead in which you may examine the smallest detail at your
leisure.' 


          


          


          Juana inclined her head, suppressing a wince. The remark
was a shaft she should have foreseen, but it was no less painful for that. With
outward composure she moved forward again on de Castaneda's arm, unaware of the
look he gave her in which admiration mingled with something that made his
bright eyes narrow and speculative. It was Dona Luisa who recognized his
expression, and her heart sank: she knew there would be no persuading her
husband from his purpose now. 


          


          


         Dona Beatriz surveyed her niece and blinked away a
surreptitious tear. 'There! 


          That is very well, dear child, if only you would change
that dreadful black gown! 


          But I cannot like this — this private meeting, whatever
Senor de Castaneda may say.' Her tone was faintly defiant. 'When I was a girl
it was not considered permissible for a virtuous young woman to be alone with
any man, even her own father.' 


          


          


          Juana thought suddenly, unwillingly, of Felipe Tristán.
'Not even her intended husband?' 


          


          


          'Especially not her intended husband! I see no wrong in the
old customs, as I have said all along. Duque or no, it would do your husband no
harm to have to cat the iron at your window, like any ordinary man!' 


          


          


          'He is not yet my husband.' Juana's voice almost broke,
then she added with an effort at steadiness, 'Senor de Castaneda promised that
the Duque will not be alone, Tia. We shall be well accompanied, he said.' 


          


          


          'I still think that I should go with you,' her aunt
repeated for the dozenth time. 


          


          


          Juana made no reply. She would not quarrel with anything
that kept Tia away, she was thinking; it would be hard enough to broach the
matter of a severance, even without the complication of her presence. The sun
was high, she thought as she glanced from the window; the time must be close to
noon. . . . 


          


          


          A bustling outside heralded the arrival of de Castaneda,
and through the sound of his voice came the toll of a bell telling the
three-quarters. Juana wondered wryly how long it would take to reach to Duque's
library — exactly fifteen minutes, she would swear— and a bitter smile was
hovering on her lips as de Castaneda came hurrying into the room. 'I am ready,
senor,' she said meekly. 


          


          


          He stood akimbo in the doorway for a second or two, his
eyes bright with approval. 'You are prompt, Senorita Juana — you long to see
your husband, mmn? I came to escort you to my nephew's presence myself, for 1
should be loth to miss this first meeting of yours.' He offered her his arm,
talking glibly as they went of the Duque's profound longing to meet his bride. 


          


          


          Dona Beatriz, watching them as they passed by her, found
herself smothering a twinge of unexpected apprehension. After all, she reasoned
to herself, her niece was young; she was bound to learn the art of compromise
as she matured, and would quickly come to terms with a reality that fell short
of her romantic dreams. That brief, disastrous love for Jaime de Nueva would
soon be forgotten — it must. 


          


          


          With a sigh, Dona Beatriz crossed herself and went quietly
towards the nearby chapel to pray for her niece's happiness, while the sound of
Eugenio de Castaneda's voice faded down the echoing corridor. 


          


          


          The great library proved to be situated off the castillo's
central quadrangle, and the bells were tolling noon as de Castaneda paused in
front of a pair of tall gilded doors. A clangour of metal, as if something
resounding had been struck or thrown down, came from beyond them, and Juana
turned to her companion to find him grinning broadly. 


          


          


          'Your husband grows impatient! Come in, and you shall have
your will at last.' 


          


          


          Her lids were lowered to hide the resentful brilliance in
her eyes, so that it was as the picture of demure meekness that she crossed the
threshold. Looking up, she had a dazzling impression of rows of bay windows
letting in light across a grey tesselated floor, and books that stretched in
gilded ranks down the length of a room so vast that carpets lay islanded in the
floor's space like lily-pads in a pool. She glanced round her in search of the
promised company but could see none, and then her eyes were drawn back to the
isolated figure halfway down the room. 


          


          


         'I have brought you your birthday gift, Bartolomé — this is
your bride, Senorita Juana de Arrelanos. Her father has agreed that she can
become betrothed to you. De Castaneda spoke from beside her. 


          


          


          The Duque de Valenzuela looked up. He was standing beside a
golden globe higher than he was tall, and the metallic clash had been the blow
of an impatient foot that set it spinning. He gave it one final noisy kick and
turned. 


          


          


          'Truly, uncle? You promise she will be m-my very own?' 'You
have only to give consent to marry her, as I told you.' De Castaneda's tone was
bland, but his eyes avoided his nephew's by a fraction. 'I can do no more than
tender her to you as a fitting wife; now you and the lady must agree between yourselves.'



          


          


          The Duque laughed, the empty clacking sound of a child's
uncomprehending laughter at an adult's jest, and Juana's blood chilled. She
thought of her plan to use reason, to explain her plight in an attempt to
excite this man's sympathy: no wonder that Eugenio de Castaneda had made no
effort to prevent her when he discovered it. She stood still: every instinct
urged her to run back the way she had come, but her limbs would not move.
Sickness tasted sour in her throat. 


          


          


          'We shall do that well enough!' The Duque had left the
crazily-spinning globe and was coming towards them, eyeing her half-sidelong.
'She must marry me, must she not? You said she is to match into the n-nobility,
and I am noble, am I not?' 


          


          


          Juana closed her eyes for a fraction of a second, stupidly
trying to blot out the reality of the sight. 


          


          


          Bartolomé de Benaventes y Rioja, the Duque de Valenzuela,
was half a head taller than she; his hair was dark brown, his eyes blue, and
face to face he looked little more than twenty years old. But nothing could
have prepared her for the blend of vacuity and cunning in those eyes, the
deformity of the long heavy jaw. Even the smooth contours beneath the blemished
skin looked like the blankness of idiocy rather than the freshness of youth.
Somehow, she thought, the impeccable barbering of the dark hair— thin and
straggling, yet cut skilfully to veil the worst of that grotesque jaw — and the
elegant doublet and breeches, silver 


          - grey trimmed with burgundy, made the deformities seem
worse. It was as it no one else had noticed or understood the message of the
half-open mouth with its slack scarlet lips and brown teeth, or the dully
malicious gleam in the eyes. 


          


          


          De Castaneda was glossing over the question, urging his
nephew forward. His tubby fingers closed round Juana's wrist and extended her
hand as the shambling figure advanced. The Duque bent clumsily, and she felt
the touch of his wet mouth against the back of her hand. 


          


          


          'Now we are to talk together.' He took her reluctant hand
in his bony one. 


          'My uncle is to leave us, and I am to — to court you.' 


          


          


          He sounded like a child rehearsing his instructions, but de
Castaneda only chuckled. 'I told you, did I not, senorita, that Bartolomé was
impatient? I shall leave you to give hint his hearing.' 


          


          


          'Senor!' 


          


          


          He paused as she cried out, brows blandly lifted. 


          


          


          'I cannot stay here alone with your nephew, my aunt would
not countenance it.' And never, Juana thought half-hysterically, had she
expected to have to invoke Tia's name for protection! 


          


          


          De Castaneda's smile broadened. 'You will not be alone,
senorita.' He snapped his fingers. 'Felipe!' 


          


          


          In one of the furthest bays a shadow moved, and Felipe
Tristán came forward with his long, light stride. He still wore the same black
livery that he had had on the previous day, the golden griffin dazzling on one
broad shoulder; otherwise, only the grey silk of the stiffened golilla collar
relieved the soberness that seemed to enhance rather than subdue the vivid red
hair. Juana caught her breath sharply; in the flood of sunlight the strange,
slanting eyes were a clear, brilliant emerald. She dragged her gaze away to
find that de Castaneda was grinning at her. 


          


          


          'I forgot, you have not met my nephew's man. Know him, he
will serve you well. Felipe Tristán. Felipe —' he scented to be enjoying the
undisguised repugnance on Juana's face — 'here is the Senorita Juana, my
nephew's bride.' 


          


          


          Tristán bowed but made no other move, and when he spoke his
voice was without expression. 'I have met the lady before, senor, when I saw
her accompanying Dona Luisa to Mass. I guessed then who she was. I am honoured,
madam.' 


          


          


          Juana did not respond. The flawless civility of his manner
was a pretence, she thought, and she wondered with a tinge of panic why de
Castaneda did not seem to see it; Tristán was allowing himself to be commanded,
as a lion might obey an ape, for the greater pleasure its master's shock in the
instant of rebellion. Perhaps de Castaneda was too accustomed to his obedience
that he gave the man no thought, but to her it was frighteningly clear. 


          


          


          De Castaneda tapped Tristán's arm. 'Favours, eh, Felipe?' 


          


          


          His tone was jovial, and it was only then that Juana
noticed the blue gloves fastened amongst the bunch of black ribbons on the
mercenary's sleeve. 


          


          


          The green eyes met hers fleeingly, and the scarred mouth
curved in a faintly sardonic smile. 'A gift from a lady, senor.' 


          


          


          De Castaneda laughed. 'Before God, I could almost petition
heaven for a face like yours! A new conquest or an old one? You do not commonly
wear what they give you, mmn?' 


          


          


          'I make no doubt she wishes that they would blister my
hands, senor. She threw them at my feet in a fit of temper, more like a gage of
battle than a pledge of devotion.' 


          


          


          Juana tried to speak, her expression pure hatred, but her
voice died as she met Tristán's level gaze; she wanted to denounce him, to
strike him, but she could not. 


          


          


          De Castaneda's gleeful voice seemed to come from' far away.
'What, did she spurn you? Well, she may have been feigning, but even if she was
not, you will not have far to look for consolation.' 


          


          


          Tristán shook his head, his gaze never leaving Juana's. 'I
doubt that she feigned. senor. My face finds no favour with the lady's dainty
taste. 


          


          


          Before she could retort, Juana heard the Duque's voice. He
had been looking from one to the other with a gradually deepening frown, as
though he felt himself excluded, and now burst out, 'It is not private while
F-Felipe is here, and I order him to stay! Felipe, do you hear me?' His voice
rose to a shout, and Tristán bowed impassively. 


          


          


          De Castaneda turned to Juana with outspread hands. 'There,
senorita! Your modesty does you credit, but you need not scruple to stay here!
The good Felipe will wait within earshot, and if you grow uneasy you have only
to call him and he will protect you, mmn?' 


          


          


          And who, Juana wondered, flinching from the lash of memory,
would protect her from the good Felipe? In a voice of ice she said aloud, 'I do
not want the surveillance of a manservant, Senor de Castaneda. You know as well
as I do that our code requires that I should have female company for such an
interview, and I will not forgo it.' 


          


          


          'Tut, tut!' De Castaneda's lips pursed in mock reproof.
'You presume upon my kindness, senorita. Be content, and remember that petty
rules are made for greater men to break — are they not, nephew?' He looked
towards the Duque, who was still staring avidly at Juana without hearing him,
and the silence grew painful before he continued. 'Bartolomé wishes only to be
closer acquainted with you before you plight your troth. Was not that what you
yourself wanted, when you were so hot to come to him?' 


          


          


          She gazed back at him wordlessly, the recollection of her
own eagerness like bile in the back of her throat, and saw a glint of pleasure
in his bright, narrowed eyes before he bowed. Then with a nod to his nephew he
went strutting back the way he had come, and she turned as the doors closed
behind him to find herself confronting the creature who was to be her husband. 


          


          


          His mouth was hanging open as he stared at her, and the
slight, spontaneous twitching of his hands made her want to avert her eyes. In
that moment she was ready to call for help, to seek protection even from the
man she loathed, but the Duque spoke before she could find her voice. 


          


          


          'Sen-senorita,' the words were jerky with excitement, 'My
uncle says I can marry you, if I des-desire it.' 


          


          


          She tried to free her hand, still held in his sweating
fist, but it was unavailing. But you need not, Your Grace,' she returned as
calmly as she could. 'If you do not like me, you need not marry me.' 


          


          


          'N-not? But my uncle promised!' Bartolomé scowled. 'It is
my birthday, and he said I should have a wife on my f-feast day. Why not have
you? I have paid your f-father money.' 


          


          


          Suddenly Juana wanted to laugh. Of course, all this Duque's
wealth would not suffice to buy him a bride of his own rank, so a proud father
had been found who would give anything to have his daughter a Duquesa. And a
settlement on top of the honour would quell any lingering doubts. . . . 


          


          


          She said unevenly, 'Your Grace could choose another wife
instead. ..‘ 


          


          


          He shook his head vehemently, tugging at her arm to swing
her round like a doll. His grip was stronger than she would have thought
possible of the rigid shoulders and sticklike limbs. 


          


          


          ‗No, for you are pretty. Pretty hair, pretty face..
..' His free hand came out to touch the curve of her breast with an idiot's
curiosity. 'Soft. . . 


          


          


          She jerked away from the caress with a little wordless
sound that hurt her throat, and the blue eyes regarded her craftily. 


          


          


         'I think I shall tell my uncle I will marry you. I am to wed
and get a son, and you are f-fertile enough.' The echo of his uncle's voice
sounded in the boast, but then his expression clouded. 'What is your name?' 


          


          


          'Juana.' He had forgotten it already, she realized. 


          


          'Juana.' The red lips moved in a slow smile. 'Juana,
Juana..Juana - now I say I con-consent to take you for my wife, and that means
I can kiss you!' 


          


          


          She froze. The touch of his hand was had enough; it was hot
and clammy and unconsciously cruel in the mindless strength of its grip, but
the thought of that fleshy mouth touching hers made her want to scream. She
felt herself grasped and pulled towards him as the flailing free hand landed on
her shoulder; then, as the sour reek of his breath engulfed her and a cry broke
from her lips, a level voice came from the other end of the long room. 


          


          


          'You are too hasty, Your Grace. Have you forgotten what I
taught you?' 


          


          


          The Duque's closed eyes flew open in surprise, and Juana
tore herself free. All at once it was more important to be free to face the
servant than to escape his master, but behind her she heard Bartolomé give a
delighted crow. 


          


          


          'Felipe! Look, I am going to marry her, j-just as Tio
Eugenio said!' 


          


          


          'Are you so?' 


          


          


          Tristán's great height seemed to dwarf his charge, his
broad shoulders and muscular legs making the other look more then ever like an
ungainly puppet by comparison; as he stepped forward the sun struck him,
turning his red hair to pure fire and throwing the scarred side of his face
into shadow. He was watching Juana with an odd blend of hostility and ironic,
amused alertness. 


          


          


          She must have given some sign of her distaste, because
Bartotome glanced sideways at her and giggled. 'The King keeps a dwarf, but I
k-keep a giant! Felipe makes people do what I tell them.' 


          


          


          No doubt of that, Juana thought, remembering the almost
vindictive strength in the long-fingered hands that were more like a scholar's
than a soldier's. She said quickly, quelling the sudden trembling that took
her, 'I wish to be taken back to my aunt, senor,' and turned towards the door. 


          


          


          'No, she must not go yet! S-stop her, Felipe!' 


          


          


          Tristán's arm barred Juana's way. The movement looked
casual, but beneath the dark sleeve she could feel tense muscle, as unyielding
as iron. 


          


          


          'By your leave, madam'-something in the uninflected voice
made her look up sharply-'it grieves me to disobey you, but my first duty is to
my master.' 


          


          


          The Duque chuckled close by, and she jerked away from
Tristán's touch as though it burned her, speaking with an edge of despair.
'What more would you have? If the Duque's choice is more, there is no more to
say.' 


          


          


          The expression in the green eyes was coldly curious as they
looker down at her, and when Tristán answered his words were so quiet that she
could barely hear him. 'Be wise in time. This masque is a small price to pay
for the Valenzuela fortune; surely you can dissemble a little in such a cause.'
Then, more loudly, 'His Grace bids you stay, madam.' 


          


          


          'What must I do? I have not been shown for the sale
before.' Juana's voice was shaking, and her eyes blazed. 'Ought I to walk about
to show my paces, or should I stand still while I am inspected?' 


          


          


          


          The Duque had moved nearer still and was fondling a fold of
her sleeve, compulsively, between finger and thumb, his breath moist on the
bare skin of her shoulder. Her words must have caught his wavering attention,
because he answered suddenly, 'S-still! A restless wench is more trouble than
she is worth, Felipe says.' 


          


          


          


          Juana looker up to deliver a stinging rebuke, only to meet
a full stare of such chilling impassivity that the words died on her lips. 


          


          


          


          Tristán said slowly and deliberately, 'Will Your Grace
employ me as proxy?' 


          


          


          


          The dull blue eyes held no understanding, but Bartolomé
nodded, obediently releasing Juana's hand. She took an instinctive pace back
and then halted, pride holding her motionless. 


          


          


          


          'Your uncle has chosen you a fair bride-' his even voice
was like an insult-'on who will show as fairly without these trappings-' his
fingertips barely brushed the black lace that covered her hair-'as she does
with them. Some women borrow their beauties.' 


          


          


          


          He was goading her deliberately. Juana thought; he waited
for her response to every barb. She set her teeth and was silent. 


          


          


          ‗Your Grace must not look for strength or constancy,
but that matters not much . . . your great lady has scant need of either. If
she looks well and drops children regularly, no man should ask for more.' 


          


          


          The Duque made no response. He was breathing stertorously
through his mouth, agape as if at some public diversion, nodding now and again
at the words, but Tristán's gaze never wavered from Juana. 


          


          


          'You must be sure, too, that she has not lain with any
other before she comes to you,' the voice continued without emotion, 'for these
great farthingales can hide much; there have been women close to motherhood who
were passed upon their husbands for virgins, while others get themselves with
child and lay the brat to the charge of their richest suitor.' 


          


          


          Juana said chokingly, `Why not, senor? A cow in calf is
prized above another.' 


          


          


          'Good herdsmen take care to breed true, madam, and a wise
man should do no less. With Your Grace's pardon, it is folly to trust only the
eyes when there are keener senses than sight —' 


          


          


          Before she could guess his intention she was held with
casual ease in the crook of his elbow, her arms pinned helplessly to her sides,
while his free hand explored the outline of her body. Shivering with outrage,
she felt his touch rove from her bare throat to her breast, then in ruthlessly
sensual quest amongst the folds of her skirt. She cried out sharply, stiffening
against the undreamed-of touch, and her eyes closed under his relentless gaze. 


          


          


          'She is not with child, Felipe? Felipe?' The Duque's tone
was plaintive. 


          


          


          'Not yet — she is scarce ripe for Your Grace's purpose.'
Tristán 's hand fell away, and he set her free. 'But she will learn quickly, I
make no doubt of that.' 


          


          


          Juana bowed her head, staring doggedly at the floor. She
felt shaken and dizzy, her body on fire from the contemptuous, seeking contact,
and his unemotional tone chilled her fevered flesh like the touch of a
knife-blade. He knew what he had done, she thought suddenly; he had set out to
do it, and now he despised her for the victory he had won over her senses.
Except her sight. She listened to Bartolomé's eager clamour, hearing the sound
of the words without comprehending their meaning. 


          


          


          ‗. . teach her . 


          . mine, Felipe . . . tell. . .‘ 


          


          


          'Gently, Your Grace.' Tristán's hand appeared to rest only
lightly on his charge's stiffly-held shoulder, but it checked the ungainly step
forward. 'Haste is not always pod, you remember? When she is your wife she will
be at your command, but until then you should bear her lightly in hand. You
will find her kisses all the sweeter for keeping.' 


          


          


          Juana's gaze swept up to meet his, and her eyes were full
of loathing. 'Give me leave to go now, Your Grace.' She spoke to the Duque
without shifting her eyes from Tristán. This honour overwhelms me.' 


          


          


          Bartolomé scowled, hesitating, but before he could respond
she had sunk in a full court curtsy, her black head held defiantly high, saying
formally, 'I have the honour to take leave of Your Grace.' 


          


          


          Nothing, she vowed inwardly, would induce her to accept the
goldenskinned hand that was punctiliously extended to assist her to her feet;
the mercenary usurped a courtier's privilege even by the offer, so much she
knew. As she rose, staring rigidly before her, Tristán bowed with scrupulous
correctness; when she moved to the door she could sense his presence behind
her, ushering her out with the exaggerated servility of a lackey. He made no
attempt to touch her again, but as she preceded him, with the icy stateliness
of an Infanta, he was still watching her with unnerving steadiness. 


          


          


          


          Dona Beatriz did not spare a glance for the attendant who
brought her niece from the Duque de Valenzuela's presence - one look at the
girl's ashen face made her gesture the woman away and hurry forward to meet her
at the head of the stairs with a cluck of involuntary alarm. Juana looked like
a sombre wraith as she reached the gloomy landing, her hands still unsteady with
shock, her long lashes fluttering as though she tried to blink away some
unbearable memory. 


          


          


          'Juana — are you all right? What has happened?' 'Tia. Oh,
Tia!' Juana clutched her aunt's wrist. 'My dear child, what is it? Whatever is
wrong?' 


          


          


          'I cannot tell you — I cannot speak of it here. Someone may
hear us.' 


          


          


          Juana glanced round her almost furtively. She felt as if
the whole castillo were suddenly full of ears; of anonymous servants who were
no longer faceless but disturbing, inimical, and would spy to report her
anguish to each other and to the world. Beatriz blinked worriedly as she felt
the restless, almost frenzied quality of the grasp on her wrist and patted her
niece's hand. 


          


          'Very well, come along to your bedchamber and tell me about
it there.' 


          


          


          Juana nodded silently. She walked a little way, still
clinging to her aunt, and then burst out as if she could no longer control
herself, 'Tia, I cannot — I will obey my father in anything else, but I cannot
stay here and marry that — that man. I shall write to Zuccaro, explain to him.
I know he would not have made the match if he had known what —' 


          


          


          She checked herself as her unseeing gaze focused again on
Beatriz's face, not knowing that the look of stark terror in her eye had
alarmed the elder woman more than anything she had said. Her aunt clucked
soothingly, making little consolatory dabs at Juana's clutching fingers. 


          


          


          'There now, there is no need to be so frightened. You must
explain to Senor de Castaneda — ask him to delay the marriage until you have
acquainted your father with— with whatever you have learned. If this match is
so abhorrent he must be told, and then surely some solution can be found. . 


          


          


          The women's voices faded as Beatriz led her niece back into
the Duques's apartment, but for safety's sake Eugenio de Castaneda waited a
moment longer before he emerged from his hiding place behind one of the
archways that led from the landing. Then, as the door closed, he hurried back
to the library; there was no trace of a smile on his ruddy face. 


          


          


          When he entered he found that his nephew had resumed his
game with the golden globe, jabbing it to make it spin and then watching with a
grin of vacuous glee until it slowed again. Felipe Tristán lounged nearby,
contemplating him, but as de Castaneda came in he straightened to his full,
dominating height. It crossed the elder man's mind that the mercenary was
making deliberate use of his intimidating size to disconcert him; there had
often been times when he realized that he was straining to look up at his own
hired servant. His summons was raspingly curt in consequence, but the prompt
response gratified him and he put the thought aside. No, the man was tame, sure
enough. 


          


          


          'Senor?' The look in the green eyes belied the deferential
tone, but de Castaneda did not notice it. 


          


          


          'Could you not control that better? I heard the girl with
the old woman just now-she talks of writing to her accursed fether ti stop the
wedding.' 


          


          


          A muscle tightened in Tristán's jaw. 'No, she will not,' he
said softly. 


          


          


          'I tell you she means to stop it, the little bitch! What
did it do to her, to make her resolve on that?' 


          


          


          'No matter, senor, I shall see to it.' 


          


          


          The steel in the calm voice made de Castaneda look up
sharply, then his enquiring expression gave way to a slow, delighted grin. 'You
will, eh? You mean-' 


          


          


          


          'I will undertake to get-her consent to marry.' Tristán
spoke levelly, but there was a cynical twist to his mouth. 'That will purchase
some time, at least; after that....' He giggling. There was a taut look about
his black-clad frame for an instant, then it was gone; his face remained secret
and still. 


          


          


          De Castaneda eyed him in fascination. 'Do you need my help
for this…plan of yours?‘ 


          


          


          'My thanks, senor-‗ Tristán shook his head – ‗but
no‘. 


          


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 4


          


          


          The Duque de Medina de las Torres was reported throughout
Madrid, and beyond, to be reclusive. Men said that he cared only for the
estates he saw so seldom, and for his library, which was rumoured to rival the
King's; it was a universally-known fact that he never stirred abroad without a
procession of carriages bearing his most cherished volumes, together with the
servants he kept to tend them. It was popularly held that a man so dry and
scholarly lacked the necessary ambition to reach high office in King Felipe
IV's court, and Torres himself diligently fostered this belief. Though the
gossips had failed to discover the fact, he was second only to the King's chief
minister, Don Luis de Haro, in his Most Catholic Majesty's favour. 


          


          Until recently he had counted it as a sinecure, a mere
trifle of preferment, that he had been requested — if the King's cold 'Deal
with it, Torres' could be termed a request — to handle, on the royal behalf,
the correspondence with Eugenio de Castaneda concerning a marriage for his
nephew, the Duque de Valenzuela. He had had one instruction only from the
King's mouth — a total veto, in any circumstances. It had been mildly
intriguing, no more, that Valenzuela himself had never attended court, but
Torres had vaguely supposed the Duque to be a babe in arms; children were not
welcome at a court where the King's sons died. A tentative enquiry to the King,
however, had produced an icy order to consult Olivares's secretary and to keep
silent on the matter on pain of death. Torres, alarmed, had summoned the man
named by the King and begun to dig out this mystery. 


          


          For mystery it was. For years, it seemed, the King had
placed the Valenzuela affair, along with .almost all the others, in the
grasping hands of his favourite, the Conde-Duque de Olivares. The papers shown
to Torres made it clear that the Conde-Duque, never one to allow any storm that
was not of his own raising to rock the ship of state, had gone circumspectly
about the business; no member of the Duque de Valenzuela's household was
permitted within twenty leagues of the King's court, wherever it might lie, and
communication between the comptroller of His Grace's household — this Senor de
Castaneda — and the Conde-Duque himself had been permitted only thrice a year.
None of de Castaneda's letters had survived, but the copies of Olivares's
replies indicated that they were phrased so obscurely as to be almost
incomprehensible. 


          


          Torres had felt conscious of a rising annoyance. How was a
man to guess what the matter was? In Olivares's place he would have sent spies
to find out the smallest detail of the. Andalusian business and report it. But
then, he considered, perhaps the Conde-Duque had know what they would find
there; or perhaps he had not dared keep the evidence they might have found for
him. . . . 


          


          Since Olivares's disgrace and death, the secretary
explained fluently, things had changed. His Majesty, in one of his rare fits of
self-assertion, had assumed control of his own affairs at a time when the
letters from Andalusia were arriving almost weekly. He had opened each one with
his own royal hands, read it, ripped it to shreds and then burned the pieces.
The letters had seemed to exacerbate the King's ever-growing melancholy, and
the secretary confided that he had given thanks to God when the news of Queen
Mariana's pregnancy, following hard upon the last of them, had given the King's
thoughts a new turn. 


          


          And now, Torres mused, a letter from the Castillo
Benaventes which told of a plot to marry the Duque de Valenzuela to some nobody
of a provincial without the King‘s consent. There was much of conscience and
spiritual anguish in it, it clearly came from a woman, even though it bore no
signature, and the writer had obviously been privy to great part of the scheme.



          


          Torres paced about the room, determination hardening his
rather meeklooking face. The tale might be true or it might not, but it would
not do to take unnecessary risks in the face of the King's — and Olivares's —
obvious determination to forbid the Duque's marriage at all costs. The letter
was dated four days ago and urged haste; if the wedding had already been
solemnized, not even the King's power would prevail against it, and the
consequences for all those concerned might grow out of hand. Torres's own head
might no longer be safe on his shoulders. 


          


          He left Madrid for Andalusia within the hour, and not one
of his precious books went with him. 


          


          


          The sun had a brazen heat, and the wind that plucked the
bullion tassels of the canopy over Juana's head felt as though it had been
trapped in the courtyard too long to keep its freshness. She understood now,
she thought, why so many fountains played indoors and out throughout the
castillo, for it was only directly above the water that she could sense any
coolness. 


          


          She listened, trying to hear the tinkling of the water
above the chatter of the women about her. Every lady at court, it seemed; was
eager to seek employment or preferment from the Duquesa-to-be. Since the
Duque's approval had become known, her every step had been dogged by
petitioners and unknown waitingwomen. 


          


          She was thinking of the letter to her father as she sat
languidly under the blue silk canopy, hedged about by her ladies. It was
written, with much labour: a simple, unemotional account of the Duque's
condition, his infirmities, his behaviour. Miguel should have no cause to
complain of her temper or childishness, she had vowed as she wrote, but she was
still at a loss as to how to send it 


          


          The talk resounded about her, but she did not hear it; the
other women in their sombre, magnificent gowns, clustered round her like so
many stiff-petalled flowers, seemed less real than the sensation of coolness
beneath her outstretched palm. There was a sunlit dazzle on the water that
reminded her of Felipe Tristán's eyes. Unrevealing in their very brilliance,
vivid and yet as chill and inscrutable as water. . . . 


          


          Her hand clenched. No,  she told herself, think of something else.  Of this socalled liberty. She had spent the
hours of siesta sleepless, choking with the remembered reek of her
husband-to-be's breath, and demanded leave to go into the open air; but even
that freedom, they said, could not be granted to one whose person had become so
valuable. Instead of letting her loose to risk the threat of the woods and
hills, they had set her here like a caged creature with a canopy over her head and
a dozen chattering guardians, and told her that she must be grateful even for
this. She longed to rise and walk, if only to make a breeze by her own motion,
but she was hemmed about too closely to rise. 


          


          Michaela, too, was looking sour, she noticed. The maid's
first excitement at coming to Andalusia had subsided, and now her dark face had
such a discontented look that Juana wondered whether she was missing her old
life at Zuccaro. It was so unlike the Moorish girl that she would have puzzled
about it before this, if her own misery had not echoed Michaela's. She resolved
to enquire the cause when they were alone together. 


          


          A sudden stirring made her look up towards the cloister, where
 Eugenio de Castaneda was coming
towards them with Dona Luisa and half-a-dozen more. Around them the dwarf
Pedrino frisked and tumbled, and what little peace Juana had found ebbed
instantly away. Her fingers closed on a pebble by the fountain's rim and hurled
it into the water with a vicious plop. 


          


          `Senorita, you are bored with your solitary humour, mmn?'
De Castaneda glanced at the spreading eddies. 'We come to offer you better
entertainment.' 


          


          'You are too 'good, senor, but my solitary humour is hardly
worn out. I have too many to bear me company.' 


          


          'Hmmn? Well, this shall seem solitude once you are married,
I promise you. But for the present —' he smiled at her — 'we must have you
seeming more the joyful bride. Such a sad face does not fit the time.' 


          


          'I cannot be a joyful bride, nor any bride at all, until I
hear from my father that he wishes me to be so still!' She stared at him
steadily in the face as she told him her intention, thinking with a trace of
puzzlement that he did not seem surprised. 


          


          He listened grimly, his mouth set in a meditative pout and
his eyes nearly closed, then suddenly barked at Dona Beatriz, 'You, senora, you
condone this, do you, this . . . intransigence? I thought you would have ruled
your niece better!' 


          


          Dona Beatriz looked terrified, but she rallied. 'I believe
Juana to be in the right of it, senor. If what she says is true. . .‘ 


          


          ‘If!  You
might know that she would say aught to rid herself of a husband after what she
tried to do, mmn?' 


          


          'I know my niece, senor, and I trust her word in this.' 


          


         'You are a fool, then,' de Castaneda retorted rudely. 'But
it is no matter, I did not come to talk of any such trifling things. Now you
are rested, senorita, will you take up your tour again?' 


          


          She shook her head, wordless. 


          


          'No? But such a sight will charm your eyes — it might even
reconcile you to the means you have to possess it.' The bright little eyes
peered at her keenly. 


          


          'I do not trust my eyes alone, senor.' 


          


          Juana bit her lip. Surely that presumptuous servant had not
gained even so much possession of her mind? She realized as she spoke that the
women about her had fallen silent and were edging away, perturbed by the
unseemly clash of words. 


          


          'Here is for your nose then, senorita!' 


          


          The dwarf was suddenly jigging before her, thrusting a
small hand into his sleeve to pull out an absurdly bobbing bunch of paper
flowers. As the scentless blooms waved in her face, Juana gave a little laugh
like a sob; the dwarf had cared enough for her to try and make her smile, and
the small kindness almost broke her careful composure. 


          


          'Take them, senorita,' the dwarf urged cheerfully. 'They
are for you.' 


          


          She obeyed, burying her face in the barren petals, but a
moment later she froze. Something stiff had scratched her cheek; something
white that was wrapped round one of the stems and fastened where it could not
be seen except by the one who held the motley bunch. A quick frown puckered her
forehead, but already the dwarf was capering away, singing a ballad-snatch in
his high, husky voice. She was still staring at the flowers in her lap when de
Castaneda's voice jolted her. 


          


          'Perhaps you would prefer Bartolomé's escort to mine?' 


          


          'No!' She knew that he had spoken only to provoke her, but
she could not prevent the quick response, and saw his somehow satisfied look as
she rose to her feet, clutching the paper posy in trembling fingers. Ì thank
you for your great concern, senor, but I had rather make my own entertainment.
I shall go in now.' 


          


          She turned on her heel and walked away, so quickly that at
first only Michaela followed her. She did not see the ugly look that crossed de
Castaneda's face as he watched her departure, nor did she notice that he caught
Dona Beatriz's arm with unmannerly abruptness as she passed by, and began to
talk to her in a low, hectoring tone. 


          


          


          The letter was unsuperscribed, beginning abruptly as though
the writer had no time to waste in unnecessary words, and was written with
evident haste. Juana smiled over the neat, clerkly hand: the university at
Salamanca had transformed Jaime's inky scribble. It must be from Jaime, she
told herself as she stared down at the paper — who else could have contrived
this sudden miracle, the rescue that she had petitioned heaven for? 


          


          If you have the courage to take it, there is a way to
gain your desireswithout disparagement: be at the gateway in the north corner
of the Patio ofWarriors at midnight, and someone will come to you. 


          


          There was no signature, but the sender must be Jaime.
Somehow he must have followed her, learned of her plight and meant to rescue
her. But withoutdisparagememt —  had he managed to persuade Miguel to change
his mind to allow her to withdraw from the marriage honourably? 


          


          'Is it good news, senorita?' Michaela enquired. 


          


          Juana quickly crushed the paper in her hand. 'No, it is
naught. A toy of the dwarf's — a riddle-me-ree, or some such. Why do you ask?' 


          


          Michaela shrugged. 'I hoped it might put you into a better
humour,' she said more briskly. 'You have been sad past reason since you knew
you were to marry this Duque. And to be so scornful to such high-bred ladies
when they come to serve you! I thought that yonder might be a letter from a
lover and that it might make you happy again.' 


          


          A suspicion of a smile touched Juana's lips. 'Was I so
sharp with the Condesa de Araciel?' 


          


          'As if you owed her money, my word on it! I have seen you
more civil with the grooms at home.' 


          


          'You seem unhappy yourself of late, Michaela — do you miss
Zuccaro after all?' Juana touched the maid's brown hand. 'You were as eager to
come at first as my father was to send me.' 


          


          Michaela grimaced, starting to turn away from her mistress
before she recollected herself and halted. It is well enough. It is only that
now I—' 


          


          'What? Come, tell me.' 


          


          'There is a man I have a fancy for —' the words came with a
rush — 'but he will not look at me. . . . I have tried all the arts I have, but
he is too proud. They say I am too lowly to get his favour, that he looks
higher than servants for his pleasure and nothing but a fine lady will content
him.' 


          


          'He is not worth your sighing, then!' Juana laughed, for
the perfect scheme had come into her head without warning. 'If it is your
poverty that irks him, it is simple. . , . She cut through Michaela's heated
defence of her choice with a trace of her old impetuosity. 'He would not dare
to refuse you if you were tricked out as fine as I am, would he?' 


          


          'You are jesting, senorita.' The maid's eyes were half
suspicious, half angry. 


          


          'No, I promise you. Do you see him at night? Does he go to the
servants' 


          solar after supper with the rest?' 


          


          'Sometimes he does, but —' 


          


          'Then it is simple. When you come to undress me tonight,
you must change your gown for one that I shall give you. If that does not win
his attention to you. . . She allowed the words to trail away,watching the
astonished delight that grew in the Moorish girl's dark face. 


          


          `Do you mean it, senorita? I may borrow one of your gowns?'



          


          There was a tinge of the histrionic in the question. Michaela
had often availed herself of her mistress's wardrobe but had never dared to
take one of the finer gowns for fear of detection. Now, with a free choice, she
could gratify her ambition. 


          


          Juana, deep in her own plans and studying her maid's simply-laced
russet gown with its plain, gathered skirt and unstiffened petticoat, did not
see the acquisitive look beneath the assumption of naive astonishment. 


          


          'No, not borrow— it shall be yours as a gift. If you snare
him, it shall be your wedding gown: my gift to the bride.' A farewell gift, her
thoughts added, but Michaela laughed excitedly. 


          


          'A bride! I do not hope so far. It is for you ladies to
think of marriage.' 


          


          'But not for us to choose whom we may take.' Juana spoke
almost cheerfully as she rose to her feet, thrusting the folded paper into her
sleeve. 


          


          A flicker of something like guilt showed in Michaela's eyes
for a moment, than it was gone. 'Would you part with your scarlet gown,
senorita?' The gay note in her warm voice was almost indefinably forced. 'I
have always had a liking for red.' 


          


          'Whichever you will.' 


          


          Her maid's discarded gown, Juana was thinking, should be
simple enough even for her inexperienced hands. She could seem to retire to bed
normally tonight, then rise and dress herself again after Michaela had left
her. She had a vague recollection of the Patio of Warriors — it was in the
outer wards of the castillo, a stern, frowning place lined with statues of some
of Spain's great soldiers. Eugenio de Castaneda had pointed it out to her that
very morning, and she thought she could remember its whereabouts. 


          


          Suddenly she wished that she had accepted his renewed
invitation, for she had need of his knowledge now. But even if she were late,
she told herself, Jaime would wait there for her. 


          


          'Is it done, then?' The question was sharp. 


          


          'Yes, senor. The carriage left half-an-hour ago.' Eugenio
de Castaneda rubbed his hands together. 'Well, and it will travel slowly, I
have taken care for that, and by the time that old beldame reaches her brother
and prates to him, all here will be secure. Leave me —' he waved away the
hovering major-domo-'and see that Dona Beatriz's luggage is sent after her. She
left in such haste that she did not think to pack.' 


          


          Histangua bowed, his ancient body stiff with reprobation.
'I shall, senor,' he responded disapprovingly. 


          


          Juana's thoughts were too busy to notice her aunt's absence
from supper that night; she simply assumed that Tin was sitting somewhere where
she could not see her, and thought no more of it than that. Her concentration
was upon her artless enquiries to the Condesa de Araciel and the apology for
her earlier abruptness that brought forth a grudging smile and a stiff offer of
advice and help. It had not been easy to lead the conversation to the exact
whereabouts of the Patio of Warriors, but the elder woman, flattered by Juana's
new, grave tractability, was soon coaxed into an explanation of all the most
striking features of the castillo. Neither of them mentioned the Duque. 


          


          It had seemed so easy, Juana thought now, sitting down
there in the hall and listening to the Condesa's slow tongue with an
appropriately intent expression. But now, in darkness, the envisioned distances
were multiplied; every fresh turn brought a new possibility of mistaking, and
her head was a whirl of uncertainty and conjecture as she stole out of her
bedchamber. 


          


          She and Michaela were of a height, both slender and
small-boned, and the russet gown had proved as simple to don as Juana had
hoped. She had taken pleasure, too, in helping Michaela into the absurdly
opulent gown of scarlet brocade with its cloth-of-gold petticoat and watching
her go off peacocking in search of her latest fancy. For a servant girl it was
so simple, Juana thought with a pang of envy: when she liked a man she went to
tell him so, and invited him to lie with her if he took her fancy that way, as
easily and naturally as breathing, as eating, as sleeping. It seemed
ridiculous, even monstrous, that richer people made rules to deprive themselves
of the freedom of poorer ones. 


          


          It was a peasant's reflection that she had seen in the
shadowed glass as she slipped out of the room; the plain gown laced demurely
over one of her own chemises, her slender feet in low-heeled shoes and her
hair, already brushed to springing silkiness for the night, twisted into a
thick rope and pinned in a knot at the nape of her neck. Even if she were to be
seen, she reassured herself, she would not be recognized. The insignificant
figure in russet was no kin to the stately, tragic-eyed Senorita de Arrelanos —
it was a peasant girl going to meet her lover in a mingling of excitement,
apprehension and joy. 


          


          She paused, her fingertips feeling for the moulding on the
wall beside her. She had not dared to bring a light for fear of discovery, and
now the darkness loomed like a wall. She could only trust that there would be
light burning along the way — perhaps candles in the great rooms or lamps left
burning for the servants to do their work. She did not trust her sense of
direction in a place as vast as this. The wall was cold under her fingers, and
she felt the chill creeping up her arm. Her own breathing, every rustle and
whisper of her usurped clothing, sounded preternaturally loud, as  if the darkness pressed upon her, drawing
attention to her every movement, yet glancing down at her concealing dark grey
cloak, she realized that unless a light shone on her she could hardly be seen. 


          


          It was a comforting thought, and she clung to it as she
made her way to the staircase, fighting against a surge of fear. If she forgot
what the Condesa had told her, if she made a single false step, she might still
be wandering in the castillo's blind ways at dawn, long after Jaime had
despaired of her and gone; and she dared not think what de Castaneda might do
afterwards, in the name of virtuous correction. A choking feeling gripped her
by the throat, but she fought it down. It was folly to consider the chance of
ill luck, she told herself angrily, when every step brought her closer to
Jaime. She murmured his name to herself like a whispered talisman, then pressed
the back of her hand to her lips with a frightened little sound, closing her
eyes as though to sharpen her memory. 


          


          It was impossible, she thought, she could not forget —
Jaime was handsome and loving, her rescuer from a fate more unspeakable than
she had thought it. She must  have
his face in mind when she went to him. 


          


          The sound of her own panic-stricken heartbeats made her
lower her arm at last. A troop of soldiers could have come upon her in those
moments, she told herself scornfully; blinded and deafened so, she could have
been surrounded without knowing it. Drawing a deep breath she moved forward
again, on into the blackness, following the wall with outstretched hands. 


          


          Her eyes had become accustomed to the dark, but she ignored
the patterns of greyish light when she approached a window or an open doorway,
trusting to the evidence of her hands and her ears, like a blind woman. The
stairs seemed to wind into infinity as she descended, her feet feeling
cautiously for each step, her pulse thunderous in her ears. She began to shiver
as though she awaited a cataclysm. Then, in the act of transferring her weight
from one foot to the other, she froze, listening. Voices were coming from the
hall below her, distant but coming nearer, approaching the foot of the
staircase. 


          


          Juana held her breath, clinging to the balustrade with
savage fingers. There were five or six, in couples by the sound of them, and
they had evidently supped late and well. If the way to their chambers lay up
the stairs they could not help but pass her, and if one of them recognized her
she was lost. She waited tensely, her weight poised uneasily between the two
treads and her calf-muscles aching with strain. 


          


          'The little one is fair enough, you must concede that,'
someone said, and another man gave a low laugh. 


          


          Their shadows were visible now, stretched by the torchlight
to goblinlength, coming towards the staircase; three men, two women. In a
moment they would pass under the archway and begin to climb the stairs. 


          


          'Oh, I grant you, too fair for him, poor creature. No maid,
whatever her sins, deserves such a husband — but at least there will be many
willing to help her find consolation, later.' 


          


          There was a ripple of laughter, and Juana caught her
breath. The shadows were swinging aside; a moment later and the betraying patch
of light faded and followed the diminishing sounds. They were going. She could
hardly believe her good fortune, but they were going— their rooms must lie in
another part of the castillo. 


          


          She waited with bated breath until the darkness and silence
were complete again, and only then noticed the agony of cramp in her legs.
Stifling a wince, she went forward steadily, forcing her limbs to obey her;
then, as she reached the floor of the hall, the midnight bell sounded. 


          


          Desperately, recklessly, she began to run. Safety was less
important now than haste, and her breath burned her lungs as she went. If Jaime
did not wait, if he were gone before she came, then she was lost. Careless now
of the clatter of her hurrying footsteps, she ran through passage and court,
letting blind instinct show her the way. Outdoors a thin sickle of moon cast
enough light to see by, and it was with a sob of relief that she recognized the
huge images with their bronze weapons, set high on the walls of the patio. The
whole great space was empty, but her relief was so great that she could have
run uncaring through a crowd. 


          


          The north corner, she thought — which was the north? There
were three gateways and a door from the castillo itself— the one through which
she had just come — and all of them were invisible in shadow. She swallowed
air, gasping. The gateways ahead and to the left seemed to lead to coach-houses
and stables, but the one on the right — surely Jaime would meet her there,
where only a single door lay between them and the outside world. 


          


          All at once the shadows under the gateway were no longer
menacing, for she thought she saw a movement there, as if someone had stepped
deeper into the blackness. With a little cry of pure thankfulness, Juana ran
blindly down the steps and into the shadows of the archway, then stopped as
suddenly as if she had run into a blank wall. 


          


          The gateway was empty. 


          


          


          For long moments Juana could only stand, labouring for
breath, while a feeling of overpowering sickness gripped her. Sweat pricked her
temples and the nape of her neck under her heavy hair, and there was a sour,
nauseating taste in her mouth. If she had been bolder — or allowed herself more
time— or hurried past those gossiping courtiers instead of hiding on the
staircase like a coward — 


          


          Then she caught her breath. The gateway ran the depth of
the smooth-faced granite tower above it — a coach and horses could have stood
before the gate and been sheltered by the great curving arch — and in the shock
of disappointment she had missed what her eyes now saw, a narrow doorway cut
into the stonework just this side of the huge, barred gate. It did not look
deep enough to hide a man, but as she moved closer she saw a very faint
luminosity showing beneath the door. She reached out an investigating hand to
touch the bare wood, and the door swung open soundlessly beneath her fingers. 


          


          'Jaime?' It was a whisper; she dared not call. 'Jaime?' The
light seemed to come from the top of a flight of narrow steps that ran from
just inside the door to the rooms above the gateway, each tread a faint yellow
line that weakened until the spot where she stood was almost as dark as the
night behind her. She took a cautious step forward, listening, but there was no
sound. 


          


          Clutching her cloak about her she ventured a few steps
further and then stopped. Jaime would not risk discovery by entering the
gatehouse of leaving a light burning — he knew even less than she of the
castillo, and he would wait where there was no risk of someone coming upon him
and raising the alarm. Heart pounding, she turned to retrace her steps, too
fearful of being seen to palate her fresh disappointment fully. That would come
later, she knew, but first she must get out. 


          


          Ahead of her the door swung shut, stopping the way to the
night air. For a moment Juana could only stare numbly at the gap as it narrowed
and closed, refusing to turn to the figure who had waited behind the door and
now stood with one arm stretched across it in silent denial, watching her. When
she turned her head at last all she could see was the massive, broad-shouldered
outline, the white shirt chequered by her shadow against the dark wood, and the
unrevealing brilliance of green eyes in Tristán's shadowed face. 


          


          `Welcome to my abode, madam.' His voice was cool,
unflurried. 


          


          'You?' The word almost choked her. 'What are you doing
here?' 


          


          Ì told you, these are my quarters. You forbade me your
presence, so I brought you to mine. You made great haste here to change your
condition,' he added dryly, `but you need not. I would have tarried.' 


          


          His eyes flickered over her, assessing the slender shape
tense with repudiation, the dark eyes wide with speechless horror. The hood had
fallen from her head, and the swathes of raven hair looped in a knot at the
nape of her neck made her look like a terrified Madonna. 


          


          'I do not understand you, senor. I came here to meet a — a
friend, but it seems I am too late. Let me pass.' She spoke with instinctive
iciness, waiting for him to step out of her path. 


          


          Instead, he said deliberately, `My friend Pedrino was happy
to be my messenger, though he knew nothing of what was intended when I gave it
him. You have not come too late.' 


          


          'You . . . sent the letter?' 


          


          He bowed his head very slightly. 


          


          'Then, Jaime —' She broke off, shaking her head helplessly.



          


          Nothing but her imagination had linked the message with
Jaime de Nueva, and now she had to face the consequences of her own
foolhardiness, to escape this trap, if trap it was. She stared back at the
mercenary, letting her hatred show in her expression. 


          


          He was taller than she even though she stood several steps
above him, and his presence was more overwhelming than ever in this narrow
space. He was standing motionless, his breathing soundless like a cat's, while
her own breath seemed to rasp and tear through her body. 


          


          'What do you want of me — why bring me here?' 'Can you not
guess?' 


          


          Involuntarily, she retreated a step higher. Now her eyes
were almost level with his, and she saw a disquieting flicker in their depths
like a swift lick of flame. 


          


          'Whatever the cause, you waste your wit, senor. I shall not
stay here, and I would not have come if I had known who wrote that letter—' She
broke off as he moved, taking an unhurried pace towards her. Ìf you do not keep
your distance I shall call for help. The other servants —' 


          


          'The other servants  are all abed by this time or else carousing to
Bartolomé‘s future happiness. Besides, they know that your safety is in my
charge 


          — Eugenio has made me solely answerable if anything
affrights you tonight.' 


          


          'My aunt —' Juana backed another step. 


          


          'I doubt she would hear if you called her.' 


          


          She glanced round her briefly, fighting panic. The walls on
either hand were unyielding stone, so close that they barely cleared the
breadth of his shoulders, barring escape on either side, and the mercenary's
tall shape blocked the way ahead of her. With a gasp she turned and ran up the
stairs towards the light, her only thought that she must get farther from him.
A torch burned on the bare landing at the head of the steps; beyond she could
see a long, narrow room, as bare and austere as a monk's cell, in darkness but
for the faint moonlight through the high, slitted windows. For a  fatal few seconds she hesitated, fascinated,
and as she glanced back she saw Felipe Tristán standing only a few paces from
her. 


          


          As he reached her the flaring light of the torch touched
his scarred cheek for an instant, accentuating the harshness of his face, the
stern planes disfigured by the puckered seam that ploughed through the flesh of
his cheek. Juana gave a smothered sound of revulsion; and he heard it, for
something stirred again in the cat-green eyes. 


          


          She shrank back instinctively, pressing back against the
unyielding wall. He was so close that she could see the glint of gold and
copper on the deep chest beneath his unfastened shirt, and she wrenched her
eyes away, staring at anything 


          — anything —  rather than the powerful shape that threatened
to blot out her vision. The wall's hardness was bruising against her back as
his fingers clamped, with almost gentle ruthlessness, on the nape of her neck. 


          


          'Look at me.' His voice was level, inexorable. 'I said look
at me.' 


          


          It was the odd, insistent iteration as much as the pressure
of his thumb under her jaw that made her lift startled eyes to his, and she
heard him say scathingly, 'Would you be so dull in understanding if I were a
man and not merely a servant?' 


          


          She had time for only one sharp cry before his arms
imprisoned her and his mouth found hers. In the first instant of his kiss disgust
almost choked her; through the russet gown she could feel the length of his
body hard and merciless against hers, and she fought like a frantic tigress to
be free of the sensation. But his strength held her powerless, and she felt him
thrusting his fingers through the hair that he had loosened, winding it round
his fist to keep her face raised for his kiss. The ridged scar was like a brand
across her parted lips, and then he lifted his head, scanning her face for a
long moment. 


          


          'No.' She whispered the word, not knowing what she
gainsaid, only denying the demand in his face. `No, you must not.' 


          


          'Poor frightened virgin.' His tone was caustic. 'What is it
that revolts you? 


          Is it this?' 


          


          His free hand caught hers, pressing her fingers hard against
his blemished cheek. Beneath her fingertips was the faint roughness of shaven
skin, then the harder smoothness of his scar. She had thought it would be cold,
like a snake's skin, but it was warm, a pitiless indentation in the ravaged
flesh that was the width of one of her slight fingers. She gave a cry of
protest as his hand impelled hers, tracing the brutal disfigurement to his
mouth, and his lips brushed her palm in a mocking caress. Then she thought he
said, 'Or this?' and her hand was drawn in his down over his body, chest and
ribs, diaphragm tautening into ridges of steel, and then to a growing,
unimaginable strength that made her exclaim in sheer surprise before panic took
her. 


          She was thrashing, throwing the whole of her weight against
the barrier of his arms, and of its own volition her free hand crooked to claw
at his eyes. His hand wrenched her head back and he bent to take her mouth
again, plundering it with a deliberation more devastating than any heat could
have been. She did not notice that her cloak-strings were untied and the cloak
fallen at her feet, did not know that he was deftly unlacing the russet gown
until she felt his hand exploring the softness of her bare breast. 


          


          For a long moment derisive green eyes met hate-filled dark
ones, and then Juana's lashes flickered and fell. She was shivering
uncontrollably as he held her fast by her long black hair, his free hand moving
expertly over her breasts until her body's message had drowned the revulsion in
her brain, and the protest that she gave as he lifted her up in his arms had no
coherent words. He carried her through the doorway into the darkened room
beyond, and as he kicked the door closed and the shadows fell about them, he
said in a voice that stung, 'You may find me fairer in the dark.' 


          


          The realization of where she was jarred Juana back to her
senses. She had forgotten her attempt to escape the castillo, Jaime, de
Castaneda, even Bartolomé, in the tumult roused by Tristin's touch. She loathed
him, but his caress had ignited a response that shocked her, and she knew that
he knew it. As he set her down she screamed, the sound bouncing jaggedly off
the bare stone walls, and in the same moment Tristin struck her, open-handed,
across the face. 


          


          The motion was economical, almost negligent, but she
staggered and almost fell.  Her
scream died abruptly, and she bowed forward, nursing her throbbing cheek. 'You
— you dare—' 


          


          She could not see his expression as he looked down at her,
but one of the silver spears of light fell across his hands as he began calmly
unknotting the strings of his shirt-cuff. 'Let us deal gently, and I need not
hurt you.' 


          


          'I hate you.' 


          


          The childish riposte was low and shaking, and for a
fraction of a second Tristin's fingers paused in their work. Then he said as
evenly as ever, 'Well, it makes no matter,' and continued with his task without
looking up. 


          


          Juana wanted to hide her eyes, but somehow her gaze clung,
fascinated: the servant's livery had sheathed the tawny pelt of a lion. The
moonlight trickled over his shape like droplets of water to darken the copper
hair to purple, gleaming on the smooth turn of a shoulder, on the muscle of a
moving arm, on a jutting, narrow hip and down the long, sinewy length of leg.
When he turned to her his voice was a command. 


          


          'Juana.' 


          


          'No.' She shook her head feverishly. 'No, no, no. . . .`
She sounded as idiotic as the Duque himself, she thought incoherently. 


          


          Tristán's hands gripped her and pulled her to her feet, and
she felt him drag the russet gown from her shoulders, stripping her with as
little compunction as if she had been a doll. When she tried to cover her
nakedness he held her hands, moving so close that she felt the hard heat of his
bare skin against hers as if he shielded her modesty with his own body. A
shudder took her as she felt his hands insistent on her hips, and she looked up
to meet his penetrating green gaze. 


          


          'There will be time enough to see you,' his voice mocked
her, 'but for now I am content to touch, and hear, and taste —' 


          


          She jerked her head aside to avoid his mouth as he bent,
but he was curving her back over his arm, urging her down towards the bed with
long hypnotic caresses until she lay on her back on the outspread coverlet of
her hair, and his hands were on either side of her face, imprisoning it for his
kiss. 


          


          She moaned and tried to thrust him away as she felt him
above her, but it was like pushing sun-warmed rock. She had no strength left;
there was nothing but this monstrous weight upon her, cracking her ribs, hair
chafing her bare breasts as she struggled to be free of him. He was trying to
crush her to death, she thought dazedly. If she did not get free, he would kill
her. . . . 


          


          She was too inexperienced to demur as he drew her thighs
apart, and it was only at the first exploratory touch that a small,
indescribable sound tore itself from her throat. It was this, she thought, this
insolent authority usurping her treacherous body, that she had hated and feared
from the moment she had set eyes on Felipe Tristán. 


          


          Now there was hardness against her, forcing a yielding that
made her gasp and cry; then within her, painful and inexorable. She moved
futilely, like a shot bird, and then was tremblingly, pantingly still. 


          


          'Please—' her voice was ragged and breathless with panic —
'please, I cannot. I cannot!' 


          


          She opened tear-wet eyes to find him watching her levelly,
as if his mind and emotions had no part in his merciless ravaging of her body.
Then he said in a voice she barely recognized, 'Can you not?' and moved. 


          


          Her body convulsed, doubling to meet the pain as if she had
taken a lancethrust. She had no knowledge that the instinctive movement jerked
her into a lover's embrace with the  man she hated, only that the arms that held
her were safe and strong, and rocked her as though to soothe away the pain. 


          


          But the rocking was not soothing at all. It was fire and ice
 and raging torrents rushing through
her, and she clung gasping to his broad shoulders as if she feared to lose her
hold. 


          


          It was an endless time later that she became aware of where
she was. Her face was buried in Tristán's shoulder and the salt taste of his
skin was on her lips; her arms were locked across his back and he was tracing
her curves with a' detached possessiveness that made her shiver. It was only as
she stirred that she realized the rest, and suddenly she was straining against
his hold, every muscle taut with rejection. 


          


          He held her without effort, letting her exhaust herself,
then said, 'You have only to save my oath if you wish to be gone. I have sworn
not to loose you until you give consent to marry Bartolomé - will you refuse it
now?' 


          


          The silence ached, and tears spilled unknowingly down
Juana's cheeks. 'Did His Grace have too much honour to stoop to rape?' she
demanded, and her voice cracked before Tristán's lips came down on hers in a
brief, shattering kiss. 


          


          'You insult my skill,' he retorted and rolled away from
her. 


          


          A strange sense of loss assailed her suddenly, and to hide
it she snatched at the bedcovers, drawing them round her while he shrugged
himself into his clothes again with the rapid efficiency of a man who has
finished a task and hurries to be done with the last of it. She had been duped,
she realized; he had taken her cold-bloodedly and without any emotion, even
that of lust, as the strategy in another man's battle which he had been hired
to win. And he had won it. She had no choice now but to marry the drooling
idiot they called a Duque, for no other man would take her after such a dishonour.



          


          'You are right.' Her eyes were bleak as she stared into the
darkness. Now I dare not cavil at any husband.' 


          


          He had bent to pick up his discarded shirt, and for a
moment she thought he had not heard her. Then he straightened and turned to her
without a trace of expression on his carved mask of a face, only his eyes
glittering like pale emeralds. 'I have earned my fee, then' was all he said.
'Come, dress yourself, and I shall have the privilege of escorting Your Grace
to your own bed.' 


          


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 5 


          


          


          


          


          Juana woke slowly, unable to understand her unwonted
lethargy or why her limbs should feel so heavy, her mind slack and full of the
mists of sleep. She could hear Michaela‘s voice calling her, and someone was
shaking her shoulder, but it was too much trouble to open her eyes. 


          


          


          ‗Senorita – senorita, are you ill?‘ 


          


          


          As Juana stirred to shake off the disturbing hand a burning
inward pain jerked her back to full remembrance, and all at once she knew the
reason for this difference in her body, this drugging, sensuous awareness. She
knew, too, why she had been so reluctant to wake to that knowledge, and her
mind cringed from what she could recall of the previous night. Instinctively
she put up a hand to rub her eyes in a gesture that hid her face from
Michaela‘s scrutiny. 


          


          


          ‗No, I am well enough,‘ she answered, and the words
sounded ironic in her own ears. ‗What is it? Is anything wrong?‘ 


          


          


         ‗It is the letter, senorita, the one you wrote
yesterday to Senor Miguel. It has gone.‘ 


          


          


          Juana stiffened abruptly and caught back a gasp as the
movement hurt her. 


          ‗But it cannot-‗She broke off, her slender
fingers tensing on the sheet. She thought back to her return last night, just
before dawn broke. Tristán had guided her, swaying and dazed, through ways she
did not know; at the last he had picked her up and carried her, and she had
been too spent to resist; with her head lolling against his broad shoulder she
had lain unresisting in his effortless hold while he bore her back into her own
chamber and lay her down on the bed without a word. As he had crossed the room
again she had heard him say sardonically, ‗I will make you a gift of my
sheets for your wedding night,‘ and then ther had been the suond of bolts
sliding softly back, and the door had closed quietly behind him 


          


          


          But before that - her mind groped - before her had spoken
to her, there had been another sound. She could recall it now: a faint,
repeated ripping that might have been the sound of a sealed paper being torn
across and across. She must have left it lying on the desk while she debated
how to send it unimpeded, and he had made sure that it would never be sent. A
bitter smile touched her swollen lips. 


          


          


          ‗It is no matter now, Michaela – I have changed my
mind. I was awake half last night, and I have decided that I cannot disappoint
my father after all – I shall wed the Duque.‘ She braced herself, expecting a
torrent of questions, and was surprised to see the sudden brightening of
Michaela‘s anxious face. 


          


          


          ‗Truly, senorita? I think you do wisely! I have said
all along that you will never find nobler husband, or one with a finer house or
greater lands. You will see, you will soon forget to think of Senor Jaime.‘ 


          


          


          As she had in Felipe Tristán‘s bed, Juana thought with
savage self-disgust. Aloud, she said, ‗I do not wish to speak of Senor
Jaime,‘ but the look in her eyes belied the indifferent tone. 


          


          


          Michaela gave her a swift, sly look. ‗As you please,
senorita – yet I wonder what has happened that has altered your mind of such a
sudden.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You are impertinent!‘ 


          


          


          Juana‘s voice was sharp, but there was a trapped look about
her that had dispelled her first languor and excited Michaela‘s curiosity at
once. She had seen an ugly patch of bruising encircling her mistress‘s wrist as
she raised her hand to her, and there were other signs, too. It looked as
though the Duque had taken the soonest and surest was to make certain of his
unwilling bride, she thought; and it was a relief, in a way, that Juana‘s
desire to go back to the quiet of Zuccaro would no longer be in conflict with
her own, which was to stay amid the excitements of Valenzuela. 


          


          


          As she about to speak again, Juana said, ‗No matter
for me - what of you last night? Did the red gown do good service? 


          


          


          Michaela met the rather feverish stare of her mistress‘s
dark eyes and then pouted, her fleeting compassion lost in a sense of
grievance. ‗No, senorita. He was not there!‘ Her wrongs flooded back to
her, and her voice warmed into indignation. ‗There was any number that I
could have had in his stead – fat-brained churls, most of them – but I waited
until after midnight in the servants‘ 


          solar and he never came! In the end I asked what had become
of him and they laughed at me – said that he hardly ever consorts with them in
general, that it was a rare chance that I had seen him among them. He has the
favor of Senor de Castaneda himself, they told me, and he lives more like a
courtier than servingman.‘ 


          


          


          A sudden hideous suspicion darted into Juana‘s mind. ‗Who
is this – this love of yours, Michaela?‘ Her voice was not quite steady. ‗Tell
me his name.‘ She waited, and it came. 


          


          


          ‗The pellirojo, Senor Felipe.‘ 


          


          


          A knock on the door broke the ensuing silence, and as
Michaela turned away to answer it Juana crossed her arms over her breast as
though she felt suddenly chilled. Even though she had half-expected it, the
name struck at her like a probe dug heedlessly in to raw flesh, and she was
still aching with the shock of it when Michaela came back, her brown eyes wide.



          


          


          The Condesa de Araciel is here, with Dona Maria Lucientes
and half a dozen more! They say they have been requested by Senor de Castaneda
to attend on you, as befits your new position.‘ 


          


          


          For a moment Juana flinched. It was almost as if de
Castaneda knew, she thought; but this could only be one more example of his
refusal to accept any denial of hers. It would betray her if she were accept
this honor too suddenly – he, too, might ask what had changed her mind, and she
would rather die than tell him. 


          


          


          Stiffly, she said, ‗I need no other attendants while
I have Tia. Tell them so.‘ 


          


          


          Michaela obeyed with an impudent tilt to her head which
showed that she would relish giving such proud would such an answer, but a
moment later she was back again. 


          


          


          ‗They say that your aunt has been sent back to
Zuccaro for encouraging you to refuse the Duque‘s hand, contrary to your
father‘s will. They say they have been chosen as fitter companions for your
greatness.‘ 


          


          


          ‗For encouraging me?‘ White to the lips, Juana sprang
out of bed, hardly noticing the pain of the sharp movement. ‗I do not
believe it – call Tia, call her! 


          And send those women away.‘ There was a haunted look in her
eyes for an instant. ‗If it proves true, I shall require to see Senor de
Castaneda – hurry, and learn where he is.‘ 


          


          


          


          Eugenio de Castaneda had woken early that morning and was
hurrying from his perfunctory attendance at morning Mass when he came upon
Juana in the long gallery. She looked very small and insubstantial against its
sky-soaring domes and vaulted ceiling; her reflection in the gleaming floor
looked as solid as she did in her whispering smoke-grey gown. Then as he drew
closer he saw the pallor of her pointed face, the hugely dilated eyes and
crimsoned mouth, and his own eyes narrowed in sharpening attention. 


          


          


          ‗How now, Senorita Juana, you are on foot early! Did
you ride the nightmare last night?‘ 


          


          


          She winced but paid no heed to the question, only saying, ‗I
came to seek you, senor.‘ 


          


          


          ‗To seek me? And what is important that you wander
the Castillo unattended?‘ 


          


          


          ‗It seems I must, since I learn that my aunt was sent
back to Zuccaro last night – dismissed, I am told, without my leave or
knowledge, or even the opportunity to bid her farewell. I came to you to find
out why.‘ 


          


          


          De Castaneda gave a little concerned cluck. ‗My dear
senorita, you are fevered – you have had a sleepless night, and you take things
will without cause. You cannot begin to understand-


          


          ‗I understand enough to know that my aunt has been
sent away without cause. What explanation have you, senor?‘ 


          


          


          ‗You concern yourself too far with matters beyond
your compass.‘ De Castaneda‘s gaze had hardened, though his lips still smiled
ingratiatingly. ‗Your aunt was an influence that I do not desire to see
about you, and I have written to tell your father as much. She would have
fostered undutiful thoughts in you if she had stayed; she might even have sent
lies to your father that would do nothing but cause him needless distress.
Until you are married-‘ he was watching her, waiting for her to protest, and
when she did not he continued smoothly – ‗the ladies I have designated
will bear you company, and my wife will act as your duena. Your aunt‘s presence
is no longer needful. 


          


          


          ‗And you learned in time that she cared what becomes
of me, did you not? 


          That she would rather have me happy than married to your
noble nephew?‘ The furious demand seemed to burst from Juana in spite of
herself. ‗I was not helpless enough before to satisfy you, but now I
shall serve your turn, now that I have no one to help me. But you might have
saved your labor,‘ she added with a sudden flash of scorn. ‗I shall
scarcely tell her how I was brought to change my mind and give consent. I could
not bring my tongue to it.‘ 


          


          


          For a moment de Castaneda stared at her in silence, and
then his eyes widened and he began to laugh. His thickset body was shaking as
he gasped, 


          ‗Have you so changed it? But it was no such matter, I
promise you! I sent her away because of what she had written to your father.
Never trust to the strength of wax, senorita; the dullest knife is stronger.‘
He sobered a little, still chuckling under his breath. ‗She wrote him
some tale of deceit and concealment-even of forcing a maid into marriage, yet I
could swear on the Cross that I am doing no such thing.‘ His fingertips brushed
the faint bruises on her cheek, his thumb resting briefly on her lower lip. ‗Am
I, Senorita Juana?‘ 


          


          


          She shook her head in a slight, hunted motion that might
have been denial or an evasion of the caress, and he chuckled knowingly. 


          


          


          And, of course, a lady who waves such fables is no fit
companion for the next Duquesa de Valenzuela! Soon you will be too proud to
remember you knew such lowly people….when you are Bartolomé‘s wife, mm?‘ 


          


          


          ‗How long?‘ 


          


          


          The question came rigidly, and de Castaneda noticed
approvingly that she had not risen to his taunt; all the childish temper seemed
to have been burned out of her this morning. A pity he could not have trusted
himself, he thought fleetingly. But when a man had had two wives and a string
of mistresses, with only some still-births and a couple of bastard daughters to
show for it…. 


          


          


          But Felipe would sire sons, he thought relishingly, if the
girl were wrong enough to bear them-brawling, red-headed brats to set in place
of that cretin, his nephew, without fear of sickliness in mind or body. And
yet-after she had borne a male child or two-why not? She could be shamed into
yielding if he threatened to denounce her for adultery with Tristán, especially
if Tristán were no longer alive. Once she had been broached, numbers made no
odds. 


          


          


          The thought pleased him so much that he pinched her cheek,
enjoying her recoil from the familiarity. ‗Until your wedding? Less than
a sennight now – six days, in fact. I did not pay too much heed to your late
urging: I knew that slowness of yours was nothing but a bride‘s fears. They are
past now, mmm, and your are eager for your joys? I can have the day set forward
if you are in haste now.‘ 


          


          


          Juana‘s head lifted proudly, and she answered with a
flicker of her old defiance, ‗I thank you, senor, but it would not be
fitting to hurry too fast to so great an honour. I had rather be well prepared.
Good day.‘ 


          


          


          She curtsied regally, and as she rose de Castaneda‘s
gleeful grin had widened until it overspread his whole face. He was rubbing his
hands as he watched her go, and then he turned abruptly and hurried in the
opposite direction. 


          


          My uncle says wait six days. The Duque de Valenzuela was scowling
as kicked moodily at the fragile leg of an inlaid table. Why wait, Felipe? I
want her now.‘ 


          


          


          ‗She must have new gowns for the marriage feast-she
is from the country, remember.‘ Tristán's emerald gaze rested on his charge
with a sort of unemotional distaste. ‗Your uncle promised to provide her
with bride -clothes - and he is right, there is no need for haste.‘ 


          


          


          The Duque had not heard him. His bony hands were rubbing at
his velvet breeches, his eyes narrowing to ecstatic slits. ‗Pretty....soft
and dark and 


          small...she will not care for anything once I have lain
with her. Shy wenches love it best, my uncle says; perhaps she is impatient,
too...‘ 


          


          


          ‗No, Your Grace. I told you, she is green in
love-matters. I could tell so much at once,‘ Tristán interrupted, the twist of
his mouth somehow derisive. ‗She has not learned yet what it is to want a
man, so you must be patient on your wedding night. She will fear you
otherwise.‘ 


          


          


         He was staring out of the barred window at the crowding hills
beyond, but before his eyes was a picture of Juana's bowed head and clinging
arms as she had lain against him last night, helpless and suppliant. He had
expected the familiar revulsion of satiety at the peak of possession, the
knowledge that here was yet another proud Spanish jennet on heat, beneath her
haughty airs and graces, for any stallion who would cover her. But, 


          hearing the desperate note in her sobbing, 


          he had felt a compunction that take her so urgently, so
ungently. 


          


          


          


          A virgin, too, he recalled wryly, and his impassive face
hardened almost indefinably. Well, it had done Eugenio's business swifter and
more brutally than he had meant, but once the girl was wedded to Bartolomé,
safely chained to the Castillo, there would be all the time in the world to
bring her to heel; to stole her pride and make her beg like the others. 


          


          


          Bartolomé was plucking at his sleeve, and he turned to look
down into the repellent face that he knew so well. 


          


          


          ‗ F-Fear me? The pendulous lower lip was quivering
petulantly. But I shall please her, shall I not?‘ 


          


          


          ‗In time. But now she is coy and tears the slightest
touch-like the dove you caught, remember?‘ 


          


          


          ‗It should not have frightened me! It beat its wings
so-I w-would have been gentle, but-‘ 


          


          


          ‗I know you did not mean to kill it, but you must
remember how easily it broke in your hands when you are dealing with your
wife.‘ Tristán turned away from the window, his hooded green eyes suddenly
compelling on the wavering blue ones. ‗She is ignorant, like the bird,
and too fearful to know that you mean her no harm. You do not mean her harm, do
you?‘ 


          


          


          The words were lightly but insistently said, and the
Duque's gaze shifted. 


          


          


          ‗No, only s-stir her - make her love me. And she must
smile at me when we are married. I shall command her to.‘ He finished sullenly.



          


          


          ‗It may be worth the trouble to win her smiles.‘
Tristán's tone was reflective, as though he spoke to himself, and as he moved a
shaft of sunlight lit his brilliant hair to the blaze that contrasted so
startlingly with his austere, unrevealing face. Bartolomé stared. 


          


          


          ‗W-win--?‘ 


          


          


          ‗By gifts and courtesies, all you can devise. It
would be worth a little labour to have her a willing wife.‘ 


          


          


          It was folly to offer the fool such counsel, Tristán was
thinking, but something drove him to utter the words. 


          


          


          The Duque jabbed clumsily at the table-leg once more,
evading his eyes. 


          ‗But she must lie down to me whether she is willing
or not. After the wedding I shall do as I list, and she can - cannot say no.‘ 


          


          


          Tristán shrugged indifferently. ‗If you have a mind
to force her, so. But why not woo her? It would be sweet to have such a proud
one beseeching you to come to her.‘ 


          


          


          There was a pause as Bartolomé pondered, and then a slow
leer spread over his face. ‗B-beg me - yes! She will be mad for me-she
will...?‘ 


          


          


          Tristán continued to watch his charge with every sign of
attention, but he was not listening to she stream of filthy speculation that
spewed half-inarticulately from th Duque's lips. He was wondering for the
thousandth time whether this crude animality was the cause of the Duque de Valenzuela‘s
feeble-mindedness or a consequence of it. For hours or days at a time, the
creature would be timid, even childish, pathetic in his ugliness and ignorance;
then, for no reason that Tristán had ever discovered – though wise men
attributed it to Fate, astrologers to the positions of the planets, or clerics
to the malice of witches – the Duque‘s mood would alter, become feverish and
excited, with twitching fingers and restless eyes. Then he would be clamorous
and sometimes violent, and now and again he slipped away from his guardians to
hide in the network of hidden passages that fretted the Castillo. Once, Tristán
remembered, he had not been caught for two hideous days. At such times a sort
of mindless, gloating lechery always came to the surface, dominating his every
waking thought until it was somehow appeased. And as Bartolomé grew older, it
was growing harder and harder to appease him. 


          


          


          


          ‗You must win her first.‘ Tristán spoke curtly,
cutting short the flow as few would have dared to do, his gaze resting
dispassionately on the flushed, working features. ‗It may take some care,
but the fruits will be worth a few pains.‘ 


          


          


          


          For a moment hot anger sparked in the blue eyes at the
interruption, then Bartolomé‘s brows knitted in perplexity. ‗H-how,
Felipe? Tell-‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗Most maids are too giddy to know their own minds – ‗Tristán‘s
tone was dry now, and unemotional – ‗and are soon persuaded to give their
affection to any man who has the trick of it. You must bombard this one with
love-letters, tokens, trinkets; write her verses, send her flowers, tell her
that everything you do and say is done for her sake, as any lover would do. She
may even believe it.‘ 


          


          


          


          Tristán‘s expression was absent for a moment, and then his
face tightened as though he had caught himself up on an unwelcome memory. 


          


          


          Bartolomé, however, had barely comprehended the words, let
alone any subtle meaning. T-trinkets? His mind had fastened on what puzzled him
most. 


          


          


          ‘I shall tell you what you must send.‘ And make you pas,
the contemptuous flash in Tristán‘s face finished for him. A curious excitement
gripped him: it would be subtle satisfaction to see Juana de Arrelanos decked
out in gifts of his choosing. 


          


          ‗Letter?‘ Bartolomé still frowned. ‗Why should
I write letters when she is hhere, in the house?‘ 


          


          ‗It is the custom for lovers. You must write that
although you cannot yet be with her every minute of the day and night, your
thoughts are with her perpetually 


          – your thirst for the sight of her is only eased by pouring
out your heart on paper. 


          ‗His toneless voice seemed to mock the passionate
words as they were spoken. 


          ‗There are hundreds of such devices that will work
upon her, and she will be flattered – she cannot choose.‘ 


          


          ‗You m-may write them.‘ Bartolomé‘s lordly gesture
was an unconscious parody of de Castaneda‘s over-confident command. ‗I do
not trouble myself with su-such matters.‘ 


          


          Tristán bowed in silence. Both men knew that the younger
one could barely scrawled a legible signature, let alone compose a letter.
Tristán was thinking that it would be simple enough to copy out the old letters
that he had kept for so long; they had served well as a reminder of the darkest
time of his life, and now they could be turned to profit. His scared mouth
curved faintly. It seemed appropriate that the words he had written in
passionate sincerity to the woman he had once loved should be sent in another‘s
name, and in crude policy, to win Juana de Arrelanos to look on this disgusting
creature with favour. What would she say, he wondered with grim amusement, if
she knew that once those letters had been thrown in his face with as much
contempt as she had thrown her gloves at his feet? 


          


          


          Footsteps clattered through the doorway behind him, but
Tristán did not need to turn to know who had entered; Bartolomé's quick look of
craven apprehension was enough. 


          


          


          He rose unhurriedly from his seat on the edge of the
maltreated table and turned, inclining his head with the exaggerated deference that
reminded Eugenio de Castaneda of how far must look up into his servant's face 


          


          ‘Felipe!‘ It was a jubilant crow, and de Castaneda gripped
Tristán by the arms and shook him, ignoring his nephew‘s presence. ‗I
have just seen the girl, and he consents-I swear for a moment I thought you
must have used witchcraft! 


         ‗He gave his loud, chortling laugh. ‗So simple,
mmn? And the best is, she dare not tell! She told me plainly she would not
speak of it! You must have had rare sport in the doing – come, tell me how it
was. ‗ 


          


          


          ‗Senor.‘ Tristán‘s eyes flickered to Bartolomé in
unspoken warning. 


          


          


          De Castaneda glanced over his shoulder at his nephew, then
snorted. ‗Oh, as to that-no matter.‘ Another triumphant, two-handed
shake. ‗Come to me later and tell me all, if you think he will take
exception to it. I shall devise a fit payment for you, never fear! ‗ 


          


          


          Tristán stood still, his gaze resting on the crown of de
Castaneda‘s head with a studied patience that held the barest suggestion of
insult. He replied evenly, 


          ‗It was simple enough when it confirmed her won
design, senor. There was some farrago of a lost love, but she would not have
come here if she had not been resolved to swallow any carrion that came in
served upon gold.‘ 


          


          


          Briefly, two pairs of eyes studied the impatiently-shifting
figure of the Duque. 


          


          


          De Castaneda gave a little grunt of disgust, the shook his
head. ‗No, you are out there, did I not tell you? She fancied herself in
love with the son of one of her neighbours in Naverre-wrought him to run away
with her, too, before I could have her brought here, but someone discovered the
plot to her father. He did nothing, only intercepted the letter that told him
where to meet her, and now she believes that her love – ‗ his tongue derided
the word – ‗is faithless, and hopes no more of him. Easy, mmn? I fetched
her here the next day.‘ 


          


          


          A muscle flicked in Tristán's hollowed cheek, but de
Castaneda did not see it. Tristán said, as though he chose his words with
infinite care, I though the hope of a title had won her to it. 


          


          


          ‗Such a fireband as she? No, no, no ! I doubt she
would accept the King himself without coercion, if he did not accord with her
fancy. You have done better than you knew, Felipe, mmn?‘ 


          


          


          He tapped Tristán‘s chest as he might have patted a stud
stallion and bustled off, all but smacking his lips. Tristán watched him go
without a change of expression, but as the door slammed he tugged smooth his
crumpled sleeve with a quick, impatient jerk. 


          


          


          


          Juana had take to spending long hours in the great chapel
in a quest for solitude. The haughty Condesa, whose companionship she had
perforce accepted, was adamant that her piety was far in excess of even the
castillo‘s rigid routine, but Juana persisted; Dona Luisa ‗s suggestion
that she should use the tiny private chapel that led off her bedchamber she
simply ignored. There was something about the little room that disturbed her,
and she felt more at ease in the great one, for all its populousness. She was
praying not for acceptance, as her confessor urged her, but for escape; for
some means to avoid a second invasion that so far had not come. 


          


          Her indifference now was a brittle shell that threatened to
crack whenever Felipe Tristán came near her. She endured her daily audience
with the Duque without flinching, but in the mercenary‘s presence she was
conscious of real fear; and for some reason that she did not want to think of,
he seemed to be framing ways to come near her by day, even though he left her
alone at night. On each occasion she found her sharp tongue running away with
her, and she often chided him from her presence with open insults that she
would not have heaped on a felon or a murderer, only because she was afraid. 


          


          Now she went quickly into one of the side-chapels and
knelt, her fingers moving reverently along her rosary while she stared into the
glowing flames of the candles that burned before the stone icon. Her delicately
boned face grew unconsciously calmer as she concentrated on the familiar ritual,
and the flames shone with a steady reflection in her great dark eyes. 


          


          


          When a movement nearby caught her attention she was
momentarily irritated by the interruption of her devotions and then she caught
her breath: something in her mind said, He said he did not go to church,
and in that moment she realized that she had been seeking sanctuary from his
presence by haunting this place. 


          


          


          Felipe Tristán was kneeling by her, so close that he might
have reached out and touched her. The upward play of light over the weird bones
and hollows of his face gave him an almost Mephistophelean look and lent his
eyes the green luminosity of a cat‘s. Juana‘s fingers tightened on the rosary
as if for protection, and then with a supreme effort she bent her head and
continued to pray. 


          


          


          Even with her eyes lowered she was conscious of his
physical presence, an inward knowledge that disturbed her profoundly, and
against her will she began to hurry, murmuring her prayers with desperate speed
so that she could rise and leave him alone. But when she rose to her feet he
did the same and walked with her out of the chapel, down the main aisle and
along the cloister, curbing his long stride to accommodate her shorter pace
with the assumption of flawless, unemotional courtesy that she loathed. The
cloister was chequered with sun and shadow, and a warm breeze blew down it. 


          


          


          ‗Your Grace‘s piety becomes you,‘ he said quietly,
mockingly, and she almost stumbled. 


          


          


          That taunt was growing familiar, but it still brought her
angry eyes to meet his. His sardonic face was still; there was nothing but a
faint glitter in the slanting eyes to show that he was deriding her. 


          


          


          In sudden desperation she snapped. ‗Why do you follow
me?‘ and he held out a sealed packet towards her. 


          


          ‗There was one sleepless last night thinking of you,
and I have these remembrances to greet you woke.‘ 


          


          


          There was a wry look round his mouth that she did not
understand. It cost me some little labour to find you-you are up before your
servants.‘ 


          


          


          ‗The Duque‘s servant. I have none here but Michaela.‘



          


          ‗You are unkind; I esteem myself your, madam.‘ He
sketched a bow as extravagant as any courtier‘s, the set of his face satiric as
colour flooded her cheeks, but as she would have turned from him his hand
detained her. 


          


          ‗You have forgotten your gift.‘ 


          


          ‗Another?‘ 


          


          She forced scorn into her voice, ignoring the threat in the
uninflected words, and evaded his hand with a swift movement. Then she was
hurrying away from him, faster and faster, through the bands of sun and shadow
towards the safety of the castillo and company of others. 


          


          Tristán was level with her in four strides, one long arm
barring her way as he rested his broad shoulders against one of the granite
columns and stood there, stopping her path. ‗Take it‘ was all he said. 


          


          


          Something stronger than her will made Juana obey. Her hands
had accepted the packet and broken the seal before she was aware of what they
did, and then she stared down at its contents: a sheet of paper, closely
written in a scholarly script, wrapped round something soft that sparked. 


          


          


          ‗Your master employs a fine scrivener, ‗she
murmured slightingly, and felt a stab of annoyance as the red head bowed sober
acceptance of the compliment. A tiny choking sound broke from her as she saw
what the paper contained. ‗You-‘ 


          


          


          ‗They are for you to wear on your marriage day.‘
Tristán said tonelessly. ‗I was able to supply the size of your hands‘ 


          


          


          Her lips tightened in impotent rage. The gloves were
exquisite, like everything else that had come from the Duque – softest pearl –
coloured leather, pointed and tasselled with silver thread, the gauntlets
worked in an intricate design of coral and silver studded with tiny pearls. But
she recognized the gibe behind the gift, and it had no origin in Bartolomé's
slow brain. 


          


          


          ‗They do not match the gown I mean to wear.‘ She said
stifledly. ‗Tell the Duque, and take them back.‘ 


          


          


          ‗No, for he means o supply the gown, too, I have
heard; something finer than russet. Wait-‘ there was a compelling note in his
voice even though he did not raise it – ‗and you will find that
everything will be as you would have it on your wedding day.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Will you be gone, then?‘ 


          


          


          The curving browns lifted slightly, and the green eyes
glinted before he answered smoothly, affecting to misunderstand her, ‗Not
until you have read the letter in your hand. I hear that you have cast away the
others unread, and I abhor the waste of labour; my duty bids me stay by you
while you read it.‘ 


          


          


          She stared at him with open hatred for a moment, then shook
out the paper with an angry snap. She had had no choice but to accept the
Duque‘s presents-chosen with a subtlety and care that proclaimed the identity
of their conceiver – a display of fabulous wealth that struck her, as Tristán
clearly meant it, as mocking payment for her usage at his hands and as a badge
of her acceptance. There had been a lace shawl as fine as gossamer, a
delicately painted fan, a breviary – once a clumsy deerhound puppy in a golden
collar, which had won from her a cry of unwilling delight. But the letter that
accompanied the offerings she had doggedly ignored, and now she realized that
Tristán meant to read the letter aloud if she refused to look at it. With
assumed indifference she lifted it and scanned the lines, but after a moment
she looked up with an expression of sheer disbelief. 


          


          


          ‗Who wrote this?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I, madam.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I mean, whose invention was it? Who chose these
words?‘ 


          


          


          ‗A fool with more blood than brain.‘ His expression
was unrevealing as he looked down at her. ‗It seems women‘s faces can
still make fool of men.‘ 


          


          


          Juane looked down at the sheet again and felt an
unaccountable catch at her heat. Here was no mere courtly catalogue of praises
but a demand, climaxing a recital of her beauties that brought the blood to her
cheeks; there was no part of her that the poet had not touched on, and it
disturbed her that she should have so excited a stranger‘s imagination that he
could write of her so. 


          


          


          Angels may love for virtue‘s sake, but man, 


          


          Seeing an earthly treasure, must possess; 


          


          Yield to love‘s rites with woman‘s gentleness 


          


          And do not chide if famine makes him bold: 


          


          Only a mister makes no use of gold. 


          


          


          


          The whole poem evoked the joys of loving with a blazing
directness that made the verses Jaime had sent her seem unskilled and insipid;
three days ago, she realized bitterly, she would not have understood half its
meaning. 


          


          


          She asked huskily, ‗What of the others? Did the same
poet write those, too?‘ 


          


          


          Tristán‘s was still barring her way. He said unmovedly, ‗He
is driveling boy with no wit to speak of but a little skill with words. That
and a whole face will please some women‘s fancies.‘ 


          


          


          His last words bit like acid. 


          


          


          For a moment Juana‘s eyes widened, and then she took a
quick step forward as though to pass him; his swiftly – lower arm was like a
bar across her breasts. Her gaze flew to meet his in outraged protest, dilating
at the hard, serpentine blaze she saw there, and then her lashes fluttered and
fell defensively. For the space of half a minute there was silence between
them, and then all at once the sound of distant, pattering footsteps made
Tristán drop his arm. 


          


          


          ‗Senorita!‘ 


          


          


          Pedrino, Dona Luisa‘s dwarf, came hurrying towards them
with his toddling steps, anxious sweat shining on his snub-nosed face. Juana
noticed absently that he had to bend his in order to mop his face because his
arms were scarcely long enough to reach his brow 


          


          


          You are sought for-you are to come at once to the.Gallery
of the Penitents. He paused, puffing breathlessly. ‗Senor Eugenio says
that your betrothal to the Duque is to take place at once, as soon as you go to
him.‘ 


          


          


          The shock of the words drove all the breath from Juana‘s
body. For a long absorb what the little Punchinello had told her; it made no
sense. She was only conscious of small, irrelevant things, like the look of
pity in the dwarf‘s eyes as he looked up at her, the muscle that jerked in
Tristán‘s scarred cheek, and the heavy, panic – stricken thudding of her own
heart. 


          


          ‗I thought the betrothal ceremony was to be dispensed
with because there was so much haste. What has happened, then? I did not
think….‘ 


          


          Her words died and she began to shiver, felling as cold as
thought she had caught a chill. Above her head Tristán rapped out a question
that she did not hear, and the dwarf‘s head turned towards him. 


          


          ‗In the middle of the night. Eugenio is like a man
possessed.‘ Pedrino crossed himself. ‗A coach arrived from Madrid – his
uncleship is mightily put about, he did not want any visitation from there for
once, it seems.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Who is it?‘ Tristán‗s eyes were cold with
calculation, like inhuman emeralds in his set face. ‗Did you hear what
Eugenio called him?‘. 


          


          


          The dwarf grimaced. ‗Your Grace, with every third
word. Some courtier of the King‘s , by his looks – he walks as though he fears
to meet a bad smell at every step, and wears the Golden Fleece.‘ 


          


          


          There was a curios, prickling pause, and then Tristán
looked down at Juana and said in an odd, curt voice, ‗There is no help
for it, you must go. Eugenio will not be fobbed off with any delay.‘ 


          


          


          The stunned look in her eyes was succeeded by bright anger
as she glanced up at him with a flash of her old hostility. ‗Your tactics
come to swift fruition, senor. I hope you were well rewarded for the pains you
took in bringing this about, for you must not look for any other payment from
me. I promise you, I mean to be greedy of my fortune.‘ 


          


          


          She saw the scarred mouth tighten inexplicably before she
turned to the dwarf. 


          


          


          ‗Sirrah Pedrino, your must show me the way to the
Gallery of the Penitents, for I do not know it.‘ 


          


          The dwarf glanced from one to the other, the swept a
flourishing bow that would have been the envy of any courtier. ‗Give me
your pardon, senorita, I lack the breath to hurry so far.‘ A look of mischief
lightened the quaint, moustachioed face. ‗If you want a nimble escort, my
friend the pellirojo will answer better – his legs are longer than mine.‘ He
indicated the top of his own head, roughly level with Tristán‘s belt, and
giggled. 


          


          


          We will both escort you,‘ Tristán interposed as Juana‘s
lips parted in denial. 


          ‗Pedrino should keep the credit of finding you.‘ 


          


          


          The dwarf snorted. ‗Fine talk! How am I to keep up
with you, mountain? I have hurried too far already.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Like this‘ 


          


          


          The mercenary bent deftly and scooped up the little man,
setting him on his shoulder as securely and easily as he might have lifted a
child to see some sight over the heads of a crowd. As he straightened his
fleeting smile had faded and his harsh-boned face had grown taut as he added ‗To
your betrothal, then, madam.‘ 


          


          


          In all her imaginings, Juana thought later, from childhood
fantasy to her most inchoate nightmares, she had never come near the insane,
bewildering haste of her betrothal ceremony. The words were muttered by a
priest who seemed ill-at-ease and never raised his eyes from his book, and the
faces that surrounded her were those of strangers, distorted and jeering. Any
protest she might have made was swept away on the tide of de Castaneda‘s
feverish urgency as he bustled and goaded, glancing constantly over his
shoulder as though he went in fear of discovery. Juana assumed helplessly that
the whole ceremony was a show staged for the visitor from Madrid; she and
Bartolomé, she thought, were being shown like puppets for some exalted
stranger‘s approval. She barely noticed the presence of the Duque himself, he
was simply one more figure in the pageant in which she had been caught up. 


          


          


          The urgency was so infectious that she found herself
uttering responses she had vowed to withhold, assenting automatically even
while she wondered at her won compliance. It was as though she watched at
herself, her will numbed in a nightmare paralysis and unable to help that other
Juana, the one who said yes while her brain cried out no. It was the weight of
the betrothal ring on her hand that roused her at last from her daze, and she
realized that she was staring at Bartolomé‘s grinning face across their clasped
hand. 


          


          


          ‗Mine now‘. He was chuckling, and his bony grip hurt
her fingers. 


          


          


          De Castaneda came bustling forward, shooing away the priest
as if he were an errant hen, with a grin of almost savage satisfaction on his
meaty face. 


          


          


          ‗So, the business is done!‘. He beamed at them both,
and she noticed vaguely how the sweat shone on him, as though he had made some
supreme effort. ‗And now-now you can be presented to our new – come
guest, His Grace de Medina de las Torres. He hurried here from Madrid to
prevent your wedding, but I fear he has come too late, mmn? It would be against
the Church to deny marriage to a couple who have already plighted their troth.‘



          


          


          Only the cruel pressure of strong fingers rescued Juana
from her engulfing faintness, and when she opened her eyes again it was to see
Felipe Tristán in Bartolomé‘s place, holding her hand in a grip that threatened
to crush it. He was greedy of her anguish, she thought, sickened, closing in to
observe each alteration in her with almost scientific detachment, assessing her
pain with unmoved eyes. It was her determination to cheat him that saved her
from the shame of tears, and her head lifted with a proud little movement. 


          


          


          She might have been saved, she thought as she moved forward
with one hand in Tristán's, the other in the Duque's. this stranger from Madrid
for some strange reason would have rescued her from this marriage: it did not
matter why, she thought, so long as he had been willing. But now the chance was
lost. the ties of betrothal were as strong as those of marriage, and she was
bound irrevocably, by laws of Church and State, to Bartolomé de Benavents y
Rioja. 


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 6 


          


          


          There was a changed atmosphere about the castillo‘s
inhabitants at supper that night. Ostensibly it was because they attended the
Duque de Valenzuela's betrothal feast, but it was the arrival in such haste of
the elderly, quiet-spoken man from Madrid which gave the court its air of
alertness and which lent the feast an air of self-conscious conviviality.
Eugenio de Castaneda was gloating behind his assumed obsequiousness while Doria
Luisa seemed mom lifeless than ever, her thread of a voice hardly audible, her
eyes roaming nervously. Juana herself was the only one who did not care about
Torres's presence, she thought as she surveyed the hall from the bride's place
of honour between the two Duques — she, and perhaps Bartolomé. She because she
was still too sick and weak with disappointment to care what else befell, and
he because he remembered so few faces from hour to hour that one more strange
one meant little to him. 


          


          She sat rigidly upright in the place of honour so that no
one watching her would guess that she still felt faint and ill, and was longing
to go to bed. On her left Torres was engaged in cautious conversation with de
Castaneda, and - on her right Bartolomé was guzzling his food, almost climbing
on to the table in his efforts to secure all the choicest dishes at once. It
had quickly become clear why he did not feed in public every day — few people
would have been able to stomach the sight often, and Juana could only wonder at
the impassive behaviour of the servants, who seemed to notice nothing strange
in their obedience to an idiot. As for the nobles who dignified his court with
their attendance — why did they stay? 


          


          'Most are too lazy to do aught else, senorita,' a voice,
said, and she realized that she must have spoken aloud. 


          


          She turned to see Riccardo Martinetti's pale, world-weary young
face close beside her, and he was smiling. 'Or else they arc too poor to pay
for their own victuals. They prefer to pay the tribute of manners to one who
will maintain them, which is easier service than working for their bread.' 


          


          


          She smiled very faintly. You are severe, signor.' 


          


          'I include myself in their number, senorita. Why should any
man toil who can live upon another's cost, only for the forfeit of a little
pride? We courtiers take the wise man's course.' 


          


          'You rate profit above honour, then?' she enquired tartly. 


          


          His grey eyes glowed in an unexpected smile. 'In the main,
like most men, but I. . .‘ 


          


          He broke off, and turning her head to follow his gaze Juana
saw that Bartolomé's attention was fixed upon them. He was scowling, one
greasesmeared hand flapping petulantly, and at the gesture Martinetti bowed and
retreated from the shadow of Juana's chair. The frown cleared, and Bartolomé 


          leaned forward. 


          


          'Mine now.' He was still chewing as he spoke. 'My Juana.' 


          


          Her lips moved, but she could find no words; in that moment
the full horror of her betrayal dawned on her abruptly. Why had she not chosen
public dishonour, general censure, before submitting to pledge the rest of her
life to such a creature? As she stared into the vacant blue eyes with their
gloating light, she knew suddenly that she could not endure it. That whatever
shame came to her she would confess all, here and now, to Torres, and let de
Castarieda make shift as he would for some more malleable puppet. 


          


          ‗Ah, young blood!' De Castaneda's voice sounded as
she took breath to speak. He was gazing from her to Bartolomé, and something in
his face told her that he had guessed her thought. His elbow dug Torres's side
in a parody of sentimental approval. 'See how loving he is to her already, mmn?
It would have been cruel, would it not, Your Grace, to keep them asunder?
Nephew —' his voice grew minatory - 'now that the feast is ended you must lead
your betrothed in a dance far us. Show our noble guest how well you two accord
together.‘ 


          


          Bartolomé shook his head violently, 'N-no! There are still
some kickshaws.' 


          His hand scrabbled, searching, in one of the almost empty
silver bowls. 'If she will dance, let her d-do it by herself. I had rather
watch.' 


          


          'She mutt he partnered. Come, it is your privilege.' 


          


          'I will not, I will not! She will laugh - they all laugh
except Felipe, w-when 


          - when I - I will not dance with her!' He glared at his
uncle, panting openmouthed, like a dog. 


          


          Juana drew a quick breath of relief. 


          


          For a moment de Castaneda's fleshy jaw tightened, then he
nodded and forced a smile. 'As you will then, boy, you need not crack our
eardrums! We shall find someone to stand for you.' He twisted in his seat and
beckoned. 'Felipe, will you perform His Grace's office for him?‘ 


          


          Juana's head jerked round as the mercenary abandoned his
waiting pose by the wall, long legs astride and arms folded, and moved forward
to bow without expression. 'Willingly, senor' was all he said. 


          










          Ignoring the long-fingered hand extended to her without a
word, Juana declared angrily, 'I will not dance with this man, senor, by your
leave. There is too great a difference in our paces for our steps to agree
well.' 


          


          It was Tristán who answered her. 'A little skill can
overcome such differences, madam. Rest assured, I know how to fit myself to the
daintiest partner.' 


          


          Colour flooded her face as she heard de Castaneda's
smothered chuckle. Staring up into the flawlessly grave green eyes, she
retorted with a viciousness born of despair, ‗I cannot believe that you
please all those you dance with, senor.' 


          


          'I have been well commended. But if it pleases you better,
madam, imagine me my master and overlook my shortcomings in my desire to please
you.' 


          


          Juana's long lids hid her eyes, and in that moment, goaded
beyond endurance, she would have turned to Torres with the truth. But de
Castaneda, recovering, was watching her face and said significantly, 'Do not
make us entreat too long, I beg, senorita, or else I must overrule my dear
nephew's modesty in this. Look upon Felipe as your husband's shadow and dance
with him for us.' 


          


          The musicians who had been playing throughout supper struck
up a fresh tune, and as she rose Juana heard the solemn notes of a pavan
spreading through the hall. A stately dance, a pattern of concord to symbolize
her new-betrothed happiness. The rich slow notes were a jangling mockery in her
ears as she allowed her fingertips to rest on air above Felipe Tristán's
extended hand and let him lead her forward. 


          


          Torres watched them as they moved into the empty space
before the high table, the small, slight girl in gold with her vivid dark
beauty and the tall, flameheaded man in black. `Do you commonly allow your
household servants such liberty?' he asked mildly. 


          


          De Castaneda grinned broadly, then tried unsuccessfully to
hide his expression. 'Ah, Felipe! Felipe is no common servant, Your Grace — one
day I may tell you the little I know of him — but he has been a soldier, and a
scholar, too. I have granted him especial care of the Senorita de Arrelanos
until she is safe wedded, and in reality she rates his service highly. This
that you saw was her disappointment when my nephew refused her.' 


          


          Only a slight, sceptical lifting of Torres's brows betrayed
the fact that he had heard. He was studying the couple before him with
unobtrusive concentration; they stood still, their hands not touching as they
waited for the impulse of the music, and yet the fierce current between them
seemed to beat like a storm within the grave confines of the hall. Despite
their obvious antagonism, despite the slow and formal pattern of the dance, the
motion of their two bodies had woken some dark, uncivilized thing that
transformed the stilted steps of the pavan.As she dance, Juana was aware of an
almost overwhelming compulsion to glance at the man by her side. She wanted to
face him, to defy the contempt that she knew must in his face, the triumph in
his eyes. He thought he had achieved his purpose now, she thought, but when she
had spoken to Torres — 


          


          As she lifted blazingly defiant eyes to his face, she felt
a shock go through her. There was no trace of the expression she had expected,
no contempt, no triumph. Only a cold, almost predatory watchfulness that held
her momentarily spellbound. 


          


          He said, so quietly that his lips barely moved, 'Is it the
dance you dislike, or the proxy?' 


          


          'Both,' she retorted through gritted teeth. 


          


          His eyes narrowed very slightly, but he made no reply, only
brushing her fingers fleetingly with his as the steps of the dance took them
apart. 


          


          


          Bartolomé was watching goggle-eyed, his jaw hanging slack
with the last of the sweetmeats unchewed in his mouth. De Castaneda eyed him
disgustedly, then assumed an avuncular smile for Torres's benefit. 


          


          


          'His impatience is understandable, mmn? This business of
his marriage was put by for so long by His Majesty that I could not but meddle
when I saw him made so miserable. A fresh young maid, I thought, not so mighty
that any could say I usurped the King's duty — I should say the King's
prerogative — in finding my nephew a wife. The marriage will follow hard now,
and it would do us great honour if Your Grace would stay for the ceremony and
perhaps stand proxy for the young man's departed father.' 


          


          


          'I shall stay, certainly.' Silvery determination overlaid
the vagueness in Torres's voice, and something in the elder man's mild eyes
made de Castaneda hasten to turn the conversation while the last point was
still his. 


          


          


          'This that you tell me of the King and Queen is little
short of a miracle!' He spoke sourly, like a man testing an aching tooth with
his tongue. 'Can it be true, so short a time after their marriage?' 


          


          ‗It can indeed. We all pray daily for another son –
an Infante to replace our beloved Baltasar Carlos. You wrote to the King to
express your sorrow at his son‘s passing, I remember.‘ Torres‘s tone was bland,
and he sipped his wine before continuing. ‗All the clergy in Madrid pray
daily for the Queen, and I hear that Don Juan Jose of Austria is quite
discomfited – he thought he had only to marry his half-sister, the Infanta
Margarita, to be acknowledged heir to the throne. But you know that our wise
King would never allow a bastard to succeed. 


          


          


          De Castaneda growled something indistinct, then shook
himself like a hound emerging from a stream. ‗Wise, perhaps, but surely a
little wayward? Don Juan Jose‘s name sake, Don Juan de Austria, was known to be
better fitted to rule than his half-brother.‘ 


          


          


          Torres allowed his gaze to rest momentarily on Bartolomé,
who had leaned his chin on his folded arms and was frowning at the two dancers.
Something about them had obviously angered him, and Torres was briefly reminded
of a dog who bristles at what a man can not see. He said lightly, ‗Ah,
senor, such men as that come rarely. I doubt we shall see such another in our
time.‘ 


          


          


          Juana‘s feet were obeying her rigidly, without any
conscious thought of hers. She performed the pavan without her knowing whether
she moved or stood still, conscious only of the size and breadth of the man at
her side, of his unhurried, meticulous grace. She had expected his dancing to
be stiff, perhaps clumsy, and then thought with a flash of irritation that of
course he would be an expert at this, too. No weakness, no lack of skill would
be allowed to mar the perfection of his service. 


          


          


          She realized that her attention was binding a spell round
her, that she was losing her awareness of everything but him — the great hall
might have been empty apart from themselves. Hastily she fixed her eyes on the
ribbon of faces that bordered the stretch of empty floor, tilting her head in
an unknowing motion of defiance. 


          


          


          'You are intent upon our noble visitor.' Tristán's voice
made her flinch and almost miss a step. ‗Do you plan to tell him the
whole truth or salt your story with a few comfortable lies?' 


          


          


          'I have no need to lie!' She almost spat the words, too
angry to remember that she should have denied any knowledge of his meaning. 


          


          'None? Then you will risk bearing my bastard without a
scapegoat to father it?' 


          


          


          Every note of the music seemed to vibrate through her brain
like some clashing, unbearable discord. When she could catch her breath again
she said carefully, speaking as quietly as he, 'I would sooner kill myself than
bear a child of yours. I do not set honour above content nor fear death more
than a life spent as an idiot's wife — or even as a servant's whore. I hate
you,' she added through her teeth as her control began to slip, 'and I shall
always hate you for what you have done to me. But for you I could have gone
from here as I came.' 


          


          


          'And now you cannot.' The edge in his voice made her start.
'I leave your course to your good sense, madam, but if you plan to win yonder
greatness to your cause, be sure to tell him that even now you may be carrying
my child. Or else I shall, and you may find it hard to convince him that you
did not concoct the tale to account for bearing a servant's nameless brat.' 


          


          


          Juana said with tearing irony, 'I wonder you have such
faith in my judgement since I submitted to such a thing as you.' 


          


          


          'True, I had forgot.' His tone was infallibly level. ‗But
inexperience can sometimes excuse unwisdom — no doubt Bartolomé will come to
teach you the difference between master and servant. He is soliciting Eugenio
now to have his turn with you.' 


          


          


          Her dark eyes flew to the high table, where Bartolomé was
talking angrily to his uncle, plucking at his sleeve and stabbing a finger in
her direction. Dear heaven, she thought, was he jealous, like a child snatching
back its unwanted toys from those who had taken them? 


          


          


          The music ended then, and she sank thankfully into a low,
ceremonious 


          'curtsy and let Tristán lead her back to her place without
once looking at him. Torres, w 


          ho had moved fastidiously away from Bartolomé's proximity
while the younger man addressed de Castaneda, wondered what the mercenary had
been saying to make the girl look like that. De Castaneda had silenced his
nephew with a few curt words and waved him away as Juana approached. 


          


          


          As she seated herself again she reached blindly for her
almost untouched wine, but before her fingers touched the cup Tristán was
bowing, presenting it to her between his cupped hands. It was a parody of
servitude, reminding her of his lowly rank even while his thumb mockingly
brushed the spot on the rim where her lips would rest, in the travesty of a
lover's gesture. 


          


          


          'Thank you,' she muttered, stiff-lipped. 


          


          


          The green eyes glinted as he straightened. 'It is always my
pleasure to serve you, madam,' he responded calmly, then went back to his place
by the wall, folding his arms and resuming the pose of tireless patience that
seemed so natural to him — natural, yet oddly threatening. 


          


          


          Juana found herself wondering how much of the talk at table
he could overhear from where he stood. 


          


          


          'You look pale, my dear niece. Does this crowd trouble
you?' 


          


          


          She looked up quickly into de Castaneda's darkly-flushed face.
She could have answered that it was only his servant who troubled her —
Bartolomé was now nowhere to be seen— but she did not. Instead she found
herself saying, almost against her will, 'I have had my fill of company, senor.
I would I might be quiet.' 


          


          


          ‗Of course. There is no pleasure for you without your
love, mmn?' 


          


          


          For a moment Juana thought he was taunting her with her
loss of Jaime, but then she realized that he was looking at the Duque's empty
chair. It was as she followed his gaze that her own fell on Dona Luisa, seated
on the other side of the crimson velvet edifice. The frail,
insubstantial-looking woman was regarding her with an intensity that looked
like hatred. 


          


          


          Shock thrilled along Juana's nerves as she stared across
the intervening space, momentarily held by the hostility in the other woman's
eyes. Then Dona Luisa‘eyes shifted, lowered, and it was again the meek,
downtrodden wile of Eugenio de Castaneda who sat staring lifelessly before her.



          


          


          De Castaneda was still speaking, urging Juana to leave the
feast and rest for a while. He would, he said, make her excuses to His Grace de
Medina de las Torres. The words sparked her to a flash of rebellion, but one
glance at the poised, immobile figure by the wall made her flinch and lose
courage. De Castaneda, seizing his opportunity, moved swiftly. The bride was
weary, he told Torres glibly, worn out by excitement. . . . 


          


          


          Despair gripped Juana as she rose obediently to her feet,
knowing that the watching man would construe her silence as defeat for her and
victory for him. Her brain was tired, worn out with useless thinking, and
suddenly she longed at all costs to be out of the disturbing presence of Felipe
Tristán. 


          


          


          It was with something close to relief that she allowed de
Castaneda to shepherd her from the table, so conscious of the scrutiny of a
pair of slanting eyes that she hardly heeded which way she went. The Condesa de
Araciel made as if to follow, but de Castaneda motioned her back to her chair. 


          


          


          'There are times when too great a press of people is
irksome, nmn? Follow me, senorita, and I shall show you a place where you may
be private for a little.' 


          


          


          He ushered Juana through a nearby door and closed it softly
behind them, cutting off the sound of voices. Involuntarily, she found herself
relaxing: he could not see through doors, she thought childishly. They were in
one of the square antechambers that led off the great hall, she realized; it
was lamplit and cold, but blessedly empty. 


          


          


          'Better, mmn?' De Castafteda's bright eyes were fixed on
her face. 'I should not have urged you to partner Felipe — but you must not let
that face of his disquiet you,' he added relishingly. 'I would dismiss him for
the hate you bear him, but that Bartolomé would miss him so sorely: yet it
might profit you to be less open in your enmity to him. Felipe has led the kind
of life that makes him hard for the doughtiest to cope with.' 


          


          


          'I do not curry favour with servants,' Juana retorted
sharply, and his brows lifted in mock-respect. 


          


          


          


          'As you will, but Felipe makes a better ally than he does
an opposite; I have seen several fall to him. Here —' he patted her hand in an
avuncular manner as he opened the panelled door before them — 'this is my
wife's salon. You may rest here until dawn if you wish, and no one will enter
to disturb you. Go on!' His voice sharpened as she hesitated on the darkened
threshold. 'No one will wonder at your absence.' 


          


          


          Something about his manner was making her hang back. There
was an eagerness about the forward thrust of his heavy head that she
mistrusted, and suddenly she felt a suffocating sense of danger. Then, before
she could speak, he had thrust her forward and slammed the door behind her. She
whirled, grasping the doorhandle, just in time to hear the key turn in the
lock. 


          


          


          The handle was unyielding under her hand; she could
scarcely see it, the light in the room was very faint. Juana turned slowly,
looking for the source of it, and instantly saw the lamp burning halfway down
the long room. The small pool of light it cast should have been welcoming, but
to her wary eyes it seemed only to accentuate the blackness that crowded in
corners, wavering whenever the lamp's flame flickered. Her own breath, her own
heartbeat were loud in her ears as she walked forward; every rustle of her
golden dress seemed magnified as she moved slowly, as if she were menaced, into
the pool of light. 


          


          


          A sound outside its circle made her freeze like a hunted
animal. It was a slight, almost indistinguishable rustle that might have been
the brush of her skirts against some unseen object, but it came from across the
room. Then a smell crept to her nostrils, a pungent animal smell half-smothered
in the odour of violets, and she knew who was waiting there. 


          


          


          'Mine now.' The words were slurred, excitement thickening
Bartolomé's 


          •


          voice as he spoke. M-my bride.' 


          


          


          As he spoke he took another pace forward and the light
touched him; an ungainly, shambling figure with his embroidered doublet hanging
open, the strings dangling like the feelers of an insect, some still knotted
and broken by main strength. The lamplight glittered in the empty blue eyes and
caught the sheen of the red, wet mouth, so painfully and pitifully deformed.
Juana's breathing caught as she met the fixed, fevered stare. He looked mad:
not merely repulsive, nor feeble-minded, but mad. She was not safe. 


          


          


          She took a pace back, seeking the concealing darkness, and
as she did so she realized that her golden gown caught the light, reflecting
any glimmer and outlining her body as if with wildfire. The faintest gleam
would show her to him. He was speaking now, babbling something that she could
not understand; his inner excitement had affected his speech, and he was losing
control of his overshot jaw and distended, lolling tongue. It reminded her
suddenly of the effort he must have to make to speak at all, and unwilling
compassion made her strain to listen. Gradually she began to interpret the
jagged, difficult sounds. 


          


          


          `. . . not wait . . . m-m-m-marry soon, and then you must.
. . . All the same, Tio Eugenio says . . . as good as m-my wife.' 


          


          


          He finished on an aggressive, rising note and Juana
swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. 


          


          


          'Did your uncle say that . . our betrothal is the same as a
lawful marriage?' 


          


          


          He nodded eagerly. `M-mine now.' 


          


          


          'No, it is not true! We have promised to marry each other,
but the Church has not blessed us— we may not —' She was stammering as much as
he, she thought as she watched a frown pucker the Duque's scarcely-lit face.
She edged away, trying to force her voice to a steadiness that would soothe the
puzzled fury from his eyes. Your uncle must have been mistaken. It is not right
that we should be together away from company. I shall send for —' 


          


          


          'No! He said do not heed you!' Bartolomé's breathing was
rapid now. He was taking shallow gulps of air, like a dog, and his head jerked
as if to shake off the effort of comprehension. 'You are mine — my bride — and
I want — I want-‘ 


          


          


          With astonishing speed he had lurched forward, his face
contorted into the likeness of a slavering animal as the lamplight fell on it,
and Juana felt bony fingers grip her shoulders. His foetid breath was in her
face as she screamed, and then his unspeakable mouth was over hers. She felt
that she would suffocate or else faint for very loathing, but she knew that it
would be weakness when her only hope lay in strength. She tore her mouth from
his and screamed, then screamed again. But no one would come, she thought
hopelessly; they had planned this when they locked the door upon her. 


          


          


          She could not hear her own voice, only the panting of her
assailant and then a sharp rending sound followed by an indescribable throaty
noise of satisfaction close to her ear. Bartolomé's arm came round her,
dragging her closer, but it was only when she felt him plucking clumsily at her
gown that she realized that it was torn and he was greedily tearing at her
bodice to free her breasts. She choked, twisting frantically for freedom, and
he uttered a low-throated snarl pitched midway between anger and panic. 


          


          


          Juana did not see the blow as it came, only felt its impact
against the side of her head. There was an instant's flash of brilliant agony,
and then she was falling; falling into deeper blackness, where devils clawed at
her with red-hot nails, and somewhere a voice repeated interminably,'I want - I
want -' 


          


          Eugenio de Castaneda was so rapt that he did not notice the
mercenary entering the antechamber. He was standing with his ear pressed to one
of the door's panels, where the wood was thinnest, listening avidly; his eyes
were glazed, and he kept passing his tongue over his upper lip. 


          


          


          Tristán stood watching him for a moment, and then
saidtonelessly, 'Senor, you are looked for, and so are the bride and groom.‘ 


          


          


          De Castaneda jumped visibly and flapped an almost petulant
hand. The other was clenched tight on something and pressed to his breast
protectively. 'Not now, Felipe, not now! It will not be much longer.' 


          


          He pressed his ear to the door again, his heavy shoulders
hunching with renewed intentness, but Tristán had moved to stand before him,
crossing the chamber in two silent strides. After a moment the elder man's gaze
focused on him with an oddly shifty expression, then a glint of triumph crept
into it. 


          


          


          'The boy grew impatient when he saw you dance with the
wench and would not be contented, so I have turned her loose on him. In there.'
The gloating look altered to belligerence, an angry smugness, as Tristán's face
altered fractionally. 'What, you do not like it? Did you think to be the only
bull to graze yonder meadow?' 


          


          


          The cold gaze was unwavering. 'It is folly with a stranger
under the roof, senor. Wait until —' 


          


          


          A cry of utter despair sounded from beyond the door and was
cut off short. 


          


          


          


          


          De Castaneda raised his brows in burlesque enquiry. 'Too late?
Mmn?' 


          


          


          Tristán's red head turned slowly from his study of the
panelled door, and the look in his eyes made the elder man think unexpectedly
of green vitriol. Then the brilliant flash was hooded as though it had never
been, and Tristán was saying evenly, 'It may kill the girl if we do not stop
it, senor, and it would be hard to explain to the Duque's Grace yonder how she
died. Have you forgotten that gitana you bought for his pleasure two years
ago?' 


          


          


          There was no deference in his voice now, and for the first
time de Castaneda looked uncertain, his attention withdrawing fully from the
next room. 


          'That?' he asked uneasily. 'Oh, that was an accident! And
two years ago. . . . The boy is changed since then, Felipe, you know. . . .'
'He killed her. And since then he has grown worse.' The two men stared at each
other in silence, but before de Castaneda could answer the door leading to the
great hall swung open again. 


          


          


          'Senor Tristán,' Dona Luisa's faded voice said, 'did you
find my husband?' 


          


          


          For a moment longer de Castaheda stood glaring at the
mercernary, then he spoke with his customary blandness. 'Of course, Luisa; have
you ever known Felipe to fail in his designs? We have been debating on some
entertainment for the worthy Torres which he must not know for the present. Go
back to him —' it was a sudden, bald order — 'and keep him contented until I
come. I shall not be long.' 


          


          


          Dona Luisa hesitated, and then with an almost furtive look
at Tristán she went out as quietly as she had come. 


          


          


          De Castaneda waited until the door had closed behind her,
then turned back to Tristán as though nothing had happened. 'Well, we must
fetch out the girl, then, mmn?' There was a savage edge to his voice. 'If
Bartolomé has been so long about it, he deserves to lose his pleasure. 


          


          


          Juana stumbled and fell against the door with a jar that
bruised her shoulder, but she did not care. She did not care that her
self-control was gone, nor that she no longer knew whether the sound of sobbing
came from her throat or that of the creature behind her. Her fingers traced the
panels weakly, without hope. The door was locked, she knew. They had locked her
in and left her with him. . . . 


          


          


          She was too shocked to understand what was happening when
the door began to move. All she knew was that a sudden rush of light was
hurting her eyes and that the cool solidity against which she had been resting
her cheek was suddenly wrenched away from her. Someone was holding her hands
hard, questioning her, but she could not distinguish the words. 


          


          


          She said raggedly, almost incoherently, 


          


          


          'The — the Duque, he is there. . . . I think he is dying,
he . . . fell into a fit, and I could not touch him. . . 


          


          


          Without a word the man who was holding her released her hands
and strode past her to the arched, straining figure that still panted and
gargled on the lamplit rug. It was simple to deal with the fit as he had dealt
with so many others; his dagger-hilt thrust between the clenched teeth so that
the Duque should not bite off his own tongue, a swift easing of limbs locked
rigid in helpless spasm. Later, Tristin knew, the deformed frame would become
less and less able to withstand the shock of each succeeding fit, and within a
few years Bartolomé de Benaventes y Rioja would die. 


          


          


          Tristán rose to his feet with one last, comprehensive
glance to ensure that there was nothing near the Duque that might injure him if
he should begin to kick again. It was pure habit, done without thought; and
then he turned back the way he had come. 


          


          


          Juana had dragged herself into a sitting position, her
fingers splayed against the panelled wall as though she clung to it for
protection, and was staring up with dark, dilated eyes, huge in her pale face.
Her golden gown was a ruin, and there were marks on her smooth flesh that were
not shadows. She might have been a fugitive from any one of the battles he had
seen in the Pyrenees rather than the stiff, glittering doll he had danced with.



          


          


          'Is he dead?' The rough-edged whisper was all she had left
of a voice. 


          


          


          Tristán answered her as though de Castaneda, noisily trying
to urge her to her feet, did not exist. 'No, he will live. He is often thus.' 


          


          


          De Castaneda's spatulate fingertips brushed a darkening
bruise on her shoulder, and his voice sounded thick. 'My poor nephew — did this
to you, senorita?' 


          


          


          Juana nodded, hysterical laughter beginning to rack her.
'Yes, but it was less than he meant! The fit took him before he could — Do not
come near me!' 


          


          


          Tristán had taken a step towards her, but he halted as she
screamed. She was huddled close to the wall, crouched in the long shadow cast
by the lamp behind him, and for a moment she was insensible to everything but
the terror of his presence: the overpowering height, the bulk of the shoulders
that blocked the light. She could not see his face, only the outline of his
head like a spider-fine line of copper and the lamplight touching his ravaged
cheek; the rest of his face was in deep shadow, yet she could sense the
critical gaze that probed her injuries as ruthlessly as a surgeon's. De
Castaneda was still stroking her, and she flinched away. Then he said above her
head, 'He was stricken, Felipe?' and Tristán nodded silently. 


          


          


          The stubby hands gripped Juana as she stumbled to her feet
at last. 'But, my dear niece, this is dreadful! Such a shock — !' 


          


          


          He would have folded her in his arms, but she whispered
harshly, 'Please you stand away, senor. I do not wish to be touched.' 


          


          


          He obeyed her, sweat running down his cheeks in rivulets.
With a superhuman effort she steadied herself and stood swaying, her eyes drawn
in unwilling fascination back to the thing on the rug. 


          


          


          'What is it that ails him?' she asked involuntarily. 


          


          


          'Epilepsy — some call it the falling sickness.' Tristán's
tone was very dry; he had not moved. 'It is reported to be a sign of
greatness.' 


          


          


          'I did not know I was destined for so rare a husband.' 


          


          


          Juana hugged herself, slender arms crossed before her as
she spoke. She was beginning to shiver with a mixture of cold and shock, and
her gaze moved from the contorted figure on the rug to the shadowed, secret
face so far above hers. Tristán had fallen into the waiting posture that seemed
second nature to him, and again she was aware of the danger that it masked;
that the stillness was a predator's patience, not a tame beast's quiescence.
She shuddered suddenly, uncontrollably, as she had not done even when she face
Bartolomé. 


          


          


          Tristán said curtly, 'I shall attend His Grace, senor,' and
turned towards the Duque's limp body. 


          


          


          The rigours had passed now, Juana noticed as she saw, even
as she tried not to see, the misshapen body sagging limply as it was hoisted
upright. His dark head lolled against the mercenary's broad shoulder as he was
gathered up as lightly as if he were a bundle of rushes. 


          


          


          'The poor young man!' De Castaneda had followed her gaze,
his tone oily. 


          ‗The very strength of his love robs him of the chance
to express it. Get him to bed, Felipe —' the last words were almost a snarl-.
'I shall speak to you later.' Had they been at odds, then? The thought fleeted
and was gone as Juana heard the plaintive cooing sounds that came from the body
in Felipe Tristán's arms. The mercenary carried him past her without a glance,
and her eyes followed him against her will. 


          


          


          As the door of the antechamber swung to behind them, Juana
said, 'Have I your leave to go now, senor?' Her voice shook. 'I shall certainly
freeze if I stay here.' 


          


          


          There was a brief pause, and then he chuckled, suddenly and
explosively. 


          'By God, I chose right! I thought to have some country dupe
on my hands, but there is more spice in this! You will lend some savour to the
waiting until your son is born — and once he inherits I shall have to keep
myself secure, 'mmn? Or you may teach him to outwit his old guardian!' 


          


          


          Juana's brain reeled. His guardian . . . her child's
guardian . . . but he was Bartolomé‘s guardian, and in less than three years
Bartolomé would come of age. How could he think to rule the castillo for so
long? 


          


          


          She could still hear de Castaneda's delighted laughter as
she followed an unknown maidservant back to her bedchamber. Michaela was not
there, she noticed listlessly as she entered; it was not surprising, for her
maid had grown increasingly neglectful of late. As if she avoided her . . . but
her brain was as shocked and bruised as her body, she told herself, and had begun
to paint absurd fantasies. De Castaneda had been talking nonsense, urged on by
too much wine; Michaela had merely grown less diligent. 


          


          


          She allowed herself to be undressed and put to bed by two
of the castillo's maids, and was grateful for their silence as they performed
their duties. Whatever they might think of her torn gown and her bruises, the
trickle of blood from her swelling lower lip, they made no sign. It did not
matter, she told herself. It was over, and she was safe for the present. 


          


          


          Her last waking thought was of the look of hatred she had
seen on Dona Luisa's face. 


          


          The lamps in Torres's chamber had burned so low that the
circle of their light was diminished, and the glow had altered from palest gold
to a sullen orange. It lent a misleading look of health to his scholar-pale
cheeks as he sat writing, but he only frowned and peered more closely at his
work. There was too little time to do all that had to be done, he was thinking,
and he blessed the reputation that allowed him to spend a whole night in
writing without any man thinking it strange. 


          


          


          His pen was blunt, and he took another. So much to note
down, survey and discreetly edit in his report to the King — the facts would
have to be presented in the most favourable way before Torres was forgiven for
the fact of this betrothal. He himself would be rebuked as he had rebuked that
dotard Histangua, who had chattered so long and in the end told nothing but
some rigmarole concerning the Arrelanos girl's widowed aunt. 


          


          


          At least he had not had to spend much among the castillo's
younger servants to establish amongst them the knowledge that the old Duque
would always pay for news of the young one. Already the promise of gold had
brought them to him with tongues wagging, and he had learned much of what
Eugenio de Castaneda sought to keep from him by sending his outwardly meek
guest to his room so soon after supper. 


          


          


          It was Histangua who had reported `the master's' stationing
the young Duque in a deserted room and bringing `the young senorita' to him.
The old man had been deeply shocked and had talked of his grand-daughters.
Then, some hours later, one of the lackeys who guarded Valenzuela's apartments
had come on tiptoe with the news of an uproar in the Duque's bedchamber, crashes
and such shrieking that no one had dared investigate. 'He can be like a beast,
Your Grace,' the man had mumbled in response to Torres's quizzical look, and we
knew he was out of temper because of what happened. . . . When he is like
that,none but the pellirojo can handle him.' 


          


          


          'And where was — er — the pellirojo?' 


          


          


          'Someone came for him before. He was gone half an hour—
perhaps less— 


          and while he was gone the little black wench, the
senorita's maid, came to speak with him. Tristán has a way with women, despite
that face,' he added sourly, and then shifted his feet under Torres's blank
regard. 'We let her into the Duque's apartment to wait for him. 


          


          


          Torres's pen had ceased its scratching, and he waited. 


          


          


          'When Tristán came back he was only in there for a minute,
and then he came out looking fit to kill and gave us the rough side of his
tongue for letting the wench in.' The lackey made a wry face at the memory. `He
was still at it when a message came from below that the girl had crawled out on
to the Duque's balcony and thrown herself down.' 


          


          


          Torres had nodded; he was too familiar with the symptoms of
Valenzuela's disease to have to enquire the reason. `What then?' 


          


          


          The lackey had looked shocked. `By the saints, you're as
cool as he was! 


          Not a change in his face when he heard! He just went
straight down to where they said the blackamoor was lying, and we heard no
more. We didn't see him again for the rest of the night, and there was no sound
from that — from His Grace either.' 


          


          


          Torres had dismissed the man after extracting from him the
approximate times of these events. It seemed that events were moving swiftly —
perhaps had outgone even Eugenio de Castaneda's expectations. 


          


          


          Now he rubbed tired fingers across his eyes and looked up
to see the sunrise creeping in at his window. The light was better there than
at his table, he realized, and he might as well ring to have the lamps
quenched. He was rising, savouring the exquisite twinges in his stiffened
knees, when a scratching at the door arrested him, and for a moment he thought
that he had rung without being aware of it. 


          


          


          'Enter.' His tone carried no trace of the weariness he
felt. 


          


          


          He did not recognize the girl who peeped round the door,
large-eyed and apprehensive, and at first she spoke so quietly that he could
scarcely make out her words. Then, as he questioned her more closely, he began
to make sense of her low-voiced, faltering testimony. 


          


          


          ‗... and they said you would pay to know of. . . 


          anything unusual,'she concluded at last,'and I thought. .
.‘ 


          


          


          'You did well, and I am pleased that you came to me.' 


          


          


          The information was worth ten reales, Torres thought, his
fingers gliding wistfully over the coins as he handed them over. He waited
patiently as she stammered her thanks and left, wondering that she had not seen
the important point in her own testimony. That when, only a few minutes since,
she had seen Felipe Tristán by the Senorita de Arrelanos's bedside, gazing down
at her sleeping form, there was no way in which he could have gained access to
the Duquesa's bedchamber without being seen. 


          


          


          Someone was shaking Juana by the shoulder, and the touch
woke her to the consciousness of pain. She muttered and shifted, trying to
evade it, but it was repeated, and somehow she knew that it would be repeated
until she opened her eyes. Slowly, wincingly, she lifted her lashes and for one
drowsy instant stared straight into eyes as clear and transparent as pale
emeralds. 


          


          


          The hands gripping her loosened and slid away, and after a
moment she became aware of the voice of one of her women calling her from the
other side of the bed. 'Senorita, you must wake. It is important, senorita.' 


          


          


          'No. Let me sleep.' Her lids fluttered down again; they
were heavy, and she did not want to see what was in the green eyes. 


          


          


          'You cannot, senorita, there is news! A visitor is come for
you, and Senor de Castaneda says that you must go down —' 


          


          


          'No matter for that,' Tristán cut in crisply. 'I have been
trying to rouse her for what concerns her. Madam, your maid —' 


          


          


          'Michaels? What of her?' 


          


          


          The drowsiness fled from Juana's voice, and she thrust
herself up from her pillows. His face was set like stone, she found herself
thinking; only those strangely lambent eyes really lived. 


          


          


          'She is dead, madam.' 


          


          


          For long moments she tried to speak, to answer him; her
lips moved, but no sound came. At last she said, 'She cannot have fallen ill so
suddenly!' 


          


          


          'It was not an illness. She fell from one of the higher
balconies, about two hours before dawn. Someone who saw her fall said that she
threw herself off.' 


          


          


          'So long ago!' Juana's throat hurt her. 'Why was I not
summoned before?' 


          


          


          'It would have done no good: there was no hope of life in
her. It has taken her since then to die, and when I left —' his lips twisted —
'your learned doctors were still disputing whose task it had been to attend one
so base and where her body should be laid to cause the least labour.' 


          


          


          'You? Why were you there?' 


          


          


          'She asked for me.' 


          


          


          It was said to baldly that Juana could not doubt him, and
her eyes misted as she remembered Michaela's outspoken fancy for a man who did
not respond to her blandishments. 'How did she —' Her voice trembled, and she tried
to swallow her weeping. 'Why did she — ?' 


          


          


          She saw Tristán's long fingers clench. 'She went to the
Duque's rooms to seek me, or so I was told, but I had gone to speak with Senor
de Castaneda.' His deep chest moved in a sudden quick breath. Bartolomé was not
quite asleep.' 


          


          


          She shut her eyes against the vision, but could still hear
his voice continuing evenly, 'It seems he was more successful a second time. He
was babbling it when I came back to him, but I did not understand at first what
he meant — I thought he talked of you.' His gaze was steady on her averted
face. 


          'He is sleeping now and does not know that the girl is
dead.' 


          


          


          The words sounded unreal. Juana could hear the concerned
chatter of her waiting-women and realized that to them Tristán's news was of
less moment than his outrageous, forbidden presence in her bedchamber. It
hardly mattered to her now, she thought, and then her head snapped up as he
added, 'She charged me with a message for you, madam.' 


          


          


          'For me? What message?' 


          


          


          'She was afraid to die with a wrong upon her conscience,
and she bade me tell you that it was she who betrayed your escape from Zuccaro
to your father. She said, "Senor Jaime never had the letter. I took it to
Senor Miguel." 


          


          


          Juana lay very still. She knew that she ought to feel, but
there was nothing: no more emotions, no grief, no joy, no remorse at her own
misjudging. She had blamed Jaime for faithlessness, and all the time he had
never known that she had begged his help, relied upon his love for rescue. In a
flat tone she replied, 'She must have wanted to come here very much.' 


          


          


          Tristán was briefly silent; then, glancing up into the
condemning face of the Condesa de Araciel as she came hurrying in, he said
curtly, 'I will leave you to receive news of your guest, madam,' before he
turned on his heel and strode out. 


          


          


          It was only when he had gone that Juana became aware of the
silence in the room. Before anyone else could speak, she demanded roughly, 'Who
permitted that man's entry to my chamber?' 


          


          


          There was a concerted flurry. 'Not I.' 'Not I.' 'None of
us, seriorita."We came in and found him here when. . . 'Keep him from me
another time.' 


          


          


          Juana was not really listening, but the protests started up
a ripple of unease in her mind. She knew these women too well by now to think
that any of them would permit Tristán to enter — they went in fear of
discovery, and such a transgression could not be hidden for long. But there was
no time to ponder, when her heart was aching for the death of her last friend,
and they were all watching her. A smothered giggle made her turn sharply to
Dona Marta Lucientes, to find the woman smiling oddly. The smile jarred Juana's
sore heart almost unbearably. 


          


          


          ‗What amuses you, Dona Maria?' 


          


          


          The woman looked uneasy. 'Oh, it is naught, senorita — only
that it is seen how the pellirojo haunts you and finds excuses to come into
your presence. More often it is the women who follow him.' 


          


          


          'Is my maid's death no more than an excuse?' Juana flashed,
and the women around her looked abashed. 'Perhaps you care for death's-heads in
Andalusia,' she added disdainfully, 'but I do not. Senor Tristán haunts me only
to vex me — let me hear no more of such folly.' 


          


          


          She allowed them to help her out of bed, standing
impatiently as they began the slow ceremony of bathing and dressing her. 


          


          


          'His zeal vexes Dona Luisa even more than you,' one of the
other women murmured grudgingly. 'The poor lady is like to fall into a decline
if he continues so.' 


          


          


          'Dona Luisa?' Juana demanded sharply. 


          


          


          'Why, of course, senorita, we thought you knew!' They were
all smiling now, and she knew that they had thought nothing of the sort. 'It is
common gossip how she pines for him, and has done ever since he came, but if he
knows aught of it he gives no sign. Yet that is nothing strange, for that one
is like the Egyptian sphinx — and his care for you has put her into despair of
late.' 


          


          


          Juana felt an unaccountable freezing sensation in the
region of her heart. So that was another reason, she thought, why the mercenary
dared hold his head so high — if he lost favour with either of his masters, he
still had his mistress willing to maintain him. No doubt it was his ruthless
desire for profiting by his amours that had brought Dona Luisa to despair. 


          


          


          'She is welcome to my part of his attention,' she said
tartly. 'Now hurry and finish with this, and tell me what guest it was that you
spoke of.' 


          


          


          But they could not tell her more than that a stranger had
come and Senor de Castaneda had sent for her to speak with him, and she was
obliged to submit, her mind whirling with painful images as cruelly clear as
the painted martyrs on the staircase, to their ministrations. When at last she
was ready she did not bother to glance at her reflection but followed the
grim-faced Condesa in silence. She dared not think as she walked; instead she
clung to each superficial impression with the whole strength of her thoughts:
the rustling of her dark-green taffeta skirts as she walked, the subdued
silence of the women who followed her, the cluster of faces upturned to watch
her descend the stairs. She saw Felipe Tristán standing near Pedrino's squat
shape in the well of the hall; but as she looked, the mercenary glanced down
and moved away, as though he sought to avoid reminding the little man of the
painful contrast between their statures. She closed her mind swiftly; she did
not want to think that Tristán could be capable of kindness. 


          


          


          Then, as her gaze moved on, she saw her visitor standing
just inside the archway, handsome and brilliant in his best suit of peacock and
silver-grey. For an instant she froze, paralysed; then she was running
downstairs and across the hall, sobbing for very relief. 


          


          


          'Jaime, oh Jaime!' she called gladly, and flung herself
into his arms. 


          


          


          CHAPTER 7 


          


          For a long moment Juana remained still, her fingers
clutching feverishly at him as though she wanted to reassure herself of his
reality. 


          


          'Jaime,' she whispered, raising her face at last, 'I shall
begin to have faith in miracles again. How did you come here? Why —' 


          


          'Softly, my love.' He smiled fleetingly at her, then
glanced over her head at the startled faces of the silent onlookers. 'There is
nothing strange about it— 


          your father grew  anxious when we  had no news of you, and I said I would ride
here to find out how you fared. I am good enough to be his messenger, if not
his son-in-law. Then, on the way here —' his handsome mouth tightened — 'I met
your aunt Beatriz, and what I learned from her was enough to make me push my
poor mount almost to foundering. You are not wed yet, are you? Where is this
Duque?' 


          


          'Senor.' The voice at Jaime de Nueva's elbow was very
quiet, but it made Juana's skin grow cold. 'You forget yourself to have your
sword drawn in His Grace's house.' 


          


          It was only then that Juana realized that while Jaime's
left arm encircled her shoulders, his right hand held a glinting rapier. He
must have been standing, confronting the rest like a soldier at bay, when she
ran down to him. As she looked up sharply, sensing his tension, she saw dusky
colour mantling Jaime's smooth cheeks and an angry look in his eyes, and his
arm fell from about her shoulders. 


          


          'What, sirrah?' His deep young voice was thick. 'Learn your
own place before you lesson me to mine, you cur!' 


          


          Unbelievingly, she watched his arm move as if in slow
motion. She 


          wanted to cry out, to catch Jaime's wrist, but before she
could stir he had struck Tristán, hard and angrily, across his disfigured
cheek. 


          


          The sound of the blow echoed, and for timeless seconds no
one moved. Then the mercenary bowed slightly and said with a perfect, cold
courtesy, 


          'Nevertheless, senor, sheathe your sword.' 


          


          Jaime stammered something, half-appalled by his own action
and by the flaring scarlet stain across Tristán's cheek. Fingers fumbling, he
jammed his sword back into its sheath as Eugenio de Castaneda came almost
jauntily forward. 


          


          ‗You are most welcome, senor! I had not understood
that you were the Senor de Nueva of whom 1 had heard —' his gaze flickered to
Juana — 'so much. Are you come to be a guest at my nephew's wedding?' 


          


          Jaime de Nueva shook his head. 'No, senor, only for as long
as it takes to learn the cause of Senorita de Arrelanos's tears. Are you Senor
de Castaneda?' 


          


          The elder man bowed, his watchful look making a travesty of
the smile that stretched his wide mouth; his fleshy shoulders were hunched
high, as if he were bracing himself against some attack. Jaime surveyed him,
then held out a letter. 


          


          'This comes from the senorita's father, and by now he
should have learned what Dona Beatriz told me when 1 met her on my way here. I
require an explanation, senor.' 


          


          'And you shall have one -' de Castaneda patted his arm -
'but do not let us sow more gossip than you have already done, mmn? Your Grace
- my lords and ladies - forgive us this disturbance, I beg. It is merely a
misunderstanding, which may easily be cleared.' 


          


          Murmuring among themselves, the greater part of the crowd
dispersed, and Juana saw the speculation in their faces as they eyed Jaime: the
men, with curiosity tinged with disdain; the women, with open interest and
admiration. She herself had forgotten the startling purity of his good looks, with
his jet-black hair and dark eyes brilliant beneath low, sweeping brows, and the
realization gave her an unexpected pang of guilt. He was staring across the
hall at Torres but bent his handsome head to look down at her. 'His Grace? Is that
 he, Juana? I thought -' 


          


          That is His Grace de Medina de as Torres,' de Castatieda
intervened smoothly, 'who has travelled from Madrid to represent the King at
this lady's wedding to my nephew.' He glanced round him at the emptying hall,
then added in a conspiratorial tone, 'Let us have no more disturbances, Senor
de Nueva. It is your arrival that has provoked these tears — young girls are
easily moved, and the Senorita Juana is far from her home. As for what Dona
Bcatriz may have told you — sadly, the senorita took a dislike to my poor
nephew's countenance, and her aunt encouraged her to much in her unreason that
I was obliged 'to send her back to her brother! After all, the senorita is
pledged to marry Bartolomé by her father's express desire, and I could not
allow her mind lobe poisoned against him.' Juana's eyes were dry now and full
of scorn. 'My father bought blind, senor. Summon the Duque, I pray you, and let
Senor de Nueva judge for himself whether he is a fit companion for any woman.' 


          


          There was a brief, ominous silence. Dona Luisa moved
forward to touch her husband's arm with skeletal fingers, and Torres smiled
with his usual air of gentle disinterest. Jaime looked from Juana's set face to
de Castaneda's empurpled one; then, with an effort that made the veins stand
out on his temples, de Castaneda grinned. 


          


          'But of course! We shall go into the lobby and wait there
until he comes. Felipe, fetch the Senorita Juana's betrothed.' With that last
word Juana knew that she had forgotten that one essential, damnable fact. She
was legally betrothed to the Duque de Valenzuela. It would be useless to claim
that she had been first coerced, then harried until she did not know the
meaning of the words she had repeated after the priest's gabble; she had given
her troth, and now she was bound by all the rigour of the law. Then, even as
the knowledge caught at her throat like a sickness, she found herself staring,
frozen. For the first time she had turns lightly from Jaime's side and found
herself facing Tristán. For all the studied casualness, the patient immobility
of his long, lean body as he stood before the doorway that led to the lobby,
this was not the Felipe Tristán she recognized. 


          


          The veneer of coldness, like a layer of ice, was gone:. the
harsh-boned face was alight, the slanting eyes brilliant with some inner
triumph beneath their hooded lids. She glanced round her almost fearfully,
wondering if anyone had noticed the change, but everyone else's attention was
occupied; de Castaneda, gripping Jaime's arm, merely jerked his head to speed
the mercenary on his way and did not notice when he only relayed the order to
another man and stood fast. 


          


          Juana went with the rest into the lobby with an
extraordinary feeling of powerlessness. Her mind must be numbed, she told herself,
for her to feel so little at seeing Jaime again. Now that her first joy had
ebbed she found herself regarding him with mild curiosity, as though he were
someone she had once known but had almost forgotten. Yet, barely a week ago,
marriage to him had been the summit of all her dreams. Now all she felt was
disappointment, and irritation that he should so easily lose the advantage that
his sudden arrival in the game had given him. 


          


          For, blandly and inexorably, he was being persuaded out of
his first indignation. She could hear de Castaneda talking swiftly, his tongue
bursting with excuses and explanations; it was all glibness and speed, carrying
no conviction and needing none, for the younger man could find no adequate
answer to the rush of words. De Castaneda patted his arm again, and smiled. 


          


          'Your haste to come here argues your affection for the
senorita, and rightly, too — you were almost a brother to her, were you not? —
and the fates have enabled you to come in time to witness her wedding. You will
stay for that, mmn?' 


          


          It made him happy, Juana thought, shocked; he delighted in
causing pain to as many people as he could, even those who could not harm him.
But before she could fully shape the thought, de Castaneda's expression changed
as he noticed Tristán. 


          


          'Is he come yet, Felipe?' 


          


          The red head moved in silent negation. 


          Well, fetch him, fetch him! Some slight delay —' he smiled
again at Jaime — 'the bridegroom is full of game 


          with the wedding so close, and a 


          little shy of strange company, so that he lacks your some
of the fitness of things. . 


          . . You, I am sure, would not provoke a quarrel before
people!" It was audacious, but the insistence might have succeeded if
Jaime had not glanced from him to Tristán. The sight of the mercenary's
impassive face made him stiffen, and the angry flush rose to his cheeks again. 


          'You are mistaken, senor - I would brawl before the King's
face for the senorita's sake. I must speak privately to you,' he added with
sudden urgency, his eyes meeting Juana's. 'We have much to say to each other.' 


          


          She stood motionless, but her thoughts recoiled. No,  her brain said, Icannot bear it.  He would ask her for an explanation of why she
was betrothed to another man, one she professed to hate. There was anger and
puzzled hurt in his soft brown eyes, an almost accusing look. But before she
could speak he had turned back to de Castaneda and was asking leave for a
private interview with her. The elder man shook his head relishingly. 


          


          'Private? No, no, that I cannot allow! You are careless of
the young lady's honour to ask it, my friend. But you shall stand together in
the corner there, and Felipe shall bear you company until my nephew comes,
mmn?' 


          


          Jaime started to protest, but Tristán had moved forward.
Half a head taller than the younger man, he had the air of an adult assuming
authority over a rebellious child; mocking green eyes met stormy dark ones, and
then Tristán said 'Senor' in a deferential tone that made Juana's skin prickle.
Her feelings must have shown in her face as he looked at her, because he added
gravely, 


          'Madam, I shall be as mute as a stone.' 


          


          She drew a sharp breath. She had never had greater need of
coolness than now, she thought tormentedly, but her brain seemed crippled; so
much had happened that she could not focus her thoughts. As she went with Jaime
into the corner that de Castaneda had indicated, all she could think of was the
leashed tension in the mercenary‘s tall frame. Some thing else had happened: he
knew of it and she did not, and the knowledge gave him an advantage. Her heart
was beating quickly as she turned her attention to Jaime, and she realized with
a shock that he had already begun speaking. 


          


          ‗.....without sending me a warning? That day, when
you said you would marry me, I waited until it was nearly dusk to speak to your
father, and then they told me that he was not to be spoken with! Then, when I
rode over next day, they told me that you were pledged to the Duque de
Valenzuela and were busy preparing to travel to his Castillo.‘ His shapely
mouth was tight, but his lower lip trembled. ‗You could not disobey your
father, I know that – but a letter from yoi I might have kept.‘ 


          


          ‗I could not, Jamie, for I had no means to send you
anything.‘ 


          


          Juana spoke softly, realizing as she did so that all the
heartache of that time seemed a world away; so long ago, so childish. Her
father's wrath over her refusal to marry a stranger — Duque or no — her
defiance, and her childish scheme to run away and marry Jaime . . . the plot
that Michaela had betrayed. In the face of the destruction she had known since,
those other things seemed petty. 


          


          'Listen — you must listen.' The words seemed to come from her
in spite of herself, and he bent his black head to hear her. 'You are my only
hope — I cannot stay here. Sooner than marry this Duque, I will enter a
convent—' 


          


          He motioned her to silence, glancing past her at Tristán.
Then he said quickly, ‗But you cannot! Your honour will suffer if you
refuse to marry the man to whom you are betrothed —' 


          


          'My honour! My honour is no longer important to me now — I
care only to get away from here. I do not care how.' 


          


          She sensed a stir like the slight shifting of weight at her
back, and the wild look died from her face to be replaced by an almost haunted
expression. Jaime regarded her worriedly. 'Juan, you are not well. The strain
-‘ 


          'No, I am not well, but my brain is not sick, I promise
you. I shall tell you all my reasons later, but I swear I do not say this thing
lightly — I mean it with all my soul. Do you believe me?' 


          He nodded. 'Of course. But if your father has pledged his
word for you —' 


          He cannot have known what the Duque was like! I know he did
not.' He could not, she thought, when even Bartolomé's guardians had not known
the worst of it. 'Help me, Jaime, or they will force mc —' She broke off,
catching her breath like a hunted quarry. 'I cannot stay here.' 


          


          Jaime's handsome face was the picture of bewilderment. 'But
why,  Juana 


          — I  know you
do not love the Duque, but for your honour —' 


          


          'Do not preach to me of my honour!' There was raw pain in her
 voice before she regained control
and managed to say steadily, 'The Duque de Valenzuela is no better than an
idiot. He stammers and slobbers and his breath stinks, and I  swear his brain cannot be sound — he speaks
like an untaught child. My father only knew that his upbringing had been
sheltered, but it must have been because they dare not let people see him. He
is bestial, both he and his — 


          his servant.' She was speaking rapidly now, her tongue
almost stumbling over the words. Could he hear?  she wondered feverishly. She dared not look
behind her to see, and Jaime still looked doubtful, unconvinced. 


          


          'Many of the nobility are . . . afflicted in some way,' he
said embarrassedly. 


          'Where there is a mixture of Spanish and Austrian blood
there are often weaknesses, my father says, which are unsightly to lesser men,
but truly they are signs of greatness.' 


          


          'Such as the falling sickness?' she flashed back, and he
frowned at her, shocked. 'In Christian charity I should pity him, but I cannot!
He is like an animal, he. . . .' It was no good, she thought with sudden
desolation; she could see the startled withdrawal deepening in his eyes with
every word she uttered. It was desperation that made her  add, 'The old Duque, Torres, disapproves of
the match, and I believe he speaks for the King. Tell my father that, if
nothing else!' 


          


          The lustrous brown eyes widened as they stared into hers,
and she realized bitterly that she had touched him more deeply with her last
words than with all her declared unhappiness. Had she suspected as much? Was
that why she had believed so easily in his faithlessness after Michaela had
stolen her letter? She watched his perturbed expression harden into grimness. 


          


          'I shall speak to Senor de Castaneda; he declared firmly.
If this is so, you cannot be forced —' 


          


          The words were cut off as a servant came hurriedly into the
lobby, his eyes round with fear, and bowed untidily to the room at large. 


          


          De Castaneda spoke sharply. 'Well, dolt, is my nephew
coming?' 


          


          The man shook his head, gulping. 'So please you, senor, we
have all been searching for him! Some dozen are at it now. When we could not
find him in his apartments we searched the whole wing, but the Duque is not to
be found.' 


          


          Three hours dragged by interminably and still the little
group waited, frozen by that etiquette which refuses to allow the great to
admit to fatigue. Servants came and went, went and returned, and slowly it
dawned upon Juana that fewer and fewer were daring to come back and admit
failure. A slow, irrational hope began to burn again in her chilled heart, but
she did not stir; if she showed the slightest trace of hope, she thought, some
unkind fate would quench it on the instant. 


          


          De Castaneda's complexion had darkened from scarlet to
purple and his narrowed eyes were like slits of restless mercury when Torres
spoke quietly from his place. 


          


          'I think we must declare ourselves baffled by His Grace's
whereabouts for the present, and need not await him longer.  He spoke so mildly that the command in his
voice was almost unnoticeable, but it was there. It may be that now he is
regretting certain events which we all know of - perhaps he even a dislikes the
idea of his betrothal.' His cool hazel eyes rested briefly on de Castaneda's
working features as he continued, watching each barb sink in. `When he is 


          


          found, he must be reassured that his marriage will not take
place with any unseemly haste, and perhaps that will calm his fears. Senor de
Castaneda, I know, will agree with me.' 


          


          


          There was a choking sound from his side, almost lost in
Juana's quick cry of relief. 'No, no, wait — the boy is playing some prank! He
has got loose before — 


          you cannot stop it — not now —' 


          


          Clumsily, like a baited bull, de Castaneda lurched forward,



          staggering 


          from one to another as if he would stop them by physical
force. He was almost weeping, rage and chagrin blurring what he was trying to
say into near-incoherence; his meaty hands clutched at a shoulder, an arm, as
if he were trying to shake a response into the faces that stared back into his.
All of a sudden he halted, lifting both hands as if to claw at his own face;
the wild imprecations that he was spitting at Torres seemed to catch in his
throat in a tremulous gasp. He staggered forward as though he had been shot,
his right hand clutching his left arm across his breast, and lifted a face that
was weirdly contorted, teeth bared like an animal's, as he tried to force
himself erect again. In the meaningless roar that came from his throat, Juana
could only distinguish the words, 'Proxy — Felipe —' 


          before he fell to the floor and lay still. 


          


         Torres's brows lifted very slightly. It was providential, he
was thinking, and as strange as it was welcome, for the poison which he had so
carefully selected to rid the King of his two embarrassments, Eugenio de
Castaneda and the nephew who should never have existed, still reposed snugly
inside two of the rings on his fingers; he had not intended to administer them
until the wedding feast itself. 


          


          Tristán had moved forward swiftly and was kneeling over the
 huddled shape, his long fingers
deftly loosening the high, strangling golilla collar; the dreadful colour had
faded from his cheeks, leaving them waxen. Juana stared down  at him in horror. The man was deadly sick,
yet his last conscious thought had been that obsessive desire to marry her to
his nephew. She seemed to feel invisible threads reaching out from the slumped
body, trying impotently to enfold her again in a web of malice. . . . 


          


          Front a great distance she heard Tristán's voice say, 'He
is not dead, but he needs a physician,' and she realized as he spoke that Jaime
had moved forward and was supporting her, her head against his shoulder, her
nostrils full of the familiar fragrance of him. In that instant she was transported
back to the safety and happiness of childhood, and she could listen to the
meaningless voices with a small, contented smile on her lips. 


          


          'This is his rage, Your Grace, too much choler has overcome
him . . . he should be taken to his bed.' 


          


          'Have him attended to, then — will you go with your
husband, senora?' 


          


          'Your Grace —' Jaime's voice sounded odd, close to Juana's
ear; she could sense the vibration through his chest without making sense of
the words. 'The senorita is fainting.' 


          


          'With Your Grace's permission—' 


          


          For correctness, Tristán should have awaited Torres's
assent, but without bothering to finish the request he crossed to Juana in
three quick strides and scooped her up in his arms before she, too, crumpled to
the ground. 


          


          It was much later, in the golden afternoon light that
presaged the swift Andalusian dusk, that Juana opened her eyes. For a moment
she stared unseeingly before her, knowing no more than that she was conscious
and had not been so before. Then her gaze flickered round the room in which she
lay, and she saw dark panels barred with gold from the grilled window, and a
high, painted ceiling. 'Awake at last?' enquired a voice, and the Condesa de
Araciel bent over her, her plump, hook-nosed face more gentle than Juana had
ever seen it. 'We have been concerned for you, senorita, you have slept so
long.' 


          Juana's brows puckered. 'Slept. . . ?' 


          She could not think why her sleeping should cause anyone
concern, then pictures began to come back to her. The imagined vision of
Michaela, a huddled, bird-boned heap on the courtyard stones; de Castaneda's
fallen body, like a stricken bull, powerless but malignant; herself, as she had
seemed to see her own body, sliding limply through Jaime's anxious grasp and
being caught up, before she could fall to the floor, as if she had weighed no
more than a baby. She moistened her lips and forced out the question she could
hardly bear to ask. 


          'What happened?‘ 


          'You swooned when the senor fell ill, and one of the
servants carried you here so that you might recover in peace.' 


          


          ‗No. . . I meant, what happened to my — to the Duque?
Has 


          he 


          been 


          found yet?' 


          


          


          'No.' Juana wondered whether she had imagined a faint note
of reassurance in the Condesa's tone. `Half the household is searching for him
— but he will be found. He likes to play in the hidden passages, only to vex
those who look after him, but when he is tired of the game, or hungry, he will
return again. This has happened before.' 


          


          An irrational hope died. Juana said, `But the senor was so
— so angry-‘ 


          


          'Because he did not wish His Grace de Medina de las Torres
to know of his habits' was the reply. 'At other times he has simply waited for
his return — he has no real fear for his safety.' 


          


          Juana nodded. So, it seemed, de Castaneda would have his
wish even if he was not there to see it performed; Bartolomé's tricks had not
changed the situation. When he returned, everything would be as it was before,
save for a little delay — perhaps not even that. 


          'Proxy — Felipe —' 


          


          The almost unintelligible words came back to her now, and
she shivered slightly. Even if Bartolomé were not found in time for the
ceremony, it could go forward-if de Castaneda's last desperate order had been
heard and heeded by any other than herself. 


          


          The memory of long arms holding her high against a broad
chest like a wall made her ask almost involuntarily, ‗Who carried me
here?‘ 


          


          The Condesa smiled thinly. ‗You need have no fear, it
was not your childhood friend - that would have been against all etiquette and
could never have been permitted! It was thc Duque's man. There is no
incorrectness in the case of servants.' 


          


          Juana wanted to laugh, and bit her lip against the hysteria
that threatened to well up and overpower her. The Condesa, however, took her
strange look for shocked modesty and explained soothingly that she had been by
Juana 's side since she had swooned; that the man had obeyed her orders to the
letter, laying Juana down on this couch and going out of the room again without
another look at her. He was waiting outside now, she added, to take news of her
recovery to His Grace de las Torres and to deliver a message to her on the
grandee's behalf. 


          


         'I shall not see him!' Juana's heartbeat was quick and
painful. 'Tell him, Condesa, that I - I am recovered but would stay here
quietly for an hour or two, undisturbed. Any message he has for me, tell him, I
command him to say to you.' 


          


          'Very well.' 


          


          If the Condesa were surprised by her vehemence, she gave no
sign. With a light touch on Juana's shoulder that might have been sympathy, she
went to the door and let herself out, closing it behind her. 


          


          Juana relaxed again, letting her head loll back against the
cushions and watching, almost idly, the sunlight deepening from amber to flame
on the dark wood of the panels. The room was warm, and it was too much trouble
to think . . . unconsciousness was beckoning her again, and she was tempted to
let go of all the hideous shreds of memory and let the comforting darkness take
her again. Nothing could touch her, hurt her, there; and what she did not know
of would have no power over her. It would not matter if they found Bartolomé...
The sound of the door closing compelled het eyes open, she had not known, until
mite looked up at the door, that she had expected Felipe Tristán to enter in
the Condesa‘s stead. But the elder woman, plum and austere was approaching the
couch with her usual chilly serenity. 


          ‗He had given me the message from the Duque -‘ she
did not bother to dignify the mercenary with his name - 'and he requested me to
tell you that he respects your wish for solitude. I suggested that I and some
of your ladies should stay outside the door and warn away the searchers if they
should seek to come this way and disturb you, and he assented and said that he
would tell His Grace de las Torres.' 


          


          Juana felt a curious twinge of uneasiness, almost like
disappointment. Why had Tristán admitted defeat at easily? He usually took
little notice of her commands, and she had rejoiced in the thought of having
the Condesa to help her rout him. Then she remembered the inner excitement that
had caught her attention when she had first seen him clearly that morning -
that blazing inward triumph that had changed his icy greets eyes to the brilliance
of emeralds. Perhaps that - whatever it was - still occupied his thoughts
enough to make him concede her the victory in this minor skirmish. Was that how
he would look, she wondered with sudden, convulsive violence, if she ever found
that she was to bear his child? 


          


          She thanked the Condesa for her thoughtfulness in a voice
that shook treacherously, and agreed that she would like her door to be guarded
while she rested. 'And the Duque's message?' she added, on an odd inflection.
'What did he say?' 


          


          The Condesa smiled. 'Only that His Grace sends his
apologies to you for his want of hearing. He understands that Senor de
Castaneda was speaking somewhat of your wedding ceremony when he was taken ill,
but he — the Duque — was so much agitated that he could not make out what it
was he said, and dares not act upon uncertainties.' 


          


         Comprehension filled Juana's eyes as she thought of the
Duque's pale, unmoved face watching de Castaneda's stumbling and shouting, and
a tiny smile tugged at her lips in answer. ‗I am grateful to His Grace‘
she said unsteadily. ‗He is a wiser man than I guessed.‘ 


          


          


          When the Condesa had gone Juana heard a brief murmuring of
voices outside and knew that her guardians had taken up their watch. The
knowledge was soothing, and it made her feel safe as she had not felt safe
since she first missed Tia Beatriz and learned that her only sure protection
had been sent away from her. It was plain enough why de Castaneda had rid
himself of Tia, she thought with new, grim realism; her own complaints of her
betrothed's behaviour might be dismissed as childish exaggeration or an attempt
to win pity, but Miguel de Arrelanos would not disbelieve his meek, soft-hearted
elder sister. 


          


          Her thoughts darted back, against her will, to the previous
night; to the angry, whining voice and the scrabbling fingers. There was a row
of bloody crescents on the inside of one of her thighs, where Bartolomé‘s
fingernails had plunged when the first throes of epilepsy took him. .. 


          


          A sound from the darkest corner of the room, beside the
mantel, made her thrust herself upright. Strange, she thought, that she had not
noticed that flaw in the panelling before, that thin black line that split the
oak like a crack of darkness. A fault in the wood, she told herself, but it was
a fault that moved and grew. 


          


          Then, magnified in her ears, she heard the Condesa's voice.
'He likes to play in the hidden passages. . . .' And she had been too dazed,
too stupid to ask what the hidden passages were or where they led. A building
as old as this would be fretted with them, so that people could pass from room
to room unseen by means of concealed doors and secret ways. And one such door
was opening now, before her eyes, and the crack had widened to a strip of
darkness. 


          


          It would almost admit a man now, and her lips parted to
scream for the Condesa. 


          Light glimmered in the gap, almost white in contrast to the
dusky orange glow of the dying sun, and Juana felt her throat close in pure
terror. 


          


          'Quietly.' The whisper made her freeze. 'Do not call out,
Juana, or I must silence you.' 


          Numbly, she watched the panel swing wider, saw the
lantern-light gleam on the blade of a dagger. Striking upwards, it transformed
Felipe Tristán's face into something fiendish, the harshly jutting bones
disfigured by the bar of shadow that rived his cheek, the strange, slanting
eyes pale and inhuman. Then he took a step forward into the room and the last
of the sun's rays touched the brilliant hair. 


          


          Juana did not wait. As he moved, she flung herself off the
couch and sped towards the door, hands outstretched to touch the latch, taking
a quick, sobbing breath toscream. But she had misjudged her own strength, she
knew after the first step; the door seemed all at once to be an impossible
distance away, and she knew that she could never reach it before he caught her.
She screamed then, but his hand across her mouth cut the sound short. 


          


          There was utter silence. She could hear the echo of her own
brief, stifled cry, the thudding of her heart and a slower, deeper pounding
behind her head as Tristán drew her back against him and she heard his
heartbeat joining with her own. Then something cold and hard touched her breast
and she knew that it was the dagger, pricking subtly through the stuff of her
gown. 


          


          In that moment the latch began to move. 


          


          'Keep her out. Say that you were dreaming and cried out in
your sleep.' 


          


          Juana nodded, and he released her. She took a faltering
step to meet the Condesa on the threshold, clinging to the door so that it
could not swing wide, with an exhausted little gesture that looked bemused but
was actually a feverish clinging for physical support. She dared not look
behind her, hut she knew that Tristán was standing in the door's shadow,
watching her. 


          


          'Did you call out, Senorita de Arrclanos?' The Condesa's
glance was sharp. ‗I thought I heard a sound from this room.‘ 


          


          'I must have fallen asleep and had a nightmare.' Juana's
mouth was dry. 


          'I— I dreamt I saw the devil.' 


          


          The Condesa crossed herself, taking an instinctive step
back. 'Never name them! It brings them to you more surely than any other means.
Do you want company now — would you feel more secure?' 


          


          ‗No, I want no one's company, Condesa.' The
truthful-ness of her own answer tinged Juana's voice with bitterness. 'I think
I shall sleep again, so long as no one disturbs me, and you might all pray that
I meet with better dreams,‘ she finished on a desperate note. 


          


          The Condesa nodded, her dark eyes compassionate. 'We will,
I promise you. Lock the door if you feel safer so.' Juana forced her lips into
the semblance of a smile and nodded dismissal. As the Condesa backed away a
golden-skinned hand pushed the door closed, then deftly turned the key in the
lock. 


          


          'An excellent stratagem, since we have permission.' The
brilliant, unrevealing eyes lifted to her face. 'You flatter me,' he added
coldly. 


          


          'For sure I could not insult you! Have you changed
loyalties, then?' She glanced down at the dagger. `Will Torres pay more for me
dead than Eugenio would pay for me pregnant?' 


          


          For a moment he was silent, and she believed that her guess
had struck home; she found herself wishing wildly that he would murder her
quickly and have done. Even across the distance that separated them, she could
sense the power in his tall, lean frame, none the less dangerous for being
tightly leashed. She felt threatened, crowded, and backed a step away from him.



          


          He replied as evenly as if she had not spoken, ‗I had
a curiosity to know why it is that you show that pretty whelp such favours and
smile when you are in his arms. Is he an old love of yours that you talk with
him so earnestly, or did you mean only to reward him for striking me?' 


          


          Her first thought was a flood of relief that he had not
heard what she said to Jaime, but she lifted her chin haughtily. 'I do not
account for my feelings to servants!' 


          


          'Nor paramours?' he enquired with icy mockery, and with a
quick, flashing movement the dagger was in its sheath. The scarred mouth curved
in a faint, disdainful smile as Tristán continued smoothly, 'You have too low
an opinion of my fidelity. I come to you on behalf of the Duque de Valenzuela,
to tell you that the troth you gave him is yours again — he will not now claim
you for his bride.' 


          


          He  studied her,
seeing the sudden tremor of her full lips and the flood of colour in her
cheeks. 'Does the news please you?' 


          


          'Yes. Yes, oh yes!' 


          


          'Then you are free of him.' 


          


          'I  cannot believe
it.' The sound of her own laughing words sobered her, and she stiffened. 'I cannot
 believe it, I dare not. This is some
trick, like — like his running away and hiding himself, and he will pretend to
change his mind again and claim me back. Where is he now? Have they found him?'



          


          'No, and I hope they will not do so yet. But I promise you,
the matter was out of his hands at the last — he will never make you his wife
now.' 


          


          Juana was silent, her longing to believe him warring with
suspicion and doubt. At last she said imperiously, Ìf you know where he is,
then take me to him. I will hear these welcome tidings from his own lips.' 


          


          He shook his head. 'I cannot do that. He is not to be
spoken with.' 


          


          'Not even to have my gratitude for his clemency?' She had
seen the slight, indecisive stir of the thick gold lashes and knew with
sickening certainty that he was trying to trick her. 'You must give me leave
not to trust your assurances - I have little cause to think you are my friend.'
'It may prove that I am the best friend you have ever had.' His face was
completely enigmatic now, but she sensed that mysterious excitement beginning
to burn within hint again. 'Do you truly desire to see Bartotome?' 


          


          ‗If it would confirm this tale of yours, I would
speak with the devil,' 


          she flashed back, and he bowed ironically. Turning, he
pocked up the lantern that he had covered as he entered the room, and unmasked
its light; the demonic shadows rapt up on to his face again, and Juana
moistened her lips. 


          


          'Follow me, then, and softly, lest your guardians out there
hear you. I had best go before — these passages can be treacherous if you do
not know your way.' 


          


          She made no answer, only gathered her spreading skirts as
closely about her as she could and followed him towards the panel, standing
alai-. Her brain was in tumult; she longed to believe what he had told her, but
she had hoped too many times. If Bartolomé regretted becoming betrothed to her,
why had he not told his uncle? It was childish folly to run away and hide from
what one disliked, but then Bariolome was childish — and foolish. 


          


          As she had been, she thought with sudden clarity, seeking
to rush into Jaime's arms and pretend that her unwelcome husband did not exist.
Seeing him again, her first thought had been that Jaime had altered; but more
likely her memory of him had been blurred, even in so short a time. A tall man
with a scarred face stood between them, blotting out the image of the boy she
had thought she loved— there was no room for lukewarm affection when her heart
was full of this tormenting furnace of hatred. 


          


          But for the light of the lamp the darkness in the passage
was total, and Juana had almost to feel her way down the flight of narrow,
irregular stairs that her feet encountered. She groped her way cautiously, her
skirts brushing the walls on either side, while motes of dirt and the dusty
strands of cobwebs floated softly into her face. They were making their way
down, she realized, deep down; she could feel the weight of the whole castillo
massing over her head, about to fall and crush her. 


          


          Fighting the urge to put out a hand and touch Tristán's
back for reassurance, she said harshly, ‗They told me that you entered
toy bedchamber last night, and no one knew how you came. Was this the way you
used?‘ 


          ‗Yes, there is a door hard by. Here -' he halted and
sigh, raised the lantern higher - this is where Bartolomé is lurking. 


          


          He reached out his free hand, and to the accompaniment of a
faint sighing noise, the blackness before them parted to reveal wide twilit
spaces and a flagged floor crowded with unrecognizable shapes of shadow. Juana
had been so sure that they would emerge somewhere near the Duque's chambers
that she drew back, bewildered; this cold, bleak place was like nothing she had
anticipated. Tristán ushered her  through the panel and closed it behind them,
and when she looked back all she could see were rows of dusty bottles on wooden
racks. Her eyes lifted to his in startled enquiry. 


          


          'We are in the Benaventes wine-cellars,' he responded
dryly, 'and Bartolomé 


          is waiting for us yonder-if you will condescend to follow a
little further.' 


          


          She did not answer, and he led the way unhesitatingly
between interminable ranks of casks, some upright and some stacked. As her
sight became accustomed to the gloom, she could see the last vestiges of
daylight filtering under the cloistered arches that raised their apexes clear
of the ground to enable light and air to reach the cellars. It was quiet, she
thought suddenly - too quiet. Bartolomé de Benaventes y Rioja would not stay
quiet for so long, unless it was for some purpose; perhaps he was stalking them
now, making an idiot's game of it to startle her. She held her breath, listening
for the sound of his clumsy footsteps, knowing that if he burst upon her
suddenly she would scream. 


          


          But when she finally saw him, she did not scream. A soft,
unbelieving sound tore huskily from her throat and she stumbled, her fingers
unknowingly tight on the long, lean hand that came out to steady her. 


          


          Bartolomé, Duque de Valenzuela, was sprawled on the floor
in a dark puddle of wine that looked like blood. The fleshy mouth gaped wide,
and the empty blue eyes were sightless and staring. Wherever Juana looked there
was hideous purple, darkening the shoulders of the velvet doublet he had had on
the previous night, suffusing the blemished cheeks, matting the thin brown hair
in trails across the bony forehead. 


          


          'I told you he would not claim you as his wife.' 


          


          Tristán's incisive voice pierced her ebbing consciousness,
and she forced herself to take a slow, reviving breath. 'How did he die? What
killed him?' 


          


          She had watched him make a brief, discreet bow of
acknowledgement before she understood its meaning; then comprehension grew
slowly in her dark eyes, and her fingers peeled away from his like dying
petals. 


          


          `You. . . Her voice was choked. 


          


          'At your service, madam.' 


          


          Juana shook her head slowly. Her brain felt as if it were bursting,
 but she could only say in a voice
that did not sound like her own, 'I — I cannot believe 


          — you murdered him?' 


          


          'Say rather I did not prevent him killing himself. He was
playing King-ofthe-Castle on top of one of the wine-casks, and he slipped and
fell in head-first. I could have saved him, but I did not I thought you would
prefer him dead.' 


          


          Now, finally, she understood what had kindled that secret
excitement behind his cold facade. It blazed from him now in every line of his
arrogant stance, head thrown back and feet wide apart, the hands that had
wrenched life from the Duque de Valenzuela disposed as elegantly as any
courtier's. The flame in his eyes seemed to reach out and touch her. 


          


          'I — oh, God!' She shook her head helplessly, unaware even
of her own blasphemy. 'I should be sorry, but I cannot. I detested him, and I
could not bear the thought of— of—' 


          


          'Of giving yourself to him?' Tristán glanced down at the
corpse, and there was an odd hardness about his mouth. 'It was not a fit match.'



          


          With an effort Juana dragged her gaze from the dead,
suffused face. 


          'You dare not stay here now — if you are found you will be
taken and killed. The law says —' 


          


          'I know what value your law sets upon a Spanish life if it
should be lost at the hands of a foreigner. But you forget, I did not so much
as touch him.' 


          


          `So much more reason for you to go at once, before he is
found! They will never believe that you did not harm him. Go now — take another
name and make a new life in another country, and I shall not betray you.' To be
rid of him, she was thinking feverishly, she would perjure her very soul. 


          


          'You misconstrue everything.' There was a note of mocking
indulgence in his detached voice that brought an angry flush to her cheeks.
'Although the manner of his death was an accident, the fact of it was not. I
brought him here to kill him, last night, after I had had to watch your maid
die.' A sway of his hips presented the hilt of the rapier that hung half-hidden
by his side, and his fingers stroked the chased hilt caressingly. 'For six
years I have washed that ape, dressed it, fed it and ministered to its
pleasures, and seen what becomes of the creatures it has had for living toys.
Birds, animals — even some wretched women they gave him when he would not be
fobbed off with aught else. I had to use my sword on one or two when they could
not scream any more and did not amuse him any longer.' 


          


          Juana shivered. 'But why kill him now? If you have borne
with him for so long -' 


          


          'Say that my patience was exhausted. And then, I knew that
I could get a rich reward by his death.' 


          


          'A reward? Who -' 


          


          'Who else but you? You wanted him dead - or will you deny
it now?' 


          


          CHAPTER 8 


          


          


          


          Juana started to protest, then fell silent. Her mind seethed
with denial, with frightened repudiation of Tristan‘s calm assumption, but
somehow he indignant words would not rise to her tongue; even if her brain had
not consciously shaped the thought, she realized, she had wished Bartolome
dead. But for this inhuman, cold-blooded man to go beyond the reach of her
basest thought and make it reality… She stared up into those enigmatic eyes
with a mixture of anger, fright and shame. 


          


          


          ‗I would never have bidden you do this.‘ 


          


          


          ‗True, but you might not have bidden me to hasten to
his rescue.‘ His watchful look did not alter. ‗Would you rather I had
left your handsome ehevalier to stop your marriage-the one who cares so much
for the continuance of your honour?‘ 


          


          


          So he had heard after all, she thought; her anguish,
Jaime‘s appalled evasions had probably caused a faint stir of amusement – no
more – in that icy composure. The thought made her wince. But if she granted
his request, rewarded him for the service he had done her – solely for his own
gain, she did not doubt – 


          perhaps he would go; go anywhere, so that she no longer saw
him and was reminded… It would have to be a rich reward, the richest she could
contrive. With a steadiness she did not feel, she answered at last, her words
seeming to echo unnaturally in the death-filled silence. 


          


          


          ‗I admit the justice of your… claim, senor; you have
done me a fair service.‘ She kept her eyes averted from the thing on the floor
as she spoke. ‗In return for my freedom from this marriage, I will give
you half the dowry that my father sent with me to the Duque. I shall say that
his family would not render it back again. On condition,‘ she added more
quickly, ‗that you leave this place at once and do not return. I will
give you my oath to send the money after you.‘ 


          


          


          A sound like a sharp sigh escaped him, but his reply was
level and measured. ‗That would draw suspicion on me sooner than anything
else – had you thought of that? Or did you think I would not?‘ When she was
silent, honestly dumbfounded, he continued, ‗If I stay and help with the
search, I shall be less suspected.‘ He sounded like a patient tutor instructing
a dull pupil. ‗Besides, you cannot pay a blood-debt so. It is not your
father who ewes it.‘ 


          


          


          ‗How can I pay you else? All I possess is what was my
father‘s, or else what the – the Duque has given me.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You have a short memory, Juana.‘ 


          


          


          The silence between the pulsed, and her hands crept up as
though to fend him off. Tristan did not move 


          


          


         ‗You never wanted me!‘ The raw sound of her own voice
startled her. ‗You took me only to keep me here for him, because they
paid you to do it. You said as much, that night! Why lose the chance of riches
now, just for the sake of – of vindictiveness?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Call it that if you will-‘his big shoulders moved
negligently after a moment 


          – ‗but I do not propose to take money for this deed.
A killer is entitled to name his own price, even one who kills by accident; I
did not enjoy the deed.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You cannot force me to pay you anything.‘ Her
frightened mind was retreating now, searching for ways of escape from the trap
into which she had walked so confidently. ‗If I were to tell how you –‗



          


          


          ‗The whole castillo knows how you hated poor
Bartolome,‘ he interrupted, 


          ‗though I warned you to hide it; and I have been his
faithful servant for six full years. If I were to be accused of killing him, I
should have to confess how you wrought me to it against my judgement and
offered me more than a poor servant could withstand.‘ 


          


          


          She returned away sharply, but his arm was a link of steel
about her waist, drawing her back against him. With helpless fascination she
watched his hands caress her, sliding smoothly upwards to cup her breasts. 


          


          


          ‗What would you say then – if I told how you offered
me anything in the world if I would kill him?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I would tell them the truth – that I knew nothing.‘
The words sounded like a sob. 


          


          


          ‗And they would not believe it. What if they made
trial of your virginity to disprove my tale?‘ 


          


          


          She gave a cry of sheer torment, trying vainly to twist
free from his caressing fingers, but his strength compelled her to stillness.
For an instant his chin rested on the top of her head, and then he said as he
had before, ‗Look at me.‘ 


          


          


         It was so crisp and unemotional that she obeyed him without
thinking, arching her neck so that her black head rested against the griffin
badge on his shoulder. Slowly, as though he relished the action as he performed
it, he bent his head and laid his scarred mouth on her trembling one. For a
brief instant she could not move: it was impossible, her brain was saying; she
could not be here in Felipe Tristan‘s arms with her betrothed husband lying
newly dead nearby. In a moment she would wake, she must… 


          


          


          The kiss deepened, probing her parted lips and stirring the
unwanted memory of another, more profound violation. At first she scarcely
noticed the insidious touch that stroked the smooth skin of her breasts; then,
as her blood quickened, she stood acquiescent and shivering in his arms. She was
panting with quick, shallow breaths when he raised his head, and then he freed
her so abruptly that she swayed. 


          


          


          ‗An earnest of your debt – your honour for my
honour,‘ he said dryly, and she stared almost incredulously into his eyes. 


          


          


          


          There was no trace of desire in the calmly implacable mask
that confronted her; nothing in his steady, almost critical scrutiny that bore
any relation to the ruthless hunger she had felt in his touch. For one wild
moment Juana wondered whether her own fevered mind had invented all that she
thought he had said to her, but then she glimpsed the sprawled shape on the
floor near the casks and knew that it was all a bitter reality. Bartolome was
dead indeed, and his death had put her in debt to the man she hated most in the
world. 


          


          


          ‗What will happen when they find his body?‘ she
demanded, and he shrugged again. 


          


          


          ‗They will not discover it until I choose to let
them. I am not so green as to leave it here for the first cellarman who ranges
from his usual toping haunts – the longer he is missing, the better. I shall
hide him until I can contrive him some natural end, to befall him when both you
and I are in other company. Until then, your noble betrothed –‗the
downward glance was expressionless – ‗will be strangely absent – that is
all you need to know.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Where will you hide him?‘ Juana saw the red head
turn slightly towards one of the casks. ‗Oh, no….‘ 


          


          


          ‗Where better? No one is likely to drink the cellars
dry within this month, and before that time I can contrive him a less
suspicious end.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Your plans are made already, then?‘ She could not
prevent the question. 


          ‗Did you always mean to cross this marriage?‘ 


          


          


          ‗If it profited me to do so – I am a mercenary, and I
help myself. If it had suited my purpose better, you could have had your
title.‘ There was a very slight edge to his voice as he spoke, and then he
turned from her. ‗Wait while I bestow His Grace.‘ 


          


          


          He stooped and in a single movement rose with the
disgusting slack-limbed thing in his arms, crossed to the open cask nearby and
tipped the body in headfirst, stepping back quickly to avoid the wash of wine
that surged over the rim and on to the flags. Then he slammed the lid down. 


          


          


          ‗There, Bartolome-‘ he patted the cask – ‗safe
and snug.‘ 


          


          


          Juana was staring half-hypnotized at the trickles of spilt
wine that ran down the channels carved in the flagstones to drain off any
spillage. The puddles were dwindling…the purple stains were draining away of
themselves, like the last shreds of a nightmare. A spot or two, dark and
sticky, marred the green taffeta of her skirts, and she realized that she would
have to destroy her gown before anyone saw it closely. 


          


          


          ‗We must go back before we are missed.‘ Tristan‘s
voice made her start, and as he approached her she winced from the warmth of
him. 


          


          


          ‗Do you mean to hold me to this debt?‘ 


          


          


          In spite of her resolve, her voice cracked huskily, but he
only said crisply, 


          ‗The work is done and must be paid for,‘ before he
moved away, striding soundlessly between the shadowy ranks of casks without
waiting to see whether or not she followed him. Juana darted after him in
sudden, mounting panic; she dared not risk losing sight of him now, for she did
not know her way back. 


          


          


          As the panel slid back, the lamp that he had left burning
within it made her lift her hand to shield her dazzled eyes; it was Tristan‘s
fingers, locked about her wrist, that made her lower it, forcing her to face
him. The scar was a shadowy crevasse across his cheek, hair and skin copper and
gold in the flare of light. 


          


          


          ‗Have patience,‘ he advised as she flinched. ‗You
will come to like the deed, if not the doer.‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗Senorita.‘ The discreet whisper made Juana lift her
head from her hands. 


          ‗Senorita de Arrelanos.‘ 


          


          


          Trembling, she force herself up from the silk covered couch
on which she had half-sat, half-fallen when the panel closed behind Tristan,
leaving her alone in the locked room that she had left so short a time before. It
was the Condesa, her voice gently but insistent, and Juana knew that she must
answer. Somewhere between thankfulness and fear – the distraction was like
being woken from a bad dream – she stumbled to the door and turned the key in
the lock. 


          


          


          ‗Yes, Condesa, what is it?‘ Her voice sounded thin
and unreal to her own ears. 


          


          


          ‗Are you awake now, senorita? I called a few minutes
ago, but you did not answer.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I must have been drowsing again – I did not hear
you. Is there any news? 


          Have they – have they found the Duque?‘ 


          


          


          Juana learned her cheek against the coolness of the wood as
if its solid thickness reassured her, her great dark eyes unseeing. The Condesa
must have called while she was still traversing the passages on her way back
here, she thought numbly; she could not have been sitting there for more than a
minute when she had tried again. If she had heard anything, suspected anything-


          


          With a conscious summoning of all her strength, Juana swung
the door open and faced the woman on the other side, thanking the saints as she
did so that it was almost perfect night now and her face could not be seen. Her
gown, she knew, was inches deep in dust at the hem and streaked with cobwebs;
heart thudding with guilt, she realized that she must change it if she was not
to excite suspicion. But the Condesa was not paying any head to her appearance.
Instead, she seemed intent on some inner anxiety and was looking at Juana as
though she scarcely saw her. 


          


          


          ‗No, there is still no sign of him, but word has come
that they are searching the kitchens – those are favourite haunts of his, and
he may well prove to be hiding there. And there was another message from His
Grace de las Torres, for you.‘ 


          


          


          Juana felt her own nervous stiffening, but the other woman
appeared not to notice it. ‗What message?‘ she demanded, striving for
drowsy indifference. 


          


          


          ‗He gives no reason for it, senorita, but he requests
that when you fell stronger, you will go to Senor de – to the study, and speak
with him. It is of the first importance, he says, or he would not trouble you
at such a time, and it concerns your marriage to Duque.‘ 


          


          


          Juana‘s fingers clenched so hare on the edge of the door
that the flesh whitened, but she did not notice the pain. ‗What else?‘
she asked, with a laugh that was half a sob, the steadied herself with an
effort. ‗Well, I will go to him, but I cannot be seen in a gown I have
slept in – I must change his before I am fit to see him. Will you escort me,
Condesa?‘ 


          


          


          Her mouth was dry as she asked the question, but she knew
that in keeping the Condesa close by her side, she was safer from the woman‘s
sharp-eyed scrutiny. Once in her brightly-lit bedchamber, she would have to
improvise. The Condesa‘s next words however, were like an answer to her
unspoken prayers. 


          


          


          ‗You are still unwell, I fear – take something to
strengthen before you go. There is some wine there, that was sent up for you
when you first fainted – you have not touched it yet.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You are very thoughtful, Condesa.‘ Juana waited, her
pulses pounding, while the elder woman signed for wine to be brought – even
now, she noticed, the Condesa would not demean herself by performing such a
lowly task with her own hands. It shone in the cup as it was handed to her, red
as blood, dark as the stains that already marred her gown… 


          


          


          Her hand shook, and the cup‘s contents spilled in a dark,
shining river down the green taffete, swallowing the marks that were there
already. Juana gave a sharp little exclamation, and then said, ‗So stupid
- ! Now I must change whether I will or no.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You must not let these events overrule you,
senorita.‘ The Condesa‘s tone was repressive. ‗It is a sign of weakness
to show emotion before others. Only peasants do so. You are indulging yourself
by allowing your infirmity to show.‘ 


          


          


          If you knew how much I am keeping from you, Juana‘s
thoughts retorted, you would wonder that I do not tear my hair and rave like a
madwoman. But she only answered meekly, ‗As you say, Condesa.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Come then, I shall go with you to your apartments.‘
The quick severity faded. ‗You need not be afraid – His Grace de las
Torres has reputation for kindness.‘ 


          


          


          Juana nodded, but it was not of Torres that she was
thinking as she made her way to the Duquesa‘s apartments, leaning on the
Condesa‘s arm with a lassitude that was only partly assumed. Her limbs felt
lifeless and heavy with shock; she was still faintly surprised that they obeyed
her. She remembered their treachery when she had wanted to fight her way out of
Tristan‘s embrace, and wondered for the hundredth time why the mercenary‘s mere
presence had the power to drain her of strength. It was her own weakness she
fought when she abused him, as much as his icy arrogance. 


          


          


          Her mind refused, even now, to absorb the full impact of
all that had happened. Bartolome was dead, and Tristan admitted to letting him
die before his eyes; and now Tristan wanted her. More than that she could not
comprehend. Whether or not Tristan had told the truth did not matter, for the
result would be the same – a man was dead, and she was called the cause. As for
the price the Felipe Tristan demanded for his ‗work‘… 


          


          


          An inward shudder racked her, but the Condesa made no sign
that she had noticed it; perhaps, Juana thought, she was learning at last to
dissemble. More than disgrace or arrest, even more than the chilling complexity
of the man himself, she was afraid of what Tristan could make her feel; when he
touched her she felt the stirring of everything in her that she had been taught
to smother since her earliest childhood – violence, excitement, a sheer
unbridled passion that shocked her. She had always tried to choke that side of
her nature, because it was so much at odds with the teachings of her gentle
mother and of Tia, and with the happy, placid natures of Teresa, Margarita and
the rest of her sisters. Now the Condesa‘s rebuke, so like those she had been
hearing all her life was like a grim reminder of all that she stood to lose in
paying her debt. She had thought she loved Jaime, she realized, but only
because his cautious tenderness inspired an answering gentleness in her,
enabling her to pretend even to herself that she could be the sort of wife he
wanted. Tristan‘s very presence was a torch to her tinder, and his cold gaze
seemed to strip away all the comforting veils of pretence and self-deception
that had shrouded her idea of her own character. That, she thought, was why she
had hated him so much. 


          


          


          Hated him – but he could make her want him, too, if he
chose. Even now the touch of his fingers seemed to throb against her skin, and
her cheeks warmed as she remembered her own involuntary response. And he knew.
He would not be content with a compelled acquiescence, she thought,
panic-stricken, but would strip her soul and take her last citadel of selfhood
before he deemed himself paid. When he took her in his arms again, she knew,
she would lose all sense of everything but his sheer dominant masculinity,
letting reason sleep in the wake of a desire that it tore her to admit. 


          


          


          Her heart beat against her ribs so painfully that she
wanted to cry out. That was what he wanted, what he would make her pay as the price
for murder. Not worldly dishonour, for he would take care that no one learned
of it for the sake of his own safety; but a violation of the honour by which
she had lived, forcing her to understand her own nature too clearly for her own
peace of mind. It was ironic that a man who derided women‘s faith and truth
should rape her of the ability to pretend with him. 


          


          


          


          Torres had taken possession of Eugenio de Castaneda‘s
study, and the delicate French furnishings looked even more incongruous
surrounding his spare, scholarly figure than they did around de Castaneda‘s
fleshy coarseness. But the Duque‘s absorption in his self-imposed duties made
the thought irrelevant, and Juana had the impression, as he glanced up from his
work, that this interview was to take time that he could ill spare from more
important matters. 


          


          


          His eyes flickered over her as she entered the room, noting
the picture she made in a rose-coloured gown that lent a faint glow to her pale
cheeks, but he did not rise; then she remembered that her birth did not merit
such condescension. A formal interview, then. Her pulses were racing as she
sank in a low curtsy, and she lowered her eyes for fear that he should read in
them the picture of what she had so lately seen. 


          


          


          ‗Senorita de Arrelanos.‘ Torres‘ distant voice was
unexpectedly gently. ‗I wish to confer with you about this morning‘s
unhappy chance – I mean the disappearance of your betrothed.‘ 


          


          


          Juana looked down at her hands; they were still lying,
apparently relaxed, upon the spread of her cartwheel farthingale. She had
thought they must be clenched tight. I have not seen him, she told herself. I
do not know what has become of him, nor where he is. Aloud, she said, ‗I
was told that sometimes he runs away and hides, and that it is no more to him
than a child‘s game.‘ 


          


          


          Torres nodded. ‗That is so, I believe. And it is for
such reasons that His Majesty the King has not favoured the idea of allowing
the Duque to marry; it is feared that he lacks… steadiness. You would agree with
that?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Yes‘ 


          


          


          The brief, stunned affirmative seemed to give him some
satisfaction. ‗I am told that your betrothal was arranged without your
consent.‘ 


          


          


         He glanced across the room as he spoke and Juana, following
his gaze, saw for the first time that Dona Luisa was sitting in one corner of
the room, her little court about her. So that, Juana thought, was why the
Condesa had not attempted to follow her into Torres‘s presence. The elder woman
was regarding her fixedly, her expression an odd blend of apprehension and
triumph; her lined face was ashen, but the narrow lips smiled. Realizing that
Torres seemed to be waiting for her answer, Juana bowed her head in assent. 


          


          


          ‗His Grace is much concerned that any wrong done to
you should be righted.‘ Don Luisa observed quietly. ‗I have told him how
little you have desired this match, and he willing to help you.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Help me!‘ Juana‘s eyes held sheer disbelief as she
turned to Torres. 


          ‗How?‘ 


          


          


          Torres‘s short-sighted eyes were no longer vague, and the
words came with swift precision, snapped out like the slap of a winning hand of
cards. ‗With your consent and the King‘s power this betrothal may be
rescinded, senorita. You could go back to your father‘s house tomorrow, if you
wished it.‘ 


          


          


          Even in her total stupefaction Juana saw Dona Luisa lean
forward, her thin fingers gripping her fan. This woman wanted her gone, a
half-forgotten memory nudged her, and she could sense the force of her hatred
beneath the assumption of charity. But the reason did not matter: this was
escape, an undreamed of miracle that would free her from this whole
labyrinthine tangle as simply as if she had opened her eyes and found that she
had been dreaming. For a moment her senses shrank from the memory of Tristan‘s
calculating eyes, but she pushed the thought aside. 


          


          


          ‗Your Grace, I should be glad to go if it is
permitted. I have always thought myself unworthy of such a husband.‘ 


          


          


          She met Torres‘s eyes squarely as her spoke, and saw the
quick flash of understanding there before he nodded and looked across at Dona
Luisa. 


          


          


          ‗Then I shall act on behalf of Senor de Castaneda in
this, and because he cannot sign me power of attorney, I must require Dona
Luisa‘s approval for what passes here – and this she has consented to give. You
shall go tomorrow.‘ A faint smile touched his thin lips. ‗I learn that
the young de Nueva is eager to bear you company, but it is not fit that you
should travel unescorted – to assure your father that you return to him without
dishonour and that no disgrace is intended towards you by breaking off this
match, a member of this household must be sent with you. I will send His Grace
de Valenzuela‘s gentleman-companion as your convoy 


          – Senor Felipe Tristan.‘ 


          


          


          ‗No!‘ 


          


          


          Juana heard the smothered, choking cry with a sort of
astonishment because it had not come from her own astonishment because it had
not come from her own suddenly-aching throat. It was Dona Luisa who had spoken,
and she had half-risen, her handkerchief pressed to her lips as though to
stifle the sound. As she stared, Juana remembered the gossip of her waiting
women – had she only heard it that morning? – about Dona Luisa‘s long passion
for the pellirojo. Of course, the elder woman would see her as a rival for his
attention…. 


          


          


          ‗Senora?‘ Torres‘s tone was cold. 


          


          


          ‗Sen-senor Tristan cannot be spared now!‘ Dona Luisa,
distraught, was obviously improvising wildly. ‗He will be needed when
Bartolome is found, the boy dotes on him – and I shall need his counsel during
my husband‘s illness,‘ she finished fiercely. 


          


          


          ‗I assure you, senora, I have not made this choice
lightly. I do not wish Senor de Arrelanos to believe that your house has
repudiated his daughter and sent her back without ceremony, as he may if she is
not well attended at her return; and as for counsel, you may have my own.‘ 


          


          


          Dona Luisa bit her lip, her haggard face crumbling like a
child‘s, but before she could speak Juana broke in, the words bursting from her
tongue in desperation. ‗Your Grace, I have no care for ceremony, nor has
my father. I can explain to him, and I – I had rather travel on foot to Navarre
than suffer such an escort.‘ 


          


          


          The Duque‘s scanty fair brows lifted in disapproval. ‗This
heat is displeasing, senorita. I have said, and it is decided.‘ 


          


          


          Dona Luisa rising to her feet, wringing her frail hands. ‗If
– if you have no more need of me, Your Grace, I shall go and sit with my
husband. I shall ask the Condesa de Araciel to escort the senorita back to her
room.‘ She pressed the handkerchief to her mouth again. ‗Come, Pedrino.‘ 


          


          


          The dwarf followed her, bowing and toddling to the door on
tiny, stumpy legs like a child‘s. Briefly, Juana thought of pleading with
Torres, of telling him the whole, gamning truth, but there seemed to be weights
on her tongue; she could not begin to shape the words. If only she could endure
the journey, she told herself, she could be rid of Tristan for ever once it was
over – she would see that he did not have so much as a night‘s lodging her
father when once she reached Zuccaro – and Jaime would need to urging to
protect her while the journey lasted. As for tonight-


          


          She caught her breath, then mocked herself inwardly for
cowardice. Felipe Tristan was cold and passionless, and would not risk haste in
taking what he would think he was assured of having at his leisure; he would le
her alone tonight, amusing himself with the thought of her terrified
expectancy. She remembered the brilliant, unrevealing eyes that had studied her
so closely; a lion, she thought fleetingly, watching its prey with controlled
patience that cloaked its implacability. 


          


          


          She wondered whether that scarred mask of a face would
alter when he learned that Torres‘s plans had given her a chance – if she were
ruthless enough to take it – of cheating him, ignoring the debt that she had so
stupidly confessed. She doubted it; he would accept defeat as expressionlessly
as he took his victories, and even the most curious onlooker would see no more
than the gravity of a servant taking charge of his master‘s guest. 


          


          


          His late master‘s guest. 


          


          


          


          


          Dona Luisa‘s thin hands were quivering as she sat huddled
by the fire in her husband‘s bedchamber. She had sent the man who came with
logs to fetch Tristan; the room was sweltreing, but his physicians had said
that Eugenio must be kept warm and so she had ordered the fire to be banked
high. 


          


          


          She crossed the room to look down at the unmoving figure
stretched out on the bed, and felt an easing of her tenseness. She was a good
wife – she seldom left Eugenio, and would not, even though they had assured her
that he would not die yet. Luisa the faithful, the uncomplaining, would tend
her stricken husband untiringly and feast her soul on the sight of his
helplessness. 


          


          


          How still he lay, she thought, except for the slow, painful
jerk of his chest as he laboured for breath. She knew that clean, fresh breezes
and open windows would benefit him more than a room full of smoke and fug, but
it was a delight to obey the doctors in this. 


          


          


          His bright, knowing eyes were closed now, the lids fallen
in crepey pouches, while the lower lip pouted in a slobber. He was lying like a
dead thing, sentient but unknowing; a couple of leeches clung to the back of
his hand where one physician had been concerned to draw off the black
melancholy blood which, in his opinion, had caused the fit. They were blown now
and sated, close to dropping off. 


          


          


          Dona Luisa stroked the clammy brow and turned away with a
threadlike sigh of satisfaction. And it was likely to endure – even if Eugenio
lived, he would not easily recover his lost strength. If he lived: she could
not wish him dead for the sake of her own soul, she thought, but she would not
pray for his life. 


          


          


          Yet her freedom would avail her little if she could not
cross this scheme of Torres‘s, this arbitrary order whose cruelty to her could
not have been excelled by Eugenio at his most vicious. She had no meant to show
her hand so soon, but she had to dissuade Tristan from agreeing to take the
Arreelanos girl back to Navarre; she had to. Before, while Eugenio was in
health and alert for any weapon to use against her solely for the pleasure of
wielding it, she had not dared even to hint at her feelings – she had not
expected Felipe Tristan to understand, and was bitterly unsurprised when he had
not seemed to see her as a woman. But now, with her new liberty… he would not
want to leave when he knew what she could offer him. Her dark eyes looked momentarily
sightless as she stared down at the smoking blaze. 


          


          


          ‗Senora, you sent for me.‘ 


          


          


          He spoke quietly from the doorway, and she turned to see
him standing there, grave and deferential, with the trace of gentleness in his
harsh face that he seemed to keep for her and that had first encouraged her to
hope. Although the hour was late, his plain back doublet was immaculate, and
she wondered whether he had put on a fresh one to answer her summons; certainly
the thick copper hair was darkened with water, as though he had recently given
it a thorough sluicing. Her pulse quickened slightly, but she managed to smile
with her usual remote sweetness. 


          


          


          ‗Senor Tristan, I need your counsel. I regret
disturbing your rest.‘ 


          


          


          There was a faint glimmer of irony in the green eyes. ‗It
is no matter, senora, I was not resting.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You are good.‘ She crossed towards the bed and
signed to him to follow her, biting her lip nervously. ‗The doctors tell
me-‘ her voice was almost inaudible 


          – ‗that my husband will not soon recover from his
sickness, and I must therefore rule the castillo while my nephew –‗she
hesitated – ‗is not of age. The Castillo Benaventes is a heavy burden for
a lonely woman to bear – it needs a master until one or other of them can take
his place at the centre. What do you say to it?‘ 


          


          


          She looked up at him quickly, almost imploringly, eagerness
pathetically clear in her lined, ash-pale face. His expression did not change. 


          


          


          ‗It might be wise to send to Portugal for the Duque‘s
counsin. Don Gaspar would most surely be willing to take charge of his
inheritance until your husband recovers – or until His Grace comes of age.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Don Gaspar! I had forgotten him.‘ She made a small
grimace, her thin lips working. ‗But until he comes – it could be months
before he is fetched from his regiment, even if he can be spared from the wars
there! Senor-Felipe – you could give me your counsel‘ she hesiated – ‗help
me to rule‘. 


          


          


          ‗It is not possible, senora.‘ Tristan spoke very
quietly, but the words seemed to trigger off a stream of compulsive speech. 


          


          


          ‗You are wrong, because I can get leave of Torres for
you to do it – he listens to me, and I can persuade him to appoint you steward
in the King‘s name. I can tell him how worthy of office you are, and he will
get the King to agree – he has always grudged my brother this estate – the King,
I mean – for it was once his own, but there were no other lands he could grant
poor Esteban, and even he did not care to break with precedent so far as to
create a landless Duque!‘ She was chattering, her dark eyes feverish. ‗I
suited his purpose to grant my poor brother nobility then, but as soon as
he-‘She broke off. ‗Later he regretted what he had done, and now he has
no use for any of us. But he will still care to have the estates well governed.
I shall see to it that you are appointed.‘ 


          


          


          ‗No, senora, it will not answer.‘ 


          


          


          She shook her head, brushing the words aside with an
impatient sweep of one frail hand. ‗I shall say that there is no other I
can trust. You know our ways – 


          you could order things as well as Eugenio – better. I
c-could,‘ she was beginning to stammer, ‗find someone else to take charge
of Bartolome, for I know those dduties irk you; I wonder you could bear them
without complaint for so long, but this prank of his proves that he needs
sterner g-guardians. You may use everything here as if it were your own -‘ her
fingers closed desperately on his arm, tugging – 


          ‗but you m-must…‘ 


          


          


          ‗Senora, your husband is awake.‘ 


          


          


          Without visible emotion, Tristan nodded towards the bed,
where Eugenio de Castaneda now lay with his eyes open. One side of the meaty
face had slackened as if a painter had run a careless and over a wet portrait,
smearing it downwards; not a muscle moved in the inert, shapeless body, but
life still flickered obstinately between the bleared lids. Dona Luisa gave a
little laugh that cracked in the middle. 


          


          


          ‗He must have heard what I was offering you. The loss
of a single reale would revive you from death itself, would it not, Eugenio?
Especially if it is one that you have stolen first!‘ She patted his cheek
almost playfully, with the blatantly false affection that he had so often
displayed to her in front of others. 


          ‗Can you speak, my darling? Can you tell me why I
should not do as I have said?‘ 


          


          


          A low sound, like the grating of rusty hinges, seemed to
burst from the region of de Castaneda‘s chest. His lips did not move; there
were no words, only the sound. Dona Luisa laughed again. 


          


          


          ‗Ah, so he hears. Listen, Eugenio! I am going to give
to Felipe everything you have worked for, everything you have lied and cheated
and ruined other lives to get. I lost my happiness when you brought me here
against my will, but now chance has given it back to me – your precious
Bartolome cannot live much longer, sick as he is, and when he dies the King
himself will not rejoice more than I shall. I shall be free then, free to leave
this royal madhouse if I choose, and all your greed cannot claim his estate
when he is my kin and not yours.‘ 


          


          


          She looked up at Tristan, a strange, wild look on her face
as she spoke. 


          


          


          ‗Did you guess that Bartolome was the King‘s bastard?
That he granted my brother the title and estates in a fit of remorse after he
had raped my brother‘s wife? That is why we are pent up here in this mausoleum
and are forbidden by law to come near the King. His Majesty takes care that
nothing shall remind him of his son‘s existence, for fear that the sight of
what he once begot will put his wives in fear. If the new Queen should see my
nephew!‘ She made a parodied grimace. 


          ‗My sister-in-law immured herself in a convent when
she saw what she had borne. The Hapsburg strain is poisoned.‘ 


          


          


          Tristan‘s head barely moved in assent, but by now she was
past heeding him and darted a venomous glance down at the bed. ‗But His
Majesty the King did not reckon with my beloved husband‘s ingenuity – he
thought he had chosen simple people to be the boy‘s guardians, and at first so
did I. I would not be living now, I swear, if Eugenio could have kept that
authority without me! But he needed me to claim stewardship of all this estate,
and he wanted to stay its lord in all but name. So, of course, the minority
will continue with Bartolome‘s son, who will need kind guardians as much as his
poor father has done. Eugenio explained it all when he first decided to have
the boy married, and it was all intended for the benefit of the estate.‘
Bitterness welled into her voice. ‗I had nightmares when he first told
me, of caring for sons and grandsons and then great-grandsons, each one worse
than the last. But he did not care! So long as none of them outlived his
guardianship!‘ 


          


          


          ‗It could not be so,‘ Tristan interceded almost
gently. 


          


          


          ‗No? It was all for nothing, then? Dragging me to
Aragon to court the King‘s favour, burying us here – and sending my brother‘s
horse wild one day, so that poor Esteban was thrown and killed, for fear he
would claim charge of the child instead?‘ 


          


          


          Her stare intensified, and she stooped lower over the bed
as the faint, rusty sound came again. When she straightened her face was
radiant. 


          


          


          ‗He thought I did not know.‘ She began to laugh
again, louder and more wildly than before. ‗He thought I did no know!‘ 


          


          


          ‗Senora, you must leave this.‘ Tristan‘s tone had an edge
that belied his still expression. ‗It does no good.‘ 


          


          


          ‗True! Not if Torres has his way tomorrow.‘ Dona
Luisa sobered slowly, her breath coming in shallow hiccupping gasps. ‗He
means to send you into Navarre, as an outrider for that girl. But you will not
consent to go, will you?‘ 


          


          


          The scarred face tightened almost unnoticeably. ‗To
Navarre?‘ 


          


          


          ‗He has chosen you to be her escort back to her
father‘s house.‘ Swiftly, her face contorted, Dona Luisa outlined what had
happened. ‗I pitied the girl, and I knew that Torres would take any
course that would keep Bartolome from marrying, so I told him that I knew she
was not willing. Now she is to be sent home, and we need trouble no more about
her.‘ Some quality in the silence made her look up with dread sharpening her
face. ‗Felipe, you will not consent?‘ 


          


          


          ‗She agreed to go willingly.‘ It was not a question. 


          


          


          ‗I thought she would swoon with joy! But she did not
want your escort – 


          Torres insisted on it and made her yield. It would be
kinder to allow her to travel in company with that handsome boy who came from
her father this morning. It would not be correct to allow it, of course –‗she
glanced away from him, speaking softly – ‗but it is plain enough that he
wishes to wed her himself, so there would be no harm in it.‘ 


          


          


          His silence perplexed her, and she looked up again, falling
silent abruptly as she saw his face. He agreed politely, ‗She would not
wish for me,‘ but there was a sudden, menacing stillness about the tall, lean
frame and an uncanny light in the jewelled eyes. 


          


          


          She said uneasily, ‗Oh no, that was plain enough –
but it need not concern you. I shall contrive things so that you need not leave
here.‘ 


          


          


          Tristan smiled slightly, without humour, and bowed with his
usual punctilious courtesy. ‗I shall not trouble you so far, senora. I
can assure you, I shall delight in taking Senorita de Arrelanos whither she is
bound.‘ 


          


          


          Brittle – boned fingers reached out to clutch at his dark
sleeve as he turned away, but Dona Luisa‘s hand failed to touch the cloth.
Tristan had reached the door in three swift strides, and he did not look back
before the door swung to behind him. When Dona Luisa at last realized that she
had been weeping, it was too late to deny her husband the pleasure of seeing
her tears. 


          


          


          


          Night, and the castillo was quiet. Even those who searched
for the missing Duque had given up and gone to their rest. Three o‘clock was
struck and past, and Juana‘s eyelids were beginning to droop. She stiffened,
goading herself to wakefulness: she dared no sleep, not yet. Tomorrow night,
safely away from the castillo, with Jaime‘s protection to call upon, she could
sleep her fill – he would never allow a servant, even a Duque‘s servant, to
approach her too nearly on the journey back to Zuccaro. 


          


          


          She had locked and bolted herself inside her bedchamber
like on in expectation of a siege, she thought ironically, yet she dared not
fall asleep. Perhaps some superstitious corner of her mind still saw Tristan as
a demon, not to be kept out by bolts and bars. For the hundredth time, her
shadowed eyes scanned the black shapes that lined the room; her boxes, already
packed in readiness for the next morning. She had ordered them to be piled
against the walls, solid barricades against any secret doors. If she reached
out, a hand she could trace her father‘s crest on the largest of them, embossed
on the worn leather: a reminder of her old life, of the gentle simplicity of
her childhood. At Zuccaro everyone had believed that she was what she had
pretended, a dovelike creature like her sisters, and she had been able to
believe it herself – perhaps once she returned there, cossetted and protected,
the dark, frightening self would sleep again and leave her in peace. If she
were once rid of Felipe Tristan… 


          


          


          ‗It was thoughtful of you to lock the doors,‘ his
voice said from behind her. 


          ‗I would not have us disturbed.‘ 


          


          


          ‗No‘ 


          


          


          She was shaking her head disbelievingly as he stepped in
casually from the balcony and pulled the grille to behind him, and her voice
was only a breath. For a moment his great height blocked the starlight and then
he moved forward soundlessly, and her heart began to beat with hurting
violence. 


          


          


          ‗While you were ordering your safety you should have
set a few guards below in the courtyard, and steel cuts Moorish silver like
butter.‘ His dagger glinted as sheathed it. ‗So you thought to leave here
with an unpaid debt? I heard how you rejoiced at the chance to cheat me.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Who told you –‗ 


          


          


          ‗Dona Luisa. And I have written orders from Torres
that make me your convoy tomorrow; the Spanish can work swiftly, when they
choose.‘ Harshness edged the cool voice for an instant and was gone. ‗It
was foolish to try to deny me my wages, Juana.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Did you think I would give myselft to you
willingly?‘ 


          


          


          ‗It was our bargain.‘ 


          


          


          She was retreating as he approached her and found herself
at bay against the piled trunks, the long billowing sleeves of her cream silk
robe outspread like an angel‘s wings. The starlight showed the feverish glint
of fear in her dark eyes and a frantic pulse beating at the base of her throat.
As his shadow fell across her, she was suddenly still; all she could see of him
was a dark, looming shape towering above her, motionless but somehow
indescribably threatening, the arrogant head bowed as if to catch her words. 


          


          


          Juana said rapidly, her breathing uneven, ‗I will
give you all I have in the world if you will spare me this. Jewels, money,
everything I possess.‘ 


          


          


          The silence raced. At first she thought he was inwardly
debating her offer; it was only when she spoke that she recognized her danger.
He was angry, she thought incredulously, and felt insanely glad that she could
not see his face. 


          


          


          ‗Mercy is not so cheap as killing,‘ he said in an
odd, tight voice, and then his body crushed hers against the unyielding trunk,
the hardness of flesh and bone beneath the black cloth as implacably bruising
as the wood and metal at her back. She writhed, trying to twist away from the
weight upon her, to escape the pitiless pressure; then his hand encircles her
neck, forcing her head back with a thumb pressed to her jaw, so far that the
muscles of her throat were strained. She tried to shake her head but could not,
and as her lips parted in a gasp of pain his mouth came down on hers. 


          


          


          Her taut body was rigid against his, her outspread arms
like the wings of a trapped moth as she strained, quivering, in his hold. Then,
as he explored her mouth with sheer sensual cruelty, a sense of nightmarish
hopelessness crept over her. He was too strong; she had never known another man
whose strength was like a rock, like mountains, rendering all other strengths
petty and useless. 


          


          


          It was then that she felt his free hand at her breast, the
touch warm through the silk, and her breath caught in her throat. A confusion
of sensation seared her whole body – even while her brain warned her of the
pure agony of his first possession of her, she found herself wanting to yield.
She tore her mouth from his and fought him, teeth clenched and eyes shut,
trembling as though with ague. 


          


          


         Tristan‘s caresses were terrifyingly expert; his anger was
leashed now, and he was subduing her taut resistance into involuntary response.
In spite of herself, Juana felt her rigid muscles slacken, yielding to his
indestructibly patient insistence, and suddenly her senses jolted her into an
awareness of new sensations, anguished yet unexpectedly sweet, aroused by his
touch. 


          










          


          ‗No…‘ 


          


          


          She hardly knew that she had spoken: the word was a mere
breath. 


          


          


          ‗That word has no power between us.‘ 


          


          


          He gripped her waist, spanning it between his hands and
dragging her so closely against him that she could feel the sudden demand of
every muscle. She gasped then, a little animal sound that she did not
recognize, and all at once, incredibly, he set her free. 


          


          


          ‗Will you offer me money now?‘ 


          


          


          The question made no sense. Juana had to force her brain to
work, to remember what she had said to him before, and the silence was seconds
old before she managed to shake her head mutely. 


          


          


          ‗Then pay me.‘ 


          


          


          The words reverberated harshly through the darkened room,
and Juana found that she was holding her breath. She wondered what he expected
her to say or do, and then realized that he was simply waiting; not to be
allowed to take, but to receive. 


          


          


          Her held breath left her lungs in a long, sobbing sigh. She
could not… but there was no other way. Since she could not cancel it nor buy
her release from its bond, she must pay her debt of dishonour on the terms that
were demanded. 


          


          


          He was watching her without a trace of emotion,
scientifically, and as she met the coldly derisive glimmer beneath his
half-closed lids, the courage of despair came to her aid. Breathing deeply as
though she were running a race, then hesitated with a look of frantic appeal in
her eyes. Her hands trembled, then came to rest side by side, almost in
supplication, on his broad chest. He had lowered his eyes as she touched him,
studying her slight fingers, and then lifted his lids to meet her gaze. 


          


          


          There was no expression in the strange eyes set in their
shadow-dark hollows, and she felt a queer thrill run through her. Her hands
slid higher to rest on his broad shoulders, shrinkingly reluctant, and it was
to mask the taunt that she knew was in his eyes that she suddenly thrust her
fingers, like claws, into the fire of his hair and wrenched to bring his face
down to hers. 


          


          


          She heard the swift intake of his breath as he stopped
perforce, and then she stretched up to kiss him. At first he was passive,
unyielding, until the memory of the way he had kissed her told her what to do.
Her lips became coaxing, wooing him purely animal impulse flared into delight.
She did not notice the moment when his arms closed round her, and when his
mouth abruptly responded she felt only triumph. The pressure across her back
was bruising in its force, but her fingers only loosened themselves from his
hair so that she could hang round his neck. 


          


          


          It was only when he raised his head that memory returned,
and she knew that he still awaited her final surrender. For an instant she
almost recoiled in panic; his harsh-shadowed face might have been carved from
granite, and only his slightly-quickened breathing betrayed that he had had any
part in that blind, hurting embrace. Her hands relaxed, sliding down his lean
body, her skin newly sensitive to the touch of wool, of buckram, of linen: to
the steel-muscled hardness under the hampering clothes that was so unexpectedly
warm. She would have expected his flesh to have the chill of ice, she thought
bemusedly, but each touch seemed to burn her. 


          


          


          Inexpertly and almost blindly – for she dared not lift her
lids in case he should read what she was afraid was in her eyes – she tugged
off his clothes, her fingers fumbling. Tristan made no move to help her, but
she sensed him watching her every move and longed to tell him to turn away from
her; knowing that he watched her helped to sap all her courage. She was trembling,
as much with anger as with apprehension, when the job was done at last, and
before she could guess his intention he had stretched out a hand to touch the
tear that had fallen from her lashes on to her check. 


          


          


          ‗Defeated, Juana?‘ His voice was cold. ‗Women‘s
tears no longer move me, you waste these.‘ 


          


          


          ‗They are not for you.‘ 


          


          


          Her head moved instinctively, jerking away from his hand,
and without looking at him she undid the fastenings of her creamy robe and let
it slide to the floor, shaking back her loosened hair as she did so; then,
almost defiantly, she lifted her eyes to his face. She did not know whether she
moved then or whether he caught her to him – only that she was in his arms, and
why she was there no longer mattered in the urgency that blazed between them
like a fork of lightning. It was Tristan‘s strength that held her upright while
his hands searched her body with unhindered intimacy; she could only cling to
him while her limbs turned to water and refused to obey her, and she felt
herself lifted and laid across the crimson altar of the Duquesa‘s bed. 


          


          


          In the last instant before her sight blurred into the
blindness of passion, she looked up and saw him above her: the bare breadth of
shoulder like arch spanning her world, the planes glistening faintly in the
light, the skin unexpectedly, flawlessly smooth; her fingers reached out
instinctively to stroke it. Then her eyes fluttered languorously shut and her
sight was lost in feeling, the warmth of a bare flank against hers, the sinews
of knee and thigh and the bony thrust of a hip pressed jealously close as if
its flesh were meant to grow to hers… 


          


          


          Her eyes flew open in pure surprise when she felt him move
against her, and then she was lost in a world of sensation in which the earth
moved, the skies spun and flame poured out of the heavens in torrents to engulf
her whole body. CHAPTER 9 


          


          Juana felt safe and drowsy, in that strange state between
sleeping and waking where instinct overbears thought. It was a long time since
she had lain feeling so much at peace; as if some monstrous thing that
threatened her had miraculously ceased to exist. Not the threat of her
marriage, but something else . . . something that she was too lazy to remember.



          


          The feel of hair-roughened skin beneath her cheek excited
no other emotion than vague curiosity, and she rubbed her face against it idly,
like an exploring kitten; it tasted salt on her lips. She seemed to remember
someone telling her not to fight, to obey her senses, and let her fingers rove
to trace the contours of a deep chest roped with muscle. Abruptly, her hand was
caught and imprisoned, and the feel of a mouth suddenly hungry against her own
jolted her, with shocking instantaneousness, broad awake. She tried to thrust
herself back, but one of Tristan's arms lay across her, holding her close to
him with infuriating ease. 


          


          Ì think I prefer you half-asleep to waking. You learn
quickly.' 


          


          The dry note in his voice made her turn away her head,
covering her eyes in a flood of shame. 


          


          Ì did not know — I did not —' 


          


          `What?' 


          


          He was daring to mock her, she thought furiously. There was
an undercurrent of amusement in his tone, and she tensed to hit back at that
lazy complacency. Ì did not know who you were. I believed when I woke that you
were Jaime.' 


          


          She felt his stillness the whole length of her body; the
slanting eyes looked lazy and impassive, but his body was alert, like a couching
lion's. Then 


          he 


          said placidly, 'De Nueva? Why?' 


          


          'I wanted to wed him.' She had not meant to use the past
tense, but it slipped from her tongue. 'He is the one I have always loved —' 


          


          'But he has not possessed you. Will he still want you, after
tonight? Or will he find it too much to stomach that his pure white love is
sleeping with another man?' 


          


          'He will not blame me for this! He —' she hesitated,— 'he
loves me enough to forgive me.' 


          


          'Oh, come!' Tristan‘s tone was pure acid. 'That idiotic
young Pelleas with his head full of dreams? He thinks all women must be angels
still, and if you told him a quarter of it he would shun you like the plague. A
woman who pays for murder by whoring?' His fingers brushed her brow, mockingly
tender. 'If your love had as much brain as he has beauty, he would have tumbled
you the moment he heard that he had a rival for your bed, and got your father's
consent that way.' 


          


          'I would not —' She bit off the words. 


          


          'You would not? And he would take your no?  By the saints!' 


          


          He was laughing, a full, rich sound of pure amusement, and
the sound of it stunned Juana. She had not know that such a graven image of a
man could laugh, she thought, but then she had not known that he could. . . . 


          


          The thought died. After the brief flash of white teeth in
the dusk she saw his face masked again, the impassivity that hid his thoughts
and feelings back in place. Sense flooded shamingly back to her bemused brain,
and all at once she was fully aware of her own nakedness and his; she had not
known that he held her so, arched shamelessly to him, limbs twined about him.
Humiliation rose in a sudden scalding tide, her head moving in feverish denial
as his fingers caressed her, running over her small copper-tipped breasts as though
they were jewels he had purchased. Panting, she flared, 'Let me be now. I have
paid you.' 


          


          'You have not begun.' He had a serpent's eyes, she thought
with a pulse of dread — soulless, predatory, filmed with ice — the laughter in
them could only have been an illusion, and now they raked her with a look of
pure scorn. 'Death is a costly thing nowadays, and I meant to have you from the
moment I saw you climbing out of your coach and listened to Bartolome slavering
over his bride's beauty. Be still —' 


          


          The pressure of his hands was suddenly brutal as she tried
to free herself. Pain lanced through her, and she snatched a ragged breath
before his touch soothed again, skilful, possessive. 


          


          'I swore then that here was one prey he would lose, and I
flatter myself that you hate my touch less than you hated his.' 


          


          The long hands moved, sliding adroitly to cup her breasts,
and the intimacy made her shiver — rhythmically, insistently, he caressed her
until her breathing was harsh and laboured, his hands moving smoothly downwards
as her body responded. His lips took possession of hers, then began to rove her
smooth skin. 


          


          She said unevenly, as he stooped lithely to kiss her belly,
'Flatter yourself indeed!' 


          


          In answer he pinioned her, kissing her with a ruthlessness
that allowed her no reticence or privacy, and when his head lifted there was a
cold smile in his eyes. 


          


          'Well, I have no milk-and-water mistress but a clinging
woman would soon cloy,' he said almost detachedly. 'Rest while you can — I must
go now and begin preparations for our journey to Navarre.' 


          


          The early morning air felt cold against her flesh as he
raised himself and swung swiftly out of bed, and she quailed. When he turned to
glance back at her she was crouched against the bedhead like a despoiled nymph,
her tawny body outlined sharply against the crimson hangings, the bruises where
he had gripped her already showing duskily under her skin. Enmity was growing
in her passion-shadowed eyes as she stared back at him, and he added, 'Sleep
while you can — 


          and dream of Jaime de Nueva.' 


          


          The barb was so unexpected that Juana had no defences; she
received it in silence, shocked by the sudden deliberate cruelty and her own
unexpected pain. She watched numbly as he dressed, gathering up his discarded
clothes with the rapid efficiency that no emotion seemed to blur; even in that
single flash of whitehot temper he had been— efficient. 


          


         'Remember —' Tristan's voice made her start; he stood by the
bedside, buckling his sword-belt — 'that if your young knight-errant should
challenge me for despoiling your maiden honour, I shall have to kill him, no
matter how much you love him.' 


          


          The tiny hope she had begun to cherish was smothered, and
she retorted angrily, 'I have learned that your conscience does not weigh
murder like other men's! I shall not tell him what might risk his life at your
hands — I care for him more than that.' 


          


          'So,' he agreed evenly, and moved away from the bed. As he
reached the ruined window-grille she said, in a hard, unnatural voice, 'Do I
thank you for your society? I do not know what I should say at such a time as
this.' He looked back, his eyes inscrutable. 'You should say— he hesitated,
then shrugged—' "Good morning, Philip"? 


          


          The words in a strange tongue, made Juana frown in
uncomplicated puzzlement. 


          


          "Philip"? What is that?' 


          


          'It is my name — my real name. I sometimes weary of your
Spanish 


          "Felipe". Come, say it —' his voice was dry —
'you will only be bidding me buenas dias.' 


          


          An unexpected, unwanted pang assailed her at the sudden,
too-vivid picture of a man isolated among people who did not even speak his
native language; then she stifled it. Stiffly, she said, 'Good morning,
Philip,' and he smiled twistedly, the scar prominent against the slight flush
in his hollowed cheeks. 


          


          'Good morning, Senorita de Arrelanos,' he responded
tonelessly and then went out into the slowly lightening dusk. 


          


          Every living soul in the Castillo Benaventes seemed to be
gathered in the great patio to mark Juana's departure, as if in deliberate
contrast to the almost furtive lack of ceremony on her arrival. There were
speeches and songs and the presentation of gifts; even the public return of the
untouched dowry that had been sent with her. As the little trunk was placed
before her, Juana found herself turning to glance involuntarily at Tristan,
only to find him gazing at it contemplatively. Then, as if in answer, his eyes
lifted to meet hers and she saw the cynicism in them. A small price for  murder, his impassive face said. 


          


          She was appallingly aware of his tall figure standing
halfway down the patio steps, waiting patiently to assume charge of her when
all the ceremonious mummings were over. He towered above the heads of the
household servants, his red hair an arrogant flame in the brazen sunshine, and
his keen scrutiny made Jaime's proprietary presence, tender and assiduous by
her side, fade into insignificance. God help her, she thought, she had believed
that Jaime would protect her. . . . 


          


          The whole thing was no more than a rather tedious game to
Tristan, she realized as she began to take her leaves under his eyes — of a
grey-faced, somehow shrunken Dona Luisa, and of the humped, inert shape that
had been carried out in a gilded chair to make a token farewell because
etiquette demanded Eugenio de Castaneda's presence. As she curtsied before him
Juana thought she detected a flicker of life in the unfocussed eyes— thwarted,
malicious life— but then the slackened face was dead again, and she told
herself that she had been mistaken. 


          


          In the whole long pageant there had been no word of
Bartolome. Torres had spoken of the will of God, of the royal approbation of
Juana's selfless withdrawal from the ducal household. She had been treated more
like a visiting ambassador, returning home loaded with honours, than a bride
whose husband could not be found to marry her. Her head had begun to ache long
before it was done, and she wondered as she turned to descend the steps at last
whether the bolted brocades and taffetas, the plate, the ivory and gold and
silver had come from Valenzuela's coffers or Torres's own. Certainly, she
thought without emotion, he had not brought an Arab gelding with a gem-studded
harness all the way from Madrid. 


          


          Jaime was at her side as she went slowly down to the ducal
carriage, the wind in her face, her skirts swinging like a great bell. Now and
again she inclined her head in answer to the murmured farewells, but she did
not allow her gaze to rest on any one face. Only when she reached the carriage
steps did she turn to look back at the little group at the head of the stairs:
Torres upright and grave but with an air of triumph, de Castaneda barely
visible in his chair, Dona Luisa with her head turned to stare hopelessly at
Tristan. 


          


          The lack of any woman attendant to accompany Juana had been
Dona Luisa's last despairing attempt to bring a tinge of disgrace to Juana's
abrupt departure. That the girl should go so lightly, leaving others behind to
endure the waiting for Bartolome's discovery and Eugenio's death, had riven the
elder woman with almost as sharp a jealousy as the other — the thing she had
feared when she first saw Tristan step into Juana's path. 


          


          There was something,  she thought savagely as the mercenary took his
horse's reins from the hand of a waiting groom, something between those two,
butI can never prove it; I could not bear to prove it.  All she could do was to make it known,
discreetly, that anyone who agreed to accompany the Senorita de Arrelanos on her
journey, whether base or noble, would not be permitted to return to her own
service. The peasants of Navarre would draw their own conclusions from that,
and Juana would not succeed in returning to her father without scathe on her
reputation. For once her unquestioned meekness had been an advantage, Dona
Luisa thought bitterly. Torres had requested her to provide Juana with servants
and had not bothered to enquire whether she had done so. Even now he must
suppose that at least a trio of waiting-women were sweltering inside the
carriage. That Torres might be fully aware of her deceit and approved it for
his own purposes had not entered her head. 


          


          Tristan swung himself easily into the saddle of his
gigantic bay, and the sour taste of rejection rose in Dona Luisa's throat as
she watched. She had sent to tell him to take the animal as her gift, together
with the salary that was owed him, but he had sent back the money as the price
of the horse. And now he was about to ride away and had not even turned his head
to look at her. 


          


          The dark-haired de Nueva boy had ridden close to the
carriage, and Dona Luisa could see Juana's face at the window. Would they say
something, complain that the carriage was empty of servants? The boy seemed
agitated and his horse pranced restlessly, but the girl seemed to be shaking
her head. . . . The two men were falling in on either side of the carriage, and
the outriders who were to accompany the small baggage-train of gifts formed a
hollow square behind. There was no outcry, and the little cavalcade set forward
at a dignified, deliberate pace. 


          


          With a shiver that shook her in spite of the hot sun, Dona
Luisa stretched out her hands to pat the reassuringly helpless shape of her
husband. 


          


          As the carriage passed underneath the archway that led
through the castillo's wards to the great gate, Juana sat back with a long
sigh. She could not have borne, she was thinking, to wait while Jaime returned
to Torres and debated, as he had wanted to, the attendants due to her
consequence and her honour. She wanted only to be away, out of sight where
there was no danger that an onlooker would see the sign of shame that she felt
must be branded on her forehead — nothing else mattered now. 


          


          She relaxed against the jolting seat, not thinking, not
feeling, as the carriage swung round sharply and began to descend the road that
wound down the hill to the barren plain below. It was not ten days since her
father's carriage had laboured up that road, and the sound of her own voice
came back to her, questioning Martinetti: Is the Duque lord of a wasteland? 


          


          At that  moment she
froze, horror paralysing her so utterly that she felt as though she had been
struck both deaf and blind. It was incredible that she had forgotten but she
had been so co caught up in her private turmoil of hate and dread and that
avid, unwilling desire that she had forgotten its original cause. But now she
had remembered, far too late. 


          


          The body was still there, in the cellar. 


          


          An outrider had been sent ahead to warn the next religious
house of the procession‘s coming. It was the custom for travellers across this
bleak region to stay at night at the convents and monasteries that were
scattered so liberally across its ungenerous soil, and the knowledge that each
day‘s travel would end at one such, between stone walls and in a sort of
seclusion, had soothed Juana. But now, as she descended from the carriage in
the early dusk, the quiet of the convent seemed sinister, the black-robed
sisters like so many carrion crows. Juana‘s thoughts were full of pursuit and
death and the bodies of unburied men as she allowed Jaime to lead her into the
long, empty refectory. 


          


          He sat by her as they ate and she knew that they must they
must have talked together, but she had no idea of what was said to her or what
she said. Her thought circled obsessively round Tristan. She had glimpsed him
briefly when he had dismounted to help with the carriage horses, and she knew
that his place was in the convent kitchens with the rest of the servants. Yet
somehow she must manage to speak to him that night before she could sleep, and
learn whether he had disposed of the Duque‘s dead body. 


          


          ― You are not listening to me, Juana.‖ There
was a jealous note in Jaime‘s voice that dragged her thoughts back to the
present. ―Are you regretting the loss of your rich husband after all‖?



          


          Not in the way he meant it, Juana thought, but she
regretted his loss nonetheless. She shook her head vehemently. ―No,
never! If you had seen him, you would know the wealth of the Indies could not
make a woman love him. Michaela —' She half-choked on the name and fell silent.



          


          `What has become of Michaela? Has she left you at last? My
mother always said that such a wanton would be bound to desert you one day,
although your father said something about sending her with you because she had
proved herself worthy of trust. Did she find herself a lover and elect to
stay?' 


          


          `She is dead.' 


          


          Briefly and starkly, Juana related the bare facts of
Michaela's suicide, omitting only the grim postscript that she had learned from
the Condesa that morning — that at first, in the dark and confusion, everyone
had taken the broken body in the scarlet gown to be Juana's own. Perhaps
Bartolome, who had not been allowed lights in case he should overturn them and
set light to the castillo, had made the same mistake; Juana had seen the
thought in her eyes, but it had remained unspoken. 


          


          'It is unthinkable that such a creature should be allowed
his liberty.' Jaime's face was dark with disgust and indignation. 'But you must
leave this, Juana, and try to forget what is past. The future is still before
us. I should not have reminded you of such a tragedy — Come, if you have
finished your food I shall deliver you into the good sisters' care.' He added as
he helped her to her feet, 'I wish I need not leave you.' 


          


          Juana hardly heard him. She went with him without speaking
to where a little group of nuns waited, patiently telling their beads as they
kept vigil over their guests. She was aware that his brown eyes studied her,
jealous of her abstraction. Once she would have turned to him and forced her
lips to smile, but now she could not. 


          


          'Your room is ready, madam, and I have furnished it with a
few of the things that were brought with us.' Tristan's crisp voice came from
the doorway, jerking every head round. 'It was something Spartan before.' 


          


          Juana inclined her head with a lofty coldness that belied
the urgent expression in her eyes, and she saw the green gaze sharpen as he
looked at her. In a carefully toneless voice, she said, 'Senor, I have been
wondering what will happen if - when your master is found. Shall I be summoned
back again?' 


          


          Tristan shook his head. 'All that is at an end now, madam.'



          


          But if he should be discovered - unexpectedly - will they
not require you to take charge of him again?' Juana wondered if he had
understood her; his face was so still, so calm. 


          


          'No, madam, I am discharged.' 


          


          'Let it be, Juana, these things do not concern you.'
Jaime's fingers brushed her sleeve, and he moved to interpose himself between
them, his tone compelling. 


          'Nothing else can be required of you; you have done your
father's will -' his voice softened - 'and now, in justice, he must give you
yours.' 


          


          He spoke to her as if the watching man did not exist, Juana
thought dazedly, realizing that a very little time ago she would have done the
same. Then she had treated servants as mere property, dispensers of comfort to
be threatened or cajoled as the whim took her. But now she had learned about
their humanity with brutal suddenness, and she found herself blushing as she
met Tristan's eyes. 


          


          Half-impatiently she said, 'I cannot think of anything when
I am so tired! If we are to make an early start tomorrow, Jaime, I shall go
straight to bed. I will bid you goodnight here, and go with the sisters. Follow
us, Senor Tristan.' 


          


          Without waiting for any response she swept a brief curtsy
to the waiting nuns and followed them, leaving Jaime thunderstruck. He started
forward, glowering at Tristan, but the mercenary's arching brows lifted in such
bland enquiry that the younger man hesitated; then, with a sketched bow more
belittling than an open insult, Tristan turned his back and followed Juana out.



          


          'I must speak with you.' The words were so soft that even
the nuns, padding ahead on sandalled feet, could not hear them; Juana's lips
scarcely moved. 


          


          'Must you? What now?' 


          


          A chill ran down her spine, for there was a whiplash in the
whispered questions, but somehow she managed not to turn her head. 'The Duque's
body! 


          Did you leave it in the cask?' 


          


          There was a slight sound, like a caught breath of
exasperation, before he answered. 'What else could I do? By the time it is
found I shall be far away, and Torres is not like to raise a hue and cry over
his death — in Madrid it will be a cause for rejoicing. Are you concerned for
my safety?' 


          


          'For my own,' she answered between closed lips. 


          


          'They are yoked together.' Their way led into another,
narrower corridor, and her skirts brushed his thigh. 'You might seek a way to
be clear of me if they were not, and I have not yet claimed all my fee.' 


          


          'You cannot stay at my father's, there is no place for
you!' 


          


          'I am not bound to your father. And neither are you.' Juana
felt as though all the blood had drained from her body. In a dry, cracked
whisper, she heard herself say, 'What do you mean?' 


          


          'I mean that I do not remit a debt for convenience's sake,
and I am not minded to let an ungrown boy deprive me of my due from you. If you
are so hot to be married, you will marry me here, tomorrow, before the house is
awake.' He watched her face whiten, then added, 'Your dowry, augmented as it
is, may be useful.' 


          


          The brutal words made her stumble, and his hand gripped her
elbow, steadying her. She jerked away from his touch at once. 


          


          'You cannot. There are papers, fees — the priest here would
not —' 


          


          'The priest here is glad of thirty reales  for the church. I told him at supper how your
brother came with us here to help us cheat your cruel parents, who despise me
because I am neither rich nor Spanish —' a mischievous grin flashed that  altered the still face entirely — 'and as for
the papers, I took those that Eugenio had for your marriage to Bartolome and
altered them. There is no impediment, especially since the priest knows that we
have "changed flesh‖.‘ 


          


          Juana stared at the nuns' unconscious backs, and their
shapes seemed to blur before her eyes. 'I will not marry you,' she said through
gritted teeth, and he shrugged almost invisibly. 


          


          Às you please, but I shall kill your pretty stripling else.
I owe him for his courtesy.' 


          


          The tone was level, unperturbed, and she was reminded
suddenly of an animal placidly planning a kill. She had made only a first
acquaintance with murder; to Tristan it was a familiar companion of years. 


          


          'Have you not had enough of death?' she demanded harshly. 


          


          ‗That is in your hands — consent, and I need not kill
him.' 


          


          'I. . . .' Juana broke off. 


          


          The nuns ahead of them had halted and were smiling and
beckoning towards the doorway where they stood, and then they turned and went
through it, murmuring to each other. 


          


          In the instant the black robes were out of sight, Tristan's
gloved hand caught Juana's chin and jerked it up. `Quickly, yes or no?' The
pale emerald eyes blazed down into hers, so brilliant that she could not read
them. 'Which is it to be?' 


          


          She caught her breath to defy him, to say that Jaime would
defend her with his life if she bade him to; then she heard her own voice say
'Yes'. 


          


          Juana scarcely slept all that night, alone in the severe
little room smelling of herbs and honey, and a little before daybreak Tristan
came to fetch her. She was ready, a hooded cloak drawn on over one of her
plainest gowns, with her hair in a knot at the back of her head. She had
dressed to disappoint, to repel, without any idea of how the dull greys and
browns enhanced her vivid beauty. But he looked only at her face, his glance
critical as he scanned her pale cheeks and dark, exhausted eyes, all the fire
drained from her in the cold morning light. He was as immaculate as ever in his
close-fitting badged black, and she found herself wondering for the first time
whether the severity he affected was his choice or his masters'. 


          


          The whole building was silent as they made their unspeaking
way to the priest's cell, and it added to the sense of unreality. Juana felt as
though she were walking in a dream and a single intrusive sound would break the
spell. In the meantime it was vitally important that she should show no trace
of fear or uncertainty, that she should walk steadily and unhurriedly. If she
once allowed the truth to show in her face, she thought, then reality would
break in on this impossible dream, and she did not know whether she could
endure it. She felt the touch of Tristan's hand at her back, guiding her, and
she arched spontaneously away. 


          


          'Who is to give me?' she asked as his hand went out to lift
the roughlybeaten latch. 


          


          'The convent groom, for two reales; it is not fit for you,
but a man need not starve because he lacks a golden dish.' 'Why not my brother,
 since he comes here to help us?' 


          


          'I explained that I did not want to burden his conscience —
the priest commended me for it.' There was an undercurrent in his level voice
that made her look at him sharply. 'I have not been in such grace for nearly
twenty years.' 


          


          Yet he was not many years past thirty, she thought,
shocked, and he added as if he had read her mind, 'Thirty-four,' in a tone that
was dry and matter-of-fact. 


          


          She said rapidly, urgently, 'If you are not of the True
Faith then our marriage will not be binding in the eyes of the Church. You
should not —' 


          


          'Have no fear, I was brought up a good Catholic.' The
slanting eyes mocked, but the strange hardness still lingered in his voice. 'My
parents even died for their faith. Come now.' 


          


          His long fingers lifted the latch, and then he ushered her
before him into the low-ceilinged cell. The priest waited ready, with the
convent's groom and two elderly women, black-shawled and hawk-faced; witnesses,
he explained, to make all secure before the strictest lawyer. Juana glanced up
at Tristan in quick indignation, but the warning glint in his eyes made her
curb her tongue before the hot words that sprang to her tongue were uttered. 


          


          'I must have my ring again for this, give it to me now.'
His quiet voice made her stiffen. He was standing very close to her in the
cramped cell, for six people crowded it, and his red head was bent low over
hers to avoid the ceiling; his hand held hers so that she could not move away. 


          


          She shook her head. 'I have no ring of yours.' 


          


          In answer he drew the lion signet from her finger and
slipped it on his own. The ring that had hung so loosely on her finger fitted
his precisely, and Juana's lips parted in a soundless exclamation of
understanding as he turned away from her to face the priest. She had spent hours
brooding over that ring, hating it, too proud to ask why its blazon differed
from the Duque's griffin badge; in the end she had concluded that the chained
lion was the crest of some remote branch of the Duque's family, and disdained
to spend more thought on the matter. But it was Felipe Tristan's ring, given
her by stealth — no doubt because it had amused him to badge her as his
possession from the moment she had entered the castillo. 


          


          The priest was motioning her to step forward, and she
obeyed; then there was nothing but the chant of Latin, the swift, deft
movements of the old priest, and the spell of unreality that gripped her as she
met Tristan's eyes. She heard her own voice, low and breathless, responding;
his, quiet and firm, echoing the determination she saw in his eyes. He had not
lied, she thought — whatever he might be now, he had spent many years as a
Catholic, and the marriage would be a true marriage. She was wedded to Felipe
Tristan; and she had not heard a single word of the ceremony. 


          


          'There, it is done.' He spoke to her almost reassuringly,
as if she were a child he had compelled to take physic. 'What troubles you
now?' 


          


          The green eyes scanned her face and she lowered her lashes.
She longed to retort that being coerced into marriage troubled her, but the
words would not come; instead she said, 'I — it seems unreal, all of it. I
cannot make myself believe it.' 


          


          'Your husband will soon find means to convince you,
senora.' 


          


          The priest was beaming as he spoke. He was visibly relieved
now that the ceremony was over, and regarded the couple benignly as he took off
his vestments and laid them aside. Such a fine couple, he thought contentedly,
even though the groom was sadly disfigured and the bride had looked about to faint.
'I wish you good fortune when today's work is known, but I am sure your parents
will soon be reconciled to it — you have chosen a man of great resource.' 


          


          Juana smiled as Tristan drew her back against him, his
scarred cheek resting against her temple with an apparent tenderness that
sickened her. 


          


          The movement of her lips felt like a grimace. 'I have no
doubt of that, Father,' she answered softly. 


          


          It was over an hour later that Juana, safely back in her
room, heard the pattering of the nuns' feet as they busied themselves with the
first offices of the day, and later still that the convent began to stir in
earnest. Until she was summoned to Mass she sat tensely, her thoughts circling
like a trapped animal's as she turned the lion ring ceaselessly on her finger.
It was ironic, she thought, that when Tristan first possessed her she had
thought that taking her virtue was the summit of a man's cruelty to a woman:
now she understood that he had taken everything she owned, simply by repeating
a form of words before a priest, and had robbed her of every right in law
against him. And for that he would be applauded, for by marrying her he had
restored her honour in the eyes of the world. 


          


          But it was not of his calculated theft — all the more
despicable for being so cold-blooded — that she was thinking as she sat
twisting the ring on her wedding finger, longing to tear it off. It was of her
own subjection. A wife, she knew, was her husband's chattel, his property, as
much as any purchased slave; Felipe Tristan owned  her, together with everything that she called
hers. He could not have chosen a better revenge if he had considered it for a
lifetime. 


          


          He was at Mass that morning, and she realized bitterly that
he was taking care to play out his role for the sake of the priest's belief,
even in a thing that he had declared was distasteful to him. Leaving the
chapel, and over the spare meal provided by the nuns, she stayed close by
Jaime's side; he did not seem to notice any alteration in her, and she could
only feel grateful that he did not. He seemed to have thrown off the sullenness
that had held him silent for most of the day before, and she let him chatter,
smiling at him, while her brain could not rid itself of the memory of Tristan's
threat. She thought of the laughing voice stilled, the handsome face touched by
violent death, and a little of the coldness went from her heart as she felt
him, living, so close to her. He, at least, had not had to die for her sake. 


          


          The priest came to bid the travellers goodbye when the
carriage was ready, and for a few moments Juana's heart was in her mouth; but
he only uttered his blessing over them all and beamed though it was clearly an
effort for him to hold his peace. She saw him glance at her right hand and nod his
approval as he turned to say something to Tristan, and she knew that he was
commenting on the concealing glove that hid the ring. Tristan had been standing
with his back to her, adjusting one of the bay's stirrups, but at the priest's
words he glanced round, as suddenly as if she had called his name, and his eyes
met hers. It was only for an instant, and then he turned back to the horse, but
something made her break off her conversation with Jaime and climb quickly into
the carriage. 


          


          Her mind was a blank as she sat back against the seat, and
she stared out at the landscape with unseeing eyes. Between the flanks of her
escort's horses there was little to see but hills and rocky scrubland after the
convent buildings had fallen away behind; everything was harsh and bleak, as
barren and frightening as the future that loomed ahead of her. Tufty
olive-trees twisted their roots into crevices on the slopes, forcing a tortured
passage to the sky, while on the plain the coarse grass petered out amid wastes
of sandy earth. Life would be cheap in this wilderness, she thought suddenly;
if Tristan - if her husband  chose
to rid himself of any or all of them in the midst of such a desert, there was
nothing to prevent him - and he would have her dowry without the curb of a
wife. 


          


          'You look pale, Juana.' Jaime had urged his grey horse
close to the carriage and was leaning down to speak to her. 'Did you not sleep
well last night?' 


          


          'Well enough.' She moistened dry lips. 'Where are we?' 'I
do not know - that fellow leads.' Jaime cast a darkling look towards the tall
figure astride the gigantic bay. "Sdeath, but he prides himself on his
office! And I do not like the way he stares at you when he thinks it is not
seen. Did you know that when I tried to come and speak with you, the night
before last, it was in his name and not the Duque's that I was denied?
"The pellinajo will  hot allow
it" -  and I was turned away!
What is he, that he can give commands so absolutely?' 


          


          'He was Duque Bartolome's nearest servant. Most people -'
Juana hesitated - 


          'most people obey him.' Briefly, she wondered what he could
do if she told him the truth from beginning to end - Bartolome's death, her own
dishonour, that strange, unreal celebration of marriage. Tristan was right, she
thought in a flash of clarity. Jaime would never understand why she had behaved
as she had, why she had lived on in her shame. In his eyes she should have
killed herself after Tristan had lain with her, and left behind the memory of
outraged purity. 


          


          Musing, she found herself studying Jamie with a clear
perception that she had not experienced before, and seeing how her image of his
present self had become entangled with her memories of him as her childhood
hero. Now his fulllipped mouth was set hard with resentment, a wholly adult
anger; the soft brown eyes were no longer boyish but dark with brooding. She
recognized with a shock the fierce intolerance that characterized her father
and his, and all the other proud landowners of Navarre. 


          


          'Jaime,' she spoke suddenly and urgently, 'I have to know —
could you forgive a misdeed that was committed under enforcement?' 


          


          He looked down quickly with the smile that had always made
her heart beat faster; now she felt nothing. 'You mean your agreeing to wed the
Duque? It is forgiven already. I told you, I knew that you could not disobey
your father in such a great matter.' 


          


          For a moment Juana stared numbly, then her temper flared. A
moment ago she had been ready to plead pardon for the sins he did not know she
had committed, but his forgiveness of a fault so unimportant that she herself
had almost forgotten it nearly betrayed her. He was still smiling down at her,
expecting a repentance that she would not feign, and when she did not answer
his dark brows drew together. He steered his mount closer to the carriage,
almost forcing the animal's flank against the panels, and was bending lower to
speak again when a crisp voice rapped above the rumble of wheels and the clop
of hooves, 'You are endangering your mount, senor.' 


          


          Jaime jerked upright, snatching at the reins, and his horse
veered away from the threatening wheels in an ungainly sidle. The old, boyish
sullenness was back in his face as he glared at Tristan. 'I have told you
before to keep your place, sirrah. If you —' 


          


          `So I do. I am charged with preserving your safety, senor.'
There was a gleam of mockery in the green eyes as they flickered to Juana, then
back to the young man's infuriated face. 


          


          'So you say, but you are leading us leagues out of our way!
After two days' 


          travel we should have crossed those hills yonder, but we
are journeying parallel to them — are you misleading us on purpose to eke out
your fee, you dog?' 


          


          'I take the safest way, senor,' Tristan returned patiently.
‗We have too few men to guard both the senorita and her treasure if we
should be attacked, so I am taking another route to avoid the risk of ambush.
It is less direct but less dangerous.' His eyes held Jaime's steadily, and it
was the younger man's gaze that wavered first. 


          


          'I bow to your fears, then — though I confess I do not
share them! I would welcome the chance to protect the senorita.' 


          


          Tristan doffed his broad-brimmed hat and bowed, a gesture
of respect so subtly exaggerated that Jaime did not notice the satire as he
spurred his grey horse forward. Juana found that she was letting out a sigh of
relief as the deadlock was broken, but in the same moment Tristan glanced
towards her. Beneath the blazing hair his scarred face was as calmly impassive
as ever but his eyes held the dangerous glint of a lion rousing to prey. 


          


          That day's rest, when the heat of the sun became too fierce
for humans or animals to go further, was taken by an abandoned well, its vanes
skeletal against the humming sky. There were one or two deserted buildings
crumbling nearby, left presumably when the well began to fail. Abandoned, the
untended mechanism had continued to pump up tainted water to lie in marshy
puddles round the mouth of the bore. 


          


          Juana longed to get out of the carriage and walk to stretch
her cramped legs, but Tristan advised her shortly that she would go ankle-deep
in mud if she set foot on the ground. 


          


          'I do not care! I shall stifle if I stay here.' 


          


          She heard the childishness of her own voice and knew that
it was because she felt suddenly shy of him — as if, because he was now her
husband, he had become a stranger, one she no longer dared to cross lightly.
She had begun to scramble down, but his hard grip prevented her descent; then,
under the surprised looks of the watching servants, he swept her up in his arms
and carried her towards one of the ruined houses. Too astonished to struggle,
she lay unresisting in his light, almost impersonal hold until he set her on
her feet in one of the empty doorways. 


          


          'There — one of the farmers hereabout must have thought
well enough of his wife to lay a brick floor in his kitchen. You may walk about
here without soiling your dainty shoes.' 


          


          'I thought you only cared for dragging me deeper in the
mire,' she retorted sharply, and felt a tingle of half-frightened satisfaction
as she saw the words strike home. 


          


          He said levelly, 'If I had not meddled, you would have been
wedded by now.' 


          


          'So I am, and to someone I detest no less!' 


          


          'You hold to that tune so long that I may begin to believe
you are honest shortly.' 


          


          'So I shall,' she retorted, 'while I have breath to sing.' 


          


          The creak of the erratically-turning vanes was loud in the
silence, and Juana noticed, almost without being aware of it, that the coachman
and the outriders had drawn together in the doorway of what might once have
been a wash-house, and were busy preparing a meal from some of the last of the
foodstuffs brought from the castillo. With the sharpness of sudden fear, she
demanded, 'Where is Jaime?' 


          


          Tristan's heavy eyelids lowered, and what had been in his
eyes was veiled instantly. 'Did you not hear him?' His tone was sardonic. 'He
saw some animal running through the scrub and set off in pursuit of it. His
horse will be half blown for the rest of the day and we shall have to hold back
for him, but he must have his sport, I understand.' 


          


          'You do not realize —' Juana spoke with an urgency she
could not have explained even to herself — 'it is part of our code. It is the
custom for all the wellborn young men in Navarre to hunt and to course on
horseback, it is part of their training. Nothing is worth the name of sport
that does not end in bloodshed, and that is why our soldiers are the most
courageous in the world.' 


          


          ‗And the most undisciplined. Do they teach you that
at you mother's knee that you gabble it off like a parrot?' 


          


          The lack of emotion shocked her. He was not even annoyed by
her instinctive defence, she saw; only faintly amused. 


          


          'You think it folly,' she said with sudden certainty, and
he arched his eyebrows. 


          


          'Folly at such a time as this, and a waste of effort at any
hand. I would not care to squander strength so.' 


          


          As he turned away from her with that characteristic
abruptness, Juana realized that what he had said was true. The stillness, the
preternatural lack of emotion, even the patient waiting pose that he adopted
were all guards against any sort of waste. Nothing was squandered; everything
was tautly controlled and served some purpose. Anything that did not — the
court's elaborate ceremonials, her own agonizing over a risk that had had to be
taken and was now irredeemable, Jaime's outburst of recklessness — was sheer
waste, an inefficiency that was to be despised. 


          


          Inefficiency. . . . A sudden thought stabbed her, and she
called after him. As he turned he was the servant again, grave and obsequious,
and she noticed that the driver had edged closer and was watching them. 


          


          'Madam?' 


          


          'Why have we not turned towards the hills? We are swinging
too far to the south.' 


          


          A glint of mockery flashed in the hooded eyes. 'It is for
the purpose I told you,' he answered briefly, and strode away towards the other
man. 


          


          Jaime rode back nearly half-an-hour later, exhibiting his
quarry — a skinny hare — on the point of his sword. He was full of the run that
the animal had given him, and glowed in the expectation of applause. Tristan,
however, merely ran a jaundiced eye over the grey's heaving sides and said
nothing, while Juana, struggling with an unexpected pang of distaste, felt
nothing but pity for the glazed eyes and splaying, useless legs of the hunted
creature; her tongue stumbled over her congratulations as she spoke them. 


          


          Dismounting, Jaime eyed Tristan with dislike and said in a
truculent voice, 


          'The horse will be rested enough to go on in an hour.' 


          


          'As the senor says.' 


          


          Juana recognized that faintly contemptuous evenness.
Tristan used it to goad — she had seen it reduce Eugenio de Castaneda to
gobbling impotence, and it had been expertly employed to make her lose her
self-control more than once. Now she saw, without surprise, that a dark flush
was spreading over Jaime's sculptured features. 


          


          'Go and tend to your duties! See that the Senorita de
Arrelanos is served with something to eat.' 


          


          'We only awaited your coming, senor.' 


          


          It should have been soothing, Juana thought, to sit with
Jaime in the shade of the little derelict house and watch the sun inch
gradually from its zenith as they ate and drank. But uneasiness hedged her about;
she felt exposed, vulnerable, as though every word she uttered threatened to
bring her to the brink of destruction. She knew that her silence was damning,
that it would arouse her companion's suspicions if she persisted in it, but
somehow she found herself watching Tristan as he reordered the disposition of
some of the luggage, and could not tear her eyes away. 


          


          From this distance he was only a lean black shape topped by
a torch of copper; yet all of a sudden she saw what Michaela and Dona Luisa had
seen, and her breathing shortened. Her heart seemed to be pounding high in her
throat, choking her, when she sensed Jaime's gaze upon her and tried to smile. 


          


          'Perhaps the fellow seeks to lighten the load on the
carriage-horses,' she observed with attempted lightness, 'by stowing all the
heavy luggage on the baggage-wagon. Though if he tries to move my dowry-chest,
I shall reprimand him. I dare not let it out of my sight until my father has it
again.' 


          


          Jaime's discontented look cleared. 'Well said! And he is
tethering the Arab behind the carriage — the beast will be thoroughly mired. I
shall speak to him.' He started to rise. 


          


          'No, not yet! I —' Juana broke off, horrified by the fear
in her own voice, and slowly lowered the hand that she had put out. 


          


          Jaime relaxed back, eyeing her narrowly. 


          


          `Juana, what happened to you while you were at the
castillo?' The question made her jump. 'You seem changed somehow — you have
lost that sweet meekness of yours, and somehow I feel that you are keeping
something back, as if you no longer trust me. Has someone treated you cruelly?
Is that —' 


          


          A laugh broke from her that was pure hysteria, and she bit
her lip until it bled. `No, I promise you. I have had every — attention;
nothing was neglected that could persuade me to favour the Duque's suit.' Her
hands were trembling, and she gripped them deliberately together. 'If I had had
any care for honour and riches, I might have been wed to him now.' 


          


          'But you could not — not if he was the thing you told me!
And then to dishonour you by playing pranks before his whole household — your
father will be incensed when he hears how you were abused.' 


          


          She closed her eyes, forcing her gaze away from the tall
figure etched against the dun waste. 'It makes no matter. Better to have found
it out before I was wed to him than afterwards, and such evidence serves me
better, does it not? My lack of liking did not alter my father's mind — nor any
other's.' 


          


          'Juana —' 


          


          Jaime made a quick, impulsive movement as though to take
her into his arms, but as he did so a shadow fell across their close-pressed
figures. From the doorway Tristan's slanting eyes studied them cynically. 


          


          'Your pardon, senor —' the crisp voice was without
inflection — 'but I have sent the riders ahead with the baggage-wagon, to
bespeak us lodgings for the night in Turon, which is the next village. The
carriage will wait here until your own horse is fully rested, then you and I
shall serve as convoy to the lady.' 


          


          Jaime started untidily to his feet. 'You take too much upon
your own charge,' he stammered angrily. 'You have no warrant to give such
orders, you impudent —' 


          


          'I have the warrant of His Grace de Medina de las Torres to
see you and the lady well bestowed, Senor de Nueva, and I think —' Tristan's
face was unreadable 


          — 'that she is best served so. We shall follow the others
within the hour; Turon is not two hours' ride.' 


          


          He left them without glancing in Juana's direction. As he
stepped over the threshold into the open she saw him straighten, stretching to
ease his shoulders, and realized how he had been compelled to stoop as he stood
in the doorway; he could never have stood erect within the house. Jaime was
speaking to her, saying something about Turon, and she nodded, pretending that
she had heard. Tristan's interruption had served his turn twofold: pricking
Jaime to another spasm of useless wrath while it reminded her that he had the
right to command her by law. That the terms of master, mistress and servant
were no more than names in a rather tiresome masquerade that he could end at
any moment he chose. 


          


          CHAPTER 10 


          


          


          ‗ Halt! I said halt!‘ 


          


          The sound of Jaime‘s voice jerked Juana from an unpleasant
doze, and for a moment her blurred mind did not take in a sense of what he had
said. Then the carriage began to slow, and as the incessant rumbling that
surrounded her shook itself into blessed silence, she forced herself back to
full awareness. 


          


          A glance out of the window told her that it must be late
afternoon – 


          although the worst of the heat was past now, the sky
showing between the clouds was pure gentian. Why had they stopped at such a
time? A frown creased her brow as she learned forward. 


          


          From the track beyond the window she could hear furious
voices – at least, she corrected herself, Jaime‘s was furious; Tristán‘s was as
cool and monosyllabic as ever – engaged in dispute, but she could not
distinguish any word. The two men must be ahead of the carriage, she thought
confusedly, and their voices were drifting back. 


          


          She was struggling to unlatch the carriage door when
hoofbeats came clattering up, and Jaime‘s bent low in the saddle to lean in at
the window, his face flushed with anger. 


          


          Without waiting for Juana to speak, he said in a tone full
of venom, ‗I have instructed that dog with a serving-man to wait here for
me while I enquire our way. I believe he is leading us awry in purpose, and I
will not suffer him to make a fool of me! There is a track that crosses this
one, and I am bound to find someone along it length who can give me directions.
If he grows insolent while I am gone –‗ he shot a fiery glance back the
way he had come – ‗ he shall answer to me for it, and so I have told
him‘. 


          


          ‗Jaime‘s, do not! It will be dangerous!‘ 


          


          Juana did not know whether she meant danger for herself or
for him, but her agonized voice make him pause, his eyes brightening. 


          


          ‗I shall take care. Do not be afraid, Juana.‘ 


          


          Before she could answer, he had wheeled away on the grey
and was gone in a scutter of loose earth and stones. She stared blankly after
him, her fingers still clenched hard on the latch; than, with a little burst of
impatience, she jerked it up and swung open the carriage door. 


          


          Without the choking dust that eddied about the carriage
while it was in motion, the air tasted warm and sweet, but there was a vibrant
stillness, a closeness in the atmosphere that presaged rain. The outlines of
the hillside seemed to blur at the stared at it, and looking at the
gold-and-cooper clouds massed on the horizon, she saw that they were sweeping
closer by the minute. Jaime could not have chosen a worse time to bring them to
a standstill, she thought. Here the track curved round the broad belly of a
hill, crowded on either side with thin, whipping thorn-trees. It took a moment
to see the other track, little more than a footpath, that crossed it and then
wound on downhill. Faint sounds signifying Jaime‘s progress rose to her ears,
and she craned forward anxiously. 


          


          ‗In his place I should have gone on foot,‘ Tristán
observed dryly ad swung lightly out of the bay horse‘s saddle. 


          


          Juana flinched, resenting the sudden quickening of her
heartbeats. He wound not, she told herself, he would not make her afraid. 


          


          ‗The infallible Senor Felipe,‘ she said sarcastically.
‗You are never mistakes, are you?‘ 


          


          Sat that I take care to profit by my folly‘. The green eyes
were watchful as he turned from tethering the horse. ‗Are you tired of
this journey, or is it your cavalier‘s ill-temper that makes you sound so crabbed?‘



          


          She gasped, gazing at him in the purest dislike, and he
gave a quick, startling laugh and turned to glance up at the driver of the
carriage. 


          


          ‗Ramon, tie up the reins and go and stand at the bend
of the track there. If anything comes that must pass, we shall have to draw off
into the trees, but we need not do so unless we must. Give me warning if you
see anything on the road.‘ 


          


          The man scrambled down willingly, and when he had
disappeared round the bend in the track, Tristán said evenly, ‗I have not
had the privilege of my wife‘s society since we were wed. Will you not invite
me to share your carriage for a while?‘ 


          


          ‗You will do what please you – you always do.‘ 


          


          The words sounded childishly sullen, and Juana regretted
them as soon as they were uttered. He was too acute for her comfort, he had
guessed that she felt disgruntled and out of temper before she had realized it
herself. Without his aid the walk back from the derelict house had been
difficult and unpleasant; Jaime‘s anxious courtesy has not prevented the mud
soaking into her shoes and stockings and becoming caked on the skirt of her
gown. It had dried, hard and cold, and now she felt as though she were treading
barefoot on bare earth. That and the disturbing quality of his presence made
her as miserably fractious as a sick child – 


          and more than anything she hated the look of comprehension
in his extraordinary eyes as he climbed into the carriage and closed the door
behind him. 


          


          ‗It was not I who dragged you through the mire this
time.‘ His toe flicked the muddied hem of her petticoat. ‗So you cannot
blame me for this. Did your knight-errant think you weighed too heavily?‘ 


          


          ‗He would touch not me for fear of blemishing my
honour,‘ she retorted stifledly . ‗You would not understand that‘. 


          


          Tristán‗s cooper brows lifted coolly. He had lowered
himself to sit opposite her and now lounged at his ease, leg sprawled with an
easy arrogance that no Spaniard would have permitted himself in a well-born
women‘s presence. Again she was struck by the sheer foreignness of him, the
almost threateningly alien quality of his looks and manner. His next words,
crisp and razor-edged, seemed to answer her thought. 


          


          ‗I have lived in Spain since I was twelve year old,
Juana, and I know your codes well enough, but I do not condone them when they
lead to folly. Your doctors will not tend a dying girl if she is not of birth
high enough to suite them, and then they vie with each other to take the news
of her death to greater folk – 


          you would have had Bartolomé‘s own physician to tell you of
your maid‘s sad death if I had not forestalled him. We came close to
quarrelling when he heard what I had done.‘ The curve of the scarred mouth was
sardonic. ‗Your priests will torture any man and woman in the name of
testing their faith, but they will not kill; they are too merciful. They
abandon their victims to the secular arm to mete our death, but it is the
Church herself that swallows the lands and goods that come with them. Your
nobles cluster about the King, squandering all they have while their lands
starve, and call it privilege; and a man will allow a woman to wade through
mire because to touch her in against etiquette.‘ 


          


          ‗Why do you stay here, if you hate this country so
much?‘ 


          


          Juana never knew that made her ask the question. 


          


          Tristán hesitated briefly; when he spoke at last he seemed
to be replying to unspoken accusation rather than the words themselves. 


          


          ‗I think I had some notion of revenge at first.‘ He
spoke meditatively, as if he tested the thought aloud for the first time. ‗But
I was too young to achieve anything, and when I was shown a little kindness I
was glad to conclude that my first belief was mistaken – hate is a heavy burden
for a boy to bear, and I shirked it. Later…‘. Reminiscently, his long fingers
lifted to his cheek in a brief, revealing gesture that made Juana catch her
breath. He heard the stifled sound and his eyes lifted, bleak and bitter, to
her face. He continued crisply, ‗Later it amused me more to abet your
countrymen and help them to the ruin they have chosen. A nation that will prop
a thing like Bartolomé in state and do reverence to it deserve to have its
will, and it pleased me to watch them pretending that he was whole and same
when sometimes he did not answer his own name. But that pastime wore itself
out; now I shall see how the office of husband suits my inclination‘. 


          


          ‗You are deceived, you have not changed your calling
– you are a mercenary still.‘ 


          


          ‗So I am, I had forgotten that,‘ Tristán nodded
slowly, a scholar giving ground in some abstract debate, ‗and I still
abhor custom that takes the place of thought. Why sit there, plastered in mud,
when you may take off your shoes and stockings? You will be chilled to the bone
if you do not.‘ 


          


          She flinch. ‗I do not need your concern.‘ 


          


          ‗My concern is to protect my property – knowing what
you know of me, how could you believe otherwise? Come –‗ he slid to his
knees before her in an easy, unfussed movement – ‗off with your shoes.‘ 


          


          ‗I . . . I cannot.‘ Juana moistened her lips. ‗It
is not permitted . . .‘ 


          


          Useless to tell him, she thought, that for a Spanish girl
to show her feet was the ultimate shame. He would dismiss it as another
senseless custom, deriding her hard-held modesty. With tightly-closed eyes, she
felt him draw off her muddy shoes, then reach to her knees to roll down her
stockings. She was shivering with degradation, and as the second stockings drew
off she opened her eyes to protest, her mouth dry with shame. 


          


          She met his calm stare and the words died on her lips. He
knew; he had told her how well he understood her country‘s custom, and she
could read in his face that he was taunting her, waiting for her to break down
and plead with him. Watching her deliberately, he took one of her icy feet
between his hands and began to chafe warmth back into her flesh. 


          


          Her every muscle stiffened, and for a moment Juana thought
she might choke with humiliation. Then, as heat spread through her from the
motion of his fingers, a strange pleasure rose up in her, and she felt herself
relaxing against her will. It was a soothing caress, almost matter-of-fact, and
her toes curled in unconscious ecstasy as it continued, gently over her instep
and rosy heel, forcing the stiff, cramped muscles of her calf to relax. At
last, when her foot was warm and tingling and she knew that she must tell him
to stop, he moved deftly to her other foot and began the work again without a
word. Kneeling so, ministering to her in silence, he might have been the
servant he had pretended to be for so long – 


          but for the delight that flared through her at his skilful,
insinuating touch. 


          


          ‗It‘s is so great a sin?‘ Eyes and voice mocked her,
his hands covering her bare feet like slippers of living flesh. 


          


          She gave a little exclamation that was haft anger and haft
an emotion that she did not recognize. ‗Did you marry me only to torment
me?‘ she demanded. 


          


          ‗No.‘ The answer was prompt and stinging as he
released his grip on her feet. ‗For your dowry, I told you so. And for
one other reason, that I have not yet tasted fully.‘ 


          


          She try to rise, suddenly panic-stricken, but his arm was
like a bar of iron across her lap, pinning her in her seat. Then he turned her
to him with a strength that paralysed her, and she felt herself borne back
against the cushioned seat, twisting her head desperately to evade his lips. 


          


          ‗Felipe, no!‘ 


          


          ‗Be still,‘ he returned curtly, and then his mouth
silenced her. 


          


          


         Juana could feel great swooning waves of weakness breaking
over her. His strength was too great and she was drowning, losing the will to
flight; her struggles were becoming futile things, her protests blurring into
little sounds of acknowledgement, of acceptance. She strained her head away,
only to feel a pang of excitement as his scarred mouth brushed her throat,
moving with deliberately sensual expertise to the curve of her breast. She
gasped, ‗No-‗ and then the darkness filled her mind. 


          


          ‗Do not be afraid.‘ 


          


          She heard Tristán‘s voice through the mêlée of bodiless
sound with a sense of astonishment; she could hardly recognize the tormented
tone. His grip was holding her entirely powerless, and she was aware of the
warm weight of his head on her breast as he knelt before her, his lips against
her skin, talking arrant nonsense. 


          


          ‗They cannot separate us now, if you will only have
faith – I shall not allow any man living to take you from me. When we tell him
truth, your father will forgive the haste of our marriage. 


          


          It sounded absurdly like the childish dream she had had of
what Jaime would say when she begged him to run away with her rather than allow
her to marry the unknown Duque, Juana thought. She gave a little laugh that
broke halfway, and at that moment a sound from the carriage doorway made her
lift her eyes from Tristán‘s bowed head to meet the appalled stare of Jaime de
Nueva. 


          


          For an instant time seemed to freeze, and then to her
horror she saw tears welling up his dark eyes. 


          


          ‗Juana!‘ Her name was a hoarse whisper on his lips. 


          


          In a hideous flash she saw herself as she must appear,
still and acquiescent, her head bent almost tenderly over Tristán‘s. Jaime
could not know that the long fingers digging into her arms were like manacles,
that the desperate words he had overheard, but Tristán‘s hands held her fast;
as he lifted his head she stared down at him in helpless accusation and saw a
flicker of satisfaction cross his face. He had planned this, she thought; there
was no shock in his face, not even any surprise. He had known that Jaime would
come back quickly, and had contrived that he should find them together like
lovers. 


          


          ‗So now you know.‘ 


          


          Tristán‘s red head turned to meet the younger man‘s
horrified look. His voice was toneless, but his hand had closed with sudden
cruelty on Juana‘s wrist when he tried to speak. 


          


          ‗This – this is some trick!‘ Jaime had found his
voice and his face was full of scorn. ‗She would not allow scum like you
to touch her.‘ 


          


          Tristán sat back on his heels, his big frame relaxed and
graceful, his voice so calm that he might have been holding a trivial
conversation that concerned him not at all. ‗No, she has married me and
was afraid to tell you of it – you come most opportunely, to save one of us the
labour. There is no shame in it, Juana.‘ He spoke without looking at her, his
eyes on the younger man‘s anguished face. ‗your friend will be the first
to understand our urgency.‘ 


          


          Jaime‘s fingers were gripping the frame of the carriage
door so that his fingertips showed white. ‗She would not,‘ he asserted
stumblingly, ‗She – she told me what she thinks of you – bestial, she
called you, no better than your master.‘ 


          


          ‗Did she so? When?‘ 


          


          The question made Juana‘s blood run cold. 


          


          ‗When I came to the castillo –‗ 


          


          ‗Ah, then I cannot blame her. We had quarreled not an
hour before because she was afraid to confess our love to the world. I have
just now begged her pardon for what I said then.‘ 


          


          ‗No!‘ Juana found her voice. In that moment she was
oblivious to everything but the agony of Jaime‘s disillusionment, and her own
anger. ‗I did not want to marry him, Jaime. He forced me . . .‘ She
hated, stricken, the damning words dying on her lips. 


          


          For a moment the silence seemed unbearable, and then
Triastán said evenly, 


          ‗You are distracted, nina. How could I force you to
such a thing against your will? 


          You could have had me flogged for speaking to you when I
served the Duque.‘ 


          


          It ought to have been true, Juana knew, and she could not
deny it without admitting the real truth to Jaime and condemning both of them –
for Tristán would make the confession he had threatened, and hold to it no
matter what eternity, fighting for words; then, abruptly, despair overwhelmed
her and she dropped her head in her hands. 


          


          Through the blackness that covered her eyes, she heard
Tristán say, ‗She fears her father‘s anger, but I know you will speak for
us.‘ 


          


          There was a pause as Jaime absorbed the shock of that
deliberate goad, and then he said chokingly, ‗I shall see you dammed
first!‘ 


          


          Juana looked up in fear. Tristán was still crouched on the
floor of the carriage, upright on his heels, his red head thrown back. The
muddy light from the doorway was cruel to the marred flesh of his right cheek,
but his eyes were steady and disdainful as he contemplated the younger man. He
was watching him with the same impassivity that he had used to mask his
thoughts in the Castillo Benaventes. 


          


          ‗Come out.‘ Jaime‘s tongue was stumbling over the
words, his face dark with fury. ‗Come out and fight, you overweening
cur!‘ 


          


          ‗Will you degrade your nobleness so far as to fight
with me?‘ Tristán asked softly. 


          


          ‗Yes!‘ Jaime‘s glance was hot as it went from Juana‘s
bowed head back to the mercenary‘s unrevealing face. ‗I will kill any
vermin in the lady‘s service, even if I have to buy a new sword afterwards to
use on my equals.‘ He stepped back, lowering himself into the roadway just as a
sudden squall of rain spotted the peacock brightness of his doublet. ‗Come
out here, scullion, and learn your true station.‘ 


          


          Juana gave a cry of alarm as Tristán rose to his feet and
swung easily out of the carriage. The driver, Ramon, had reappeared at the bend
of the road and was peering back with interest at the two men confronting each
other; then, as the rain lashed down from the now leaden sky, he ran for the
shelter of the trees and watched from there. 


          


          Juana stared out of the carriage with a sort of stunned
bewilderment. She had known the codes of honour since her childhood, when her
brothers had thrilled her by reciting the intricate rituals that guarded a
gentleman‘s self-respect; but those elaborate manoeuvres had no connection with
the abrupt, ugly reality. It seemed impossible that a mere exchange of words
could put two lives in jeopardy, risking the life that she had married Felipe
Tristán to save. 


          


          Understanding made her lips curl in disgust as her fingers
clenched the softness thrust into her hands. Tristán had stripped off his
doublet and pushed it to her without a glance as though she were his second. 


          


          Juana whispered, ‗If you kill him, I shall never
forgive you.‘ 


          


          For a moment she thought he had not heard her, then he said,
‗He challenged me, not I him.‘ 


          


          ‗You provoked him on purpose.‘ 


          


          His cold eyes narrowed. ‗True, so I did, and he took
the bait like a starving salmon. I mean to pay him for striking me, no more –
did you think I meant to cheat you of our bargain? I shall let him live.‘ He
added through her gasp of relief, 


          ‗Perhaps with a face marked like mine, or worse.
Would life be so sweet to him then, do you think?‘ 


          


          Before she could answer he had turned away and was striding
towards the open space where the two tracks crossed. Jaime was already there
waiting, hat and cloak discarded, while the rain steadily darkened his brave
silk doublet, he was flexing his rapier and making experimental passes with it
as Tristán approached, but the mercenary, as he halted, made no attempt to
touch his swords-hilt. 


          


          Juana saw Jaime‘s head jerk up at the sound of the
approaching foolfall, and saw his stance alter indefinably as he stared up at
his opponent; the blade checked its swing, and the gesture ended in an abortive
jerk. He said something, sharply and imperatively, and Tristán‘s red head moved
so briefly that the denial was almost invisible; then, as Jaime gestured again,
Juana realized that he was ordering Tristán to draw his sword and fight. Yet it
was not the bold challenge she had expected – the rasped command held a note of
unease that puzzled her, and she wondered what he could see in Tristán‘s face
that she could not read in the reposeful line of his back. So far as she could
see, he had made no threat, his hands were at his sides, his body relaxed, and
only the mock-deferential inclination of his head answered Jaime. Then, in an
almost neglectful movement, he rested his hands lazily on the hilt of his
sword. 


          


          Shocked, Juana saw Jaime‘s point flash up to prick his
opponent‘s throat. He had panicked, she realized, though she could not tell
why; his eyes had widened childishly, and the rivulets of rain that ran down
his face, plastering his black hair to his head like a satin cap, looked like
the sweat of fear. The blade jabbed, prodding frenziedly at the base of
Tristán‘s throat like a goad. 


          


          ‗Draw your sword, I say! Draw!‘ the command came
again, ragged and breathless now above the beating of the rain. 


          


          ‗In my own time – I believe that is permitted.‘ 


          


          Tristán‘s voice sounded unruffled, and his fingers
tightened slowly on his sword-hilt. 


          


          ‗You – coward!‘ the younger man‘s voice broke on a
sob. ‗Coward!‘ 


          


          Juana only saw the quick lunge of his arm and its suddenly,
almost ludicrously, Jaime went staggering back, his face white; his sword-point
wavered and fell. He took a couple of unsteady steps backwards, holding the
sword like a child‘s broken toy, and then all at once he turned and began to
run. He jammed his sword back into its sheath, stumbling as he did so, and,
reaching the grey horse, pulled himself clumsily into its saddle. He cast Juana
a wild, half-furtive look, then wheeled his startled mount and set off at a
reckless pace down the downhill track. 


          


          Tristán remained motion in the roadway, watching him go,
and as the clatter of hoofbeats fades he swung round and came back towards the
carriage. By now the force of the rain was pitting the road‘s surface, and
water was pouring from the twigs and rattling on the carriage roof like a drum.
Juana shrank back from the door as he climbed in and slammed it behind him, her
throat so full of tears that she could hardly speak. 


          


          ‗What did you do to him?‘ she demanded incredulously.



          


          ‗Nought, if you will believe it.‘ He sounded suddenly
tired. ‗Perhaps the water damped his honourable fury and quenched his
zeal to protect you – I know not.‘ The thick red hair was darkened to deep
bronze by the rainwater, and he pushed the dripping locks off his face. ‗At
all events he has saved his skin, and saved it whole – that was all you cared
for, was it not?‘ 


          


          Juana hardly heard the question, she said in a dead voice, ‗There
is blood on your shirt,‘ and the broad shoulders moved in a light shrug. 


          


          ‗I think it annoyed your preux cheavalier that
I would not draw when he bade me. Disobedience from a servant!‘ his lips
smiled, but his eyes were bleak. 


          ‗He only pricked the skin, but something made him run
when he had done it – 


          perhaps it was the sight of real blood on his pretty
sword.‘ Then he added, with a bite in his voice that made her start, ‗A
loving wife would have stanched this as soon as she saw it.‘ 


          


          He held out his handkerchief to her, but she shook her head
stubbornly. Her hands, burred in the damp wool of his doublet, were trembling;
reaction churned within her, making her want to weep or to hurt him for making
her more afraid than she had known she could be in the moments when he had
stood turned away from her, refusing to draw his sword. 


          


          Viciously, she said, ‗You should have married a loving
wife, then.‘ 


          


          The handkerchief land in her lap, a soft crumple of linen, ‗Wipe
it clean. What harm? I shall not die if you do not, and you are wasting your
enmity – save it for a better occasion, when it might kill me indeed.‘ 


          


          Her eyes lifted then, dark and mutinous, to meet his hard
green gaze. Then she said raggedly, ‗You lesson me well in hating. Here.‘
She caught up the handkerchief and began to dab at the small star-shaped wound
him fingers that she strove to keep steady. Fixing her eyes on the smooth
expanse of gold-dusted skin beneath the pad, she said, ‗Eugenio once told
me that you were the worst enemy I could earn myself.‘ 


          


          ‗A compliment,‘ he agreed tonelessly. His hooded eyes
lifted from her averted face, and his voice sharpened. ‗Yes, Ramon?‘ 


          


          The dripping coachman peered in at them, hesitated, and
then visibly decided to ignore Juana‘s presence. ‗What was all that
about, Tristán? Why was the young one trying to make you fight him?‘ 


          


          ‗We disagreed about the road we should take, and now
I think he has resolved to make way by himself. You Spaniards are something
hot-headed.‘ 


          Tristán‘s a breath drew in sharply as the handkerchief
pressed down viciously on his wound. 


          


          ‗It is little enough to fight over, but then . . .
the young . . .‘ the driver allowed his voice to trail away fatalistically, his
doleful expression accentuated by the raindrops that rolled steadily down his
long face. ‗He did not hurt you?‘ 


          


          ‗A scratch. But listen, Ramon, we cannot travel as we
are without him. When the rain eases I want you to take the carriage on to
Turon without me – 


          from there you can go north-east with the others and reach
Zuccaro that way.‘ 


          


          The driver‘s blue jaw fell. ‗North-east? Then why
have we been going south? And who is to protect the lady if you do not come?‘ 


          


          ‗The lady travels with me.‘ 


          


          There was a moment‘s silence, and Juana‘s hand rested
motionless against Tristán‘s throat. Then Ramon‘s lugubrious-looking face split
into a broad grin. 


          ‗You are trying to make sport of me, eh? You are
jesting?‘ There was no response, and he sobered slowly. ‗So that was why
you changed the disposing of the luggage, was it?‘ 


          


          ‗You will travel faster with a lighter load,‘ was the
level response. 


          


          ‗That‘s true! I‘ll tell you –‗ a horny finger
wagged – ‗give me a horse to catch up with the others and you can steal
this accursed carriage as well.‘ 










          


          Tristán laughed, one of his short, sudden laughs, and his
hand came up to imprison Juana‘s rigid fingers and hold them close against his
throat. She could fell the vibration up her arm like the exquisite pain of a
touch of fire. 


          


          ‗It would not serve.‘ He responded. ‗I might
escape the theft of Senor de Arrelanos‘s daughter with a fine, but to steal the
Duque de Valenzuela‘s carriage would mean‘ heading for sure. Besides, the
senor‘s wrath might be more quickly assuaged if he thinks I have taken her for
pure love. That is well now.‘ 


          


          Juana winced from the slight, deceitful gentling of his
tone as he spoke to her, and wrenched away her hand. He was taunting her, she
thought; playing a double game that would convince the gloomy driver of his
sincerity while he appeared to mock his own reckless action in stealing himself
a bride. Ramon was nibbling his moustache, his eyes frankly curious. 


          


          ‗Where do you mean to take her?‘ 


          


          ‗If you do not know then you cannot tell, and I will
not –‗ Tristán‘s voice grew cynical – ‗burden your conscience with
knowing. A little further along this road there is a fall of scree and a couple
of caves – you can tell the senorita‘s father truly that you left us there and
do not know what has become of us. We shall do well enough, tell him so from
me, and add – ‗long fingers tilted Juana‘s chin, and he spoke the next
words directly to her – ‗that this time his daughter has chosen her own
path.‘ 


          


          


          The rain endured for almost an hour, and in all that time
Juana could not trust herself to speak. Soldier must feel so, she found herself
thinking, when they had an arm or a lag blown off in battle: they knew that
them limb was no longer there, but their minds could not envisage the loss;
they had no knowledge of what it was to live without it, and did not understand
what the loss would mean to them. Now she had been torn with equal abruptness
from the one faith that had sustained her; that for all his arrogant mastery of
her body, she hated Felipe Tristán. 


          


          Her fear had not been for Jaime when she had thought they
must fight, but for her husband; and her anger had been mere reaction because
his danger was past, leaving her deeply shaken. It was not hatred that had made
her touch such a slight wound so cautiously but a wave of helpless, enveloping
tenderness that made her want to weep. She wanted to stay with, she
acknowledged silently; there could be no pretence that she had kept silent
before the coachman in order to save the man‘s skin. 


          


          She watched, white-faced and silent, while Tristán packed
saddlebags with bare necessities for travel, together with what remained of
food from the castillo. Once, sensing her scrutiny, be paused and looked up,
meeting her eyes across the carriage. 


          


          ‗It is not far to Turon,‘ he said with a trace of his
old irony. ‗Ramon will not starve after we part.‘ 


          


          Then, when she did not speak, he resumed his task with
unhurried efficiency. A handful of jewellery and a small bag of gold from the
dowry-chest joined the rest, and as Tristán relocked the chest Juana gave an
exclamation of uncontrollable surprise. 


          


          ‗What is it?‘ He was buckling the saddlebag, but the
question came sharply, as if he were more intent on her than on what he was
doing. 


          


          ‗I thought you would take more of my dowry than that,
you took such trouble to gain it.‘ 


          


          The long fingers paused, then calmly threaded the strap
through the buckle and tested its security with a brisk tug. ‗If I need
more, I can hold you to ransom and get greater sums from your father. Just now
I have no mind to be robbed in my turn.‘ 


          


          ‗Are you proud of your theft?‘ she demanded fiercely.



          


          ‗Would you have me ashamed of gaining what I wanted?‘



          


          The derisive note in his voice silenced her. At last she
said, almost against her will, ‗You might get a greater reward for my
safe return.‘ 


          


          ‗That would be once for all.‘ He spoke without
expression. ‗I prefer the means for a revenue – that, and my wife‘s
company.‘ 


          


          With an incoherent exclamation Juana turned away her head,
just as the carriage lurched and Ramon‘s dripping head appeared at the window. 


          


          ‗Hey! The rain is over, all but a spattering. We go
now?‘ 


          


          For a moment longer Tristán stared at Juana‘s averted
profile, and then he said curtly, ‗Yes, we are ready. Once you have left
us you should reach Turon before nightfall.‘ 


          


          ‗And will you take any horse with you?‘ 


          


          ‗The bay and the Arab. The bay is mine, and it would
be unmannerly for the senorita to leave behind so rare a parting gift from the
Duque.‘ 


          


          He did not say which Duque, Juana noticed, hating his calm
fluency. She heard the creak of the carriage as Ramon swung himself back into
motion, lurching forward through the fresh, clinging mud. The sky, she saw, was
as bright now as if that fierce rain had never been. 


          


          Tristán was right, the caves were close. Within minutes, it
seemed, the carriage had ratted to a halt, and Juana found herself gazing at
the dark rustcoloured scree with a sense of fatalism. Of course he had been
right, she thought, he would never lose any advantage through ignorance of what
might lie ahead, and he had a soldier‘s eyes for landmarks. Unlike her – sucked
blindly into a vortex that threatened to drown her – he knew exactly where he
was going. 


          


          The Arab horse was quickly untethered from the carriage,
and with uncanny swiftness Tristán unloaded the saddlebags. Then, with a shout
of farewell to Ramon, he slapped the rump of the nearest carriage-horse. The
driver yelled back something that Juana could not hear, and then the whole
equipage surged forward and forward and vanished round the bend in the muddy
track. 


          


          


          Afterwards Juana was to look back at the night in the cave
with a feeling of wonder that she did not betray herself to Tristán. Even while
she longed to lose her terrors on turning to him for reassurance, she could not
help the conviction that he had planned that she should do just that. By tearing
her with such brutal suddenness from the last familiar things she had known, he
sought only to humble her pride. So she clung to her aloofness and silence as
if they were weapons against him and herself, and waged a desperate battle to
seem as hostile towards him as she had ever been. 


          


          She was only too well aware of what he would say if he
guessed her thoughts; the green eyes would narrow in icy mockery, the crisp
voice harden in amused disdain. ‗You will come to like the deed, if not
the doer,‘ he had told her cynically, and she had retreated in disgust from the
imputations; but now she was sick for him, trembling in excitement instead of
abhorrence. She could only pray that he would not see the difference, would not
realize too soon that she had learned at last to want him, and even worse – 


          


          ‗There thorn twigs are still too wet, we must put the
rest to dry before they will burn.‘ 


          


          Tristán glanced up from where he knelt beside the
smouldering fire that he was tending, his gaze piercing across the smoke-filled
space between them. She looked away quickly, then shivered as a high, animal
call came from outside; it reminded her of Bartolomé‘s cackling laugh and made
her glance nervously towards the mouth of the cave. 


          


          ‗He will not come back, Juana.‘ The dry voice made
her start uncontrollably, but then Tristán added, ‗He must be halfway to
your father‘s house by now, and his heroism and my villainy will have grown
with every step.‘ 


          


          ‗Oh – Jaime!‘ She swallowed an urge to laugh
hysterically; nothing had been further from her thoughts. ‗I was not
thinking of him – I do remember failure.‘ 


          


          Failure of understanding, she was thinking; all her life
she had loved a Jaime who did not exist, just as he had loved the girl she had
striven to become for his sake, and not her innermost self. Now that illusion
of love had faded as though it had never been, and the reality – 


          


          The reality was watching her coldly, with eyes as steady
and baleful as a cat‘s. ‗So you hoped he would make you my widow? I must
have a care not to give you such an opportunity again. I have no mind to die to
please a woman. Did the last exploit give you a taste for murder, then?‘ 


          


          Unbidden, the picture flashed before her eyes of a
sprawled, gaping figure lying in a pool of wine on the cellar floor, and she
gagged. ‗No! I did not want – I never asked you to – ‗ 


          


          ‗I saw your face when you looked at him, that was
eloquence enough.‘ 


          


          She put her hand to her head, imagining how she had looked;
she had thought he enjoyed the spectacle of her disgust; as Eugenio had done,
yet he had ended so much of it, at least, as hung on Bartolomé‘s life. And got
his reward for it, her mind added, in her dowry – and in her, for as long as it
pleased him to keep her. She remembered him saying, I used my sword on one
or two when they couldnot scream any more,  and wondered whether he would dispose of her
so lightly when he had his full measure of revenge. 


          


          ‗What will you do now?‘ She heard her own voice from
an interminable distance. 


          


          ‗Run. Quit the country.‘ He added ironically as she
stiffened, ‗In your company, of course.‘ 


          


          ‗Of course. You do not quit a debt for convenience‘s
sake,‘ she quoted savagely, and saw his face tighten. 


          


          ‗No.‘ There was an odd silence before he said
deliberately, ‗Try to sleep now. It is a long ride to Villenos, and if we
are to get there tomorrow we must start bedtimes. And take off that cage you
are wearing – the man who fashioned it cannot have intended you kneel in it,
let alone lie down in it or sit a horse.‘ 


          


          Juana‘s hands went defensively to the heavy frame of her
farthingale. ‗My gown is too ling without it,‘ she protested. 


          


          ‗I have a knife that will shorten it. You need not
fear that my friends in Villenos will concern themselves with fashion – they
seldom see one of your kind except to trade with, and count themselves honoured
by that. They are poor folk, like me – ‗ Tristán‘s voice had the sudden
thrust of a blade – ‗save that I am not content to remain as they are.‘ 


          


          Seeing that he was about to rise and help her, Juana turned
her back quickly and began to loosen the web of laces that held the bulky frame
in place under her spreading skirts. As she tugged at the knots, she asked, ‗What
is Villenos; a city or a town? And why must we go there?‘ 


          


          ‗it is the town where I lived before I became a
mercenary.‘ His voice was satiric. ‗And I have friends there who will
help me by sheltering my stolen bride – 


          unless they are too dumbfounded by the shock of seeing me
married.‘ 


          


          Using all her strength, Juana snapped a recalcitrant
string; she would not need it again, she told herself. Out of an unexpected
depth of hurt, she responded, 


          ‗Would they help you if they knew the real reason that
you married me?‘ 


          


          ‗I shall not tell them –‗ he had risen,
cat-swift, to his feet –‗ and neither will you. I will not have my
friends troubled.‘ 


          


          The farthingale slid down to lie in a pool of white at
Juana‘s feet and she stepped free of it, retreating from him. He had to bend
his head beneath the rocky roof; all at once she no longer felt as safe as she
had while he knelt beside the fire. 


          


          Ignoring the authoritative note in his even voice, she
answered defiantly, ‗If they knew the truth of it, your friends would
despise you.‘ 


          


          The silence was so long that her eyes were drawn back to
him against her will, fascinated by the bitterness in his oblique eyes. ‗Hardly
that, I think, but I shall not tell them for all that. They might find the
truth almost beyond belief.‘ 


          


          To her owe surprise, Juana slept that night – in snatches,
it was true, but her arousal was more often due to mere discomfort that she had
expected to assail her. Hungry and cold and disturbed as she was, when she lay
down on the cave floor next to Tristán, sheer fatigue of body and mind swept
her at once into oblivion. 


          


          She woke to find the light of dawn filtering over the rocks
and Felipe Tristán bending over her. In that first instant, drowsily, her mind
was aware of nothing but a sort of voluptuous curiosity to know what that
strange, impassive face had looked like before an enemy blade had slashed one
side of it to ribbons. She lay still, staring up at him without flinching with
eyes that were still hazed with sleep. 


          


          Not handsome, she thought; not handsome ever. His face was
too uncompromising, almost mediaeval; it looked like the face of an image
carved for a tomb, with harshly-graven lines and odd, disconcerting shadows.
The eyes looked like glittering crystal set in a mask of metal, set in hollows
that resembled the exaggerations of a clumsy sculptor, ringing their oblique
brilliance with shadow: they must always have been strange, evens slightly
repelling. But the mouth . . . unmarked, it should have been almost classical,
a shapely contradiction of those jutting, overdramatic bones. As she realized
the trend of her thoughts Juana let her eyelids fall and turned her head away
too quickly. 


          


          ‗The senora‘s breakfast,‘ she heard him say crisply. ‗Eat
it quickly, we have far to go today.‘ 


          


          She lifted a hand to rub her eyes, shielding her expression
at the same time, and answered peevishly, ‗Let me lie.‘ 


          


          The thundering of her heart was almost shaking her, and she
hoped that it was not audible to him as he knelt so close to her; but then he
rose his feet and turned towards the mouth of the cave, his words floating back
to her, openly derisive. 


          


          ‗I have done so; you should be graceful for my
courtesy. How many husbands would let their wives alone on their wedding
night?‘ 


          


          Juana‘s lips were trembling as she sat up and hugged her
knees. He had brought her last of the bread they had with them, and berries –
the saints only knew where he had found them – and the unexpected kindness had
hurt her almost more than his cruelty. She felt like a hare caught up in an
eagle‘s talons and then dropped carelessly in a strange terrain – still shocked
by the magnitude of an incredible escape yet knowing that she must be wary of
new dangers that she did not yet know to recognized. Miguel de Arrelanos was
surprise and not a little displeased when what sounded like a madman came
riding up to his door at the hour when his household was settling into the
quiet of an afternoon siesta. He himself had not yet retired; he was in his
chamber, struggling with the composition of a letter to his eldest daughter,
when he heard the intruder setting up a clamour to see him. He hoped that old
José would have the wit to deny him until a more seemly hour, for the delicate
task of combining parental severity with a veiled apology for sending Juana
away was proving more difficult than he had expected. From the disordered
fragments that he had glanced from his sister since her return, unheralded and
distraught, two days ago, Miguel had had the first inkling that his judgment
was not infallible in all things. Beatriz had seemed almost frantic at the
thought of leaving Juana in the keeping of Senor de Castaneda. 


          


          A tap at the door made Miguel out down his pen with a look
of resignation, which quickly gave place to concern. Senor Jaime was ridden
back, his servant told him, and in a rare state of the mother. He insisted on
seeing the senor at once and said that it concerned the Senorita Juana. Miguel
frowned. 


          


          ‗Young de Nueva? But he has scarce had the time to go
as far as Andalusia and return – but perhaps he brings letters with him. Bring
him to me here, Arturo.‘ 


          


          His servant nodded lugubriously. It boded ill, in his
opinion; he had known that no good could come of meddling with matters in
places as remote as Valenzuela. If the senor had asked his opinion at the time,
he could have had it – it was folly to cross a termagant like the Senorita
Juana by forcing her to wed where she would not, and worse folly still to send
the man she loved to enquire after her welfare when things went awry. By his,
Arturo‘s, reckoning, the senor had brought it all on himself. He shuffled away,
taking his time, and eventually delivered the newcomer to Miguel de Arrelanos
with a look of foreboding which failed to gain the attention it deserved from
either his master or Jaime de Nueva, so that he withdrew, disgruntled. 


          


          Jaime was shaking with exhaustion, his dark eyes wild and
his face haggard and unshaven. He had not paused to take up cloak or hat when
he ridden off through the rain, and his once-fine clothes were wet and streaked
with mud and dirt. He looked so different from the mannerly boy who had begged
to be employed as Miguel‘s messenger that the elder man‘s expression hardened
to hide his sudden concern. 


          


          ‗Well, Jaime?‘ 


          


          The young man lifted his disheveled black head and spoke
with a curious blend of defiance and apprehension. ‗I rode back with all
speed, senor, to tell you 


          – your daughter is married.‘ 


          


          ‗Married!‘ Miguel‘s somber eyes lit. ‗She has
made up her mind to Duque Bartolomé, then? 


          


          ‗No man knows what has become of the Duque. He ran
away and hid himself sooner than marry Juana – your daughter; they were
searching the castillo for him when I came away. The Duque de las Torres told
me.‘ 


          


          Tensely, too absorbed to notice the effect of his words,
Jaime sketched the situation as he had found it when he arrived at the Castillo
Benaventes. Miguel sat back in his chair and listened with a face like stone. 


          


          ‗I cannot believe it,‘ he responded heavily, at last,
when Jaime had done. 


          ‗That Senor de Castaneda should allow . . . Juana
told you that Duque Bartolomé 


          was – was lacking, you say?‘ 


          


          ‗That he was an idiot, and violent, little better
than a beast. And I learned that they keep him caged, with bars at the windows
and a keeper to oversee him. She said that he attacked Michaela, and that
afterwards the girl had killed herself.‘ 


          


          ‗And after that Duque de las Torres did not consider
my daughter safe. I see. He, a strange, cares more for her safety than I did
when I sent her to marry a man I had not even seen. Yet how could I have
known?‘ His greying head lifted abruptly, a keen question in his eyes. ‗How
is Juana married, then, if Valenzuela was still missing when you left? And why
did you not wait to bring her back with you?‘ 


          


          ‗You mistake, senor. I – I did not say that she was
married to the man you chose for her.‘ 


          


          Miguel stiffened abruptly. ‗Do you mean that you have
dared, when I honoured you with my trust in this affair, to marry my daughter?‘



          


          ‗Not I – nor any man you knew existed!‘ A
half-hysterical, half-scornful laugh up in Jaime de Nueva‘s throat. ‗He
is a foreigner who was employed as the Duque‘s keeper, or so they told me at
the castillo. He was discharge while I was there, and set to accompany us –
your daughter and I – and deliver her to you in the Duque‘s name. But instead
of that, he – he took her and sent me on.‘ 


          


          He thrust a grimy hand through his tangled hair, shielding
his eyes for a moment. ‗I do not know how he contrived it, but he told me
that Juana had married him willingly. She denied that, even there before him,
but she did not deny that they were wed. I ought to have guessed something
before, when she asked me if I could forgive a trespass committed under
enforcement, but I did not dream of any such matter.‘ 


          


          Miguel had been ominously silent, but now he interposed
roughly, ‗Are you saying that you came tamely here to tell me this at the
villain‘s bidding, leaving Juana alone with him?‘ 


          


         Jaime moistened his lips. The memory of Juana in another
man‘s arm, the look on her face as she let Felipe Tristán‘s head lie on her
breast had dogged him through the long nightmarish ride, but he could not speak
of it now. Anger rose in him, hot and fierce, against his assailant – so he had
become in his tired, resentful mind. In that instant he heard his own voice
say, ‗He drove me off, senor – he and his hired cut-throats. They jeered
at me, and turned me off.‘ He added violently, 


          ‗Surely it is better for you to learn in time to
catch that filch and hang him than for me to prize my reputation above your
daughter‘s rescue?‘ 


          


          ‗True enough.‘ Miguel‘s hesitation was barely
perceptible, and he made a slight, dismissing gesture as though he did not want
to consider the matter too deeply. ‗How many of the rogues came against
you?‘ 


          


          Jaime swallowed. ‗Four, senor,‘ he blurted. 


          


          Miguel nodded. ‗It would have been unwise to offer to
fight against such odds. I shall have them hunted down, never fear! Now sit
down, no foolish ceremony –‗ he pushed the half-written letter aside and
took up a blank sheet – 


          ‗and tell me how I must write to this Duque de las
Torres. Best to write to him, since it was he who sent the rogue with you. It
seems he was deceided in this mercenary as much as I was in Senor de
Castaneda.‘ 


          


          Thankfully, Jaime took the chair beside the desk. He was
trembling now that his tale was told; after all, he reasoned, it made little
difference to the story in the end. Juana had been abducted as surely as if she
had been taken by a score of brigands. He was about to reply to the question
when the door opened softly and a gentle-faced girl of about sixteen appeared
on the threshold. 


          


          ‗I beg your pardon, Father, but Arturo says there is
more news of Juana, and Tia –‗ She broke off, blushing. ‗Senor de
Nueva, I did not know it was you.‘ 


          


          ‗I thought you had retired, Teresa.‘ Miguel was curt,
‗Tell your aunt that I shall come to her with the news as soon as I have
leisure.‘ 


          


          ‗Very well. But, Father, Tia is so nervous since she
came home – I think she may fret herself into a fever until she knows what is
happening.‘ 


          


          In a driven gesture Miguel rubbed one hand over his face. ‗Very
well, you may tell her that Senor de Nueva has come with news which means that
your sister will not marry the Duque de Velenzuela. Perhaps that will calm her;
she has done nothing but plead with me to stop it since she returned, whether
she will be glad of the rest of his news is another matter,‘ he added under his
breath. 


          


          His second daughter had not heard him; she was smiling
shyly at Jaime and said softly, ‗We could hardly believe that you had
returned so soon, senor. You must be tired after your journey.‘ 


          


          ‗A little.‘ 


          


          ‗Go along to your aunt, Teresa, and be sure she does
not fret.‘ Miguel dipped his pen in the ink, his attention already withdrawn
from her. ‗If Senor de Nueva is not too weary when we have done here, I
shall send him to you afterwards. I know he will tell you everything that you
should know.‘ 


          


          And, it was tacitly instructed, nothing that she should
not. 


          


          Tired as he was, Jaime forced himself to his feet to bow Teresa
de Arrelanos out of the room, finding a slight, unexpected balm for his
self-esteem in the warmth of her smile. 


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 11 


          


 


          The sounds of revelry were audible when the riders were
still far distant from the town, and Juana drew rein instinctively. Her gaze
swept the valley below them, seeing houses as small as toys, white and pale
gold marked out by clustered trees, and cradled by the long ridges of the hills
around it. She turned to Tristan to see him sitting motionless astride the bay,
an odd, wry look hardening his scarred mouth. 


          


          


          'It is the fiesta — I had forgotten. The townsfolk of
Villenos rejoice in a minor saint whose bones they honour by drinking
themselves unconscious for two weeks in every year; I should have remembered
it, but I had greater things on my mind.' He turned his head suddenly, and the
emerald glint in his eyes held hers. 'It seems we are not to have the quiet
refuge I looked for, but at least our arrival will not be noticed in such a
bruit as this.' 


          


          


          'Even if it is, there is no law that can take a wife from
her husband.' Her voice sounded bitter. Was that not why you married me?' 


          


          


          'In some measure,' he agreed coolly, 'though a determined
pursuer might choose to divorce us by death, even if that wooer of yours did
not dare sufficiently.' 


          


          


          Juana turned away her head. That morning she had dressed
her hair as well as she could, but now the wind had teased free black tendrils
that curled rebelliously round her heart-shaped face; the haughty tilt of her
chin was at variance with the bruised-looking shadows under her eyes and the
betraying vulnerability of her mouth. 'I have seen enough of death of late,'
she said in a tight voice. 


          


          


          For a brief space Tristan waited as if he expected her to
say something more, and then when she did not speak he turned the bay horse
down the track without a word. 


          


          


          Juana said suddenly, as she urged the Arab into motion,
'Why must we go south? Zuccaro is on the way to the Portuguese border.' 


          


          


          He glanced over his shoulder at her, expressionless. 'Spain
is at war with Portugal, had you forgotten? We would be venturing through a
fight where either side might kill us if the tale of our flight overtook us.
And by the same token I do not care to venture through France, for although
Louis is declared your King's friend I have heard that he does not love
Spaniards in his country.' 


          


          


          Your King.  Juana flinched inwardly at the contempt in the
level words. 


          


          


          'At the coast we can find a ship and leave by sea. It has
the advantage of being further from Madrid, in case Torres should change his
mind and have me hunted down for stealing you — it will not be for more than
that until they find Bartolome, and with luck we will be gone before they do,'
he added sardonically. 


          


          


          Juana gave a smothered exclamation and set spurs to her
horse. All of a sudden she wanted to outrun memory, to lose the sound of the
cynical voice conjuring up images of death that she could not bear. Briefly,
she wondered whether he spoke so to enjoy the sight of her pain at the memory
or to remind her of the source of his power. 


          


          


          The hood of her cloak slipped back as the horse gathered
speed and she leaned low over the silky back, exulting suddenly in the swift,
rhythmic surge of the animal's muscles. The wind was whipping her hair into
wild tangles, and she felt a sudden freedom, an exhilaration, that startled her
with its intensity. Now, at last, she had chosen her own path and there was no
going back. With every yard she was leaving behind her old life; now she had to
make what she could of the new. 


          


          


          The two horses thundered neck-and-neck down the broad track
into the valley, but it was Tristan who drew rein first. 


          


          


          'Take care, or you will ride down some of these drunkards!'
He nodded at a cluster of singing, reeling figures who had stumbled into the
road ahead of them. 


          


          


          'That would hardly endear you to the sons of Villenos, and
I am of no mind to disburse your dowry in bribes to free you from prison.' 


          


          


          It was lightly, mockingly said, but Juana felt her gaiety
die as quickly as it had been born. She drew rein clumsily, sawing at her
horse's mouth so that the animal slewed sideways and then leaning forward to
pat its neck consolingly, her loosened hair falling forward to hide her face.
She had forgotten her dowry, she thought bitterly; but for that Tristan would
have been content to degrade her and leave her, another episode in his long
vengeance against women for what had been done to him. 


          


          


          His long, tapering hand closed on her horse's bridle, and
she heard him say crisply, 'Stay close to me. I do not trust this crowd.' 


          


          


          Once the order would have made her protest violently, but
now she only nodded and sat with the reins loose in her hands, letting him
guide her where he chose. 


          


          


          The houses were crowding closer as they rode on, and the
sounds of celebration seemed to be quietening as the sun dropped lower in the
sky. The bay horse's tail lashed furiously at the gnats that hovered to plague
it, and Juana's own horse had slowed to a jarring, fidgeting motion. The topers
they saw now lay sprawled in patches of shadow beneath the houses' eaves,
watching incuriously as they rode by; after a hard day's drinking, few were
inclined to do anything but sit in the shade until they fell asleep. The
beginning of a headache was nagging at Juana, and she was making an attempt to
draw her hood back over her head when Tristan brought the bay to a standstill
and halted her gelding's moody shuffle. 


          


          


          'We have arrived.' 


          


          


          There was a note of grimness in his unrevealing voice, but
she did not heed it; her eyes were full of sun-dazzle, and for that moment she
was only aware that her horse had stopped. Then Tristan's fingers dug hard into
her waist, lifting her down, and she hung limply between his hands like a
puppet. If he had not held her upright as he set her on her feet, she would
have sunk to the floor in an exhausted, boneless heap. As she swayed towards
him, unaware of her own movement, a shout came from somewhere near and he
released her with a quick intake of breath. 


          


          


          'Luis— it is good to see you again.' There was no emotion
in the level voice, but the green eyes were smiling. 


          


          


          The swarthy grey-haired man in the leather apron grinned,
ignoring the cutting edge to the mercenary's voice, and wrung Tristan's hand
between both his. 


          


          


          'What, Felipe! You are come after all, eh? You have got
leave of that jumped-up son of a pig to come and visit us — and you have
brought —' He broke off as his gaze fell on Juana, and his expression changed
ludicrously, his jaw dropping. 'Your pardon, my lady, I meant no disrespect!
But when my friend comes here at fiesta time, it is natural to think. . . .
What are you about, Felipe, to bring a grand lady to my poor house?' 


          


          


          Tristán's lips curved slightly. 'Be calm, Luis. This is
Juana, my wife.' 


          


          


          Luis swallowed several times before he could speak, his
small dark eyes glazed with shock. 'Your wife?  But how? When? Why was I not told?' 


          


          


          'You know almost before any other, save the priest— we were
married only yesterday, without her family's knowledge.' Tristan drew Juana
back against him, his chin resting on her hair with a gesture that looked like
tenderness. 'We cannot have it talked of, though, by your leave — nor the fact
that we are here.' 


          


          


          Luis regained control of his jaw and his voice with an
evident effort. 'An elopement, then?' he asked matter-of-factly. 


          


          


          Tristan nodded silently, and Juana felt the warning
pressure of his hands on her arms which urged her to respond. She forced a
smile at the goggling Luis and saw him break into a delighted beam. 


          


          


          'By Saint Isidore himself, I never thought to see it!
Felipe in love at last, after so many years! All that time regretting that
heartless bitch who spoiled your face — all along Elisabeta said that you were
talking nonsense when you said you would never keep company with another woman
except for—' 


          


          


          He stopped short in a paroxysm of noisy coughing, and the
smile in Tristan's eyes grew steely. 


          


          


          Ìt is past now, Luis, and forgotten. Where is Elisabeta?' 


          


          


          Ìn the house — you will stay, both of you?' He was ushering
them in as he spoke with quick shooing motions of his hands. `Come in and see
her. Hey, you, Pepe —' he jabbed a toe into the rump of one of the urchins who
crouched, playing knucklebones, in the doorway of the house that seemed to be
half shop, half dwelling — `see to my friend's horses; take them to old
Garcia's shed and get them fed and watered, and tell him I will take their
stabling off next week's bill for flour.' As the urchin reluctantly departed,
Luis gazed anxiously at Juana. `My house is not what you will have been used
to, my lady — Felipe is an old friend and knows how we live, but you must
forgive —' 


          


          'I see nothing to forgive in a friend's hospitality, Senor
Luis.' Juana smiled, but she was thinking of the cave as she answered, and saw
by Tristan's sardonic glance that he had read her thoughts. 


          


          


          `Truly?' Luis flushed with pleasure. `Then my house is
yours, for as long as you wish to stay in it. Elisabeta!' His voice rose to a
roar. `Felipe has brought his wife!' 


          


          


          From inside the door came the noise of breaking crockery,
and a middle-aged woman, wide-hipped and round-eyed — obviously Luis's wife—
appeared in the doorway as though conjured by a spell. When she saw Tristan she
uttered a shriek of delight and threw herself upon him, her plump arms
stretching up to clasp his neck, and he bent his head to her with such a gentle
look on his harsh face that Juana felt suddenly sick with jealousy. After a
moment Tristan looked up, meeting his friend's eyes above Elisabeta's greying
head. 


          


          


          'This secrecy of yours will undo me one day, Luis. Speak
softer, if you do not want me hanged!' 


          


          


          'But to Elisabeta — !' Luis gestured liberally, beaming.
'And half the neighbourhood, by the time you have done shouting.' Tristan
detached Elisabeta's clinging arms with a brief smile, and then addressed both
of them. 'I beg you to remember that my bride's kin will not love me when they
know I have married her, any more than the husband that she was meant to
marry.' He glanced across the room at Juana, a warning look in his eyes. 'The
fewer people know that we have taken sanctuary with you, the longer our married
life is like to be.' 


          


          


          Luis and Elisabeta exchanged looks, and then the elder man
broke into an uncertain chuckle. 'You are jesting, eh? You say that because you
want some peace after—' 


          


          


          Tristan shook his head without a word, and the silence was
all at once so deep that the faint sounds in the street were magnified between
them like thunder. 


          


          


          Juana said in a voice that did not sound like her own, 'If
you say so, we shall go. We do not want to bring trouble to you and your wife.'



          


          


          'Trouble? What is trouble?' Elisabeta bustled forward,
elbowing her husband in the ribs. 'I only know that our friend and his bride
are welcome. I tell you, I am glad to see this Felipe married! I thought he
would spend all his life alone because he refused to care for anything too
much. That is right, eh, Felipe? 


          Nor for God either, still?' 


          


          


          There was a pause, and then Tristan shook his head slowly.
'You are incorrigible, Elisabeta. My dealings with God are my own affair, and
as for the Church — I have compounded with its ministers now because my wife
has faith in its doctrines, even if I do not.' 


          


          


          'She has a name, this wife?' If Elisabeta noticed the
uneasy atmosphere she took no notice, cocking a shrewd eye at Juana. 'You may
like to say my wife  often, but
what are we to call her? What is your name, Felipe's wife?' 


          


          


          Juana told her, conscious even while she smiled and talked
that her husband was studying her with the chilling detachment that she knew so
well. She could feel his gaze resting on her like the touch of ice. She had
been answering some question about their journey, but as she did so she began
to wonder whether she was giving away more than he wanted any other to know;
her tongue slowed and she hesitated, lost the thread of her speech and fell
silent. Luis, catching the exchange of looks, broke in with heavy-handed tact. 


          


          


          'You must be hot and thirsty, both of you, and here you are
standing in the street! Felipe, go through to the back door — the trough is
full, and you can wash and fetch some water for your lady to do the same, while
I find somewhere for you to sleep tonight.' He turned to Elisabeta. 'Alfonso
and Carlos can sleep at their Tio Enrique's, yes? And if we have little Rodrigo
to sleep with us, our guests can have some privacy.' 


          


          


          Juana started forward. 'We do not need —' she began, then
stopped, aware of the amusement on the three faces confronting her. 


          


          


          Tristan's brows lifted in mock enquiry, and Elisabeta
laughed outright. 


          


          'Indeed you do! Married yesterday and sleep with a couple
of children? The two eldest can go to my brother across the street for as long
as you are here, and the youngest one will do well in our room.' 


          She darted her husband a teasing 


          look. 'Luis does nothing but snore all night anyway!' 


          


          


          Disturbed as she was, Juana could not help laughing at
Luis's indignant expression. Tristan crossed to her and encircled her shoulders
with one arm, saying dryly, 'I shall not pretend I am not grateful, Elisabeta,
whatever my wife may say. Now, Luis, show me this trough of yours.' 


          


          


          As the two men led the way in Juana followed them and
halted, gazing curiously round her. The house itself reminded her of some that
her father had had built for his graziers in the last days of his old
prosperity: solid and thick-walled, with a trodden-earth floor and deep-set,
small-paned windows. But that Luis carried on some sort of trade here was
obvious; the entire room was lined with boxes and sacks and jars, and there was
a thick sweet smell of grain in the air, mingling with spices and the
unmistakable earthy odour of growing things. 


          


          


          'You must love him very much.' 


          


          


          Elisabeta's voice startled her and she looked up almost
guiltily. It was not a question, only a sympathetic statement, and Juana nodded
with a curiously defeated little gesture. 'Yes, I do.' 


          


          


          The other woman grimaced. 'Why else should you come with
him to a place like this? Where did you meet him, a fine lady like you?' 


          


          


          'In Andalusia.' That cramping self-consciousness was
hampering Juana again as she spoke. 'I was visiting the Castillo Benaventes,
and he was there, and 


          — we saw each other then.' 


          


          


          'And that was enough for both of you! It shows, you know. I
never thought to see Felipe look like that again, after what happened to him
here — you must have found him difficult at first, not apt to confess his
feelings? He has not prized any woman very highly for fourteen years past.' 


          


          


          Juana's lips tightened. 'Oh, I know he esteems me to my
full worth,' she responded acidly. 


          


          


          Elisabeta did not seem to notice her tone but began to
bustle about. In moments she had relieved Juana of her cloak, exclaimed over
her tangled hair, admired the style of her gown and lamented the ragged hem
where her skirts had been cut away, and then embarked on an explanation of her
husband's long friendship with Tristan. She seemed to assume that Juana knew
most of the details of Tristan's boyhood, but the girl dared not press for
enlightenment for fear of stopping the flow. 


          


          


          'Luis has always been a trader, Felipe will have told you
that. He inherited the business from his father, and some people look down on
us because we buy and sell — but not Felipe! He would always stop and talk with
us: there was never any false pride in him. I think he felt for us; he knew how
it was after the way his own countrymen treated him! And then, when his mother
and father were — taken 


          — he came here to tell us.' Elisabeta shook her head, and
tears came in her eyes. 


          'He did not weep, you know, even then. Fourteen years old,
and he would not cry for his father and mother! We wanted him to stay with us
then, but he would 


          


          not — he went  off, saying that he  must learn to get his own living, and we did
not see him again for nearly three years.' 


          


          


          'Where did he go?' 


          


          


          'We did not know, then. He came back when he was almost
seventeen and said that he had been with the army — we were not surprised at
that, he has always looked older than his age. He had been an officer, he
said.' Elisabeta's smile was reminiscent, but it faded swiftly. 'Then he took
lodgings with Don Ignacio de Guzman, the father of la viuda  Herreros, while he tried to go to law for what
was left of his parents' property, and stayed on even after they told him that
the Church had had it all after they died. The old man was kind to him, he
said, and he seemed happy. Luis and I — it was just before we were married — we
were glad for him. He stayed there for another two years, until —' she stroked
her own plump cheek — 'this — his face — and after that he refused to stay. He
never could stomach being pitied, Felipe. We have seen him now and again in the
years since, and once he wrote to Luis from Seville; but though Luis has asked
him to come and stay here often, this is the first time he has done more than
come for a few hours at a time.' She sighed. 'And then it was never the same.' 


          


          


          The sadness in her voice puzzled Juana. She wondered
whether Elisabeta meant that their friendship had dwindled with the years, and
it trembled on her tongue to say that she had never seen Tristin so forbearing
as he was here, among his old friends. 


          


          


          Elisabeta, seeing her puzzled look, smiled. 'I mean that
Felipe was not the same — how. could he be? But he must have told you how his
face was scarred or you would not have understood him enough to marry him, and
it is not a tale to listen to twice.' 


          


          


          Juana longed to say no, he had not told her, but her
courage failed. Instead she asked at random, 'Who is la vtuda  Herreros?' 


          


          


          The elder woman's plump features mirrored a variety of
emotions. She started to speak, hesitated, and then said with immense decision,
'Oh, the most famous woman in Villenos! Quite past our accounting. They say she
could have been the King's mistress if she had chosen to try her fortune; but
then, rumour has it that all the women he has are sent to convents after, for
the good of their souls. La viuda  would never turn nun. She married a man of
over sixty when she was scarce sixteen, and has had a fine time of it since he
left her a widow — she trebled the fortune he left her, they say, and by all
accounts she lives like a queen on it.' 


          


          


          Juana's attention jerked away as the far door opened again.
Tristan stood there, his red hair clinging darkly to his head, his harsh-boned
face spangled with water. He had taken off his doublet and carried it over his
shoulder, and his skin shone dully gold through his wet shirt. He met her stare
with a faintly wry look and put down the earthenware pitcher he carried. 


          


          


          'I doused myself,' he observed with a hint of ruefulness.
'I stank. I brought you some water to wash in, madam.' The gibing title made
Elisabeta smile, but Juana caught her breath; it was a mocking reminder of
their former stations, and it flicked her like the lash of a whip, From the
corner of her eye she saw Elisabeta gazing at her expectantly and realized that
she was expected to join in the game. 


          


          


          Crossing the room quickly, before she could change her
mind, she put her hands on Tristan's shoulders and stretched up to touch his
cheek with her lips. Under her palms the flesh beneath the soaking linen felt
smooth and cool, and she could feel the living pulse through his skin. Then, as
her lips brushed his cheek, he turned his head and claimed her mouth with a
quick passion that almost made her stagger. 


          


          


          His hand closed on the scruff of her neck as his head
lifted, and his eyes probed hers dispassionately. 'You grow more civil,' he
said almost inaudibly. 


          


          


          She pulled away quickly and was oddly disappointed when he
let her go without a struggle. Then she saw that Luis had followed him in and
was standing on tiptoe to see over his friend's shoulder, his face glowing with
indulgence. Juana realized that her impulsive action had corroborated Tristan's
story— that Luis and his wife now believed without question that theirs was a
marriage for love, that they had run away from nothing more deadly than her
family's censure. 


          


          


          With all her heart she wished that it were true. 


          


          


          It was night before they were left alone at last. Luis and
Elisabeta and their children had turned their backs on the noisy fiesta to bid
their guests welcome, and the evening had been full of laughter and talk and
the exchange of unimportant news. Juana had smiled until her face felt sore,
miserably selfconscious, trying to seem the loving bride for her hosts' benefit
but not daring to relax in case Tristan's watchful scrutiny detected any
alteration in her. 


          


          


          Now, facing him across the narrow slip of a bedroom where
the three Armendariz sons usually slept, she felt the illusion of warmth lent
by the night's conviviality slip from her. She shivered, crossing her arms
across her breast, and dug her fingertips into the flesh of her shoulders as
though she were trying to gouge warmth into them. 


          


          


          'You are cold?' 


          


          


          Tristan's eyes had followed her motion, and she nodded
tiredly. 


          


          


          'A little. Your friends are very kind.' 


          


          


          'They have always been so to me. You humoured them very
prettily in what they think of us,' he added deliberately, and a stab of
nervous irritation gripped her. 


          


          


          'I could say the same of you! You could have joined a
troupe of play-actors if you had not chosen a career of killing.' 


          


          


          'How do you know I did not? 


          


          


          The question might have been a light one, but the slanting
eyes were as hard as agates. Juana said with sudden intensity, 'I only realized
today how little I do know of you. Elisabeta assumed — she said — she
talked of things she thought I must have known, things she said you must have
told me — I could not say that I did not understand her.' 


          


          


          You could have known them for the asking— but a great lady
does not care to ask questions of servants, does she? I am only to be endured
for one piece of service — and killing, of course.' The cool voice was edged. 


          


          


          Juana said stifledly, 'She said that you were friendly with
Luis because of what your countrymen did to you. I do not even know what
country you come from.' 


          


          


          Tristan laughed shortly. 'Before God, the tight-shut minds
of the Spanish! 


          You know my real name, but you do not recognize it, nor my
native tongue when you hear it — nothing outside Spain is ever  worth your countrymen's notice, is it?' 


          


          


          The tone of his voice stung her, and she retorted, 'What
could I know, penned up among my sisters in my father's house in Navarre? No
one ever came there, I saw nobody but my family and neighbours I had known all
my life — 


          friends that my father approved. The first strangers I ever
saw were merchants who had had to travel for four days from the coast to visit
my father. I talked to our friends and the peasant workers, and that was all.
You may as well censure me for not flying to Constantinople as not knowing
where you come from!' 


          


          


          He stared at her for a long moment, eyebrows lifted, a wry
curve to his scarred mouth. 'My apologies, then,' he said at last. 'I was born
in England. My parents came from the county of Devonshire.' 


          


          


          The detail meant nothing to her. 'England? You cannot be —
the English all have tails; they were cursed with them for murdering Saint —
Saint Thomas a Becket.' Her tongue stumbled over the name. 'And they are all
pagans in England, my father told me.' 


          


          


          Tristan sighed faintly. 'Sometimes I forget how very young
you are, Juana. No, Englishmen do not have tails, though it has pleased the
French to spread that story for generations. And it was because my parents were
such staunch Catholics that they first came to Europe — for greater freedom to
worship as they pleased.' 


          The green eyes glittered suddenly, almost balefully, in the
lamplight. But we are wasting time — it is not so that we can talk of the past
that Alfonso and Carlos are sleeping with their Tio Enrique. You and I have a
score to settle from last night.' 


          Juana's eyes fell from his. 'I am tired,' she said
desperately. 'Let me be tonight.' 


          


          


          His touch on the nape of her neck made her skin prickle. He
had crossed the room in one stride and stood before her, his massive shoulders
blotting out the yellow lamplight, his eyes searching her face. 'You were
kinder when we first came here.' 


          


          


          The deliberate words brought her head up half-defensively,
and the haunted, almost hunted look in her eyes made his expression harden. 'Or
can you only play the part of wife before an audience?' 


          


          


          The room felt suddenly stuffy, and Juana's head began to
spin. Then, with an indescribable sense of doing something irrevocable, she
lifted her arms to clasp his neck, drawing his head down to hers. 


          


          


          Once, lying breathless in the circle of his arms like a
spent swimmer cast up by the tide, she realized that he was leaning over her,
studying her with terrifying closeness, and she murmured a troubled query. His
mouth brushed her throat with deliberate insistence before he answered her. 


          


          


          'I was thinking —' his controlled voice had a sarcastic
edge — 'how determined your last love was to teach me my rightful place. I
wonder what he would give to be where I am now.' 


          


          


          Juana's brows drew together in pain, and she turned her
head to evade his seeking mouth. 'Little enough — he despises me now, thanks to
the lies you told him.' 


          


          


          'That would not alter him. Esteem has nothing to do with
wanting.' His hands were in her hair, compelling her to stillness. 'You can
want what you despise . . . even hate . . . can you not?' 


          


          


          'Yes —' 


          


          


          The word was jagged, a response not only to the question
but to the surging demand of his body as it tautened against hers with the same
ruthlessness that she sensed in his voice. Time and senses seemed to stop then,
as if the world had halted on its axis, and for an eternity Juana knew nothing
hut the totality of his possession. It was only gradually that her senses
returned, and she recognized her own quickened breathing and heard the dying
fall of her own voice. At once she stiffened, tense with fear. 


          


          


          'What did I say?' There was a terrified note in her voice.
'What did I say?' 


          


          


          Tristan was lying on one elbow, watching her. She was
reminded of a drowsing lion as he lay beside her; lazy, relaxed, but ever on
his guard. He said dryly, 'Would the world come to an end if your humble
servant heard you speak your thoughts rather than what you choose I should
know?' 


          


          


          Her world might, Juana thought, if she had let slip that
she loved him while she was unaware of the words that passed her lips. But now,
at least, she was safe 


          — there was a glitter of icy anger in his eyes but none of
the derision that must have been there if she had betrayed herself. 


          


          


          Bracing herself under the almost savage coldness of his
tone, she lashed back, 'There was no word of my thoughts in our bargain when I
agreed to . . . pay you for your services. I am here in payment of the debt I
owe you— only that.' 


          She forced disdain into her voice, her lips curling. 'You
have revenged yourself finely for my hatred, had me to bed and even married me
— that should be sufficient payment, even for you!' 


          


          


          'I think not — not yet; if you had dissembled as I first
counselled you, and hidden your hatred better, then, perhaps. But even after
you have paid the principal, you owe me for all the slights I had of you, and
the insults you loaded me with.' 


          


          


          'I never insulted you! I rated you for your impudence, and
it was well deserved—' 


          


          


          She broke off as his fingertips touched her cheek. It was a
light, mocking touch, a mere tracing of the shape of his scar on her
unblemished skin, but she shivered. 


          


          


          The green eyes hardened. 'I construe that as an insult, and
there are enough to salve to last a month of penance.' 


          


          


          He turned from her so sharply that she could not see his
expression, and lay down with his back to her; and she felt bereft, longing to
speak to him, fighting the childish urge to nestle against him, to curl herself
into the curve of his spine and comfort herself with his nearness in this
strange little house. For a long time she lay still, aching with the restraint
she had put upon herself, and wondered which of her  country's sins against him had made him so
bitter that he could pursue his revenge so cold-bloodedly — and why he had
chosen her to be its scapegoat. 


          


          


          If Spain had been his parents' refuge against the
Protestant devils who ruled England, she thought, it must have been more than
unkindness that turned him against a whole race. He had said that his parents
died for their faith . . . perhaps a Spaniard had betrayed them to the
Protestants. It would explain why he had no faith in any other person's truth.
. . . 


          


          


          The thought nagged in her tired brain until she found
herself falling into a black pit of sleep. 


          


          


          


          


          The sick man sat propped in a litter in one corner of the
study, a physician hovering about him while a priest chanted prayers nearby.
Doria Luisa, glancing towards the grey, absorbed figure bent over her husband's
gilded desk, wondered anew how Torres could sit placidly writing in the midst
of such disturbance. She was not to know that after the turmoil that surrounded
him at his work at the court of Madrid, Torres considered his present situation
a haven of peace. His thoughts were busied in calculating the shortest possible
time that must pass before he could call off the search for the Duque de
Valenzuela and have him declared officially dead; a couple of small forays
across the neighbouring countryside, he was thinking, a cursory search through
the castillo's attics and cellars, and then he could declare himself satisfied.



          


          


          As indeed he was. Felipe Tristan's precipitate action in
the affair had saved Torres some inconvenience. He did not doubt that
Valenzuela's disappearance was the work of his servant; the mercenary had
coveted the little bride, and Torres had heard from Juana's two maids of what
Valenzuela had done to her on the night of the betrothal feast. Even shorn of
its speculative detail, the picture had not been pleasant . . Torres found
himself hoping that Tristan had hidden the body well. 


          


          


          It had amused him to toss the Arrelanos girl to him like a
titbit, knowing that the man would have the wit to recognize and claim a reward
that could never be openly referred to by either of them. The girl was not rich
enough for her fate to matter, and the King himself, despite the well-known
squeamishness of his conscience, would not enquire too closely into her future
destiny when he knew that he was rid of Valenzuela at last. And if Felipe
Tristan did not contrive to take her out of Spain before the facts of his
master's sad end emerged, then the judgement of the Duque de Medina de las
Torres was seriously impaired. 


          


          


          Then, his thoughts ran fluently on, with the idiot declared
dead and the castillo in mourning, he himself could send for one of his abler
secretaries to govern the estates in deputation, and return to Madrid to
oversee their seizure by the Crown; ending where they had begun, as the King's
own property. It would be fatal to leave His Most Catholic Majesty alone for
too long or he might find that he could rely on some other to counsel him, but
Torres's return with such prosperous tidings would undo any slight damage to
the King's reliance that Torres's absence might have caused. 


          


          


          The physician had been preparing a draught in his pipeclay
bowl and now gestured to Dona Luisa to hold her husband while it was
administered. She had become adept at this since his illness and guarded her
privileges as jealously as any courtier, permitting no one else to do for de
Castaneda what she herself could do. It was as though she drew comfort from
being able to help him, from raising the motionless body so that she could be
the puppeteer who restored it to a mocking semblance of life. Now she gripped
his sagging shoulders while the draught was forced between the slack lips, her
hands lingering on his shawl-swathed back as if to gauge the depth of his
helplessness. The unblinking eyes, she saw, were fixed on Torres; then, as her
fingers tightened, she felt his attention shift, and knew that he was aware not
only of her presence but of her movements. A week ago his mind had been as
inert as his body, she thought with sudden dread. She had watched his spirit
glaring out of those glazed eyes like an animal in a cage, trapped and
immovable, and her heart had rejoiced. Now. . . . 


          


          


          She checked, staring down at him with a quick, disbelieving
look. The dwarf, Pedrino, crept from his place at the back of her chair to peer
enquiringly up into her face. 


          


          


          Catching the movement out of the corner of his eye, Torres
glanced up. No trace of the hope he felt showed in his well-schooled expression
of mildness, for it was a clinical hope, without passion — it would be neater
to have de Castaneda dead than living, and only to that end he wished that the
man would relinquish his obstinate hold on life. Putting down his pen, he
beckoned the physician with one ringed finger. 


          


          


          'Is it ended?' 


          


          


          The man shook his head with a trace of regret. 'No, Your
Grace, not yet. The senor's endurance is wonderful — most men who are taken so,
by choler, linger only a brief while and then die. I thought it would be so
with him, but it has been ten days now. . . 


          


          


          'I was told that it was his rage that caused the fit.'
Torres looked meditative. 


          'Worsened by his concern for the fate that has overtaken
his unfortunate nephew, I do not doubt. Such things are not unknown — the
Conde-Duque de Olivares had just such a fierce temper.' 


          


          


          'Come here! Quickly!' 


          


          


          Dona Luisa's voice sounded suddenly shrill; her face
crumpled like a child's after some disaster. 


          


          


          The physician obeyed her summons so summarily that he
forgot to bow ceremoniously to Torres as etiquette demanded before he crossed
the room. Torres half-rose, his preoccupation momentarily forgotten. 


          


          


          'Be calm, senora, there can be no present danger.' The
doctor was puffing as he reached her side. 'You concern yourself too much with
the senor's condition.' 


          


          


          'I am afraid.' Her lips barely moved. 


          


          


         'I promise you, senora, you need not be! If he were in
danger of dying, he 


          —' 


          


          


          'You do not understand.' Her silver-grey head moved very
slowly, and she turned to look at him as though she feared to take her eyes
from the sick man. 'He moved his hand. I am afraid that he will recover.' 


          


          


          The legs of Torres's chair scraped across the polished
floor, and the priest's prayers fell abruptly silent. In that moment the four
on their feet were staring at each other with expressions of shock that they
had no time to school, and the opening of the door sounded obscenely loud in
the sudden silence. 


          


          


          'A messenger has come with letters for Your Grace.' Old
Histangua bowed ponderously on the threshold, a muddy figure at his shoulder,
but Torres gestured with sudden impatience. 


          


          


          'Bid him wait until I am at leisure.' 


          


          


          'But it is of the utmost importance, Your Grace.' The old
man 's surprise betrayed him into protest, as much at the unexpected tone of
the Duque's voice as what he had said. 'He comes from Navarre, and he brings
grave news. The Senorita de Arrelanos is missing, and the senor, her father,
sends to entreat your help in finding her.' 


          


          


          'Indeed?' Torres's tone was abstracted; he was thinking
that now he would have to make haste, to hurry back to Madrid and have the
estates impounded before de Castaneda recovered enough to dispute possession.
'Well, bid him wait nevertheless. I shall send for him shortly.' 


          


          


          Histangua could do nothing but bow his acquiescence and
close the door again, but he was puzzled: Dona Luisa had been clearly horrified
by the news, and indeed had looked as though she were about to faint, and that
was as it should be, but he could not rid himself of the notion that he had
seen a gleam of unsurprised satisfaction in Torres's short-sighted eyes. 


          


          'What do you mean, they have not come? They were ordered
three weeks ago!' 


          Dona Jeronima de Herreros y Guzman frowned incredulously,
then relaxed her face quickly as she caught sight of the result in her mirror.
'I told that dolt of a jeweller that they were wanted for tonight.' 


          


          


          Her maidservant moved away before she answered. 'He sent
word that you could have the earrings as soon as he was paid for them, senora.'
She spoke noncommittally, her head bowed over the gown on its stand at the other
end of the room. 


          


          


          Dona Jeronima's lips tightened. 'What? What was that? How
can I hear you if you mutter at me from there, you fool?' 


          


          


          'He wants his money, senora.' The maid raised her voice
slightly but did not venture nearer. 


          


          


          'Money? Before God, he has the honour of my custom and he
quibbles about money? Send to him now, this instant. Tell him I promise he
shall be paid, but I must have those earrings today.' 


          


          


          'Cristoforo has told him so already on your behalf, senora,
but he will not give them up. He says that you have promised before and not
paid.' The woman kept her voice carefully flat; she had no wish to draw her
mistress's temper on her own head by sounding pleased. 'Surely it is not so
important? You have many other fine jewels that you could wear instead.' 


          


          


          'Wear something that has been seen for the Saint's feast?
Besides, most of them are in pawn to the money-lenders already, as you know
full well. The state may condemn the Jews, but I do not know what I should do
without 'em.' Dona Jerdnima's acid tones contrasted curiously with her
carefully controlled face. 'Let it be, then, and leave me. You can tell the
jeweller . . . no matter.' 


          


          


          The maidservant whisked herself out of the room with
alacrity. She had been lucky this time, she considered — other messages, no
less unwelcome, had earned her a storm of abuse or a hail of whatever missiles
came to her mistress's hand. Either Dona Jeronima had lost interest in her
precious earrings, which seemed unlikely, or else she was concocting a scheme
to pay for them out of somebody else's purse, for there was nothing in her own.
Too many months of extravagance had followed her last success, and she had been
squandering money on that young man of hers, too. . . . 










          


          


          Dona Jeronima was thinking of her lover as she studied her
face in the glass. Nineteen, she reminded herself, and she over fifty, it
mattered not by how much; she could have been his mother, almost his
grandmother. But the child was becoming too expensive and must go. The fact
grieved her less than it would have done a few weeks earlier, and considerably
less than when, three months ago, she had first taken him to bed; his good
looks were of the florid type that quickly palled, and they could only excuse
his bull-like lack of finesse for a limited time. Now, his injured pride was of
less importance than her straitened means. 


          


          


          She studied her own face with renewed attention, her gaze
assessing, and her yellowish eyes stared back at her as coldly from the glass.
Her olive-toned skin was still fine, thank heaven; in this soft light the
fretting mesh of wrinkles scarcely showed, and the one grey lock in her still
sleek dark hair looked like an affectation rather than a prefigure of old age.
The thinness she had always regretted was an asset now, keeping her jaw firm,
her neck unlined— almost unlined: it still looked well enough under a
necklace. But behind the signs and signals of time that she checked every day,
as carefully as a fortress commander inspecting a besieging army, her face was
as it had always been: narrow, cattish, with thin, high brows, a narrow nose,
and a mouth whose arched upper lip distracted attention from the revealing
fleshlessness of the lower one. The skullshows through you there,  one of her lovers had once said to her, and
she had smiled and agreed complacently. 


          


          


          To be bored, and short of money — the two calamities had
never come upon her at once before. Usually the money relieved her boredom, or
the excitement of getting more eased penury. Now Doha Jeronima was forced, for
the first time since she had married her late husband— that senile, doting fool
— 


          to consider as a matter of urgency what she should do. To
change her way of living, to economize, was unthinkable when her credit depended
on her reputed wealth. She must turn what she had to her advantage, she
thought, and it was too late to trap another fool into marriage — even if
Villenos were rich in wealthy, unmarried fools. 


          


          


          So, she ruminated, tapping her foot, not marriage— nor a
rich lover either, by the same token that made her buy young Manuel so many
rich gifts. All that was left was the game of brokerage. 


          


          


          She had won at that before, and it might even prove
stimulating now in the right circumstances; her poverty now would add an edge
of urgency to the game which was pleasing rather than distressing'. To
introduce two people who might not otherwise meet — that was the essence of the
game; and if Dona Jeronima made it her business to ensure that at least one of
the parties was rich and paid their generous hostess for the privilege of their
introduction, it made no difference to their enjoyment of each other. Besides,
the game lent spice to her usual round of entertainments, and it amused her to
watch the play; particularly where there was some little difficulty involved in
reconciling both the parties to the end of the game. . . . 


          


          


          She had been idle too long, she thought, watching the
kindling relish in her reflected eyes. This reverse was a blessing, a salutary
reminder that she was in danger of growing dull without a whetstome for her
wits. 


          


          


          With swift decision she clapped the glass down, careless of
the delicate inlay across its back. The time, with the town crowded for fiesta,
could not suit her purpose better; it should be simple to find what she was
looking for. She would venture out in her carriage. She often wondered if the
fools who paid so freely for her merchandize ever guessed that they could have
had the same, shorn of its elegant trappings, for a few escudos on the other
side of the town. 


          


          


          `Sanchiar!‘ 


          


          


          The tone made Dona Jeronima's maid cross herself before she
peeped round the door, and she was startled to find her mistress smiling. 'Yes,
senora?' 


          


          


          ―Lay out my brown taffeta, and call my carriage to
the door. I have decided to reform my way of living a little.' Dona Jeronima
eyes held a gleam of amused self-satisfaction. 'I shall begin this very day, by
going to church.' 


          


          


          CHAPTER 12 


          


          


          Juana had settled into the Armendariz household with an
ease and rapidity that surprised herself. After a week only Luis treated her as
though she were anything other than the boys' elder sister, and to Elisabeta
her total ignorance of household things was a matter for teasing laughter. At
first she had found it hard to believe that any girl of Juana's Iage could know
nothing of running a house beyond giving orders to others; then, ruthlessly
practical, she had set about teaching her guest what she needed to know. 'For I
cannot think,' she observed briskly, 'that Felipe will be able to provide your
ladyship with a retinue before the pair of you have starved to death for want
of a good cooked meal!' 


          


          


          Juana had laughed to cover her heartache and reflected
grimly that Tristan would have wealth enough if he kept his word and extorted
it from her father. Her self-esteem rejoiced that her husband was not in the
house to see her efforts in helping Elisabeta; it was bad enough when he
returned in the evenings: the Armendariz family would tease her by telling him
at great length of her mistakes and disasters, and she would see his austere
face relax in that surprising, disturbingly attractive laughter. It hurt to
know that the look of gentle amusement in his eyes was for the story-tellers
and not for her, but she did her best to laugh back as though the whole thing
were a jest that she enjoyed as much as he. 


          


          


          


          She knew where he went each day: swallowing her pride, she
had taken counsel from that withering You could have known for the asking
and  questioned him outright after
the first day. Frozen-faced, he had told her. The gold from her dowry was
insufficient to buy them both passages on a ship from the coast, and he was
trying to sell the things of value he had to augment it. It took time, he told
her, because the cheaper things fetched little and the dearer ones he could not
sell for their full worth because the local traders suspected that they might
be stolen. ‗I am known here as a poor man, you see,‘ he had added
ironically. 


          


          


          


          ‗I could sell them. No one here knows me -' Juana
could have bitten off her tongue as soon as the words were uttered, for the
betraying note of eagerness in her own voice. An inner stubbornness made her
wait unflinching for his answer, her chin arrogantly high as she met his
piercing regard for a long, breathless moment. 


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          'You would be cheated' was all he said, and he had turned
away from her. 


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          A stab of petty satisfaction thrilled through Juana as she
regarded the vegetables that she had been chopping for Elisabeta's stew.
Already she was growing quicker and more neat-handed, but Elisabeta still made
excuses to absent herself while Juana struggled so that she need not feel
self-conscious in the knowledge that her hostess could do the same work in a
quarter of the time. 


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          A sound behind her made her turn so sharply that the blade
of the knife nearly severed her thumb, and her racing heartbeat told her who
stood there before she looked up. 


          


          


          


          'You are soon back,' she said tonelessly. 


          


          


          


          'I sold something. To a reputeless goldsmith who makes his
living by trading with knaves and who gave me barely a third of what the thing
was worth.' 


          There was a note of anger in Tristan's level voice as he
answered. ‗Now I must see what some of those jewels of yours will fetch.'



          


          


          


          ‗I thought you would have sold them first of all.'
The gibe did not move him, she saw, and as he moved towards the room they
shared she asked uncertainly, 'What was it you sold?' 


          


          


          


          


          'My sword.' He flung the words curtly over his shoulder and
a few seconds later emerged with one of the saddlebags and threw it down. Tell
me which you value most of what is there -' his face was like stone - 'and I
shall sell them last.' 


          Juana's throat ached as she bent to unfasten the buckles,
her fingers made clumsy by the knowledge that he was watching her with cold,
critical attention. The urge to protest at his sacrifice had withered and died
under his lack of response; he would have mocked her for pitying him, even if
he had believed her. Viciously, she wrenched the straps free and tipped the
saddlebag's contents across the folded mouth of one of Luis's grain-sacks. 


          


          


          


          The pearl necklace, the filigree bracelet, the gold cross
that she had had since childhood — none of them excited any emotion beyond a
sort of wondering sadness that she would not see any member of her family
again. Even now, when she tried to remember them, she could not see their faces
clearly. They had been part of the old Juana, the false one, who was becoming
less real to her day by day. 


          'Is this of value?' 


          


          


          


          She picked up a thin packet wrapped in a fraying piece of
oiled silk that she knew to be none of hers. Then, before she saw him move,
Tristan had crossed the space between them and snatched it out of her hand in a
single sweep. 


          


          


          


          'Only tome-call it a keepsake. It would not fetch much in
the open market.' 


          


          


          


          She stared, startled, conscious of a dreadful foreboding
that was beginning to grow inside her. She wanted to crush the painful thing
before it came fully to life, but she quelled the longing to cross her arms
protectively and said instead, 


          'From a woman?' 


          


          


          


          'You must allow me my privacy.' Tristan slipped the packet
into the breast of his doublet, his eyes expressionless, and after an instant
she managed to smile scornfully. 'I am surprised that you waste time with
remembrances of the past when they cannot profit you,' she retorted. 'It is a
strange thing for a mercenary to do.' 


          


          


          


          'True, but this is no love-token, or else I should not keep
it. The other I carry has given me a distaste for such toys.' The green eyes
glinted derisively. 


          


          


          


          'What other?' Fascinated, she watched his fingertips brush
his cheek matterof-factly, and said as though the words were forced from her, ‗A
love-token? I thought – some battle-you said you were a soldier.' 


          


          


          


          'I was a young fool, too, with too much ambition.' His very
lack of emotion was somehow satiric, and she shivered. 'When I was near twenty,
I aspired to love above my own degree, and my mistress bade one of her richer
suitors to cool my ardour. Because she was so very beautiful –‗ his eyes
held hers – ‗she took care that the deed would give her good sport, and
he and his friends gave me this for my impudence, then took me and showed me to
her. It pleased her very much - she was delighted to see how they had cured my
impudence.' 


          


          


          


          ‗But they did not cure you.' Juana spoke
suffocatedly, turning her head away. 


          


          


          


          'Perhaps not, but it taught me to ensure that I would not
be served so again. Now I no longer go cap-in-hand to any woman, no matter how
rich or how fair.' 


          


          


          


          Juana stiffened, keeping her face averted, and after a
moment he said in his normal crisp tone, 'Have you done with those trinkets
yet?' 


          


          


          


          She stared blindly down at the jewels in her hands. She had
been holding them so fiercely that the shape of the settings was embedded in
the flesh of her palms, and when she opened her hands they adhered to them for
an instant before falling away. 'Keep the silver bracelet for as long as you
can,' she said, and moved away. 


          


          


          


          ‗The stripling's gift?‘ he enquired dryly, tossing
the silver links and catching them deftly in his palm, Juana shrugged,
uncaring. She had spoken without thinking only to assert her will, and had
chosen at random; the bracelet had been her brother Ugo's gift. 


          


          


          


          'It came from someone I loved, and who loved me, but it is
no matter. Sell it when you will.' 


          


          


          


          An almost inaudible exclamation made her turn her head to
see him staring down at her with a look that made her color ebb; then the
grotesquely emphatic lids were lowered over Tristan's eyes, and he bent to pick
up the saddlebag as Elisabeta came bustling in. 


          


          


          


          'You here at this hour, Felipe? You have had some success?'
– ‗I thought so.' 


          


          


          


          Tristan did not look up as he spoke, but Elisabeta's shrewd
gaze went at once from one to the other. 'Ah, the little one is impatient! I
can understand, niria 


          — one wants everything at once when one is young, but not
even Felipe can work miracles! You have years ahead of you to look for new
countries, and a little delay is not life or death, is it?' Tristan smiled
slightly. 'It may be, if we cannot go before pursuit catches up with us. I
shall not lightly be pardoned for stealing my master's bride,' he added rather
grimly, 'it seems I cannot curb my taste for rare things, in spite of the
danger it brings me.' 


          


          


          


          Elisabeta, surprisingly, snorted. 'If you mean Elena de
Prontenera, you are far better off marrying Juana here — the man she married
instead of you drank himself to death inside a year, and now she is wedded to a
half-blind man twice her age, who neither knows nor cares how often she
cuckolds him! She was never much above the town flirt, but now she is become
the town harlot. And fat, too,' 


          she added venomously. Tristan gave a startled laugh. 'Do
you see her often?' 


          


          


          


          'Now and again, passing through the streets as though she
fancied herself the Queen! But you mean to tell me,' Elisabeta's voice rose
accusingly, 'that Juana was to have been married to a Dugue?' She added as
Tristan nodded, 'You are risking your life, Felipe!' 


          


          


          


          'Certainly, if you shout my affairs from the windows like
that.' Juana caught her breath as he slung the saddlebag over his shoulder,
remembering that he had carried Bar-tolomé‘s corpse as lightly. As if he sensed
her tension he turned to look at her, his green eyes strangely compelling. 'But
there was no help for it, was there, Juana?' he enquired softly. 'Husband - or
no husband.' - 'No help,‘ she agreed. 


          


          


          


          Elisabeta nodded fondly. It was plain that she was enjoying
what she thought was a romantic interlude, her fancy imbuing the scant facts of
Tristan's story with all theelements of an impetuous, irresistible love. She
would never understand, Juana thought ruefully, that their pairing had been
conceived in nothing but hatred and unwilling desire, and brought to life in
the train of violent death. 


          


          


          


          The sounds of the revelling in the street outside had risen
to a higher, more excited pitch, and the quiet in the room was filled with
exclamations and shouting over some diversion or other, close to the house.
Tristan was still gazing at Juana with a faint smile that seemed to mock her
inability to denounce his implied falsehood when Luis's voice was heard outside
and the moment shattered. 


          'Elisabeta! Elisabeta!‘ 


          


          


          


          All three of them turned towards the doorway, and as they
did so Luis burst in. His swarthy face was deeply-lined with concern, and he
was pulling off his apron as he came. 


          


          


          


          'Elisabeta, we must find Felipe! Send Alfonso to the market
square, and I shall go myself to the Avenida-' He broke off, his harassed
expression giving way to relief as he saw Tristan. 'Felipe, thank God you are
here. Some strangers have just ridden in - gipsies, I think - from Andalusia,
and the word is that the Duque de Valenzuela has been found dead! It is all
over the countryside, they say!' 


          


          


          


          Juana felt as though she had been enfolded in a cloak of
ice. Her teeth began to chatter, and before her eyes blackness advanced and
receded. Sometimes it clarified into the outlines of the room and Luis's
anxious face, sometimes it blinded her in a dark tide; she was aware that
Elisabeta was looking at her in startled question, and wondered whether her
face betrayed her. Somewhere she heard Tristan say 'Bartolomé?' and wondered
how he could sound so maddeningly calm. 


          


          


          


          'Your Duque - Valenzuela - is his name Bartolomé? They say
that he disappeared weeks since, and these gypsies were questioned for his
kidnapping. While they were at 'the castillo the news came that his body had
been found. They were hustled out without another word, they said, and were
never told how he died 


          - as well that you two ran away from there when you did or
else you might be suspected!‘ 


          


          


          


          Juana crossed herself instinctively, not even hearing that
Tristan replied. In these past days she had allowed herself to lapse into a
dream-world, she was thinking; or rather she had let herself forget what she
did not want to remember, the brutal fact that a man was dead. However bestial)
however loathsome, Bartolomé de Benaventes y Rioja had been a man, and he had
died because he had impeded Felipe Tristan's purpose. So outlandish was the
memory of that twilight scene in the Castillo's wine-cellar that her brain had
cancelled it, lulling her conscious mind into the comfortable belief that its
consequences could not affect her. Her own new-discovered Love and Tristan's
ruthless domination had seemed far more real and important. 


          


          


          


          But whether Tristan had been telling the truth when he said
he had merely let Bartolome die or whether he had killed him with his own
hands, he could be caught and indicted for his murder, and she with him. It was
to no purpose-to let him subjugate her mind and heart as he had her body,
because there could only be one ending. He was a ruthless, a killer in all but
the name, even if he had told her the truth; and he had no feeling for her
beyond desire. She had almost forgotten that, to him, she was only another
Spanish woman to be used and despised. He would have been sardonically amused,
no more, if she had confessed her love, Juana thought. The danger had been
close, but the shock of Luis's news had brought her to her senses just in time.



          


          


          


          Elisabeta was exclaiming over her pallor and urged her to
sit down. She felt the elder woman's warm hand close over her cold one, and
gripped it feverishly. 


          


          


          


          'Sit down, Juana, you are not well. Here, lean on me.' This
dreadful news. . . 


          .' Juana heard her own voice, faint and unsteady, and her
head tilted back to meet Tristan's gaze. He looked at her only for an instant,
and then turned to address Luis. 


          


          


          


          'I knew that the boy was sick in body and mind - he was
becoming harder to control with every month that passed and I told his uncle of
it.' His face was the secret mask again, ironic and unrevealing, not a trace of
emotion in its impassive set. 'Is it known what caused his death?‘ 


          


          


          


          Luis shook his head, his furrowed face grave. 'No, nothing
but that he is dead — and the gypsies say they were stopped when they were
leaving, and asked not to talk even of that! But they are outside now — I told
the leader that you knew the Duque and would want to speak with them.‘ He
hesitated. 'I should not, of course-I forgot that you-' 


          


          


          


          


          'No matter.' The flesh surrounding Tristan's scar had
whitened, but his voice remained calm. ‗I still wish to hear what they
know. Juana –‗ 


          


          


          


          She spoke rapidly, her eyes on her own hand as it clasped
Elisabeta's. 'I must say a prayer for the repose of his soul. Could one of the
boys be spared to go with me to San Pedro's and stay until I come out? I shall
not be long.' 


          


          


          


          'Of course,' Elisabeta agreed. 'Luis, call Carlos.' Tristan
said nothing until Juana had draped her shawl over her hair and was moving
towards the door, clutching the fringed ends tightly between her fingers. Luis
and Elisabeta had gone into the street, and he checked her when she would have
followed them. At his touch she was very still. 


          


          


          


          ‗Taking sanctuary?‘ he asked softly. 'They do not
shelter murderesses, even in your precious church.' 


          


          


          


          ‗I am no such thing,' she returned in a shaken voice,
'but now, I only want to be somewhere where I know you will not come - devils
do not commonly go to church, they?' 


          . 


          


          


          


          


          Without waiting for an answer she evaded his out stretched
hand and went hurriedly outside, to where Elisabeta was extracting a reluctant
Carlos from a gang of his friends and telling him not to wander away from the
portico of San Pedro until Juana came out, no matter what diversions caught his
eye. Tristan interrupted from the doorway, his voice cool. 


          


          


          


          


          'Let him come back when he will, Elisabeta. I shall go and fetch
Juana back when I have done here. Wait for me.‘ 


          


          


          


          She nodded without reply and a moment later she was
hurrying down the street in Carlos's wake, listening to his garbled account of
the arrival of the guanos and of his father's excitement when he had
spoken with them; the breathless speech ended only with their arrival at the
nearby San Pedro's. 


          


          


          


          'You will be safe here,' Carlos concluded with
satisfaction, 'and Tio Felipe will come for you. Ah, I am glad I am not a
woman, to need a man to go with me everywhere!‘ 


          


          


          


          'I am glad, too.' Juana forced a smile. 'Thank you,
Carlos.‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗A pleasure.‘ The boy bowed with much extravagant
arm-waving, aping some courtier that he had seen in the streets. 'Adios,  senorita!' 


          


          


          


          The boys had never absorbed the fact that she was the wife of
 their admired Tio Felipe - any more
than she herself, Juana thought wryly - and still addressed her as senortta  for most of the time. Even Elisabeta had given
up trying to correct them. With a quick, hunted movement she turned her back on
the street and hurried into the candlelit church. She did not see that the
cloaked figure with which she had almost collided on the threshold hesitated,
and then turned abruptly and followed her back into the church. 


          


          


          


          


          It did not take long for Tristan to find out what the gitanos
 I knew of Bartolomé's death. The
little group had been travelling hard, and the wine with which they had
refreshed themselves had relaxed their normal suspicious attitude towards gaujos’



          questions; moreover, the tale was a good one and reflected
badly on the aristocracy, which made them doubly eager to tell it. Tristan
heard them out intently, hardly prompting, listening while they told it in
their own way. 


          


          


          


          


          


          'It is always the same,' the leader asserted volubly. 'They
blame the gitanos, the vagrants, because everyone knows we are thieves and
murderers. Why should we want to kidnap a Duque, I ask you? He would be nothing
to us but another mouth to feed. But no, we were taken to the castillo by that
Italian —‗ he added an uncomplimentary epithet in his native tongue - 'as
though we had been proved guilty already. If they had not found the corpse
while we were there under guard, I daresay he would have hanged us anyway.‘ 


          


          


          


          'Where was the corpse found? Who found it?‘ 


          


          


          


          'How should I know? The questioning was getting nasty is
all I cared about. We must have been there above an hour when all of a sudden
this soldier bursts in, looking very green, and says, "They have found him—
downstairs _ dead," and the Italian gets up and goes over to him, and they
talk very fast and then the Italian turns green, too.‘ 


          


          


          


          Tristan nodded silently. He had a fairly clear picture of
what a dead man would look like who had been steeped in red wine for nearly a
week. 


          


          


          


          'Anyway, after that he comes back and tells us that the
Duque has been found dead inside the castillo, and so we can go. No apologies,
no explanations - We may be innocent, but we should be glad to come off with
our lives, is what his face says. Then, just as we're leaving, this old man
stops us and says what have we heard, so I tell him.‘ The gipsy grinned. 'And,
ohé! He does not like it. He says something about fools with long tongues, and
then says he will pay us if we will keep silent about it - kidnapping, dead
Duque and all. There is sickness in the house, he says, and the family cannot
be troubled with scotching rumors. So I say to him, "Sir, our tongues are
our own to use as we please. Your money cannot buy them.‖ And we go.‘ 


          


          


          


          He had obviously taken great pride in his speech, and
Tristan nodded dryly. 


          'Well spoken.' 


          


          


          


          'After that he does not try to persuade any more, but he
sends a man after us with more money; so I guess perhaps it is more important to
him than he says, and perhaps everyone should know soon that this Duque is
dead. Why should free men do what the rich ones ask?‘ 


          


          Tristan thanked him and turned away, and as he shouldered
his way through the small crowd a telltale muscle was moving in his hollowed
cheek. Torres had meddled too far, it seemed, in trying to buy the guanos’  silence — 


          unless, now that he had had time to reconsider he had
regretted his impulse to condone Bartolomé's death. He bad known, in the
instant they faced each other across de Casianeda's body, that Torres knew the
truth about Bartolomé-not all, but enough-and would keep silent. And for his
own part, he had known that Torres had wanted the young Duque dead. But now he
might easily have decided that it would be more convenient to have Bartolomé
legally dead, and a perfect scapegoat for his murder. This rash exposure might
have been policy, or it might have been mere clumsiness, a townsman's ignorance
of the ways of the gitanos. If it were the latter, he might never find out. If
it were the former, he would have proof when a contingent of Andalusian
soldiers arrived round his ears. 


          


          


          


          He turned the street corner and went towards the church of
San Pedro with his long light stride, ignoring the little dark people who
scurried hastily out of his path as soon as they saw him. 


          


          


          


          Juana could not pray. Her mind and heart were too full of a
confusion of anger, guilt and contrition even to remember the words she had
known all her life, and time and again she found herself halted in the pattern
of prayer, her hands clenched on her ebony beads. She felt herself distracted
by the shuffling of feet all round her, by the ceaseless arrival and departure
of worshippers, by scents and shapes and sounds - all those things to which she
could normally close her mind, however crowded the church. 


          


          


          


          It was the scent that first made her aware of the cloaked
woman's presence; it crept into her nostrils as she knelt, too sweet for musk,
too heavy and opulent for the perfume, of any flower that she could recognize.
By turning her head slightly she could see the nearby figure, cloaked and
hooded, wearing a darkcolored farthingale. She was aware of surprise that such
a fashionable woman should visit San Pedro's; the Villenos aristocracy, Tristan
had told her with a sort of expressionless contempt in his slanting eyes,
favored the newer church of San Juan. Yesterday Juan would have risen and left,
for fear that her presence had been noted; today she remained where she was in
silent rebellion, fighting the instinct that told her she was being watched.
When she rose to her feet at last it was with a feeling of utter despair, and
she turned and hurried down the aisle as if she tried to outstrip her own
thoughts. She had almost reached the church door when someone touched her
shoulder; at the same moment the curious scent filled her nostrils again, and
she spun round to see the cloaked woman smiling at her. 


          


          


          


          ‗I am sorry if I alarmed you -' Her voice was like
the scent, smooth but with an underlying bite that was intriguing. 'It is just
that you seemed so troubled in there.' A thin, bejeweled hand fluttered
dismissively behind her. 'I wondered if I might be of help - I have known
trouble in my life, and I know that it is sometimes easier to tell your sorrows
to human ears than to God's. 


          


          


          


          'Juana backed a step. 'You are too kind, senora, but I have
newly learned not to be too trusting.' Her voice was bitter. 'Pardon me.' 


          


          


          


          Inexplicably the woman's smile broadened a little and she
made a little movement with her head that looked like appreciation. 'That, too,
I can understand,‘ she agreed blandly. 'Well, keep your counsel! But, remember,
if you should change your mind I shall be here each day at the same hour. Or
you can enquire me out in the Plaza Mayor. The Casa de Herreros.‘ She turned
and was gone in the jostling crowd. 


          


          


          


          Juana hesitated briefly, staring after her, and then made
her own way to the door. She saw Tristan before he saw her, because he towered
head and shoulders above the crowd. They must seem like so many children to
him, she realized; it explained a little of that infuriating arrogance. Now,
leaning against the archway with his arms lazily folded, he looked like a giant
unconcernedly observing the antics of pygmies. The Kingkeeps a dwarf, but I
keep a giant — the words stabbed her, memory, and she felt slightly sick as
she went towards him with an urgency that she found hard to hide. 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista Zorilla, the mayor of Villenos, was not a
little surprised to receive an invitation to take chocolate with Dona Jerónima
de Herreros. He was one of the few people alive who had a moderately accurate
idea of la viuda's  real wealth,
and if he expected an invitation at all it was to one of those intimate little
suppers at whose conclusion he found he had promised to lend her more money. So
innocuous an occasion was something new — perhaps, he thought, Jerónima had
taken counsel from his sharper-than-usual last refusal. He had never known what
arts she used to persuade, but last time he had planned his strategy to
withstand her, had drunk no wine, kept a clear head, and managed to withstand
her cajolings. This alteration could be an admission of defeat or a change of
tactics, he was not sure which. There could be no harm in finding out, he
reasoned; and it would be easier to invent a tale to satisfy his wife for an
absence in the afternoon. This fact, once demonstrated, improved his temper so
far that he arrived at the Casa de Herreros in a dangerously mellow mood. 


          


          


          


          Jerónima did not seem surprised to see him, though, and
that piqued him. She greeted himcalmly from her couch, extended her hand for
him to kiss, and lay back to regard him with the air of inward amusement that
always made him 


          uneasy. 


          


          


          


          'Bautista, how kind of you to visit a poor widow.' Her
voice lingered teasingly on the adjective, and Don Bautista, who had been about
to lower his bulky frame on to the indicated chair, froze and looked
reproachful. 


          


          


          


          'Now listen, Jerónima, if you have asked me here in order
to borrow money—' 


          


          


          


          ‗Oh, sit down, sit down! I wish you would learn a
little subtlety, Bautista.' 


          Dona Jerónima looked impatient. 'No, I did not  ask you here to borrow money. I asked you here
co drink chocolate, and so that we might have a friendly little talk.' 


          


          


          


          Don Bautisia blenched. ‗I cannot stay above half an
hour. My wife—‗ 


          


          


          


          ‗Your wife is probably taking advantage of your absence
io entertain that pop-eyed cavalry captain with the moustachios. What, did you
not know about him? Never mind, let it pass. We have more important things to
discuss. Take your chocolate and stop goggling.‘ 


          


          He obeyed the first command alone. Dona Jerónima lifted her
own cup between delicately splayed fingertips, sipped, and said, 'Too thick; I
shall speak to that wretched woman. Now, Bautista, attend. I need your help.' 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista scowled. 'I have told you before that I cannot
afford -' 


          


          


          


          'Oh, do be quiet and let me speak! Anyone would think I was
begging you for charity. I have no intention of borrowing another sou from you.
You have turned into one of those boring creditors who asks after every escudo
by name. What I had in mind -' she timed the words so that he was lifting his
cup to his lips as she spoke-'was in the nature of an investment.' 


          


          


          


          As she intended, he choked. 'Investment? What the dev-what
on earth are you talking about?' 


          


          


          


          Allowing her eyes to travel over the spreading stains in
his lap, she retorted mockingly, 'Oh, come, Bautista, how do you suppose I get
the money to live as I do?' 


          


          


          


         'Borrow it,' he responded sourly, 'from any man fool enough
to lend it, and win it at gambling. Yes?' 


          


          


          


          'Say rather I lose it at gambling. But the thing that gets
me my revenue!' 


          


          


          


          ‗Your husband's estate?' Don Bautista was losing
interest. He had no skill at guessing games. 


          


          


          


          'Gone long ago. No, think of those pretty young girls I
have had to stay with me every now and again - the ones who have done so well
in the choice of wealthy lovers. I was distressed, of course, that none of the
gentlemen offered marriage, but at least none of the girls was matched poorly
and the men were married already.‘ She waited significantly for his reaction,
and he looked shocked. 


          ‗Do you mean to say they paid you for their keep?‘
She laughed at him. 'What could they afford! No, Bautista, their lovers each
paid me for the privilege of keeping them after me! A handsome sum to show
their gratitude for the trouble I took to see that each of them prospered in
his suit. Some of those girls were a little squeamish at first,‘ she added
reflectively. 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista found that he was wiping his beard, staring at
his hostess with fascinated eyes. ‗You mean that little Catalina, and the
Suarez girl, and that little fair one— what was her name?-Ana—' 


          


          


          


          'All of them. I took them out of the stews, groomed them,
dressed them and then sold them. Why do you look so shocked? You men do the
same with horses. And that is where you come in. Always before I have kept
enough to begin with a girl, pay enough cash to re-establish my credit for her
sake, but this time I have overreached myself a little. And, as is always the
way with such things, this time I have found a nonpareil who could make me a
fortune'-and I have no money to set her up.' 


          


          


          


          The pause was just long enough before Dona Jerónima
continued. 'I am confident that this time there would be enough to be gained to
admit a partnership. Not only in the last reckoning - do listen,' she
admonished as Don Bautista would have interrupted - 'but by the way: in
presents and bribes, while the girl is supposed to be making up her mind which
man to choose. You have no idea what an infatuated fool will give if he thinks
- but no matter for that. Advance me, say, five thousand reales -' the
amusement had faded from her face - 'and I shall pay you half of what the new
girl brings in. I can guarantee you at least five times the sum to divide
between us when all is over.' Don Bautista was sweating profusely by now. 'Five
thousand'  he exclaimed. 'You must
be lunatic! If you failed, I should be ruined!' 


          


          


          


          ‗I do not fail.‘ Dona Jerónima's voice was bored. ‗Very
well, then, three thousand - but only a third of the profit.‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗You talk as if there were no hazards in such a
scheme. It is all very fine to talk of investments and profit, but what
security would I have?' He brightened slightly. ‗If I could see the girl
you speak of. . . ." 


          


          'I wondered when you would ask, and the short answer is
that as yet you cannot. I said that I have found her, but I have not yet put my
hand upon her .‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗You are too confident, Jerónima. Suppose she will
not come to you?‘ 


          


          


          


          She smiled meditatively an almost indistinguishable curve
of the lips that did not disturb the careful composure of her bony face, before
she answered briskly, ‗Oh she will do as she is told once I have her, and
there are few who would not escape a life of drudgery in the stews. Besides, I
am good at persuading people to my will, have you never I noticed that?‘ 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista's small brown eyes widened in astonishment.
'Yes, but I did not think you-you mean it-‗ 


          


          


          


          'Hush, Bautista, I am not about to tell you all my secrets.
But you may take my word that the girl will be happy to agree to whatever I
propose once I have done with her. If you wish to see her –‗ her thin
shoulders shrugged deprecatingly 


          - 'you must become devout, as I have been these last three
days. She goes daily to San Pedro's Church and prays there for half-an-hour. I
saw her there by chance, but they tell me that she goes there every day, and so
I have not bothered to have her followed. She must come from the stews, but her
accent is far too fine for that. I wonder…‘ 


          


          


          


          'What does she look like? What is her name?' Don Bautista
broke in eagerly. 


          


          


          


          'She has not told, me her name yet - she will not speak to
a stranger, which shows some intelligence; she is reserved, not stupidly coy
like some of the others when I spoke to them. This one told me roundly that she
did not choose to talk to me.' Dona Jerónima smiled appreciatively. 'For her
looks, she is a goddess-what else? She is dressed like a pauper now, of
course,' she added distastefully, 'in a peasant's smock and skirt six times too
big for her, but even so I could see all the unwashed oafs nudging each other
and gaping as she went by. Black hair — blueblack — and brown eyes, and what I
know you would describe as a skin like honey,' she added with a tinge of
malice. 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista moistened his lips-'Married,' he enquired with
unusual delicacy 'or — ah — unmarried?‘ 


          


          


          


          Dona Jerónima smiled her approval of the phrasing. 'She
wears a ring on her right hand, but it is only a signet — betrothed, I imagine,
but not yet married. I should say she is almost certainly a virgin.' 


          


          


          


         It would do no harm if Bautista believed as much, her
thoughts added. If the girl was not untouched she had been so very lately and
would deceive most onlookers; and the price she could command for a virgin was
almost limitless while used wenches were rated much cheaper. Don Bautista was
leaning forward; his interest, at least, was caught, 'Does she look as if she.
. . .‘ 


          


          


          


          He broke off as Sanchia came hurriedly into the room. In
more prosperous times Dona Jerónima employed a household steward, but these
times were far from prosperous. They would change again, the widow assured
herself philosophically as she looked up at her maid's troubled face. 


          


          


          


          'What is it?' Despite her languid tone, the light in her
eyes conveyed that a trivial interruption would not be welcome. 'Senora, there
is someone to see you. I told her that you; were entertaining another visitor,
but she said that you told her she could call upon you at any time, and that
the matter was urgent. She is waiting now.' 


          


          


          


          'She?’  Dona 
Jerónima lifted her head sharply. 'A young woman? Did she tell you her
name?' 


          


          


          


          'She said that her name was Margarita Armendariz, senora,
and, yes, she is a young woman. She said that you had spoken to her in San
Pedro's Church three days ago.' 'Bring her in.' Dona Jerónima turned quickly to
Don Bautista, with a smile that showed all her small even teeth and lend her a
slight, disquieting resemblance to a crocodile. 


          


          


          


         ‗It seems that fate is on your side, my friend. This
is the girl I spoke of, and once you see her I can spare my breath. Now remember,
you know nothing but that she is an acquaintance of mine whom you have not yet
met.' She rose to her feet as the door opened, and held out her hand to the
figure on the threshold. 


          ‗Senorita Armendariz? Is there any way I can-why, my
dear child, whatever is the matter?‘ 


          


          


          


          Juana had hardly heard the words, but the gentle tone via
which they were uttered broke the spell of fearlessness that had bound her. She
tried to speak, but as the well-remembered scent engulfed her and the strange
woman's hands clasped hers, she gave a short, sobbing cry and stood with the
tears pouring down her checks. She could not move, could not utter a word, but
stood rooted to the spot in an agony of despair. 


          


          


          


          Dona Jerónima waited patiently, making little soothing
exclamations, and was considerably relieved to see that the girl looked
beautiful even in the depths of distress. A red nose and swollen eyes might
have had a disastrous effect on her schemes, but Don Bautista was already
edging closer as though magnetized. 


          


          


          


          ‗Come now, senorita, you must calm yourself and sit
down. Nothing is worth so many tears.' 


          


          


          


          The firm tones penetrated Juana's grief and she stumbled
obediently to the couch, where she sat down beside Dona Jerónima. The elder
woman, patting her gently, looked up at her other guest. 


          


          


          


          'Bautista, I think you might go. We have said all there is
to say for the present. You will come again tomorrow.' It was not a question,
and she bent her sleek head over Juana's, ignoring him. 


          


          


          


          Don Bautista, unmistakably dismissed, hovered frustratedly
for a moment longer and then departed with a muttered farewell. He had hoped to
join in the comforting and have a closer look at the girl - but there was time
enough for that, for if he were to invest three thousand reales in this venture
he would be entitled to keep a close eye on his security. Or perhaps - he
halted momentarily as he was about to step into the street, disconcerting
Sanchia if he stretched his resources and invested five thousand, Jerónima
might be induced to advance his own cause with the girl before any other had a
chance to enter the lists. . . . 


          


          


          


          When at last Juana's sobbing wore itself out, she found
chat she had her head on her hostess's shoulder and a gentle hand was pushing
her hair away from her hot face. For a moment she thought dazedly of her
mother, but the shoulder was too bony and the hand too gingerly. 


          


          


          


          'Is it over?‘ a voice asked with an undertone of amusement.
Juana nodded and drew back quickly. ‗I must ask your pardon.‘ Her throat
felt rough and dry, and her voice sounded hoarse even to her own ears. 'I did
not mean to do that, but I could not help myself.' 


          


          


          


          ‗I expect  you will feel better now that it is done. Come
now, I will order you something to drink, and when you are able you shall tell
me why you are here.' 


          


          


          


          Juana lifted her head like a wary doe. 'I came to you for
help. You said that you would. . .' Tears threatened to well into her voice
again, and she swallowed hard. 


          


          


          


          'Of course I did, but you must tell me how! What sort of
help  do you need? 


          And what, or who —' Dona Jerónima's lazy eyes brightened
curiously - 'has caused you such distress?' 


          


          


          


          Juana drew a deep breath and stared back into the yellowish
eyes regarding her so steadily. 'It is a long story, senora, and I have been
very foolish.' 


          


          


          


          Dona Jerónima's mouth twitched. 'Which of us has not, in
our time? Tell me your story, Senorita Armendariz, and then I may know how to
help you.' 


          


          


          


          


          The only help I want is a recommendation to some holy
order, so that I can enter a convent as far away from here as possible.‘ 


          


          


          


          ‗Oh, no.' The elder woman frowned, then smoothed her
forehead hastily. 


          'That would never do,‘ she added blandly ‗and I am
sure you exaggerate the case, child, if you want this because you believe that
your life is ruined. It is? It can hardly be so, you are too young to be far in
iniquity yet. 


          


          


          


          For a moment the girl‘s long dark eyes met hers in a look
so hard and bleak that she was conscious of a twinge of uncase, but then the
tear-spiked lashes dropped again and Dona Jerónima dismissed her uncertainty as
quickly as it had come. Juana, her hands pressed tightly together in her lap,
kept her eyes cast down so that she could better remember the story she had
invented. She told it quickly and flatly, beyond caring whether it earned any
conviction, yet the very baldness of her words the colorless way she recited
them, made her story believable in a way she did not realize. She told how a
husband had been chosen for her by her parents and how in a panic, she had
agreed to run off before the wedding with one of the household servants, who
had convinced her that he loved her. Her voice shook as she spoke, and the pain
of telling such a lie made her sound truly heartbroken. The servant had brought
her here, to Villenos, and she had learned too late that he only wanted hex for
her dowry and meant to use her money to spend on another woman. 


          


          


          


          ‗We quarreled last night-' her voice was scarcely
above a whisper - 'and he threatened to go to her there and then if I would not
. . . welcome him.' 


          


          


          'I see,‘ Dona Jerónima observed dryly. 'And you did not?' Juana
shook her head, her lips tight against the sobs that rose freshly in her
throat. She swallowed again, then said, 'He was gone all night, and I waited -
I thought he only spoke so because he was angry, that he did not mean what he
said, but when he came back he told me .. . that he had done what he said he
would. He did not stay long-‗ Her voice almost broke. 'He had only come
to fetch something of mine that he could sell, and when he had gone out again I
came here to ask your help.‘ 


          


          How misleading the truth could sound when it was mixed with
lies, she thought tiredly. She sat still and rigid now that her talc was
finished, not daring to think for fear that thought would provoke more pain. 


          


          


          


          Dona  Jerónima
said crisply, 'This man - he is the reason you wish to run away to a nunnery?' 


          


          


          


          Juana winced, then spoke with unnatural care. ‗I
could not endure,‘ she said through an aching throat, 'to set eyes on him
again. 


          


          


          


          Why, the little fool really loves him. Dona Jerónima
thought with swiftlyconcealed surprise, but that will soon past. A servant
would have no power against what she meant to do, even if he repented of his
own stupidity in driving her away and sought to take her back later. The
important thing was that the girl should be entirely friendless in the town -
it would make Dona Jerónima's task so much easier. In tones of careful sympathy
she probed, 'And you have no one you might go to? Whose advice you might ask?' 


          


          


          


          'Only the family we lodge with, and they are Fel -his friends.
They would never believe ill of him, and I had rather they thought I deserted
him without cause.' They I are kind people, and I do not want to hurt them.' 


          


          


          


          'How very unselfish.' Dona Jerónima's reply was drier than
she had intended, and she made haste to repair her lapse, fixing Juana with a
look of deep concern. 'But my dear Margarita - if I may call you that - in all
this you are not to be blamed for anything beyond too much simplicity! It is
quite outside the case to go into a convent for such a trifling cause, when all
you need is a refuge and someone who will perhaps write to your parents on your
behalf when you are calmer.‘ She ignored Juana's vehement headshake and said
slowly, as though visited by an inspiration, 'Why not stay here with me for a
while, until we can decide what is best for you to do? This is too big a house
for a lonely widow, and your company would bring it to life for a while.‘ She
patted Juana's salt-sticky cheek smiling. 'You will, eh? Your betrayer will not
dare venture close enough even to see you, and if he tries we can have him
thrown from the door! You could not be safer. Put aside this convent business
for a week or two - a month – and then we can consider it again. Till then, my
house will be both home and sanctuary to you.‖ 


          


          


          


          Juana nodded numbly; it did not matter to her what she did,
so long as she was free of Filipe Tristan. He had taunted her with taking
sanctuary to escape him, and now she had gained it. She did not see the
triumphing clenching of Dona Jerónima‘s fingers, the sudden brilliance of her
yellowish eyes before she turned her head away, or she might have been less
certain of her safety. 


          


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 13 


          


          


          It was a nuisance that the girl was so insistent upon
writing to her late hosts in the town, Dona Jerónima thought as she left Juana
alone, but a letter to such a direction was scarcely likely to spell danger.
Even if the girl told them where she was now living, they could do nothing;
they was not kin to her, and at any hint of trouble she could simply tell Don
Bautista to expel the whole household from the town. If the little fool had
wanted to write to her own parents, it might have been a different matter; then
the letter would have had to be suppressed. But she had promised that this one
would be delivered by her stable-boy. It could do not harm, would lull any
suspicion that the girl might have had of her hostess‘ kindness. Dona Jerónima
was smiling as she went to find Sanchia and order her to prepare rooms for the
Señorita Armendariz. That the girl could actually write was another unexpected
but welcome asset. 


          


          


          Juana was struggling with the composition of her note to
Luis and Elisabeta; her shocked brain refused to function naturally, and she
found herself using the stilted, formal phrases that she had been taught in
childhood. She thanked them for their kindness and their care of her; she would
always remember them with love and gratitude and think of their family with affection.
She knew now that she and Felipe would never be happy together, but she had
chosen her own path – the pen shook as she traced the words – and, even if she
never saw them again, would like to think of herself as their friend. 


          


          


          When it was written she sat staring before her at the
fresh, blank sheet she had taken. This letter must go inside the other,
shielding Tristán‘s name from prying eyes; the need for secrecy still held her
ever now, she realized, even when she was bidding a final farewell to her
husband. 


          


          


          Blindly, she got ups and walked to the window, staring
unseeing out over the Plaza Mayor. The colourful scene below was a meaningless
pattern of shapes that seemed to blur into the outline of Luis‘s crowded,
aromatic kitchen with its humped sacks and bunches of hanging herbs, so that
one had to check one‘s pace and duck one‘s head at every step. Then, before she
could stop it, the recollection that she had tried to stem broke round her like
a tidal wave, and she was living again the events of the last twenty – four
hours. It still seemed incredible to her that the time had been so brief – she
felt as though she had aged by twenty years. 


          


          


          The look on Tristán‘s face when he saw her had been a
shock. She had hurried towards him through the crowd in the church doorway,
already forgetting the strange woman who had spoken to her in the tension that
gripped her as she approached him, and he had turn his head to watch her; and
as his eyes met hers above the head of the crowd, she had been conscious of his
fierce, corroding anger. It had not shown in his expression – not a muscle move
in the harsh, golden 


          – skinned face – but the green eyes held the brilliance
like an alchemist‘s jewels, poisonous and unnatural. She had lowered her eyes
to avoid the look, afraid that he would read in her face how much his hostility
hurt her. For the rest of that day and she slow length of the next he had
barely spoken to her, even when she had tried to question him in private about
the news that gitanos were spreading. They had both gone about their
usual tasks, he absent for most of the day while she struggle to help Elisabeta
, wretchedly conscious that her misery was making her clumsier than usual, and
plagued by a hollow feeling of sickness in her stomach that deprived her of
appetite. She had barely noticed that the cloaked woman had been waiting in the
nave of San Pedro‘s to watch her come and go; only the familiar perfume
penetrated her consciousness as she passed by. 


          


          


          Then yesterday evening Elisabeta, perhaps sensing the
growing tautness‘ 


          between her guests, took the whole family out of the house
with the excuse of visiting her sister-in-law in the next street, firmly
squashing Juana‘s craven plea that she might go, too. Tristán‘s had scarcely
spoken, only nodded agreement to the suggestion that he and Juana would like
some time alone together, with what was to her a terrifying pretence of a smile
on his lips. The atmosphere in the little kitchen had the thickness of a
gathering storm as the family bustled about, finding presents to take to Tia
Mariana, and Juana found herself thinking helplessly of the driving rain in
which Tristán had stood to accept Jaime‘s challenge. 


          


          


          It had been the same then as it would be now, she thought;
Felipe would rid himself of what he hid not want, as ruthlessly and calmly as
he would step on a cockroach. Now, it was obvious, what the gipsies had told
him had made him calculate the cost of his present course, and he had found it
too high. And now he meant to change it. He had not touched her last night – he
had return late and slipped into bed without trying to see whether she was
awake, and she had feigned sleep so that he would not guess she had been
waiting for his safe return. With that cold reasoning brain of his, he had
deliberately scotched the desire he had for her, and now he meant to end her
clinging dependence; he had taught her to want him, and now he would teach her
to do without him. 


          


          


          She bent her head over the shirt she was repairing for
Luis, and her needle flew faster and more erratically. Boisterous farewells
were called and she heard her own voice replying, but all she was really aware
of was Tristán‘s tall figure on the opposite side of the room. Absurdly, irrelevantly,
she found herself thinking of the labour it had cost her to unpick the
embroidered griffin badge from the shoulder of his black doublet. 


          


          


          A nervous tremor made her drive the needle into her own
finger, and with an exclamation she saw the scarlet stain spreading over her
work. She rose abruptly, but before she could move a step from her chair
Tristán had crossed the room in a single stride and gripped her by the
shoulders. Hardly knowing what she was saying, she stammered, ‗I must
fetch some salt – the stain –‘ and felt him shake her, an impatient jab of a
motion that jerked her bent head back. It was as though he had lost his temper,
she thought with a flicker of bewilderment, but he never did that; only once
had she ever known him angry. Anger was a waste of emotion, and he would never
indulge himself so far… 


          


          


          ‗By God, you rate yourself highly‘. The contempt in
his voice cut at her like the chilled blade of a rapier, and she could see the
same look blazing emerald between his lashes. ‗Does a man‘s life get
nothing better than this? I thought you had learned to be more generous before
I married you, but it seems I was wrong.‘ 


          


          


          Juana gasped. The words were so far from the emotionless
rejection that she had been braced to expect that she could not answer and only
stared at him, white 


          – faced, trying to reason out what he could have learned
that had stung him to this uncharacteristic temper. She did not doubt that it
was linked with what he had heard from the gipsies – perhaps she had played her
part too well, she thought, and he had set himself to break the calm she had
assumed. 


          


          


          Through an aching throat, she managed to say, ‗You
chose to do everything you did! I did not ask your help, least of all in
killing. You could have won a reward from me by helping me escape from the
castillo or by telling the old Duque the truth -‘ She broke off as Tristán‘s
mouth twisted cynically. 


          


          


          ‗You would not have wanted him to know all the truth.
Would you have let me tell him this…?‘ 


          


          


          She gave a sharp, agonized cry as his lips came down on
hers. His mouth tasted of wine, and she realized with a sense of shock that he
had been drinking, that his inhuman self – control might no longer serve to
protect her. She twisted in his arms, fighting him, thinking that if only she
could learn what had spurred him to this, she might understand the anger that
now seared her skin with the blind, elemental fierceness of lightning. 


          


          


          The salt taste of her own blood was on her lips, and she
could feel his hands moving across her back with brutal strength as though he
would break what she tried to deny him. As she strained his head lifted
fractionally, and she heard him say in a murmur full of scorn, ‗Your
reward would have availed me little when you pay your debts with such grudging.
What proofs of thanks would I have had? 


          Tell me.‘ His hand caught her chin when she would have
twisted her head inside, forcing her face up so that her eyes met his. ‗Even
now you cannot pretend to endure the sight of my face in the light.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I have given you what you asked of me.‘ Her voice
was harsh with pain, as she spoke, and she felt his fingers tighten. 


          


          


          ‗No, not given, I have been graciously allowed to take.’
The word bit. 


          ‗Well, I have been slow to profit from this piece of
folly, but the lesson is learned now.‘ 


          


          


          He released her so suddenly that she swayed, then stepped
back, staring at her with a mixture of hatred and contempt that made his heavy
– lidded eyes so brilliant that they were almost blinding. His voice cut at her
like the measured strokes of a whip. 


          


          


          ‗I shall keep you, señora, to save my marriage vows,
and because you make a pretty counter to trade with, but I have lost the desire
to hold a martyr in my arms. Instead, tonight I shall spend a tithe of that
dower of yours in one of my old haunts – the brothel in the Calle Montera. That
should please both of us better.‘ 


          


          


          His hair glinted pure copper as he turned towards the door,
and on the threshold he paused, looking back searchingly as though probing her
face for signs of her humiliation; she looked away quickly, before he could see
the tears that misted her eyes. 


          


          


          ‗Unless the town whores give no better value than
you, you need no look for me until morning.‘ 


          


          


          Juana had not slept that night, she remembered. When
Elisabeta returned with her family, she found her huddled over the embers of
the fire and dispatched her to bed with a torrent of warm scolding that
deceived nobody. She had feared there would be a quarrel, Elisabeta declared,
with Felipe and Juana both so unhappy over the poor Duque‘s death; and now the
elder boys were to be off to their Tio‘s house at once and were not to disturb
Juana by making any noise. In the slow hours before sunrise Juana felt she
would have welcomed their chatter – or any noise that would end the eternity of
lying listening to the bells that marked the passage of the hours and straining
her ears for a quiet footfall that did not come. 


          


          


          She had returned from her scanted visit to San Pedro‘s next
morning to find Tristán about to leave the house; Carlos, who had been her
bored but pliant escort, obeyed his Tio Felipe‘s flicked fingers and ran in
ahead of her. She looked up half 


          – fearfully and found Tristán barring her path. 


          


          


          Her first thought was that he looked ill, his face grey
with sleeplessness, his eyes narrowed and sunk deep in their hollow sockets.
She had never seen him look so slovenly; his doublet was carelessly fastened, the
cloak slung over his shoulder was crumpled, and his red mane was in ruffled
disorder, one long lock falling across his brow. Then she realized what must
have caused that drained, dissolute look, and stiffened; the curve of his
scrarred mouth told her that he had read the unspoken question in her face
before he sketched a slight, ironic brow. 


          


          


          ‗Your servant, madam.‘ Despite their painful
narrowness, the green eyes were hard and bright in their dark hollows. ‗I
did not think to see you – I expected you would be at your devotions still,
giving thanks for the peace you had last night. I came for this -‘ The silver
bracelet glittered in his extended hand. ‗This morning finds me almost
bankrupt.‘ 


          


          


          The taunt brought fierce colour to Juana‘s cheeks and she
would have passed him without a word, but he prevented her by interposing his
shoulder. She said savagely, ‗Then the old adage holds true about beggars
mounted,‘ and was shocked by the frankness of her own words as soon as she
spoke. 


          


          


          Tristán smiled strangely. ‗I chose a Portuguese girl
last night,‘ he said deliberately, ‗Spanish ones generally prove
indifferent whores.‘ 


          


          


          She did not remember moving, only the excruciating pain as
he caught her wrist, and she realized she had tried to claw his eyes out of his
mocking, spiteful face. Then she had torn her arm from his hold with the
strength of desperation and was running down the narrow alley at the side of
Luis‘s house. She ran with the blind speed of s wounded animal, seeking safety
from the thing that had hurt her; it was only gradually that she noticed the
stares of the passer-by, the puzzled looks and the whispered comments. A woman
in the streets alone, she realized too late, could only be the sort of creature
that Felipe – 


          


          


          She could not go back, she thought tormentedly; she could
not. Another day of pretending to be happy for Luis‘s and Elisabeta‘s sake was
more than she could bear, and if it meant her death she would find somewhere
else to go. Her mind moved rapidly, reviewing the little she had learned of
Villenos since the day she arrived. A few streets around Luis‘s house, the
church – but they would look for her in San Pedro‘s if she went there. 


          


          


          An idea flickered to the surface of her mind. The cloaked
woman in San Pedro‘s…she had been there again today, smiling kindly but not
speaking, and now, if ever, Juana needed stranger‘s help. With a sense of
casting herself into the sea from a storm – wracked ship, she enquired the way
to the Casa de Herreros. She was too disturbed to notice the look on the face
of the woman who gave her directions, and if she had she would have attributed
it to her own wild – eyes appearance as she fought the uprush of tears. She had
been lucky to reach her destination before they overwhelmed her, she thought
bitterly, but the journey had not taken long. 


          


          


          Crossing back to the desk, she snatched up the pen and
scrawled the single sentence, The debt is cancelled now, then folded the
paper so hastily that the ink was smudged. She hesitated before addressing it
with final formality to SeñorFepile Tristán , then slipped the folded
sheet inside the other, sealed it and wrote on the packet, Luis. She did not
care to have to explain how she came to share her late host‘s surname – in
fact, she had stupidly begun to give her maiden name to Sanchia, and had
managed to alter the word, adding the name of her ten – years – 


          old sister, Margarita. 


          


          


          With sudden impatience to know herself irrevocably
committed, she rang the handbell at her side and gave the packet to the boy who
answered it, with instructions for it to be taken to Luis‘s house. She took a
jerky step forward as the door closed, taking breath to call the boy back, then
checked herself, relapsing into stillness. If love were to be measured by the
hurt it caused, she thought, then she must be in love beyond the depths of
hell. 


          


          


          ‗So your duty is done now, Margarita?‘ The amused
voice from the doorway made her look up, and she saw Dona Jerónima watching
her, the yellowish eyes filled with a mixture of pity and shrewdness. ‗We
must ensure that you lose that sad look before you leave here, my dear. Come,
and I shall show you where you are to sleep while you are here, and then we can
begin to make plans for your entertainment.‘ 


          


          


          


          Felipe Tristán‘s shadow swung ahead of him as he turned
into the street where the Armendariz house stood. It was siesta-time, early
afternoon, and the street was empty and his shadow short. His clothes clung to
him as he moved, and as he licked his dry lips the longing stirred briefly for
a drink of water. 


          


          


          ‗Felipe, is that you?‘ 


          


          


          Luis‘s furrowed face bobbed round the door, its harassed
look lightening slightly as he saw him. His voice sounded thin and bodiless in
the afternoon heat. He swung the door wide, and from inside Tristán heard the
sound of Elisabeta exclaiming over something. Watching his face rather like an
anxious dog, Luis said, ‗Come in quickly, there is news!‘ 


          


          


          ‗In a moment, Luis, I must speak to Juana.‘ Tristán
ducked as he crossed the shady threshold, his slanting eyes flickering quickly
round the room and then back to Luis‘s face, ‗Where is she?‘ 


          


          


          ―That is what I – we are trying to tell you. She is
not here.‘ Luis cleared his throat and edged closer to Elisabeta. ‗Carlos
said you had met her at the door, and we thought when she did not come in that
you had taken her with you – until halfan-hours ago, when the letter came.
Where have you been? The boys are out scouring the town for you.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I have been to the next town to get the best price I
could for a bracelet, to make up for what I squandered last night in – getting
drunk.‘ Tristán‘s voice was level, but his face had grown tight. ‗You
have not seen her since this morning, then?‘ 


          


          


          ‗We thought she had gone with you,‘ Elisabeta said, ‗Luis
and I were glad to think you had made up your quarrel – ‘ 


          


          


          ―She spoke to you of that?‘ 


          


          


          Luis put his arm round his wife as if to protect her. ‗No,
not a word – but it was plain enough when you did not come home last night, and
the look on her face this morning - ! You used to be gentler, Felipe.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Perhaps; it is an easier trick to lose than to
regain. Save your reproaches, Elisabeta; I shall sit still for them later.
Luis, you spoke of a letter?‘ 


          


          


          Silently, Luis held out a folder sheet of paper. Tristán
took it, shock in out with an odd, quick gesture, and stared down at the
smudged single line for only a moment before he crushed the letter into a ball
and hurled it into the fire beneath the cooking-pot. 


          


          


          Elisabeta instructed softly, ‗Show him what she wrote
to us, Luis.‘ 


          


          


          Her husband proffered the second sheet more cautiously.
Tristán‘s face seemed to harden as he stared at the letter, and it was several
moments before the hooding eyelids lifted again. 


          


          


          ‗It gives no word of where she is, but she cannot go
far – she is too ignorant of common way, and I doubt she found ink and paper by
the roadside to make her farewells. How was this brought?‘ The letter was
thrust back into Luis‘ hands. 


          


          


          ―A boy brought it, on foot. I did not think to ask
where he came from, and he was gone before I opened the letter and realized
what it was…‘ Luis‘s voice faded apologetically, but his wife broke in. 


          


          


          ‗But, Luis, Alfonso told me that he knows him! His
brother is that tiresome Pepe who sits on our doorstep half the day and spends
the other half hatching mischief. He, the brother, went to work as a stable-boy
for - ‘ She broke off apprehensively. 


          


          


          ‗For whom, Elisabeta?‘ 


          


          


          Tristán‘s prompting question was even and coolly polite,
but she swallowed before she answered. ‗For laviuda Herreros.‘ 


          


          


          ―Felipe.‘ Luis put a restraining hand on his friend‘s
arm, then gulped as the red head turned slightly to look down at him. ‗Felipe!‘.



          


          


          ―I am going out again.‘ The words were prosaic, but
there was a disturbingly uncanny look in the green eyes. ‗Do not wait for
me.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Felipe, you must think! If Juana has gone there,
there is no getting her back! That damned Herreros woman is the cousin of the
Inquisitor-General himself, and no man dares even think ill of her, let alone
accuse her; she has only to snap her fingers to have you tortured to death if you
should cross her. An accusation of heresy is all it takes, and with your
background -‘ 


          


          


          Tristán‘s eyes held his, the hand that had lifted to pry
the clutching fingers from his sleeve suddenly still. ‗Yes, Luis, with my
background?‘ 


          


          


          The elder man licked his lips. ‗I did not mean–you
know I did not mean - ‘ 


          


          


          ‗You underestimate me, my friend. I have learned
better than any how to give the right answers to the Inquisition. My father‘s
honesty was as inflexible as his tongue, and that taught me the folly of too
much faith. That will not keep me back.‘ 


          


          


          ‗But Felipe, consider,‘ Luis persisted doggedly. ‗You
said that it would be dangerous if it became known that you were here with
Juana. If you try to take her out of that house against her will, half the
province will hear of it the same day. Your life will be worth nothing -‘ 


          


          


          Tristán was turning back towards the door. ‗Do not
wait,‘ was all he said, but Elisabeta‘s urgent voice made him check. 


          


          


          ―Felipe, how will you enter the Herreros house? You
know Dona Jerónima‘s ways; she will never admit unvouched-for people in case
they cannot pay her prices. She will never gone there, however you may
persuade.‘ 


          


          


          ‗If the worst comes to the worst I shall buy my way
in with the lady‘s other patrons.‘ Tristán tone was deceptively light, but
there was a cold blaze between his lashes. ‗There will be a throng of
such visitors when it is known that she has a new guest, will there not?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Felipe, la viuda grows older. It may be that
she seeks to entertain the little one as a guest only! It is six months and
more since the last girl left her house.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Then she will not care if I go to her house to visit
my wife.‘ Tristán put Luis out of his path as effortlessly as if he shifted a
rag doll, then glanced at Elisabeta. ‗Does she still live in the Plaza
Mayor?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Yes – but listen, Felipe, Luis is right. You cannot
take Juana back from her 


          – she never gives up anything until she has no further use
for it. Heaven knows how the child came to meet her, but if she has gone to her
willingly, you are well rid – Felipe! Wait!‘ 


          


          


          The sunlight struck Tristán‘s hair into an aureole of flame
as he ducked swiftly under the lintel and out into the street. His booted heel
struck the door, and it slammed behind him with a crash that sounded along the
quiet street like a gunshot. 


          


          


          If Juana had not been numb with misery she might have
questioned Dona Jerónima de Herreros‘s pains and preparations on her behalf, for
she found herself treated more as a long-lost daughter than a
chance-encountered guest. Her hostess seemed determined to divert her mind from
her sorrows, no matter the cost to herself; a carriage was hired, gowns
ordered, and shoemakers, jewelers, haberdashers and hairdressers seemed to
throng the Casa de Herreros at all hours of the day and night. Extra servants
were hired in expectation of larger entertainments to come, and Juana‘s
startled protests were swept aside with a bland smile and the assertion that it
would be unkind of her to deny a lonely woman the pleasure of giving. 


          


          


          She seemed determined, however, to show Juana off. ‗For
a new face is such a marvel in this backwater, my dear, that your appearance
will be talked of for weeks! You mush allow me to spring this little surprise
on my friends, for none of them save Don Bautista Zorilla has any notion that I
have you here with me.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Señora, I cannot. I do not want to attract notice -‘



          


          


          ‗Why not? Are you afraid of that churl who abducted
you learning where you are? Even if he does, he will never get past my door.‘
There was a curious smile in Dona Jerónima‘s yellowish eyes. ‗You could
not be safer in that nunnery you talked of, I give you my word.‘ 


          


          


          The words of denial dies on Juana‘s lips. She could not
argue further without giving reasons for her fear: He killed a man for my
sake, and I am afraidto draw pursuit to him had a wild, unreal sound. She
wondered what Dona Jerónima would say if she spoke the truth, and for an
instant she was tempted to blurt our everything, to ease herself of the
intolerable burden of secrecy. Her lips parted to speak, and then she caught
herself up. In a way, Dona Jerónima was right, she was safe; there was no one
to associate Juana de Arrelanos, who had been taken out of Andalusia by the
Duque de Vanlenzuela‘s servant, with the obscure Margarita Armmendariz here in
Villenos. It might excite more suspicion to oppose her hostess‘s plans than
simply to brave the proposed gatherings. Felipe Tristán would not be there, and
that was all that concerned her. 


          


          


          She wondered whether he would leave Spain without her now.
Her flight had set him free without any action of his own; most likely he had
experienced nothing but wry relief when he read her letter, and although she
had kept feverish watch over the Plaza Mayor in the three days since she came
here, she had seen no sign of any disturbance which might mean that he had
followed her. 


          


          


          She wondered listlessly whether this blinding, paralysing
grief would endure for the rest of her life. The days passed in a haze of
stupefaction; she responded to whatever was said to her with acquiescent
disinterest while a weight of unhappiness such as she had never known pressed
down on her. It was nothing like the frantic misery of her days in the
castillo; this was a helpless, all-pervading emotion that shrouded her vision
and turned the people around her to wraiths, that blurred her hearing so that
what they said to her had no meaning. She could feel the burden of it dragging
at her body as she moved, like the weight of a stone within her. 


          


          


          ‗Turn, Margarita.‘ Dona Jerónima;s voice was
preoccupied, but the sound jolted her out of her daze. ‗Yes, that gown
will do very well, do you not think so? 


          Whoever chose those gloves for you had an excellent eye.‘ 


          


          


          Juana‘s cheeks blanched. The gloves Tristán had given her
had been in the pocket of her skirt that day – she had carried them with her
secretly, since she took them from his saddlebag on the day they reached
Villenos – and she had had to recover them from Sanchia when the maid showed
signs of burning her discarded clothing in obedience to her mistress‘s airy
order. Dona Jerónima had examined the gloves, admired them, and now she had
ordered a gown to match for them for her guest to wear at the next night‘s
feast. 


          


          


          Sachia was holding them out to her, Juana saw, and she took
them automatically, smoothing them over her slender hands. They fitted her
perfectly, she noted without surprise. The heavy satin of gown precisely
matched the pearlcoloured leather, while the embroidery on the gauntlets, coral
and gold and silver, was echoed in the coral petticoat with its thin silver
stripes and the gold lacing on the stiffly-busked bodice. 


          


          


          ‗Excellent! We must order roses that match the
petticoat, to set in your hair.‘ Dona Jerónima‘s eyes missed nothing. ‗It
will be very subtle – you look almost like a bride.‘ 


          


          


          Juana caught her breath. ‗I am so such thing, señora,
nor like to be so now. Please -‘ 


          


          


          ―A tender spot? I beg pardon, then. But you will
forget these old sorrows quickly, I promise you, once you have met the gallants
of Villenos. They will leave you no time to remember! You will soon have better
things than sore memories to occupy your thoughts. So forget the past,
Margarita; it cannot touch you.‘ 


          


          


          Dona Jerónima felt, not for the first time, a stab of
curiosity about the man who had reduced the girl to such a state as this. She
had looked distraught on that first day in San Pedro‘s glancing about her as
though she feared pursuit, but now there was a haunting terror in her long dark
eyes, and her full mouth had the vulnerable look of a sadness that the elder
woman did not understand. She had tried to draw her out about the man, probing
delicately with questions or little silences that asked to be filled, but
nothing had elicited any response. A servant who had lied; Dona Jerónima knew
no more of him now than she had learned at first. Of course, the girl‘s
feelings mattered not at all – she would bear her part in this game whether she
would or no – but all the same, it was perplexing. 


          


          


          ―The fan, Sanchia. No, not that one – the gold one I
had from my late husband. Do you know how to use a fan – yes, I can see you do.
A very courtly accomplishment.‘ 


          


          


          The dryness in her hostess‘s tone warned Juana. She had
taken the huge fan without thinking, snapping it open and spreading it against
her skirts with instinctive celerity, and it was only the surprised lift of
Dona Jerónima‘s thin brows that warned her of the incongruity of her gesture.
An unsophisticated girl from the stews of Villenos would not have had any courtly
accomplishments. Quickly she swept the fan upwards to hide her face,
pretending to be intent on the pattern of the lace, so heavy that it looked
like beaten gold. 


          


          


          ‗I had – a friend once, who was to go to court. She
was taught all the right behaviours, and practiced them with me.‘ As she spoke,
Juana was remembering Tia Beatriz‘s painstaking coaching in case her brother‘s
daughters should ever aspire to go to Madrid. Poor Tia, she thought, thanks God
she would never know what had happened to her eldest and most obstinate niece!
Her well-meaning, irritating presence seemed now like a memory from another
world. 


          


          


          ‗You are an apt pupil, evidently. Well, show me! Dona
Jerónima‘s voice grew slightly sharper. ‗Pretend that I am – say – His
Most Catholic Majesty King Felipe the Fourth. Go to the other end of the room,
turn, walk towards me for a dozen paces and then curtsy. I want to see how you
will do it.‘ 


          


          


          Juana had turned away instinctively at the name but managed
to alter the movement into one of measured grace as she walked obediently down
the room. Dona Jerónima‘s chamber was the most magnificent room in the house,
scarcely smaller than the ballroom below, and it did not feel absurd to be
parading down it in imitation of the courtiers she had seen thronging the
Castillo with such rigid correctness. She had reached the long window
overlooking the Plaza Mayor and about to turn back again in a whisper of
pearl-coloured satin, when she froze. 


          


          


          Through the iron grille that fenced the balcony she could
see the plaza below with its great bronze fountain, and the clusters of people
who were always gathered round the basin to find coolness in the heat of the
day. Today the crowds had lessened, for the fiesta was over at last and the
town was lapsing back into its customary quietness, and only a score or so were
lounging or strolling below, their shapes etched sharply against the ochre of
the dusty ground. Her eyes had traveled over them unseeingly, but now something
– some sense of familiarity truer than reason or sight – held her transfixed. 


          


          


          She stared down almost unbelievingly, stupid with shock.
The man beside the fountain was leaning negligently against one of the green
bronze dolphins that ornamented the coping, half-hidden in its shadow. He was
dressed in a grey doublet that she had never seen before, and a broad-brimmed hat
shielded his face, but the immense lean height and breadth of shoulder were
unmistakable: Felipe Tristán was watching house, with the untiring patience of
a lion awaiting its kill. 


          


          


          Juana forced her gaze away, fighting to quell her inward
panic. She could not guess how he had found her out, but he had not seen her,
and there were still bars between them – she had set them there herself. With a
sudden swift sweep, she whirled and walked back down the room again, to sink in
a billow of satin before Dona Jerónima. Nothing in her expression of haughty,
frozen calm showed that she felt as if she had been stabbed to the heart as she
turned her back on him. 


          


          


          ‗I think you will prove a sensation,‘ the widow
remarked with a tinge of mockery. ‗My friends will be struck dumb. Now,
off with that gown and try on the scarlet taffeta. Yes, I know you do not like
the colour, but later, when you come to know more of our ways, you may wish for
a bolder choice. The colour should become you well – you need not be so timid.‘



          


          


          Juana forced her mind away from the picture of Michaela,
peacocking in her mistress‘s scarlet gown. With an effort, she said, ‗Señora,
I beg you not to place too many hopes upon these amusements unless they are for
your own pleasure. I am still determined to go to -‘ 


          


          


          ‗Oh, that tedious convent of yours!‘ Dona Jerónima
stifled a yawn, but her eyes were bright and hard. ‗Well, but you must
allow me a few weeks‘ diversion first, that I insist upon! Then, if you still
wish to shut yourself up for the rest of your life, I promise I shall help you.
But you cannot blame me for seeking to turn you from your purpose, can you,
when your presence here brings me so much pleasure? Life has much more to offer
one such as you, Margarita, than years of repentance in a bare cell.‘ 


          


          


          Juana glanced back at the window as though compelled, and
then flashed suddenly, ‗Nothing that I want – or deserve,‘ before she
turned to the waiting Sanchia for help in discarding her dress. She did not see
Dona Jerónima‘s grimace, a mingling of astonishment and mockery. 


          


          


          ‗Indeed? What a sinful child you must be! For my
sake, then, put on a better countenance. To please an old woman, yes?‘ 


          


          


          The question was smooth and deliberately outrageous, and
Juana gave a little wordless sound somewhere between a sob and a laugh as some
of the tautness went out of the set of her slender shoulders. 


          


          


          ‗For your sake then, señora. Thank you.‘ 


          


          


          The house appeared to be in a ferment, Felipe Tristán noted
grimly. Tradesmen flocked to and from Dona Jerónima‘s door, but no guests save
the fat mayor, who called in the morning and stayed a bare half-hour. No
question that la vuida was setting up trade again, but it seemed that the
bidding was not yet open. 


          


          


          By chatting idly with some comers, Tristán had learned that
Dona Jerónima was providing for a young guest, some niece or cousin perhaps,
and that Don Bautista Zorilla had given his guarantee for payment of all the
bills. One disgruntled tailor had confided that he had vowed never to work for
that witch again except for cash, but Don Bautista dared not renege on his
promise lest his wife should find out that he had given it. Tristán had thanked
the man civilly, and the tailor had gone away wondering what bad turn Don
Bautista had served the tall one, and thanking his stars he had had no part in
whatever it had been. 


          


          


          In three days there had been no sign of Juana, by sight or
sound – clearly Dona Jerónima did not mean to allow her latest bait outside the
web she was weaving so swiftly. And the problem of how to gain access to the
house remained insoluble. La viuda‘s servants, old and new, admitted
none who were neither known nor vouched for, and there would not be time to
gain their confidence, to talk with them as fellows and earn acceptance so. And
the turmoil of preparation ensured that the house never slept. Tristán‘s
knuckles were white beneath his casually folded arms; time was running out
quickly. At any moment Dona Jerónima might complete her preparations and loose
her new merchandize to the wealthy and well-born of Villenos. 


          


          


         A strain of music from a nearby street made him turn his
head sharply, for such extravagance was rare so far from the great cities,
where the nobles of Spain required musicians to play to them to relieve the
tedium of walking. It seemed that lesser folk, too, had studied pretension. Two
pages in gaudy silks, playing upon lutes, preceded an azure canopy borne by
four liveried servants. Beneath it an elegant lady walked on the arm of a
tottering greybeard, followed by two waitingwomen and an overdressed youth who
carried a lapdog in his arms. Tristán studied the spectacle for a few moments,
contempt clear in his eyes, and then suddenly his whole frame stiffened
indefinably, like a big cat which sees a bird; totally, almost hypnotically
still. Then a slight, wry smile twisted his scarred mouth, and as the little
procession approached he swept off his hat and gave a mocking, unhurried bow. 


          


          


          The glint of fire on his uncovered head must have caught
the lady‘s attention, because she glanced round sharply and she eyes
immediately widened. 


          ‗Is it – can it be Felipe?‘ 


          


          


          The impatient snap of her fingers silenced the
lute-players, and the entourage came to an abrupt halt. Tristán straightened,
looking down at her with enigmatic eyes. 


          


          


          ‗You have the advantage of me, señora.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You know me, I think.‘ Her eyes ran over him
admiringly, then lifted to his face with a half-hint of challenge. 


          


          


          He inclined his head. ‗Yes, I know you. But
not your name, now.‘ 


          


          


          She threw back her head and laughed, showing off the
magnolia column of her throat; small teeth showed like pearls between her
reddened lips. ‗How foolish of me, of course you do not! It has been a
long time – twele years? Or is it longer than that?‘ 


          


          


          He recognized the alert sparkle in her eyes and knew that
the words were a test to see whether he, too, remembered. He shrugged
indifferently. ‗Long enough. How is it with you, Dona Elena?‘ 


          


          


          She smiled dazzlingly. ‗Never better! I am the
Condesa Argote de Molina now – this gentleman is my husband. The Conde.‘ 


          


          


          Tristán bowed without comment. The thin, stooped figure
with the straggling white goatee, peering up at him with a sort of irritated
resentment, might have been grandsire to the lovely, glowing woman on his arm.
She had changed since he saw her last, he thought: her hair, a darker red than
his own, was piled high in the smooth style he remembered, but beneath it her
face was fuller, her figure more opulent. Plump fingers slid from the Conde‘s
arm and touched her throat as if to draw his attention to its smoothness. 


          


          


          ‗Elena,‘ the old man muttered peevishly, ‗who
is this? Do I know him?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I do, Iñigo dear. Is it an old friend, whom I have
not seen for many years – 


          and whom I am delighted to see again.‘ 


          


          


          The Conde subsided, muttering, ‗Never know…so many
friends…‘ and his wife patted his veined hand before she looked up at Tristán
with a defiant glint in her eyes. He said without expression, ‗My
felicitations, Condesa,‘ and a hint of colour crept into her creamy cheeks. 


          


          


          ‗You must be newly returned, or I would have seen you
before. Do you make a long stay in the town, señor?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I had not planned to -‘ the gaze that held hers was
steady and somehow disquieting, she thought – ‗but I fear my dispositions
must be altered. It seems I must regain something I lost before I can go where
I will.‘ 


          


          


          A flash of interest lit the Condesa Elena‘s lovely face,
and her eyes sparkled. ‗ Must! ‘. She gave a husky, breathless
little laugh. ‗You were not wont to be so peremptory – it would have
served you better than pining and writing verses.‘ One gloved hand toyed with
the knot of green ribbons at her breast. ‗The years have improved you, I
think.‘ 


          


          


          ‗The years have certainly been kinder than my fellow
creatures.‘ 


          


          


          The hint of steeliness beneath the courteous reply caught
her attention and she stared, then gave a little gurgle of laughter, her lips
parting provocatively. 


          


          


          ‗Ah, my poor Felipe! Those friends of mine left their
mark on you, did they not? I never meant it so! Yet I cannot believe -‘ her
voice altered subtly – ‗that yonder scratch has hindered you in any
matters of courtship. Most women prefer a man who looks like a man and not like
a wench in breeches.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I should thank you, then, for ensuring my success
with the gentler sex.‘ 


          There was nothing in Tristán‘s expression but an
impenetrable politeness. ‗You must have thought me unmannerly not to do so
at first, and I crave your pardon.‘ 


          


          


          A look of doubt crept into her eyes for an instant, but
then the Conde‘s hand plucked at hers. ‗Elena…‘ 


          


          


          ‗Yes, yes, I am coming! Call on us, señor, before you
leave – perhaps I may be able to help you make good your…loss?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I fear I have other commitments.‘ The slanting eyes
flickered automatically to the blind white walls of the Casa de Herroros, and
the Condesa followed his glance. 


          


          


          ‗Oh, come, I cannot believe that la viuda  will break her old rule for you! It is all
over own that she refuses to see or be seen until tomorrow night, when we are
all bidden to meet this new protegée of hers. You have not lost that impudence
of your if you are seeking to anticipate that!‘ 


          


          


          ‗Tomorrow night?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Why, yes, I am invited with my husband.‘ She slanted
a look at him from under her lashes. ‗You could accompany us, perhaps, if
you have such a strong – 


          curiosity.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Elena…‘ 


          


          


          ‗Yes, very well, Iñigo! We cannot talk here,‘ the
Condesa said rapidly, ‗but come and visit me soon, and we shall discuss
how I can help you…achieve your aim.‘ 


          


          


          Tristán inclined his head, his eyes unreadable. ‗I
shall. And you live…?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Oh, our town house is in the Calle Negro – anyone
will direct you.‘ She watched him bow over her extended fingers with an odd
smile trembling at the corners of her mouth, then whispered as he straightened,
‗Tonight – at eleven.‘ 


          


          


          The green eyes met hers in an enigmatic stare for a moment,
and then the heavy lids masked them. 


          


          


          The Condesa added more loudly, ‗When we meet again we
must talk over old times – when I was so young, and so very, very foolish.‘ 


          


          


          Tristán bowed briefly to the Conde, then turned on his
heel. 


          


          


          The old man watched him do, then tugged at his wife‘s arm. ‗Elena,
must you talk so in the street? What have you been saying to him?‘ 


          


          


          The Condesa laughed richly. ‗You must not be jealous,
my poor Iñigo! I have known that gentleman since he was a persistent stripling
of eighteen – would you have me ignore such an old acquaintance? Besides, he
might divert me from my boredom when you go to Toledo next week about your
boring business…‘ 


          


          


          


          Juana was shivering as she laced once more into the
pearl-coloured gown; she had not expected to feel frightened of meeting Dona
Jerónima‘s guests, yet now, when she had need of her feeling of detachment, it
had deserted her. When she woke that morning she had felt so sick that she had
feared to put her feet to the ground, and had lain there, sweating and
suffering and despising her own cowardice, until the nausea passed. All day she
has eaten little, and now she felt light-headed and panic-stricken. 


          


          


          ‗I wish you would drink something, señorita.‘
Sanchia‘s anxious voice broke in on her thoughts like an echo. ‗There is
sure to be so much wine at the feast that you will feel queasy if you do not
take something first. Just a little milk - 


          ?‘ 


          


          


          Juana smiled at the plain, good-natured face. ‗Just a
little milk, then, Sanchia, but we must be careful – think what Dona Jerónima
would say if I were to stain this gown!‘ 


          


          


          Sanchia crossed herself without speaking and bustled away. 


          


          


          Trying to distract her thoughts, Juana moves to the mirror.
Small wonder, she considered, that her head ached already as if it were bound
with an iron band. It had taken Dona Jerónima‘s hairdresser close on two hours
to transform her hair from its natural state to this fashionable cumbrousness,
oiling it to an unnatural sleekness and spreading it over the curved, yoke-shaped
frame that fastened to the crown of her head. Often, Señor Lajos had informed
her, it was necessary to eke out a lady‘s hair with curls from someone else‘s
head – even someone else‘s horse! – but for the señorita, no such aid was
needed. Thick blue-black curls framed her whole head like a stiffened halo,
coral-pink roses glowing against their dark-ness like studded jewels in ebony.
Her hair had been dressed like this for her arrival the Castillo Benaventes,
she remembered, and here she was still someone else‘s doll; first her father‘s,
now Dona Jerónima‘s, to be pranked up and shown off. 


          


          


          Sanchia has returned with the milk and Juana sipped at it,
at first cautiously and then with growing relish. It settled her, soothing her
inner queasiness. She was becoming a coward, she told herself; she had been
used to pride herself on her courage, but now, since she met Felipe Tristán… 


          


          


          He had not been in the Plaza Mayor that day, she reminded
herself, grimacing over the milk as if it has suddenly soured. She had kept a
close watch, but she had not seen him – perhaps he had accepted defeat, given
up the game. Juana sighed and told herself that it was for relief; it was
better, she told herself, to have made a quick ending. But then everything had
happened so quickly – it was not two months since she had been Miguel de
Arrelanos‘s pampered daughter, with no thought in her head but marrying Jaime
de Nueva. In those short weeks she had lost everything to Tristán, like a
desperate gambler staking more and more on a poor hand of cards: her family,
her home, and what she had believed was love; her chastity, her courage and
finally, reluctantly, her heart. 


          


          


          She had not known how fragile a gift that was to give, and
she had not been aware that she gave it; by the time she knew he had it, it had
been too late. Now she had run from him and left it behind her so that she need
not see the icy enjoyment with which he prepared to break it. It had meant
leaving the new, free future that she had glimpsed to briefly, but Juana hid
not care – at least, she thought, she had chosen her own path this time, even
if it led to a wilderness. 


          


          


          She hoped wryly, as she handed the glass back to Sanchia
that Dona Jerónima would quickly tire of her game of dolls. 


          


          


          Long after dusk had fallen, the Plaza Mayor was still
bright with torches as carriages, chairs and litters spilled their burdens
outside the Casa de Herreros. Doors stood wide; two newly-hired lackeys waited
outside, four more in the hall, and Don Bautista Zorilla, glistening-eyed,
forgot to calculate the hole that their wages and liveries would make in five
thousand reales. He trod hurriedly to where his hostess stood, magnificent in
tawny-yellow satin. 


          


          


          ‗Jerónima, you look radiant.‘ His voice was heartfelt.
And her eyes twinkled. 


          


          


          ‗Well said, Bautista. I will concede that sometimes
you remember your manners! Your wife is not with you?‘ 


          


          


          ‗No.‘ He flushed uncomfortably. ‗She could not
come. She said -‘ 


          


          


          ‗That only a fool would expect her to set foot in that
woman’s house, yes? 


          Good! Most wives have said the same, and I cannot regret
their absence. They would have inhibited their husbands‘ appreciation of my new
work of art.‘ Dona Jerónima fluttered her fan before her face and smile at a passing
gentleman. 


          ‗Though I cannot claim very much credit, I confess –
this little jewel scarcely needed polishing. Go and see it in its setting.‘ She
waves him away, but he hovered. 


          


          


          ‗She is alone?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I have set her to dance with Alonso Feria. He is
harmless enough and too moonstruck to talk to her while they dance, and in the
meantime the rest can take good view of her.‘ 


          


          


          Don Bautista gave a snort of amusement, turned it into a
cough and went hastily up the stairs towards the source of the distant music.
Dona Jerónima watched him out of earshot before she released her sigh of amused
resignation, then turned to greet the next arrivals. A success, she was
thinking as she smiled and talked; an assured success. Now that her reputation
had brought them here – 


          they might gossip about her behind her back, but they all
came flocking when she bade them – the little Margarita would draw them back
time and again. This evening should mark the beginning of a long, profitable –
she savoured the word – 


          auction. 


          


          


          Juana, moving carelessly through the measured paces of
dance with a solemn-eyed youth who stared fixedly at her, did not at first
notice anything amiss with her surroundings. It was only as the music drew to a
close that she could take the opportunity to scan the room at large, and see
that her hostess‘s arithmetic was palpably at fault. Amongst a score or more of
men there were only two or three women, and those past their first youth – did
the widow, then, dislike rivals under her roof? Yet her own presence seemed to
contradict that thought. She inclined her head to the young man bowing and
stammering his thanks before her and turned with some relief to greet Don
Bautista. His was the only face she recognized, for he had called on Dona
Jerónima several times since she came, and she was grateful for his tact in
never once referring to the day of her arrival, when he had been present. Now
she smile in simple recognition, and he hesitated visibly before approaching to
bow low over her hand. 


          


          


          Before he could do more than utter a few disjointed
compliments, however, a rustling of skirts and a wave of scent heralded the
arrival of Dona Jerónima. Her face was complacently smiling, but there was a
hint of steeliness in her eyes and the curve of her painted lips. 


          


          


          ‗I have left my steward to greet the last comers, as
this is such an informal affair. Now, Bautista, do not hover over Margarita
like that – you are blocking her view of the room.‘ 


          


          


          More importantly, the room‘s view of Margarita, Don
Bautista realized. He edged to one side and asked hopefully, ‗May I take
the señorita in to supper later on? The privilege of a prior acquaintance -‘ 


          


          


          ‗Good man, what next?‘ Dona Jerónima interposed,
laughing, before Juana could speak. ‗I cannot insult my chief guest by
preferring you, my dear Bautista. We are honoured beyond expectation, Margarita
– the son of the governor of the province is here! Don Diego Ruiz; he is the
guest of Bishop, and when my invitation arrived his lordship begged him to
accompany him here. Is it not fortunate? He is all eagerness to meet you, my
dear, and I cannot suppose that you will refuse his escort for supper, for he
is young, handsome, as well as being most gentle and liberal – look there!‘ 


          


          


          Don Bautista‘s face crumpled into a scowl as he followed
the regal wave of his hostess‘s hand. ‗How rich?‘ he demanded in a
belligerent undertone. 


          


          


          ‗Too rich for you to compete with, if he should
offer,‘ she answered sweetly, and beckoned. 


          


          


          Don Diego obeyed the summons with such alacrity that he
might have been waiting for it. A short, well-knit young man with a flashing
smile and an unswept black moustache, he was splendidly, even ostentatiously
clad in brilliant brown braided with gold, topazes flashing on his hands and in
the chain about his neck. To Juana, seeing him with cold clarity, he looked
less young than handsome and too sure of his own charm to be wholly charming.
She extended her fingers to him at Dona Jerónima‘s urging, but did not smile. 


          


          


          ‗Señorita, your devoted slave! I count myself happy
to be among the first who have seen the Señorita Margarita.‘ 


          


          


          ‗You are too free with my name, señor.‘ 


          


          


          ‗I offend? His mobile eyebrows ascended in what she
thought was excessive surprise at her sharpness. ‗A thousand apologies –
I can only plead my eagerness to be known to you, señorita, and promise
reformation until I have your leave for such freedom.‘ He smiled towards Dona
Jerónima. ‗Have I your leave, señora, to stay awhile and plead for my
pardon? I may be thought an impertinent fellow otherwise, and that is not to be
endured,‘ he added an a deeper note, his eyes returning to Juana‘s face. 


          


          


          ‗As you will.‘ Dona Jerónima smiled. 


          


          


          She was about to move off a little way, drawing an
infuriated Don Bautista with her, when a slight disturbance on the landing
outside drew her attention; her eyes narrowed slightly, and although the smile
remained fixed to her face her voice came from between her teeth. 


          


          


          ‗The bitch! That driveling old fool must have allowed
her to see the letter, and she has come with him to spite me. She knows I do
not welcome women here until the field narrows, the whore.‘ 


          


          


          Don Bautista peered, taken aback. ‗What? Who is it?‘ 


          


          


          ‗Iñigo Argote de Molina has brought his wife – or she
has brought him. I thought when I invited him that he was too doddering to se
foot outside his house, but I asked him for form‘s sake. The whole train of
them have come here, too – 


          her brothers, and that clodhopper who carries her lapdog –
you may be sure she has fetched all the hungry mouths she can muster! I suppose
she –‘She broke off, and added in a different voice, ‗Well, well,well!‘ 


          


          


          ‗Jerónima, listen – about young Ruiz - ‘ 


          


          


          ‗Follow me, Bautista, and stop chattering. I must
speak to my good friend Elena – Perhaps I shall forgive her presence here after
all.‘ Dona Jerónima glided forward, determination hardening the muscles round
her mouth, and a path cleared before her to the door. 


          


          


          Juana, glancing round, was startled to see her protectress
leave her side, and had half-turned to follow when Don Diego‘s brown fingers
caught her slashed sleeve. 


          


          


          ‗Surely, señorita, you will not leave me already?
Have I not abased myself enough?‘ 


          


          


          ‗More than enough, señor, but I must go with Dona
Jerónima. I cannot think she intended to leave me alone in your company.‘ 


          


          


          ‗Why not? She had a kind heart and knows I will be
grateful – She and I have had dealings before, and if you are doubtful of me
you have only to speak to her. I know she will commend me.‘ His eyes wandered
over her, openly appraising. ‗Tell me, where did she find you? Did she
conjure you from the air like a spirit, or from the sea, like Aphrodite? Why do
you turn away your head?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I do not find your wit amusing,‘ she retorted icily.



          


          


          ‗My bad fortune! He laughed and quickly leaned
closer, his dark face intent. ‗Would you rather I spoke seriously to
you?‘ 


          


          


          ‗I had rather you let go my sleeve. Pray you, señor
-‘ 


          


          


          ‗Now, this is something new!‘ Far from seeming
offended, Don Diego regarded her with a mixture of intrigue and appreciation. ‗Usually
I take our kind hostess‘s word with a pinch of salt, but by all the saints, I
am inclined to believe that you are – what you are given out to be.‘ 


          


          


          Juana retreated a pace. ‗I think you are talking
nonsense.‘ The effort of understanding his cryptic remarks was making her
headache worse, and her smooth brow creased. ‗If you will excuse me,
señor, Dona Jerónima -‘ 


          


          


          ‗Margarita, my dear, is Don Diego amusing you? He is
such a witty creature! Now -‘ Dona Jerónima took Juana‘s hand, turning her
smoothly to face the little group at her elbow – ‗I must introduce you to
my dear friend the Condesa Elena Argote de Molina… her husband the Conde…
Francisco and Agostín de Frontenera, her brothers… Señor Felipe Stanford – is
that how one says it, señor? 


          – who is her friend from England… Señor Sebastian…‘ 


          


          


          The lightly-amused voice seemed to fade into nothing-ness
as Juana raised her eyes. She felt as though the rest of the world had fallen
away, leaving her suspended in time and space, at the mercy of the elements.
Her heartbeat paused, then recommenced so violently that she felt shaken with
it; then hearing came back, and the blackness ebbed from her eyes. 


          


          


          ‗… my young friend and very welcome guest, Señorita
Margarita Armendariz.‘ 


          


          


          Juana sank into a curtsy as Dona Jerónima concluded,
hearing the other woman laugh richly above her head and the answering quaver of
the old man‘s voice. Then, as though compelled, she lifted her head to meet the
ice-green, piercing gaze of her husband. 


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 14 


          


          


          


          ‗I am happy to see you, Senorita Armendariz.‘ Tristan
spoke with a faint foreign accent marring his faultless Spanish, and although
the scarred mouth smiled, his eyes were coldly implacable, Juana rose to her
feet at once, her slender body tense. 


          


          ‗From England?‘ She repeated naively. ‗I
thought all Englishmen were the enemies of Spain. Have you come to find out our
country's weaknesses, Senor Stanford?‘ 


          


          The glint in Tristan's eyes acknowledged her artless tone,
but he responded evenly, 'No, rather to see its beauties, tonight I am trebly
fortunate.' 


          


          The Condesa turned to her hostess with a pretty gesture of
contrition. 


          ‗Dearest Jeronima, I knew you would forgive me if I
brought Felipe! He is newly come back — we met but yesterday-and how could I
leave such an old and dear 


          ‘


          friend behind? You must say that I am forgiven. 


          


          


          ‗My dear Elena,‘ Dona Jeronima purred, eyeing Tristan
from head to heel, 'I can promise you that your old  and dear friend  is very welcome here‘ 


          


          Ignoring the emphasis, the Condesa smiled. 'Then all is
well! It makes me so happy to see you entertaining again. I was afraid that we
had offended you, or that there might be some difficulty....‘ She allowed the
words to trail away delicately. 


          


          ‗Oh no, no difficulty. But one can grow weary of
company that presses itself upon one, can one not?‘ 


          


          The Frontenera brothers were pushing forward to bow over
Juana's fingers in turn, and she smiled and made mechanical responses to their
gallantries without being aware of anything but the fact that Tristan was
watching her unwaveringly. He was dressed as she had never seen him, in the
very height of fashion: a short, close-buttoned doublet and full breeches of
dark, rich green, with matching hose and long-tongued shoes; the thick copper
hair, shining like a casque of polished metal, was thrown into startling
prominence by falling bands of white muslin trimmed with a froth of lace, while
narrow frilled cuffs emphasized the long, elegant hands. With such overpowering
height and colouring his lack of ornament became dramatic; the plainness of a
man who needed nothing to enhance his sheerly masculine, almost animal
attraction. Every other man in the room had faded suddenly into insignificance.



          


          His slanting eyes travelled thoughtfully over her, but he
did not take her hand until the others had done; then, as he bowed over her
hand, he said too softly for anyone else to hear, ‗A debt cannot be
cancelled but by mutual consent.‘ 


          


          Juana's lips trembled uncontrollably for an instant. She
thought she must scream at him or burst into tears, but then he straightened
and added with cool audacity, ‗Those colours become you.‘ 


          


          Anger saved her. Her chin lifted, and she turned swiftly to
the gratified Don Diego. ‗Senor, you were speaking of....‘ 


          


          ‗Why, of my eagerness to learn the truth about you,
senorita.‘ He moved nearer at once, with a flash of white teeth. ‗It is
impossible that you could have lived in this province without my knowing it
until now, for such beauty must have declared itself to me. Tell me where you
really come from.‘ 


          


          With a slightly desperate look at Tristan, who had not
moved a muscle since she had turned her shoulder to leave him standing, Juana
said, ‗Oh, I have no interest in what is past! The past is dead and gone,
and I have no use for it. I prefer to think of the present.‘ 


          


          Tristan spoke evenly, making her flinch, before Don Diego
could answer. 


          ‗You must have a clear conscience, senorita. Most people
cannot discard their pasts so lightly.‘ 


          


          ‗Perhaps-‘ her eyes flashed stormily, 'it is that I
am an obedient daughter of the Church and try to put old injuries from my
mind.‘ ‗Inflicted, or received?‘ 


          Her lashes swept up, then lowered again as swiftly. ‗I
believe I have paid for any I may have given.‘ ‗Perhaps, by your
reckoning. Yet malefactor and victim keep different scores I have heard.‘ The
strange eyes held hers for a long moment, and then were veiled as Elena touched
his arm. 


          


          ‗Felipe, Jeronima does not believe that we knew each
other as children. Would I ask anyone but an old friend to stay in my house, as
I have you?‘ 


          


          Juana swayed, the anger that had sustained her draining
abruptly from her body. She felt half-dazed as memory flooded over her,
buffeting her like a tide. The Condesa -Elena de Frontenera - was the woman her
husband had loved, whose unthinking cruelty had scarred both his face and his
soul. The woman who stood bantering with him so lightly, as if they had no cares
in the world, and employing every art to make him smile was the root of that
calm, detached malignance that had poisoned so many lives. 


          


          She wanted him now, Juana's jealous eyes could see plainly,
and her last words had made it clear that she had had what she wanted. Even as
she talked and laughed, she was losing no opportunity to signal her possession;
first her skirts brushed Tristan's thigh, then her white, rounded fingers
tapped him playfully on the chest, then she would be smiling at him through her
red-brown lashes with a sort of excited intimacy. Even her voice, low and
husky, was caressing him as her hands caressed his velvet doublet. 


          


          Juana averted her eyes, feeling sick. If for one
incredulous moment she had thought he had come here for her sake, she knew
better now. He had come to show his new lover, and insensibly to mock her
attempt to hide herself from him; to prove that not every woman shrank from his
disfigured face. He could have whom he chose as coldbloodedly as he had
possessed her, please-and be paid for it, going by those rich clothes he wore. 


          


          How long had he waited before he went to Elena, Juanna
wondered - a day? 


          three days? a week? That finery could not have been quickly
tailored for a man so tall, she was sure. She wondered whether the Condesa
Elena knew that she was being used to taunt her lover's wife, and felt the sour
taste of sickness biting her throat. 


          


          ‗Senorita, you need air, the excitement of all this
is too much for you.‘ Don Bautista's voice addressed her from somewhere, and
she felt his hot hand against the back of her waist. ‗Come over to one of
the windows and let the night air cool you while I send for some water.‘ 


          


          'Stop fussing, Bautista!‘ The asperity in Dona Jeronima's
tone made Juana's eyes snap open. ‗You will make everyone think that
Margarita is sickly, and she is nothing of the sort, are you?‘ 


          


          ‗No, senora.‘ Juana thought longingly of the water,
but she gave the expected reply. 


          


          Dona Jeronima smiled. ‗Let Don Diego and Senor-‘ she
hesitated tantalizingly – ‗Senor Agostin de Frontenera take you to that
seat over there and rest for a while. You young ones have so much to learn! At
court a lady-in-waiting may stand five or six hours without a rest.‘ 


          


          Elena widened her eyes. ‗I thought you never went to
court, Jeronima?‘ 


          


          Juana 


          did 


          not 


          hear 


          what 


          her 


          hostess 


          replied, 


          only 


          the 


          cutting 


          edge 


          to 










          her 


          voice. 


          She 


          wanted 


          to 


          protest 


          that 


          normally 


          she 


          scorned 


          such 


          weak 


          behaviour 


          as 


          this, 


          but 


          her 


          tongue 


          would 


          not 


          frame 


          the 


          words. 


          She 


          allowed 


          herself 


          to 


          be 


          guided 


          to 


          the 


          long 


          padded 


          seat 


          by 


          the 


          silk-hung 


          wall 


          and 


          pretended 


          attention 


          while 


          the 


          two 


          men 


          skirmished 


          politely 


          above 


          her 


          head, 


          wishing 


          only 


          that 


          they 


          would 


          both 


          be 


          quiet. 


          The 


          evening 


          that 


          had 


          seemed 


          in 


          prospect 


          no 


          more 


          than 


          a 


          slight 


          risk 


          of 


          danger 


          now 


          stretched 


          in 


          endless 


          purgatory before her. 


          


          They were all watching her, she realized with an unpleasant
shock; either covertly or openly, almost every eye in the room was upon her. It
was an effort to remember what Dona Jeronima had said about the scarcity of
fresh faces in Villenos society, but it must be true if they stared so at a
single newcomer. . . . 


          


          Pride came to her aid then, stiffening her spine with rigid
grace and lending an artificial brilliance to her great dark eyes. Several of
the gentlemen who had been studying her edged nearer, and soon she was
surrounded by a little court of jockeying admirers. 


          


          


          Somehow the evening inched on, Juana never knew how. Each
breath she drew, every movement she made, stabbed her like a knife; try as she
would, she could not lose her awareness of Felipe Tristan's powerful presence.
Even when she had her back to him his image was before her, watching her with
that calmly predatory patience. What did he wait for, she wondered wildly - for
her to break down and weep with jealousy? 


          


          She must have listened with the rest to the music of viols
that overflowed into the salon from the balcony in response to Dona Jeronima's
signal; she must have made answer to Don Diego and the others who talked to
her, but she had no memory of it. Only as the last guests took their departure
was she conscious of the Condesa's rich tones bidding her hostess farewell, and
she knew that Tristan would be going, too. Keeping her head stiffly averted,
Juana held her breath with pain until the doors closed at last. 


          


          The lamps were being snuffed in the salon and Dona;
Jeronima was below, ushering out those who lingered. Juana groped her way out
on to the landing like a blind woman. Her throat felt tight, and her skin
strained so tightly over the delicate bones of her face that it made her look
like a carving in alabaster. Her lids drooped over her tear-running eyes as she
moved; her steps were ungainly with tiredness, and she walked like a jointed
doll towards the stairs in her pale, shimmering gown. 


          


          She was passing the darkened library when a strange
prickling sensation at the back of her neck lifted her out of her tranced
misery. Then, before she could utter a sound, her wrist was caught in a hard
grasp and she was pulled through the half-open door. It shut behind her, and hands
rested on either side of her, pinning her against the dark wood. Tristan's
voice said, ‗This part of your past is not to be set aside so easily.‘ 


          


          Juana shrank. She felt trapped and overwhelmed by his
closeness, the familiar sense of helplessness creeping through her veins tike a
drug. There was a barely-leashed force in his big, lithe body, in the
outstretched arms that imprisoned without touching, that frightened her; the
pale emerald eyes roved over her face, brilliant and unreadable. ‗I
thought you had gone,‘ she managed to say. ‗Not before I had spoken with
my wife. That would have been too uncivil.‘ 


          


          ‗What more can you have to say?‘ She forced cold
enquiry into her voice, putting her head back to look steadily into the
scarred, secret face so far above her own. ‗Surely matters are resolved
so as to content us both? There is no purpose in stooping to recrimination.‘ ‗Why
did you run from me? And why here?‘ 
The sudden, almost vicious question startled her, but she said
scornfully, 'Do you not know?‘ 


          


          His mouth twisted. ‗Of course, you ran from the cruel
mercenary who raped you. But why here?‘ His hand flashed out, catching her
chin. ‗I want an answer, Juana.‘ 


          


          ‗Very well,‘ She jerked sharply away from his touch. ‗I
came here because I would not stay with friends of yours, pretending that I
married you willingly, letting them think you were worth the affection they
have for you-pretending to be happy!‘ Pretending to herself, too, she thought
bitterly, until that last blistering quarrel had recalled her to the truth. ‗I
met Dona Jeronima in church, and she offered me her help, so I took her offer
to be free of you. I hate you, I hate the sight of you.‘ 


          


          


          Ihate what you make me feel,  she could have added, but she dared not, even
in desperation. 


          


          Tristan's expression did not alter by the flicker of an
eyelash, but something made her fall silent as though he had put his hands on
her throat. 


          


          ‗So.‘ The word was toneless. ‗I have heard you
out; now you shall hear what I came to say to you. Hate me or no,‘ he added
dryly. 


          


          ‗I shall not! If you do not-‘ 


          


          ‗Where is Margarita?‘ Don Bautista's voice came
plaintively from the staircase outside the door, and Dona Jeronima's answered,
coming nearer as she spoke. 


          


          ‗In bed, I would guess; it is past three o'clock. For
God's sake, Bautista, go home! I shall speak with you tomorrow if you insist,
but tonight I am far too tired.‘ ‗Jeronima, about Margarita-‘ 


          


          ‗I am here!‘ Juana wrenched her mouth free of
Tristan's imprisoning hand, her voice high and sharp. 


          


          He released her instantly, stepping back with mocking
courtesy, and she twisted away from him as though his touch had contaminated
her. There was a curious look on his harsh-boned face, half wonder and half
bitter irony, but he let her open the door and step out on to the landing
without attempting to prevent her. 


          


          Dona Jeronima was halfway up the stairs, her narrow
cat-face filling with surprise at the sight of Juana, and Don Bautista, who had
evidently accepted his dismissal, had spun round in the entrance-hall below and
was staring up, openmouthed. Juana heard the door behind her close softly, but
when Dona Jeronima said, ‗Why, my dear!‘ in an odd voice, she knew that
Tristan had followed her. There was no sound of a footfall, but she was
suddenly aware that he stood close behind her. 


          


          'You are the very last, Senor Stanford.' Dona Jeronima's
thin brows twitched upwards in censure, but her gaze held a hint of amused
curiosity. 'Is there some way in which my poor house can serve you?' 


          


          Juana glanced down, and with a little cry sank to her knees
in a pool of spreading satin. As she stooped no one saw her hand fly to the
breast of her gown, and the next moment she had risen with something held
between her; slim fingers, 


          'I believe I have what Senor Stanford was seeking,
senora-he lost something, he was telling me, and stayed to find it. Here, senor
-' triumph was honey-sweet in her voice, ‗here is your ring-‘ and she
dropped the lion signet into his palm. There was a peculiar little silence,
then Tristan smiled with one of the rare flashes of pure charm that altered his
impassive face so totally, and bowed over her hand before she could withdraw
it. ‗I shall value it the more for its restorer,‘ he retorted evenly, and
moved swiftly towards the stairs. 


          


          Dona Jeronima made some smiling remark, but Juana was not
listening; her right hand was clutched savagely within her left as if she had
cut off a finger, and she stood rigid, watching Tristan leave. Her heart ached
to cry out to him, to bid him some sort of farewell, but she knew that if he
guessed what it had cost her to play that ruse, he might disbelieve in her
hatred. Now, she thought, he would not stay in Villenos to his danger for her
sake; there had been terrifying finality in his eyes as they met hers over her
wedding ring. 


          


          As the door closed behind him, she wondered what he had
stayed behind to say to her. 


          


          


          ‗. . . and a ruby necklace from Don Diego! I have
never known him so prodigal before. It seems that Margarita's coldness is of
better worth than all the kindness I preached to her; I shall remember that for
the future.‘ Dona Jeronima held the blood-red stones to the light with a
pleased little sigh. 'It is as well that rubies do not become me or I might be
tempted to keep it, and there is a month's revenue here.' 


          


          Don Bautista fingered the necklace. 'Only a month's?' he
enquired, shocked. 


          


          'I like to live well when I can. Have no fear, I shall
repay your investment with interest, too!' 


          


          'But surely the girl will want to know what has become it
this? And least let me have it copied before you sell it.' 


          


          'She? No, she thinks I have returned it to the giver. She
was furious to learn that he thought she would accept such a gift, so I told
her that I would dispose of it and she need not see it again.' The yellowish
eyes twinkled. ‗I have never had an easier wench to satisfy - the rest
were for ever demanding why so-and-so had promised to send a present and it had
not come, or what had become of some trinket or other. This one will not even
look at what is sent her, so I need not even trouble to show her half of it.‘ 


          


          'How long do you think it can last?' Don Bautista sounded
nervous. ‗Sooner or later these cockerels will lose interest, and then. .
. .‘ 


          


          'Then those who persist will give more richly still, and by
the time the girl's favours are bestowed I shall not need to care for any man's
envy. And in the meantime -' she dropped the necklace into its case and snapped
the lid shut - 'I am bidden anywhere and everywhere, so long as I will bring
the little Margarita. Pleasant, is it not?' 


          


          Don Bautista did not answer for a moment. He was frowning
doubtfully, podgy fingers rubbing his black beard, and at last he said jerkily,
'How can you be sure that she will consent to take any one of them? She shows
no sign of favouring any, and if she does not take any man at all we will be
ruined.' 


          


          Dona Jeronima sighed audibly. 'Bautista, you must think me
stupid. Do you think I would go to hazard on such a chance as that? I can
ensure that she will go to bed with any man I choose for her, and be glad to do
it.' 'You mean - witchcraft?' His eyes widened superstitiously. 


          


          'You are obsessed with witches.' She eyed him
contemptuously. 'Nothing of the kind.' 


          


          


          'Then how, when she does not-' 


          


          'Some of the others were scarcely willing at first.' There
was a note of exasperation in Dona Jeronima's voice, then she smoothed it. 'I
learned very quickly not to rely on a girlish whim - the little fools would come
to the point, then change their minds. No, I had a - a medicine of my late
husband's which worked the trick, and helped to bring them to it. Ruy was very
old, you understand. And he is an apothecary in the Calle de los Angeles who
mixes the powder for me, with one or two others - only for sleeplessness, lack
of appetite, things like that,' she added impatiently. 'When I have chosen who
is to be Margarita's lover, I shall give her two - perhaps three grains, and I
warrant she will surprise him with her passion.' Don Bautista shifted away a
little, without meaning to. As he stared fascinatedly at her calmly smiling
face, he wondered whether Jeronima had ever had any normal human emotions.
Greed, yes, and a sort of unemotional - desire; but doubt, compunction and
sympathy were wholly alien to her. 


          


          He said awkwardly, turning the subject, ‗Where do you
go with her today?‘ 


          


          'Oh, that is some other childish reach of hers! We were
asked on an expedition to the Molinas citrus orchards, a whole day out of this
stinking town and a chance to whip up both the de Fronteneras in a day, but my
lady declares that she is too tired to go. The little slut lies abed for half
the morning, too. I begin to think she is weak-blooded.' 


          


          Don Bautista eyed her with sudden slyness. 'Are you so
annoyed because it means you will not see the Englishman, Jeronima?' 


          


          Her mouth opened, shut quickly, and then she gave a tight
smile. 'Perhaps, Bautista, perhaps,' she acknowledged softly. 'I have always
had a liking for tall young men . . . and that one is far too intelligent to
stay long with that fool Elena.‘ 


          


          


          Elena Argote de Molina y Fromenera murmured drowsily and
reached out a protesting hand. ‗Do-don't go yet, Felipe. Too . . . too
early.‘ 


          


         ‗I must, if you mean to go on this expedition of
pleasure this morning. Your servants will be coming soon to wake you, and your
husband might think it strange if they reported that they had found me here.‘ 


          


          ‗It 


          is 


          cancelled.‘ 


          Elena 


          rubbed 


          her 


          eyes. 


          ‗Lie 


          down 


          again.‘ 


          


          


          Tristan's motion checked. 'Cancelled?' he queried sharply. 


          


          'It was only for Francisco and Agostin, to please the
Armendariz girl and she would not come. Felipe. . . .' He ignored the wheedling
note in her voice. 'Are they disappointed?' 


          


          'Oh, bitterly.' Elena turned over on the pillows, brushing
back her dark red hair with a languorous hand. 'As I shall be if you go so
soon,' she added pointedly. 


          


          'Have you not had your fill yet?' The question was
dispassionate, and he did not turn his head. 


          


          'Not of you.' Her fingers ran lightly down his spine. ‗Your
back is so smooth, Felipe. . . .‘ 'Then admire it, Elena,' he returned crisply.
She sat up at that, half indignant and half wondering. 'You despise me, don't
you?' she demanded, all the coquetry gone from her voice. 


          


         He turned his head, and the green eyes met hers. Like ice,
she thought, and shivered. 'But of course. Did you imagine I loved you?' 'Most
men do!' It was a cry. 


          


          'Most men do not know you as well as I do. Perhaps they
have not heard you telling your friends to humble an English beggar  for his impudence and to make sure that he did
not dare to pretend love to a dona of Spain again. I learned that lesson at
least.' His voice stung. 'I no longer pretend love.' 


          


          Her lovely face was blank with astonishment. 'You blamed me!  But I was a child, a silly girl! I did not
understand that the scar would last - and it was Enrique who's,?????‘ 


          


          He had half-turned to face her, and her gaze slid from his
face to travel caressingly over the width of his shoulders, the powerful chest
and arms, as her voice faltered into silence. 


          


          'Your first husband did not have enough brain to invent
this memento of mine. At first I thought of giving you its twin, Elena -' he
smiled faintly as she winced – ‗but I decided you were not worth the
penalty, and when I saw you again I knew that I had been right. Did you think
yourself so irresistible that after you had had my face cut open for a jest you
could make me love you again? You were never so fair in your heyday, and now—‘ 


          


          The passionless insult in his tone brought her wandering
eyes back to his face, bright with anger. 'You came to me willingly enough!'
She was too shaken for artifice, but there was still a tinge of disbelief in
the words. 


          


          'You are a rich woman,' Tristan returned cuttingly. ‗What
should an English beggar do when he wants money - refuse an offered
treasure-chest because he dislikes turning the key?‘ 


          


          Elena's cheeks flushed; her eyes glinted furiously, and
then she laughed, long and amusedly. 'Well, we are even! That was an underhand
blow, too, dearest Felipe, but now we know where we stand, do we not? At least
we may have done with any lies about love between us, and that is a welcome
change for me, let me tell you-To say I w ant you  is much more honest' She stroked a long lock
of flame-red hair lying against his neck. 'Very well, I shall pay you
handsomely for my pleasure. I do not even care what you want the money for, as
long as it buys - shall we say your time? - when I require you. Is that fair?' 


          


          He was still as her arms crept about his neck. 'The Conde
has my sympathy,' he responded without emotion, and she chuckled. 


          


          'Oh, what are husbands for but to be cuckolded? Felipe?'
Her voice sharpened as she felt the sudden tension in him, his muscles
hardening under her hands. 'What is it? Oh—' she made a soft sound of
exasperation - 'I am forgetting our pact already. What shall I give you, a new
cloak? Or some fine French lace? 


          Or a horse?' 


          


          Tristan said, 'Give me enough money to buy back my sword.'
The green eyes seemed to look beyond her at-something she could not see; 'Then
we shall see.' 


          


          'You shall have enough for a dozen swords, only do not keep
me waiting,' 


          she told him huskily, if you - love me - enough, you need
never want for anything. 


          .. .' 


          


          The words trailed away as he let her draw his head down to
hers, and she gave a little sound that was half a gasp and half a sigh of
satisfaction as his scarred mouth touched hers. But then as her arms tightened
round him, he paused, and the coldly inimical look on his face shocked her. 


          


          'Your memory is short, Elena. You said we had done with
lying. I will pleasure you at a price, but as for love, I have no more desire
to offer it than you have to receive it; it does not matter, does it, between
us?' 


          


          Elena shook her head impatiently, brushing aside the words
she hardly heard; her gaze was too intent upon his mouth for her to comprehend
what he said, and the delay was goading her to frenzy. Somewhere in her brain a
small, unwelcome thought nagged and would not be swept away, but it was only
when the first waves of her desire were assuaged that she remembered what it
was. It had been stimulating, even exhilarating, to be possessed by a man as
uncaring as she was herself; a ruthless man who did not seem to have any
compunction about hurting her and who did not crawl or snivel like the rest of
the tame lap-dogs who frequented her bed. It was something she had never
dreamed that that ugly, importunate youth of so long ago could come to teach
her. Strange, she thought, that his indifference now should be so much more
exciting than his love had been then. 


          


          She moved a little, savouring the hard ruthlessness, the
sheer muscular size of the man in her arms, and she found herself wondering,
with a sudden curiosity that startled her, what passions lay chained behind his
mask of a face; even as he lifted her to the heights it had been unmoved,
unreadable, as though his body's participation were a mere ritual that left his
calculating mind untouched. It puzzled her; never before had she cared what a
man was thinking, so long as he satisfied her. 


          


          And that, she realized, was what had worried her as she
surrendered to him 


          - the conviction that he had another reason for doing this,
some reason that he would never allow her to guess. It made her feel helpless,
almost humiliated, yet she could not think how to make him tell her so that she
would feel less like ... less like his whore, she thought with a pang that even
she recognized as being absurdly, ironically belated. 


          


          She whispered 


          'Why do 


          you want a sword?' but 


          he did 


          not answer her. 


          


          


          Dona Jeronima took a swift turn about the bedchamber and
came back to Juana, her eyes belying the amused curve of her lips and her fan
fluttering at dangerous speed. 'Oh come now, you are jesting, Margarita. Leave
me so soon, after only three weeks! Why, we are dizzied with invitations. Half
the gallants in Villenos spend their waking hours inventing ways to please you
- what is it you lack? If you are tired of the old faces, Don Bautista is to
have some guests, that should divert you - Why, two of your new gowns are not
yet come from, the seamstresses! You cannot desert me now - it is impossible
and unkind.' 


          


          'I am sorry, senora. I know I must seem ungrateful, but I
must go.' Juana gripped the back of a chair, wondering what had become of her
strength. 'I lack peace, that is all, I always told you that I meant to seek
refuge in a sisterhood.' She spoke with a sudden yearning desperation. 'I
thought I might forget what is past if I stayed here with you, but it is too -
but I cannot, and I had rather not stay to be a charge upon you. And while I am
so easily wearied, I know,' she added, with a flash of her old spirit, 'that my
company is no pleasure to you.' 


          


          Dona Jeronima bit her lip. 'I assure you, your company is
the greatest of pleasures to me. I cannot abide the thought of losing you so
soon. Come, you are sad, that is all; you have been thinking of that
serving-man who betrayed you, and it has made you melancholy. Forget him,' she
advised as Juana flinched lightly. 


          'Use some other to console or revenge yourself, and that
will rid you of the memory of him.‘ 


          


          'I doubt that.' 


          


          


          The thin brows lifted at Juana's tone. 'That is not what I
heard you telling the big Englishman on the night of our feast! Then you were
full of setting a torch to the past, like a sensible girl. Have you changed
your mind since?' 


          


          Juana let out her held breath slowly and carefully before
she said, 'Oh, that was because I thought the Englishman dull, and I said what
I did to provoke him. They say that all his race are slow of tongue -' 


          


          'My dear, you have the strangest opinions! A man like that,
and you think him dull! Next you will tell me that you think Don Diego Ruiz is
ugly,' she added on a testing note. 'No. He is very handsome.' 


          


          Juana spoke colourlessly. Don Diego thought so, too, her
thoughts added, but she stayed silent as Dona Jeronima touched upon some of the
governor's son's more ostentatious virtues in a brief, half-mocking homily. It
was a habit , her hostess had, Juana had discovered, to bring up the name of
one or other of her several suitors and enumerate his virtues, watching her the
while with the alertness of a street-trader engaged on some piece of
bargaining. Now she listened in weary silence until the speech was done, then
nodded unmoved, her fingers twining nervously in the pearl string about her
throat. 'I am sure he is all you say. But about my going —' 'Yet again! I shall
have to reproach you, Margarita, if you persist in that. Not yet, I tell you!
Later, perhaps, you may go-if you still wish to - but Don Diego and the rest
will be made desolate if you abandon them so soon. Besides, the rest of the
town is on tenterhooks to know which of the throng you will choose in the end,'
she added on a delicately probing note. 'I am told that some vulgar wretches
have even wagered on it.' Juana looked blank. 'Choose?' she echoed. 'Surely you
have noticed how much our young men admire you?' Dona


          Jeronima enquired with a tinge of asperity. 'Several of
them have confided in me thatthey have hopes, and have asked me to speak to you
for them. I have not done so, but. . . .' 


          


          'It would be labour lost.' Juana's eyes were brilliant with
a mixture of anger and fright, and she did not noticethe hardening of the elder
woman's composed face. 'I could not-I have no interest in-in men.' 


          


          DonaJeronima shrugged and turned away with a great air of
rueful resignation and a smile that did not match the hardness in her eyes.
"Truly not? 


          We must look for some broken hearts in the town, then, it
seems. But I hope you will not shun their company because of it,' she added as
Juana tried to speak. 'We are invited this afternoon to go to the Molina loge
at the arena outside Cadiar - they are trying out some young bulls there, and
the de Frontenera brothers made me promise to bring you after your last
default. If the young men bore you, there is always the old Conde! He is back
from Toledo, and you may jest with him while his wife courts the Englishman, if
you can make him hear you.' 'He-Senor Stanford-is not gone, then?' Juana tried
to sound disinterested, but her throat hurt her. 'Not he-he lingers.' Dona
Jeronima stroked her hollow cheek with the tip of her fan, a meditative look on
her face. 'The tale is that he has some matter of business to settle -I think
he said a debt, but I do not know whether he meant his or another's. Ah, take
care - never mind, never mind. . . .' She spoke through Juana's instinctive
gasp of distress, 'Sanchia will pick up the pearls; just have a care not to
tread on them. What were you about, to tug at the string like that?' 


          


          Hardly aware of the pearls that trickled from her lap like
drops of frozen cream, Juana said almost inaudibly, 'I thought he had gone.' 


          


          Dona Jeronima had gone to summon Sanchia and did not hear
her, and without raising her eyes Juana bent to pick the loose pearls out of
the folds of her skirt. Returning, Dona Jeronima eyed her lowered head in
exasperation. 


          


          'They will never be restrung in time for the ball tomorrow
night, but it is no matter, I shall think of something else for you - perhaps I
may lend you something of mine. What do you wear, the blue gown with the gold
and silver?' 


          


          Juana agreed without looking up, her fingers still moving
automatically while the rest of her body was frozen to numbness. Despair seemed
to wall her in. Felipe hated her, she was thinking, enough to risk his own life
to make hers wretched. It was like the night she had locked herself in her
chamber for safety, and he had still found means to come to her. She had been
sure that she was safe then, too. What would he do, she wondered suddenly, if
he found a breach in her defences this time? 


          


          Dona Jeronima's voice ran on in the background, planning
and speculating, her words a smooth blur of sound that only ceased when, she
realized that her guest was not listening to her. 


          


          


          Senor Felipe Stanford from England was not, as Juana had
feared he would be, among the party attending the trial of young bulls at
Cadiar. The de Frontenera brothers played gallants to herself and Dona
Jeronima, keeping up a fund of rather ponderous compliments and badinage that
disguised neither the seriousness of their intentions, nor their obvious
rivalry for Juana's favour. They were strange brothers for the Condesa Elena to
have, she thought; grave where their sister was flippant, slow-tongued where
she chattered. But both had a hint of her opulent, rather sensual good looks,
and the elder, Francisco, bore a glint of fox-colour in his dark hair that
recalled Tristan's red mane almost unbearably. 


          


          Juana's attention to the activities of both bulls and men
in the dusty arena was wholly feigned, and it was with a sense of immeasurable
relief that she emerged from the Conde's carriage-borrowed by his
brothers-in-law for the occasion - to cross the Plaza Mayor. The dazzling light
and the shouts of the crowd in the arena had engendered another of her
persistent headaches, and at that moment the Casa de Herreros, which had begun
to seem like a silk-lined trap in her more fanciful moments, had taken on the
aspect of a haven. 


          


          Francisco de Frontenera had moved to her right hand and
Agostin to her left, leaving Dona Jeronima to bring up the rear with the little
page she had lately acquired. Fleetingly, Juana thought of the way the young
bulls had been herded out of their stalls, harried from left and right and
urged from behind, so that there was no way for them to go but forward. 


          


          Her steps faltered as she neared the fountain and she saw
the tall figure outlined sharply against the bright fall of water. Tristan had
not noticed her. He was deep in talk with what she thought at first must be one
of the Annendariz children, but the figure was too broad, too squat.... 


          


          She must have made some betraying sound or movement,
because Tristan's head turned and his companion looked up quickly; the picture
stamped itself on her brain like a brand as she stared back. The sudden, alert
stillness of the two figures. Green eyes, lazy yet indefinably menacing,
piercing her like arrows, and the belligerent-looking face of the dwarf. Then
Pedrino patted Tristan's leg with one miniature hand and went toddling off
across the square, while the red-headed man straightened to his full
overpowering height and came towards her. 


          


          It was only then that she noticed the braided suit of
grey-blue, the short cloak with the clear blue lining, the beribboned boots and
plumed hat. He looked like the epitome of what he aped with such cool, sardonic
relish - a landed gentleman in search of recreation - rather than the
calculating opportunist she knew him to be in truth. 


          


          His brilliant gaze ran deliberately over her, assessing the
outward signs of pale cheeks and shadowed eyes, the tension of her slender body
in the scarlet gown she disliked, before he swept an unhurried bow and turned
to Francisco. 


          


          'Your pardon, Senor de Frontenera, but the Conde humbly
requests the return of his carriage. Your sister requires it.' 


          


          The brothers exchanged looks, and Agostin said stiffly, 'We
were about to return. Could she not have waited?' 


          


          Tristan's massive shoulders moved in a barely perceptible
shrug. 'She grew impatient, and as I knew you would return this way and was
bound here on business of my own, I won the privilege of being her messenger.' 


          


          


          'What was the manikin you talked with there, was he your
business? ' 


          Francisco enquired offensively. 'I thought all such
vagabond freaks had left the town when the fiesta ended.' 


          


          


          Tristan nodded, his eyes expressionless. 'He was indeed,
senor. I had word that he was here and wished to see me, and because I have a
care to know true friends from-what is your Spanish word? – equtvoctuors-'  the foreign accent was subtly accentuated —
'I took leave of the Condesa to come here and meet him. And I have benefited by
it, for the ridings he brought will be of use.' 'Good or bad?' Juana's voice
did not sound like her own. 'Some of both, senorita. I am honoured by your
concern.' He gave a slight bow, his gaze disconcertingly steady on her face as
he spoke. 'I have had word that the household I lately left has suffered an unexpected
loss - the lady of the house has died, overborne by the travail of nursing her
sick husband back to health.' 


          


          For an instant she had thought he referred to Elisabeta,
and her lips moved in the beginning of a protest, then she understood. He was
telling her that Dona Luisa was dead - and could he mean that Eugenio was
alive? 


          


          'Poor woman!' Dona Jeronima's voice was ironic. 'Was her
sacrifice wasted, or did the husband recover?' 'He lives still and is gaining
strength.' 


          


          Juana wondered wildly how Tristan could sound so detached;
he spoke as lightly as though Eugenio de Castaneda's life or death was of
little moment, and it reminded her with sudden, hideous clarity of how he must
have stood waiting for Bartolome to die. It was Agostin's voice, with an
undercurrent of resentment in it, that recalled her wandering thoughts. 


          


          'How does such a tragedy benefit you, senor?' 


          


          


          'It is only part of the whole - the rest concerns some
business in which I have an interest.' The slanting eyes were hooded now, and
secret. 'I stood proxy for the gentleman's nephew in some dealing that was not
concluded when I departed, and I feared I might be called to account for him.
But now -' the gold lashes flickered in Juana's direction and then away again -
'I learn that the matter has been well concluded without my presence, and I am
told that I need not hold myself responsible. The worthy gentleman who
conducted the conclusion of the matter has ordered things so that I shall not
be held responsible. I confess, it relieves my mind.' 


          


          The world swam before Juana's eyes, and all the sound in
the square seemed to stop. She was aware that her heartbeat was monstrously
magnified, thudding through her body like the strokes of a battering-ram as she
fought to retain her senses; then, in a fraction of time, she was back in
reality with the hot sun overhead, the voices of the others in her ears, and
the scent of Dona Jeronima's perfume wafting towards her as she approached. 


          


          'Gentlemen, you must forgive us, Margarita is fatigued.
Will you not thank our kind hosts for our entertainment, Margarita? ' 'Of
course.' 


          


          Juana was almost stammering, her mind reeling under the
impact of Tristan's news. If he was not to be called to account for Bartolome's
death . . . did it mean, then, that Torres was prepared to condone the Duque's
slaying? She forced out words of thanks to the de Frontenera brothers, smiling
stiffly and impartially upon both, and inclined her head to Tristan without
daring to speak. 


          


          As though from a great distance Juana heard Dona Jeronima
say, 'Shall we be honoured with your company tomorrow night, Senor Stanford?'
and saw Tristan's mouth curve slightly. 


          


          'I should not dream of losing such an opportunity, senora.
On my last visit I could not appreciate to the full all the treasures your
house has to offer.' 


          


          'Indeed? You have a flattering tongue, senor.' The widow
spoke sharply, but she did not seem displeased. 'Well, we shall expect you.
Come, Margarita.' 


          


          Tristan bowed briefly, allowing his eyes to travel to the
rapt faces of Elena's two brothers, and said sardonically, 'Your sister still
lacks her carriage, gentlemen.' The two young men glared, then took their
departure in a flurry of bows and farewells. Juana stood rigidly until they had
driven off, her lips clamped together against the welling nausea rising in her
throat; then she turned blindly and stumbled up the steps of the house, so
quickly that she trod on the hem of her scarlet gown. She had barely reached the
coolness of the hall before she swayed and fell against the wall, retching and
vomiting helplessly in the instant after the door closed. 


          


          Dona Jeronima watched her with hard-eyed disdain, drawing
her skirts a little aside. She waited until the paroxysms had abated, then
said, 'Follow me,' in a voice that brooked no argument, and Juana obeyed
instinctively. She felt drained and weak, incapable of any reasoned thought, as
she stumbled in the elder woman's wake. 


          


          She halted to find herself in the small withdrawing-room to
which she had been taken when she first arrived, and watched incuriously while
Dona Jeronima shut the door firmly behind them. The carefully immobile face was
like stone except for a nerve that worked furiously beside the thin lips, and
in a voice that Juana had never heard from her before the widow rapped, 'How
long have you had this - infirmity?' 


          


          'Since just before I came here. Three weeks, perhaps a
month....I do not know.' 


          


          'And that is why you lay abed so long in the mornings?' 


          


          'Yes.' Juana answered the questions automatically, empty
now of all feeling but the longing for a cool drink to rinse the bitter taste
from her mouth. 


          


          Dona Jeronima's interrogation was like a series of pistol
shots, and her face became darker and her voice more harsh with each succeeding
question until at last she rasped, 'Well, that makes the matter plain enough.
You are with child, you little fool.' Juana could only stare at her, wide-eyed.



          


          'With child, pregnant -is that plain enough? You are
carrying the bastard of that knave who carried you off, no doubt. If you had
had the sense to tell me before I might have mended the matter, but it is too
late now, we are in too deep. There would be too many questions if you were
seen to fall sick now, and some might lead to the right answer. We must do the
best we can.' She was chewing her thin underlip in frustration, then as she saw
Juana's hands creep protectively to shield her body, her voice softened with
startling suddenness. 'Oh, be at ease! I do not mean to do you any mischief.
What is done is, done, and I shall not scold you further, but we must think how
to preserve your reputation amongst my friends: I thought I had a maid in hand.
Go along now to your room, and we shall talk of this again tomorrow — perhaps
you may go to your wished-for convent after all.' 


          


          Juana's hands were clasped before her, cradling herself
with a new, wondering understanding. 'Very well, senora. Thank you.' 


          


          She hardly knew whether she was thanking her for her sudden
forbearance or for the revelation that, so harshly delivered, had transformed
her nightmare world into a brief paradise. 'Be off with you, then.' 


          


          Dona Jeronima managed to instil tart amusement, even a
trace of affection, into the brief words, but as the door closed behind the
girl her facial muscles contracted, drawing the composed features into a
crumpled mask of fury; bones and angles and deeply-graven lines, contorted in a
look of venom which, if she had seen her own reflection at that moment, would
have horrified her. 


          


          Pregnant, and for so long; by the girl's own account things
were far too advanced to rid her of the child lightly, as Dona Jeronima had
managed to do two or three times for herself. Nor could she continue to pursue
her original plan, which was to continue the game to its limits, dangling the
virgin prize in front of a dozen contenders while she milked them; the girl's
condition would be apparent soon, and not even the most besotted man would pay
to share his bed with a pregnant virgin. The only possible course was to cut
losses and end it now, before the truth became inescapable. 


          


          Tomorrow's ball would make the ideal opportunity. Once the
dupe had paid his levied fee, it mattered little what happened when he found
that he had been beguiled. Dona Jeronima was in no mood to care in what manner
Juana bore the brunt of his disappointment-she had been cheated, she
considered, and the wretched girl deserved no better. 


          


          The message could go to Don Diego Ruiz this very hour, Dona
Jeronmia thought rapidly, letting him know that for thirty thousand reales he
could have his desire without more ado. And another to Don Bautista, warning
him that because of Margarita's stupid treachery they would only get twenty
thousand by her. With a grim smile beginning to curve her thin lips, the widow
began to weave a new web out of the ruined shreds of the old. 


          


          


          Don Bautista was taking wine with his newly-arrived guest
when the letter was brought to him, and he was grateful for the diversion. It
was still early evening, but already he found his tongue labouring for some
subject that would ease the conversation, and inwardly cursing the chance that
had obliged him to offer shelter to a virtual stranger. If it were not for the
request of Don Dalman Ruiz.... 


          


          'You are wondering why I am here.' The guttural statement,
out of silence, made Don Bautista's hand jerk, and a few drops of wine spilled
on the polished surface of the table.' 


          


          'No, no, nothing of the kind - though I admit that such
visitors as the town has are most often those who come for the fiesta, and that
was over weeks ago.' 


          


          'Indeed.' There was no direct answer to the implied
question, only a faint sharpness in his guest's voice. Don Bautista,
withdrawing to his own chair with his glass clutched tight in one hand,
continued uneasily, 'Yes, Villenos is a quiet town, but we have a few
gentlefolk to leaven the common herd - enough to offer you some diversion while
you are here, senor. I know that my neighbours will be most happy -' 


          


          'I am not here for diversions.' 


          


          There was another heavy silence, and Don Bautista, for once
wishing wholeheartedly for the company of the wife he barely tolerated, was
still floundering for a response when the other man spoke again, slowly and
ponderously. 'Don Dalman Ruiz' 


          


         'Yes? He wrote only that you would be making an indefinite
stay here, and that he desired me to render you all the assistance I could.
What may I do for you, senor?' 'I have been . . . robbed . .by someone who may
be here. In Villenos.' A deep, scouring reath. 'I want restitution.' 


          


          Don Bautista's plump jaw fell. 'But how can I. . . .' 'Tell
me.' There was a venomous glint in the other man's eyes. 'Any strangers, new to
the town . . . any uncommon chance. Don Dalman wrote to me.' Again a pause,
straining his hearer's nerves. 'He mentioned his son ... in thrall to some
young woman, newly arrived. The time is right, and I have already had a
clue....leading here. A friend who was followed.' 


          


          'A young woman?' The mayor swallowed half his wine at a
gulp, choked and dabbed at his beard with his handkerchief. 'Surely you were
not robbed by a woman?' 'In some sort. I want her caught.' The other's hand
trembled as he lowered his glass to the table. 'It is simple - get young Ruiz
to bring her here. Let me see her.' He sat back in his seat, breathing heavily.



          


          'Senor, I do not know what to say to you! To presume, on so
slight an occasion, that the lady you seek is here-' 'She may be. That is
enough. If I am mistaken ... no harm.' The fierce will that had driven Eugenio
de Castaneda so many tortuous leagues still drove the harsh, difficult voice
from between his twisted lips. 'What was taken from me...was priceless. I mean
to be revenged.' 


          'Senor, I -' Don Bautista broke off thankfully as the door
opened. 'A letter from Dona Jeronima de Herreros-' 


          


          'Not now!' 


          


          'But Don Bautista, her man says that it is of the very
greatest import, and he may not go until he has an answer. Shall I say-' 


          


          'Oh, give it me!' The mayor cast a haunted glance at the
slumped figure in the cushioned chair opposite him and extended his hand for
the letter, dismissing the man with a wave. With a muttered apology, he broke
the seal and scanned it, then his round eyes widened. He read it again, then a
third time, and at last raised his eyes to look at de Castaneda, saying slowly,
'If the girl that Don Dalman wrote of is indeed your fugitive, senor, I may be
able to lay my hand on her for you - if you can wait a day or two,' he added
prudently, as the grey face began to twitch in uncontrollable excitement. 


          


          'If I must.' The heavy head thrust forward eagerly;
pendulous now that de Castaneda's body was so wasted, it looked as though its
weight might drag him forward out of the chair. 


          


          'She is lodged in the house of a gentlewoman, a neighbour
of mine, near here. My friend sheltered the girl in good faith, of her charity,
but she writes me here that she fears she has been deceived.' Don Bautista
tapped the letter importantly, savouring his own invention. 'The girl, it
seems, is to have a child, which will bring such disgrace to my friend that
she— hrm! - proposes to withdraw her protection, and-' 


          


          'A child? Say again - a child?' The hoarse voice was almost
unintelligible, the hollowed chest labouring for air. 'Tell me-what this girl
is like.' 


          


          Alarmed by his guest's agitation, Don Bautista complied,
quite unaware that his own thwarted desires coloured the word-picture he drew.
De Castaneda listened intently and then leaned back with a crooked travesty of
his broad, mirthless smile. 


          


          'It is the same. Half my household...ran mad for her, the
bitch! Or else she could not have...made off so easily. Even Torres...if he had
bad blood...in his liver instead of ink....' There was a faint tremor in de
Castaneda's wasted fingers as though they tried to answer the impulse to drum
them, and a spark of anger lit his eyes. 'She had a confederate, one of my own
men. I trusted him. But I have someone...on his track now....I shall pay them
both.' 


          


          A qualm struck the mayor of Villenos. He doubted suddenly
whether Senor de Castaneda's methods would bear any semblance of legality, and
regretted his impulsive confidence. Whatever the little Margarita had done, he
would be sorry to put her into this man's power. . . . Tentatively he said, 'Don
Diego Ruiz has other plans for her, senor' 


          


          The distorted face twisted. 'He can have her...for a night.
I care not. Then I shall take her and...the child. That may recompense me,
if...' De Castaneda's voice faded, and a soundless chuckle shook his huddled
body. 'What would you have me do then, senor?' Don Bautista had abandoned the
effort to understand as he got to his feet. It might be safer, he was thinking,
to be the ox his wife called him and obey without thought. The bright eyes of
his guest looked uncomfortably fanatical when they gleamed like that under the
bleared, lashless lids. 


          


          'Send for this neighbour of yours. She may be of use. I
will offer to rid her...of her disgrace, and give her...gold for her expenses,
mmn?' De Castaneda looked up sharply with a ghost of his old grin. 'Even I have
heard of... la viuda Herreros.' 


          


          


          The few days that Pedrino had spent as the hero of the
Armendariz children, gossiping with Luis and indefatigably mothered by
Elisabeta, had more than repaid him for his trouble in seeking out his friend
Tristan to deliver his warning. Now he was off to the coast in search of new
employment, well-fed and rested. Secure in the knowledge of his own
unimportance-for he had learned long ago that few big people credited a dwarf
with more wit than an infant in arms - he had had no notion that he had been
followed in his errand, to Luis's house and then tediously via the Molina
residence to the Plaza Mayor and back. It was only after he had bidden Luis and
Elisabeta farewell, left messages for the sleeping children and set out for a
last word with the pellirojo before setting off on his travels that he noticed
the shadow behind him. 


          


          He stepped out faster; he had been a drunkard's living toy
on several occasions and disliked the experience acutely. But the step behind
him quickened with his own, echoing down the darkening street, and it was
coming closer. 


          


          Pedrino turned, catching his breath to shout and run. and
found himself facing the point of a sword. Then, as he saw the face behind it
and his eyes filled with horrified recognition, the blade drove cleanly through
his chest. 


          


          CHAPTER 15 


          


          


          Doña Jerónima allowed herself to be helped into her new
pink gown, and stood unmoving while Sanchia laced the bodice and settled the
spreading sleeves, pulling the undersleeves through the slashings in gauzy
silver puffs. There was a close necklet of diamonds about her throat and a knot
of deep pink ribbons to hide the leanness of her bosom, and the stomacher was
sewn with ropes of pearls, pink and white, that would probably never be paid
for. The widow's most impressive wig, wider than the span of her narrow
shoulders, had been dressed with knots of pink ribbon to match those on the
gown. 


          


          Things were mending themselves, Doña Jerónima thought as
she surveyed her reflection in the long glass. Who would have thought that fat,
stupid Bautista had so much wit as to think of disposing of Margarita so
neatly? If the man from Andalusia would not only take Don Diego's leavings but
wait until he had done, then the governor's son could hardly complain! 


          


          Her gaze grew reflective as she remembered the previous
night‘s visit to Bautista‘s house. She had gone angrily, supposing that he
wanted to dispute with her about his share of the twenty thousand - or even
that he had developed sentimental scruples over the girl. But instead she had
found him the dazed catspaw of the cripple, de Castañeda, whose mind worked so
much like her own. She had enjoyed the discussion as much as he, and everything
had been decided with a speed which had left Bautista gaping. 


          


          She had not believed the story of a robbery, but she cared
no more for de Castañeda's reasons for wanting Margarita than he did for hers
for sheltering an unknown girl. He had not seemed surprised to learn that she
had been unable to learn the name of the child‘s father, yet the thought had
seemed to please him, sending him into chuckling reverie whenever the baby was
mentioned. It was almost as if he knew already, Doña Jerónima thought briefly,
and then dismissed the puzzle; after all, there was no profit to be made from
learning the identity of a bastard brat that had ruined all her plans. 


          


          But now the whole business had been arranged with
smoothness and despatch, and another fifty thousand reales had arrived at the
Casa de Herreros that afternoon. Bautista might try to claim a share of it,
Doña Jerónima thought amusedly, but that was a game at which he would not win! 


          


          Her head turned slightly, snakelike, unconsciously preening
as she asked, 


          ‗What hour is it, Sanchia?‘ 


          


          ‗Just gone eight, señora. The first guests will be
arriving soon.‘ 


          


          ‗So they will.‘ Doña Jerónima smiled, and it was not
a pleasant smile. ‗I have just time-bring me the key to the rosewood
chest, and fetch me a cup of wine. I shall take the Señorita Margarita a
draught that will settle her queasy stomach.' 


          


          Sanchia‘s dark eyes were frightened, but she made no demur.
She had hoped against hope that this time her mistress might break her
invariable pattern, but it seemed that the Señorita Armendariz was to be
despatched even more quickly than most - she supposed that Doña Jerónima had
learned what the rest of the servants had known for weeks and tried to keep
from her prying eyes. She laid the key of the chest within reach of Doña
Jerónima‘s hand and left the room without a word. 


          


          The chest stood beside Doña Jerónima‘s bed, a beautiful
thing inlaid with a fretwork of mother-of-pearl, and she turned the key and
opened the lid with a little shiver of relish. The use of its contents was a
luxury that she seldom permitted herself, for the feeling of power it gave her
was too heady, one of the few genuine excitements she had left. She kept the
longing to use it more often curbed with her hard common sense; it would not do
to become addicted to treating people. Once, now and again, sufficed, or even
that game might lose its charm.... 


          


          Her hand went out to a small jar with a gilt top that
contained a coarse black powder. The substance looked intractable, but it
dissolved in wine with barely a trace and, once swallowed, would work a vestal
virgin into a frenzy of longing. It still made Doña Jerónima laugh silently to
think of shy little Ana and how she - 


          


          Sanchia returned with a cup of red wine and put it silently
beside her, and she glanced up with one eyebrow raised. ‗Ah, so you
guessed? Yes, red is a better concealment than white for this. Very well, you
may go.‘ She turned from the chest, smiling. ‗I shall take it to the girl
myself-you might forget yourself and blab.‘ 


          


          The maid took one small step backwards, then almost ran
from the room. Doña Jerónima‘s expression was complacent; she had been sure
that Sanchia meant to warn the girl when the cup was handed over, and now she
knew that she had been right. She dipped her fingers into the jar, then
hesitated with her hand suspended over the wine. Three grains had turned little
Ana into a screaming, insatiable she-animal without pride or shame; it would be
interesting to know what four would do, but such a dose might work too quickly.
With a slight sigh, Doña Jerónima dropped in three grains, restored the jar to
the chest and locked it up; then she picked up the cup to carry it to Juana,
taking care not to spill a drop as she went. 


          


          The girl was almost ready when she entered the room, and
she smiled to herself at the picture Juana made. Tonight she had taken care
that her young guest should be dressed simply, like a young girl without any
pretence of sophistication. She had a virginal look, calculated to put an edge
on Don Diego‘s appetite. 


          


          In the stiff-bodied, wide-skirted gown Juana looked
girlishly slender, and no man was likely to cavil at the fullness of breasts
taut against the demure collar of blue silk that covered them. The gown itself
was a deep, almost midnight blue, braided with gold and silver like a
star-filled sky. Juana‘s blue-black hair flowed loose round her shoulders in a
mass of silky tendrils, a bunch of gold ribbons knotted into it to brush one
cheek. 


          


          ‗That is very well, my dear, but you need something
to make it look more splendid, in place of those unfortunate pearls. You,
girl,‘ she addressed Juana‘s wide-eyed maid, ‗go to my bedchamber and
tell Sanchia to bring me the gold chain out of my ebony box.‘ She smiled
beneficently at Juana as the girl left the room, adding, ‗You look as
though you expect me to quarrel with you, or else beat you! I promise, we shall
resolve your future after tonight‘s ball, when my thoughts are free. In the
meantime, after yesterday afternoon‘s affair I have brought you something that
will see you through the night without any qualms. Here.‘ 


          


          She held out the wine-cup, and Juana took it reluctantly. ‗Señora,
I do not think I should drink wine, it makes the sickness worse. Some milk,
perhaps, or-or water-‘ 


          


          ‗Nonsense, this is exactly what you need. Swallow it
down before we go downstairs. Every drop, mind.‘ 


          


          Juana was lifting the cup to her lips when the maid
returned, breathless, with the chain, and simple distaste made her lower it
untouched. She thought wryly that Felipe Tristan‘s child promised to prove as
sober and coldblooded as his father - already he disliked it when his mother
drank wine. Swiftly, while Doña Jerónima was rating the maid for letting the
chain become tangled in her hands, Juana tipped most of the wine into the jug
that had held her water for washing, then put down the almost empty cup. 


          


          ‗Look, this will be ideal.‘ Doña Jerónima turned with
the now untangled chain. You can wear it over one shoulder, so. As she spoke
she allowed her eyes to travel to the contents of the cup, and Juana caught the
glance. 


          


          ‗I could not drink all of it, señora - I beg your
pardon.‘ 


          


          ‗No matter, that should serve.‘ Doña Jerónima patted
her cheek. In another hour, the widow was thinking, the blood would begin to
burn, the girl become peevish and discontented, shifting restlessly. Then she
would grow dazed and her senses would wander, and that would be the time to get
her out of sight. In two hours the drug would have her wholly in its grip. It
was to be hoped that Don Diego would keep his vow to arrive punctually tonight.



          


          ‗Now let us go down.‘ Doña Jerónima was smiling with
unusual warmth. ‗I have thrown open the great room for tonight - I hope
you appreciate, Margarita, the pains I have taken for this last feast in your
honour.‘ 


          


          


          By a little after nine the Casa de Herreros was crowded,
and Doña Jerónima, lingering at the head of the stairs to receive the last
latecomers, allowed herself an instant of regret. Inwardly she damned
Margarita's unknown lover. But for him it need not have ended so soon, this
most successful of all her schemes. She could have played these gaping fish for
another month without trouble, pretending that her protegée was hesitating over
the choice of her first lover. The contenders‘ 


          bounty would have restored all her lost fortunes, double
what she had had from the Andalusian. Now.... 


          


          The thought broke off as another couple ascended the steps towards
her, and her fingers tightened on the sticks of her fan as she watched their
approach. There was an appreciative gleam in her tiger-yellow eyes, and she
took a pace forward without being aware of it. 


          


          ‗Elena, my dear, how good to see you! And Señor
Stanford - that is a bold choice for one of your colouring, señor, but it
becomes you. Is it the English mode to take such risks?‘ 


          


          ‗No, señora, it is my own.‘ Tristan bowed over her
extended hand, and Elena gave a husky laugh. 


          


          ‗I thought he must be mad when he insisted upon that
colour, but Felipe is always right, as you see! I would not dare for myself.‘ 


          


          ‗You are very wise, Elena. When a woman passes a
certain age it is best not to be too reckless. Señor, perhaps you and I could
speak later?‘ Doña Jerónima's tone lowered and became veiled. ‗I have
some gauds here in the house that you may care to see - they are not to every
idle undiscriminating taste, but I think you might approve them.‘ She looked
upward through her lashes at his expressionless face. 


          


          ‗I shall be honoured,‘ he returned levelly. ‗From
what I have seen already 1 


          would judge that there is much here that I might covet.‘ 


          


          ‗Felipe!‘ Elena had moved ahead under the sting of
her hostess's tongue and now called back with a hint of pettishness. 


          


          Tristan, with a brief inclination of his red head, moved
unhurriedly after her. 


          


          Doña Jerónima watched him go rather thoughtfully. She would
never have suspected that big, cold-faced man of the necessary flamboyance to
wear purple velvet that should have clashed hideously with his flame-red hair.
For all his great height and magnificent physique, despite that outrageous
colouring, Elena‘s Englishman had always seemed somehow withdrawn; as though he
declined to use the magnetism he possessed, or perhaps was not even aware of
it. But now, dressed to draw the eye, he had assumed a charm that overbore his
normal mask of cold courtesy and made him - she admitted with an unusual quickening
of her pulse - twice as exciting. 


          


          Elena had tried to match her companion's audacity by
wearing a gown of amethyst, which with her pale skin and fox-coloured hair was
probably a wiser choice; the deeper shade would have drained her of all colour,
and what on the Englishman looked startling would merely look lurid. Doña
Jerónima allowed herself one last, contemplative look at Tristan's broad back,
noting how the breadth of his shoulders and the fire of his hair was enhanced
by the black cloak which matched the trimmings on the purple doublet, and
decided not to linger for more than another few minutes. Besides delivering
Margarita to Don Diego's embraces without attracting notice, she saw no reason
why she should not use the evening to seek some amusement on her own account. 


          


          It seemed to Juana that Don Diego Ruiz's attentions were
verging on the distasteful that evening. Whatever she did failed to rid her of
him, and he was behaving as though he had been chained to her side. He had
several times warned off other admirers who had approached her, as if he had
the right, she thought resentfully; as they talked his hands hovered over her,
lingering over her shape without touch ing her as though he were allowing his
imagination free rein, and there was an intent look in his eyes that Juana
mistrusted: she had learned to recognize desire in a man's expression. She felt
inclined to turn away and then, when he persisted, to round upon him with the
anger born of fright. She was trying in vain to catch Doña Jerónima‘s eye and
signal for help, but Don Diego, who had had warning that his prize might seem
coy and fractious in her first shyness after yielding, was not deterred. 


          


          ‗I know you cannot mean to be so cruel, señorita,‘ he
told her softly, ‗for you know how deeply your unkindness wounds me. I
shall hope for more grace later.‘ 


          


          ‗Then you had best seek it from another lady.‘ Juana
stared coldly into the brown eyes almost on a level with her own. ‗I can
assure you that my resolution is fixed.‘ 


          


          ‗So I hope,‘ he returned promptly, with a laugh that
mystified her. 


          


          Doña Jerónima, watching from a distance with one eye on the
clock, was well pleased: things were proceeding exactly as she had foreseen.
She beckoned Don Bautista, massive in skin-tight azure silk and what she
recognized contemptuously as paste diamonds, and he approached her with an
anxious look. 


          


          ‗Is everything arranged, Jerónima? My house has been
a madhouse all day today. People coming and going, and letters despatched all
over the town,‘ he added gloomily. ‗All my servants have been obeying
that man's behests and leaving me to fend for myself.‘ 


          


          Doña Jerónima's lips twitched. ‗Be quiet! Of course
everything is arranged, do you think I am a fool? Keys, opportunity,
everything. Look.‘ She nodded across the room to where Don Diego had moved
possessively close to Juana. ‗It goes well.‘ 


          


          ‗It looks to me as though she disdains him still.‘ 


          


          ‗A little longer and she will not be able to resist
him.‘ 


          


          Or any man, her thoughts added, but Bautista had best not
know that. She plied her fan expertly, sending a cooling breeze to her hollow
cheeks. 


          


          ‗He knows not to heed any peevish humours of hers,
and - Señor Stanford,‘ 


          she broke off with a small, complacent smile, ‗you
are prompt to take me at my word.‘ 


          


          Tristan greeted Don Bautista, then said lightly, ‗I
have not yet paid my respects to Señorita Armendariz, but it seems that I would
not be welcomed.‘ 


          


          His gaze rested thoughtfully on the slender figure in blue
and gold, his slanting eyes unreadable. Doña Jerónima's expression as she
followed his stare was a masterpiece of maternal indulgence. 


          


          ‗No, I fear you are right! It would be a pity to
interrupt the young lovers tonight.‘ Sudden determination hardened her smile as
she glanced up with a provocative tilt of her head but could not interpret the
look in those unnervingly expressionless eyes. ‗There is still a scruple
or two on Margarita‘s part,‘ she added almost briskly, ‗but young girls
are apt to fear for no better reason than that they are afraid. A first venture
always cures a maid of that.‘ 


          


          The red head swung round sharply, and she saw that he was
intrigued; at least it had taken his eyes off that wretched girl, but the
brilliant glitter in them disconcerted her for a moment. Then he said calmly, ‗I
have known it otherwise, but you must know her better than I; she may break
well to bridle. When do you mean to set her on?‘ 


          


          ‗Why, tonight.‘ 


          


          Doña Jerónima‘s brows lifted at the directness of the
question but she answered automatically, basking in the enigmatic Englishman‘s
close regard. He was watching her lips as if their movement fascinated him,
with a tautness about his tall lean frame quite different from his usual
relaxed stillness, and the skin round his scar had whitened. 


          


          ‗Don Diego there is to undertake the business in a
littles room I keep for such matters, at the end of my picture-gallery,‘ she
heard herself say, ‗and once he has schooled her there will be the end of
her coldness.‘ 


          


          ‗Is she cold, then?‘ 


          


          ‗Oh, I was never so deceived, I swear. When she first
came to me I thought she promised well - she said she was to have been
married-but if the nunlike humours she has shown me are honest, her husband
would have had a frosty time of it.‘ 


          


          She bit her thin lower lip, regretting her unwontedly frank
speech, but something in the tall man‘s expression as he watched the girl had
irritated her beyond caution, and she had taken the first stratagem to turn his
interest away. 


          


          ‗She is green, señor,‘ she added with deliberate
spite. ‗Too faint-hearted to go to hazard for any pleasure. If Don Diego
can strike any spark from her tonight, I wish him joy with all my heart.‘ 


          


          Tristan did not answer. His gaze had travelled back to
where Juana was circling slowly with Don Diego, her fingers resting almost
insensibly on the sleeve of his brocade doublet. Stance and expression were
unchanged, but Doña Jerónima realized with a stab of annoyance that she had
lost his attention. Onemore score to settle with that wretched girl, she
thought. She laid a whitened hand on the tall man's sleeve, drawing her
fingertips down a little way and then checking as if she were alarmed at her
own temerity. It was a device that had done excellent service in the past, and
she was gratified to feel the tightening of powerful muscles beneath the
velvet. So, she thought, this one was not as indifferent to women as he chose
to appear.... 


          


          ‗Señora, pardon me.‘ 


          


          The inclination of Tristan's head was so exactly judged
that she was unsure whether or not he mocked her as he moved away. Her hand
fell to her side almost at once, and she smiled frozenly. 


          


          ‗For what - or should I say for whom, señor?‘ 


          


          ‗What but the most important business could draw me
from your side.‘ It was not a question, but the brilliant eyes belied the
unemotional tone. ‗It is no less, my honour upon it,‘ he added rather
strangely. 


          


          Her yellowish eyes glittered. ‗I am half-minded to
deny you leave to go in spite of that, Señor Stanford. If I were captious, I
might say that no business could be more important than the loss of my favour.‘



          


          ‗And I might reply that I know you to be too
well-graced in intellect and far too deep in policy to seek to hold a man with
shows of temper like some tiresome virgin.‘ He watched the pique drain from her
face to be replaced by something like complicity, then raised her bejewelled
hand to within a hairsbreadth of his lips before he left her. Doña Jerónima
watched him go with a feeling of disappointment whose acuteness surprised her;
the ugly young man with the impossible hair had made her pulse race like a
girl‘s. If he went to Margarita now, she found herself thinking, she would claw
the little bitch‘s eyes out. 


          


          But he did not, and the knowledge gave her an odd thrill
triumph. Her gaze followed the glint of copper above the heads of her guests
for a few moments before it was lost to sight in the wreaths of smoke from so
many candles, but he was going towards the door that led to the hallway, away
from Margarita and Don Diego. Perhaps he had spoken the truth, and it was
business that called him after all. 


          


          ‗Jerónima, do you know what you have been saying? You
might as well have told him straight out that we are selling the girl! If the
fellow talks of it –‘ 


          


          ‗Oh, nonsense, Bautista, you are boring me.‘ The thin
brows jerked together, and Doña Jerónima shut her fan with a snap. ‗The
man is a stone, and besides, even if he does not impute it to our strange
customs, they understand such things in England - they are not hypocrites, like
so many here. I knew what I did.‘ 


          


          She stifled her own uneasiness and glanced sidelong at the
clock. It was nearing ten. Soon, she thought, with clenching fingers, soon....



          


          To Juana the festivities had taken on the air of some lunatic
ritual, without sense or purpose. It seemed insane that so many people should
crowd together, saying things that had no meaning while they pretended to be
what they were not. Don Diego was babbling to her of regard and admiration,
while they both knew well that he only cared to have her to bed with him. She
was acting the part of an unawakened girl while she carried another man‘s child
in her belly. She pretended ignorance to Don Diego because seeming not to
understand his intention was the most absolute denial of it, but the glimpse
she had had of Tristan across the room had made her hideously self-conscious.
He, too, pretended; watching her from another woman's side as coolly as if he
had never possessed her, never sowed his child within her. Don Diego, baffled
by her lack of response to his fertile flow of compliments, suddenly remembered
the advice that his hostess had whispered to him as he bowed over her hand on
his arrival. 


          


          ‗Treat her gently.‘ The whisper had not seemed to
disturb a muscle of her smiling face. ‗Make her believe that you mean
nothing but friendship. Then –‘ 


          Her hand closed for an instant into a tightly-clenched
fist. 


          


          Don Diego preferred the more open way, but now that it
seemed to be yielding him little he decided to change his tactics. ‗You
will drink with me at least, señorita?‘ he asked more mildly, and did not try
to clutch at her hand as her fingers fell from his at the dance‘s end. 


          


          She did not respond, and he repeated the question, and
after a moment she turned to him, looking curiously haunted. 


          


          ‗Pardon me, I did not hear what you said.‘ The tremor
in her voice emboldened Don Diego, ‗No matter. Something troubles you?‘ 


          


          ‗No. Only - have you seen Señor Stanford? The tall
Englishman with the scarred face?‘ 


          


          ‗What, the Condesa's cicisbeo?‘ His eyebrows lifted
in genuine surprise. ‗I shall grow jealous if you enquire for him - I
thought that even if you show this cruelty to me, there is no other man who
fares better!‘ 


          


          ‗There is not, but... that face of his displeases me,
and I should be glad to be sure that he has gone.‘ 


          


          ‗Oh,then - !' Don Diego shrugged magnanimously, a
difficult feat in his buckram-stiffened doublet. ‗I saw him a while
since, talking to our kind hostess, but I see no sign of him now. For sure he
has gone-such a giant cannot be overlooked.‘ 


          


          Juana forced a smile with her murmured thanks. It was as
well he had gone, she thought; it took away any chance that she would yield to
the wild urge to let him know what had happened to her. It would have been no
more than another minor victory to him; perhaps he would have seen it as a fit
revenge on her for trying to be quit of him, that now she should be condemned
to bear his child. She could picture the glint of unpitying amusement that would
have been in his eyes if she had confessed that he had achieved his first
purpose when he lay with her. Would it, she wondered bitterly, have been a jest
to share with the Condesa Elena? 


          


          She swayed and found Don Diego supporting her, his fingers
caressing at her waist, and his voice sounded blurred in her ears. ‗You
are faint –‘ She thought absently that he sounded more excited than disturbed. ‗Come,
let me help you to a chair.‘ 


          


          The sounds in the room were close at one moment, echoing
and distant the next; Juana closed her eyes weakly and let him help her to a
couch by the wall. She could hear a violent thudding close to her and realized
that it must be! Don Diego's heartbeat. She must be too heavy, she thought, too
heavy for him to lift.... She was roused from a waking dream of someone
carrying her as lightly as if she were a blown leaf when she was lowered to the
couch,| and she opened her eyes to see Don Diego bending over her. 


          


          ‗You are not well, señorita. Let me –‘ 


          


          ‗It is nothing. A passing faintness, that is all.‘
Juana‘s mouth was dry as she spoke, and the room seemed to be swinging like a
brawling bell; giddiness caught her afresh, and she had a sudden terror that
she was going to vomit again. She was aware of a shimmer of rose-pink somewhere
in her range of vision, and lifted an ashen, glassy-eyed face to Doña Jerónima.
The widow eyed her appraisingly, but Juana did not recognize the expression on
her face. 


          


          ‗Do not crowd her so, all of you. If Margarita is
faint she needs air, not advice.‘ 


          


          Juana had not realized until then how many had clustered
around her. They melted away obediently, and she felt a thin arm supporting her
shoulders, the coolness of silk against her cheek. 


          


          ‗Come now, my dear, do not try to speak for a moment;
you have been overcome by the heat of the room, and now you must sit quietly
until all these kind folk have dispersed.‘ The thread of meaning beneath the
gentle words made those who still lingered turn away sharply, and in moments
only Don Diego still stood before them, his gaze on the elder woman, not the
girl. 


          


          ‗Is she -?‘ he began hesitantly. 


          


          ‗Go on, man, go on!‘ Doña Jerónima‘s lips curled as
she gazed at him above Juana‘s drooping head. ‗This could not be better
for your cause. Go where I bade you - I shall bring her presently,‘ she added
under her breath. 


          


          With a last look at Juana‘s white face Don Diego obeyed,
hoping that the girl would not remain so listless for long; then he sketched a
bow and hurried away with a jaunty, almost cocksure step. 


          


          Doña Jerónima grimaced slightly and bent her head to
address Juana, her voice as sweet as warm honey. ‗Margarita-Margarita!
Look up, my dear. Do you feel a little better now?‘ 


          


          For a moment Juana did not respond to the name, and then
she recollected herself and lifted her head sharply from Doña Jerónima‘s
shoulder. ‗Yes, of course,‘ she answered weakly, ‗but I - I cannot
understand it. I never faint.‘ 


          


          ‗Sit here for a while, and then when you can stand I
shall take you out of this crowd. You will recover faster away from this
hubbub.‘ 


          


          Juana drew a deep breath and forced herself to her feet. 


          


          The covert gazes that surrounded her seemed to barb her
skin like tiny arrows, and suddenly she could not endure them any longer. 


          


          ‗No need to linger, señora, I had rather go now; as
you say, it must have been the heat.‘ 


          


          She wondered whether Felipe Tristan had seen her swoon; but
no, Don Diego had said he must have gone, and in any case he would not have
been concerned; still less would be have risked revealing any connection
between them in front of so many watching eyes. He would not risk his secrecy,
nor his Elena's affection, if she were to fall dead before him, she thought. 


          


          ‗Then come.‘ 


          


          Doña Jerónima regarded her with a tinge of admiration as
she went with her to the door. That powder had never failed yet, she was
thinking; the little fool looked as white as a ghost, yet she did not cling to
her arm or mutter pettishly as many had. She accorded Juana a mental nod of
respect, for in that at least the girl had proved stronger than many men. 


          


          Juana, catching sight of her face as she turned to smile at
her, could only wonder why Doña Jerónima‘s small, almost ascetic face had
suddenly reminded her of Eugenio de Castañeda‘s. It was something about the
eyes, a look of cold relish... but the thought made no sense, for Doña Jerónima
had shown her nothing but kindness. 


          


          


          The faintness passed rapidly as soon as Juana left the
grand salon, and she began to revive with every breath she drew. Doña Jerónima
did not speak to her but seemed content; merely to guide her along the quiet
corridors. It was not for a minute or two that Juana noticed that they were
not, as she had numbly assumed, going towards her bedchamber. ‗Señora,
where are we going?‘ 


          


          She thought that the widow stiffened before she answered,
but the elder woman‘s tone was bland. ‗Recovered so soon, my dear? I am
taking you to see the pictures in my gallery - I must have said I would do so
one day, I am sure. No? 


          Well, it is no matter. I believed when you came that there
was plenty of time for you to see them, but since you will be leaving me so
soon.... No, we will not talk of it tonight. Rest here and look at the
paintings, and when you feel fit you can rejoin the guests below. Look, here is
the gallery.‘ Her voice had changed subtly. 


          ‗There is an alcove at the far end with a couch; if
you wish to spend a little time here-stay as long as you wish, for I promise
you you shall see things here that no other house I know can boast of.‘ 


          


          There was a hint of amusement beneath her smooth tone, but
her eyes met Juana‘s blandly for a moment before she turned in a rustle of
rose-pink skirts. 


          


          ‗Enjoy yourself, my dear. Come and find me when you
have done, if there is time.‘ 


          


          Her voice echoed mockingly down the lamplit gallery as her
footsteps faded, and Juana stood still a moment, bewildered. She took a few
steps after her, then with a defeated shrug turned towards the pictures that
lined the walls. There was no sense of danger in this inviting, airy place; no
dark, frowning panelling, no doors that locked upon people who entered through
them. For weeks, since the night before Bartolomé had died, she had been
plagued by dreams of being trapped in dark places, clawing at doors that would
not open. Now, reassured by her own apparent freedom, she decided to obey her
hostess's strange instructions before she ventured back among the guests, back
into that sickening heat downstairs. 


          


          Moving to the first picture she recoiled with a gasp,
hesitated, and then looked closer. It was a brilliant example of perverted
skill. Pure filth had been painted so graphically, so lovingly, that she felt
dirtied by gazing at it. With a sound of pure detestation she backed away and
turned to the next. Then another. Then another. 


          


          Each one was worst than the last, she thought
half-hysterically. What possessed Doña Jerónima, that she should keep such
things in her house? She was backing now, afraid to turn her back on the
paintings; and as she collided with something behind her she screamed. 


          


          Her cry was choked off by a gloved hand that clamped across
her mouth, and an arm pinioned her against muscular human hardness so quickly
that she had no time to struggle. She twisted her head futilely, striving with
every nerve to call out, but she could not; her hands clawed vainly at the
imprisoning arm, but even as she did so its hold tightened, lifting her
humiliatingly clear of the ground so that she was powerless, her feet kicking,
all her weight borne by the crushing grip round her ribs that threatened to
suffocate her. 


          










          ‗Be still,‘ a voice advised her. ‗You will only
waste your strength and hurt yourself.‘ 


          


          For the space of a heartbeat Juana hung motionless, then
she began to fight like an animal, clawing and kicking in frenzy and trying to
bite the hand across her mouth. The man's arm tightened even more, until she
thought that her bones would crack; all the breath was forced from her lungs,
and with a tormented gasp she hung slackly in his grip. 


          


          


          ‗You need not be so modest with your husband as with
your aspiring lovers,‘ Felipe Tristan said evenly. ‗I have warrant for
this, more than any other.‘ 


          


          She felt his hand leave her mouth to trace the angle of her
jaw, but she was too spent to cry out. With an enormous effort, she forced out,
‗Why are you here?‘ 


          


          ‗I came at your kind hostess‘s instigation. She let
fall that you had not yet chosen a lover, so I am putting in for one. I may
please you as well as the noble ram she had penned here for you.‘ 


          


          The last words meant nothing. Juana retorted breathlessly, ‗As
well as you please your mistress, do you mean? I do not share her taste –‘ 


          


          ‗Are you sure? She praises me highly.‘ He sounded
incredibly, outrageously calm. ‗But perhaps you are less willing to be
pleased - or do you favour the popinjay after all? You always had a
predilection for small dark men, did you not? I fear you must make shift
elsewhere for tonight,‘ he continued through her goaded exclamation. ‗He
disapproved so mightily of my forestalling him here that I was something rough
with him; I doubt he will wake within this hour.‘ 


          


          Juana squirmed suddenly, throwing all her weight against
his imprisoning arm and kicking backwards blindly at his legs. It was
unreasoning, a last frantic rebellion against the unemotional mockery in his
voice and her own helpless longing for his touch, but Tristan held her as
easily as he might have held an angry kitten. When he spoke again his tone had
altered, grown harder. 


          


          ‗This stubbornness of yours irks Doña Jerónima,
Juana, and she wants you rid of it along with your supposed chastity - Don
Diego was her choice, but better one who knows you are no virgin. It is poor
policy to cheat too many men.‘ 


          


          ‗I - did - not - cheat!‘ Juana started to say, ‗She
knows I am no virgin as well as you,‘ but the iron band round her ribs
tightened so that her voice failed her in a sob of pain. 


          


          ‗You cheated me of a wife,‘ his hand gripped her jaw,
forcing her head back, against his shoulder, arching her throat so that he
could look into her eyes, 


          ‗and perhaps a little fortune. You had better not try
to cheat me of this.‘ 


          


          She tried to cry out, but the brand of his scar was against
her lips as his mouth came down on hers, pitiless and ravaging. In spite of
herself her blood quickened as his kiss probed her mouth; as she fought
desperately to quell her own revealing response she did not notice his adroit
fingers at the neck of her gown until the demure silk collar loosened and she
felt the cool slither of kid invading her gown, shocking against the softness
of her breast. 


          


          ‗Felipe, let me go.‘ She spoke unknowingly, almost
feverishly against his lips, shocked beyond measure by the caress of his gloved
hand. It traced the shape of her with an intimate insistence the more lethally
disturbing for being so controlled, and she felt with a sort of wild shame the
instant response of her own body. She could have fought violence, she thought,
but not this subtle, tantalizing provocation that made her shiver and burn by
turns. 


          


          The arching of her body was not lost upon him, and there
was a strange gleam close to triumph in his eyes as he loosened his hold on her
ribs and let her straining feet find the floor, turning her to face him while
he stripped the gloves from his hands without releasing her, his white teeth
meeting on each fingertip in turn. The gloves were tossed to the floor at her
feet, unheedingly, and then she was caught in his arms. 


          


          ‗This is lawful, remember.‘ 


          


          The whisper came against her throat, but she paid no heed
to the satire in the words as the gown was pulled ruthlessly from her
shoulders, baring her breasts, and he was gripping her so that she could not
hide herself or turn away. She heard herself utter a long sigh, then he stooped
and his mouth moved from her throat to her breast in deliberate possession. She
stood still and unresisting, racked by little shudders of delight at the feel
of his hands across her naked back, bending her to invite him. 


          


          ‗Felipe –‘ she sounded like a troubled child – ‗someone
will come....‘ 


          


          ‗No. Why do you think la viuda left you here?
This is what she intended for you tonight –‘ the sudden demand of his mouth
made her gasp – ‗only with a different partner.‘ His hand explored the
shape of hip and thigh through her silken skirts, probing and insistent. ‗Besides,
no one will censure a husband who is lying with his own wife.‘ 


          


          ‗Are you not content yet?‘ Her eyes were anguished as
she tried to twist away from him. ‗Or do you mean to collect interest on
your debt until Doomsday?‘ 


          


          ‗And beyond. Why not?‘ The look on his face was
hidden as he bent his head again, his arms tightening about her. 


          


          The touch of his tongue was all her awareness and she
moaned, not knowing that her head fell back in helpless abandon, that the
responsive curve of her body was all invitation. There was a tingling in her
flesh as if her senses had been sleeping and were only now wakening into life;
she let him lower her to the floor without protesting and only stretched
beneath him, yielding to the heaviness upon her without knowing what she did.
Her breathing quickened as his hands drove beneath her skirts, sliding up her
slender thighs to thrust impatiently between them. Then the brush of velvet
came against her soft flesh, followed by the hard heat of him, and she felt it
invade her in gout after gout of liquid flame. 


          


          Her whole body was beating with one vast pulse as she clung
to him, pinned like a frantic bird by the shaft of her own desire, the flames
of it consuming the very core of her being. Something thick and soft, like
strands of silk, lay across her cheek, and she realized dimly that it was a
lock of Tristan‘s long red hair, like a tongue of flame on her pale-gold skin.
Her fingers clawed at his back as his body crushed hers, and then, abruptly,
she was forced beyond pain and beyond thought, into Elysium. 


          


          ‗Felipe, no.‘ 


          


          The protest was a mere whisper, and although Juana's lips
shaped it in genuine pleading, her hands went out to touch the warm skin of
Tristan‘s chest in sensuous delight. In answer his hands cupped her face, the
palms hard against her cheekbones, spread fingertips stroking her loosened
hair, and his lips brushed her mouth deliberately as his body claimed hers
again. 


          


          ‗Juana, yes.‘ He watched the little spasm of shock
take her, dilating her eyes and making her colour fluctuate, and then his eyes
narrowed slightly. 


          ‗'Something is wrong - what is it?‘ 


          


          She had remembered the child, but she could not tell him.
They said that childbearing women should not let their husbands touch them if
they wanted to be delivered safely, that much she knew; she might already have
killed his son by her own wantonness. She caught her breath as he moved,
holding her more tightly, and tried to thrust him away. 


          


          ‗I cannot remember when you –‗She strained
unavailingly away from him. 


          ‗I must go before someone finds us.‘ 


          


          ‗Go? Go where? Back to that woman-pander who tried to
sell you to Ruiz?‘ 


          


          ‗You said that before.‘ She paused, staring at him,
startled by the ruthless set of his mouth and the iciness of his eyes. ‗You-you
tried to tell me-‘ 


          


          ‗That your beloved Doña Jerónima is a whore and a
bawd - no, keep still - do you know what they say of her here? That if she
cannot betray a maid by trickery she will do it by witchcraft and charge an
even greater fee.‘ 


          


          Juana‘s brain reeled. She had spoken in confusion, hardly
knowing what she said, only that she must be free of his arms before he found
out about the baby. The accusation jarred her. 


          


          ‗You are lying! You say that to discredit her and
make I me leave her protection, so that you - so that –‗' 


          


          ‗Oh, she gives you rare protection. What call you
this?‘ Tristan withdrew from her, sardonically surveying her sprawled limbs. ‗You
forget the lordling with the dented skull who thought he would be lying here in
my place. Can you trust her yet?‘ 


          


         Juana sat up, trying not to let him see her tremble; she
dared not listen, to him or to the doubting voices inside her own head. She had
to trust Doña Jerónima, for there was no alternative; now that Tristan's
revenge was slaked, there was nothing between them except her own absurd,
unwanted love. 


          


          ‗More than you! I thank you for your care of me –‘
her voice was harsh – 


          ‗but I trust you less than any creature living-I
remember too well your past kindnesses to me.‘ 


          


          Pain welled up in her as she spoke and she would have
turned her head away, but Tristan caught her chin and forced her to face him.
He was staring down at her, poised alertly with his face as still as sculptured
stone, his green eyes winter-pale. 


          


          ‗Would you believe a thing I told you upon oath?‘ 


          


          She hesitated, startled by a quality in his tone that she
did not recognize, and for a moment she looked at him wonderingly. Then her
eyes hardened and she shook her head. 


          


          ‗Not if the thing I must believe would profit you.
You told me your creed once, do you remember? ‗I am a mercenary, and I
help myself.‘ You should offer your oaths to the Condesa Elena - or does she
know you too well to believe them, either?‘ 


          


          His hand fell slowly, and she took courage now that he was
no longer touching her. 


          


          ‗Besides, there is little you could swear by if you
risked an oath,‘ she continued. ‗You scorn the Church: your honour was
forfeit in that compact of ours when you gave it for mine, and a poor, ragged,
bloodstained thing it is, as mine is now.‘ 


          


          He did not answer, but his stillness frightened her. 


          


          With an effort that was like driving a knife into her own
flesh she said, ‗Let us part here - why not? There is no more strength in
the bond that ties us together, now that the Duque‘s death is known and not
regarded.‘ 


          


          ‗You married me.‘ 


          


          ‗Because it answered your purpose. You got my
property by it.‘ 


          


          Juana was shivering as she waited for him to reply. Her
head was bent low, her blue-black hair veiling her face like a cloud, as she
fastened her gown with a devotion that hid her face from him. 


          


          After a long moment Tristan said without inflection, ‗You
would end it between us then, utterly?‘ 


          


          She nodded, her hands held motionless. 


          


          ‗You could have saved us both these weeks of travail
if you had spoken to me so before.‘ Unexpectedly, there was a tired note in the
even voice. ‗I am honoured by your confidence, madam; you have been
marvellously open with me.‘ The words held a sudden whiplash. ‗I shall,
of course, do your gracious bidding and take my leave of you.‘ 


          


          He rose to his feet with the rapid economy that was his,
and Juana found herself praying that he would go quickly. She could not bear
his closeness; in another instant she would break down, turn to him blindly and
cling to his knees like a beggar. But just as she became conscious that he had
not moved, his hand brushed her shoulder and she gave a little cry. 


          


          ‗No need for that.‘ He withdrew his band instantly,
and his voice was almost gentle. ‗That last card of yours was an ace. I
remit the debt in full from this moment.‘ 


          


          ‗Thank you.‘ The words hurt her throat. 


          


          Tristan stood for an instant longer, his head thrown back
in that arrogant stance of his as though he waited for something more, but she
did not speak again. After a pause he said, ‗The second doorway on the
right of the corridor will bring you to the staircase, and you will find your
way from there. Adios, Juana.‘ 


          


          She did not hear his footfalls as he walked away for the
misery that was choking her, and it cost her long moments of silent struggle
before she could call out, ‗Felipe –‘ and then only silence answered her.



          


          For a long time she could not believe that he had gone. She
knelt where she was, trying to force her numb and stupefied brain to work. She
felt that perhaps, if she refused to admit that time had moved, then she could
deny what had happened; it seemed incredible that her desperation to keep her
condition secret should have forced her to a stand that had made him set her
free, when she no longer wanted to be free as long as he was willing to keep
her with him. Then slowly, as if she were moving against her will, her arms
crossed before her and she began to rock back and forth in a silent paroxysm of
grief. There were no tears. Tears were a relief, and she had none. 


          


          At last she stopped swaying and stood up with the cautious,
pain-racked movements of an old woman, her head bowed hopelessly on her slender
neck. Then she started, staring round her, the colour flying to her cheeks. A
faint sound, no more than a scuffle, had reached her ear, and she thought in
quick, incredulous joy, He has come back. She waited, not moving a
muscle, and heard the thunder of her heartbeats quieten as the hope died, but
the sound was not repeated. 


          


          An idea made her drop her gaze to the floor in sudden
eagerness, her eyes probing the pools of light and shadow. A gleam of metal
shone there; Doña Jerónima‘s chain, that she had hung over Juana's shoulder
such a short time ago. It must have snapped as she struggled in Tristan's arms.



          


          But it was not what she sought, and she did not even bother
to pick it up. 


          


          She saw her prize suddenly on the edge of a pool of light,
dark against the bright Moorish rug, and stooped swiftly. A pair of purple
gloves embroidered with jet, the gloves that Felipe had thrown down before he
kissed her in a parody of her first challenge to him. She was holding their
softness against her cheek as she turned towards the doorway, and then as she
recognized the man who stood within its frame she froze, her eyes widening
unbelievingly. She had never thought to see him again, never dreamed he could
be here.... Almost in slow motion, the gloves slipped from her slackened
fingers to the floor. 


          


          It was the Italian, Riccardo Martinetti. 


          


          


          Doña Jerónima glanced watchfully at the clock's gilded
face. She did not feel anxiety-she was too confident of her own infallibility
for that - but a niggling sense of impatience, of unease, because things were
proceeding much more slowly than she had calculated. By now she had expected to
be assailed by an indignant Don Diego, and she had stationed herself and
Bautista near the door to quell any complaint of cheating that he might make.
Much longer and he would outstay the hour she had mentally allowed him, with
the proviso that his disappointment would probably make him quit the girl far
sooner than that. A fine thing, she thought, if he were so easily reconciled
that he was still at his game when the other came! 


          


          ‗Jerónima, my dear, have you seen Felipe?‘ The
Condesa Elena paused in passing, a set quality about her charming smile. ‗I
have not seen him since he came to speak with you, more than an hour ago - have
you disposed of him with one of your famous potions?‘ 


          


          ‗Why, no! Has he not returned to you? He left me with
the plea of most urgent business, but I quite thought that he meant to resume
his duties when that was done.‘ It was so sweetly said that the insult was not
at first apparent.‘ 


          


          Elena‘s fan fluttered, and she answered, still smiling, ‗It
may be that he is in hiding from those who pursue him. He is too much a man, my
poor Felipe, and every old hag tries to entangle him!‘ 


          


          She swept away. Doña Jerónima watched her go with a rather
grim smile, then her eyes strayed again to the clock. 


          


          Don Bautista, watching her, said gloomily, ‗Twenty
thousand reales. I wish.... It is not so much, twenty thousand.‘ 


          


          ‗Ten - and that is more than you can get in bribes in
a year.‘ She turned to him impatiently, and one thin hand moved in one of her
rare nervous gestures. 


          ‗Ten for you, ten for me, and you profit on your
investment by one hundred percent. Stop complaining, and wait here while I go
and find out what is happening. Don Diego should be back by now.‘ 


          


          It was just like Jerónima, Don Bautista thought gloomily,
to do the errand herself when most women would have insisted that a man should
go. He shuffled his feet, then settled himself to lean against the wall in
contravention of every rule of deportment. Doña Jerónima eyed him acidly but
did not comment, and then she went unobtrusively out and up the stairs to the
next storey with as much swiftness as her bulky skirts and high-heeled slippers
would permit. 


          


          She had ordered that fewer lamps should be lit on the upper
flights of stairs, in case her guests should be tempted to stray there tonight
and see or hear what they should not. From the dimness of the flight she was
climbing, the hall below looked like a lighted well glowing with colour, the
people passing foreshortened into curious creatures like darting, brilliant
fish. She was about to hurry on when someone crossed from the foot of the
stairs to the main door and went out into the street. So that was where the
Englishman had got to, she mused, and realized that she had halted while she
wondered whether he meant to return. With a quick grimace of self-mockery, she
turned and burned on up the stairs - she had never allowed lesser matters to
distract her from more serious business, and she would not now. 


          


          She had almost reached the head of the stairs when a sound
attracted her attention, a muffled rustling and a noise like a groan. It could
not be the girl, she thoughts unless something had gone seriously wrong; by now
de Castañeda's man should have come for her. If Don Diego had damaged the goods
that were to go to him, he would regret it. Perhaps a guest had wandered up
here after all, or perhaps.... 


          


          A high-backed couch in a nearby alcove had been shifted a
little away from the wall, and the noises seemed to be coming from behind it.
Tentatively, still listening for any other noise that might tell her what was
happening, Doña Jerónima tiptoed over to the couch and peered over the back of
it. What she saw resembled at first a bundle of cloth, crumpled and tangled in
a heap; then she saw that the bundle was shifting and groaning, and that it had
a battered face with a bleeding nose and blackened eyes, barely recognizable as
Don Diego Ruiz. De Castañeda's man must have come too early, she thought with
annoyance, and exceeded his instructions so far that by his thoughtlessness she
was left to pass off an unconscious man as best she could - a man whose face
had been beaten almost to pulp, and what was worse, the governor‘s son. Doña
Jerónima bit her lip. There must be a way - some way-


          She smiled at the simplicity of the solution. How should
she, a poor distressed widow, know how her honoured guest came to have been
beaten and his body secreted there? It was for others to guess, to wonder and
lament. She had only to raise the alarm and protest perfect ignorance - Don
Diego‘s testimony, if he gave it, could not implicate her - and nothing could
be proved against her. 


          


          Stepping back, she essayed a cry of alarm. It was so
difficult to behave like a panic-stricken fool, when normally she would have
called a servant or two and simply had Don Diego carried home for his people to
tend. But she must do better than that, she knew, if her horror was to carry
proper conviction. Perhaps if she dashed screaming downstairs - no one would
suspect her if she caterwauled enough. 


          


          Calling for help with increasing volume, she began to run
downstairs in a fine simulation of heedless panic. She had reached the point
where the stairs turned upon themselves to sweep down into the entrance hall;
as she ran she misjudged the width of the narrower tread and her high heel
slipped and turned, wrenching her ankle. Staggering for balance, she trod on
the hem of her rose-pink gown, tripped and pitched forward. Her outstretched
hands clutched at the polished balustrade, missed their grip, and then as she
felt herself helplessly falling she knew with a sort of detachment that she
would bounce off the treads below her and crash down on the hall's polished
marble floor and break every bone in her body. 


          


          Even as she screamed, Doña Jerónima was thinking, What a
stupid way todie. 


          


          


          CHAPTER 16 


          


          


          Felipe Tristan's thoughts were preoccupied as he left the
Plaza Mayor and turned in the direction of the Conde de Molina's house, or else
he would have had warning that he was being followed. As it was, he noticed
nothing until his path was suddenly obstructed: out of the darkness moving
shadows converged on him, and when he would have brushed impatiently past they
shifted position to block his path. 'A moment of your time, senor,' a voice
said. 


          


          


          Tristan halted. 'Well?' 


          


          


          'We are fortunate to find you. We were going to la
viuda's  house to seek you when we
saw you come out and followed you. Tell me, was the entertainment there not to
your liking?' 


          


          


          Tristan's pose of watchful patience did not alter, but his
lean frame was suddenly, tautly alert. The slanting eyes were as green as a
cat's as he said tonelessly, 'I have had a fairer welcome in my time, Senor de
Frontenera.' 


          


          


          Someone's breath caught in a gasp, and another voice said,
'You expected us, then?' 


          


          


          'No, senor, but I am no more deaf than another, and your
brother still holds to that orange-flower water he holds so dear. To my mind it
would become a woman better, but each to his own.' 


          


          


          'You are bold with us, senor.' 


          


          


          Tristan counted the shadows again before he answered: four,
perhaps five. He said levelly, 'You did not waylay me for an exchange of
compliments at such an hour, I am assured.' 


          


          


          


          'No.' It was the first voice, Francisco's. 'We would not
expect the behaviour of a gentleman from one who dishonours our family so
openly.' 


          


          


          Two of the other shadows edged forward, and Tristan sensed
the presence of at least one other close behind him. 


          


          


          'A large family,' he commented dryly. 


          


          


          'The disgrace you have done us does not warrant an
honourable answer - we would be favouring you above your desert if we
challenged you according to rule for sullying our sister's reputation!'
Agostin, always quicker to anger than his brother, was already losing his
temper. 


          


          


          Tristan nodded, looking in the direction of the unseen
speaker. 


          


          


          'Is that  your
quarrel? Then I understand this better.' The sardonic voice embraced the
darkened street and the crowding, dark-cloaked shapes. 'You would be laughed at
for your honourable fury if the world knew - better to defend your sister's
virtue in darkness.' 


          


          


          'Why? Why should they laugh?' Agostin was almost choking,
and his brother put a restraining hand on his arm. I Tristan's keen eyes caught
the movement. 'Because your sister is well known as the town whore, and her
reputation is long past healing by your good swords. Your pardon, senors.' 


          


          


          His brief bow was pure satire, but the green eyes were
without amusement as he took an unhurried step forward. 


          


          


          Agostin clutched his shoulder. 'Stand fast, you dog.' Any
scandal about Elena is of your making, not hers! She-' 


          


          


          Without apparent effort, Tristan shook free of the younger
man's grip. 


          


          


          Francisco intervened, his tone more controlled than his
brother's. 'What a few peasants say about my sister does pot concern us, senor.
Our quarrel is that you have been the cause of this.' A sheet of paper showed
grey in the darkness. 'A letter writ to us, complaining that you have done
damage to her reputation by living openly as her lover. Gossip we might ignore,
but never such a denunciation 


          - it touches us too nearly. And no peasant wrote it.' 


          


          


          'Who did?' 


          


          


          The question made Francisco's hair rise on the back of his
neck, but he replied with creditable calm, 'It is unsigned, senor. Do you deny
what it says?' 


          


          


          'No.' The monosyllable came measuredly. 'It is true that I
have been bedding with your honourable sister, no matter what the circumstance.'



          


          


          'Take him.' 


          


          


          Francisco's command was like a trigger, but it came too
late. Tristan had spun round with his back to the adjacent wall, commanding a
view of all his assailants, and was already fending off a hail of blows from
Agostin. for a moment it seemed that he was letting the younger man exhaust
himself by pounding futilely at his ribs, but suddenly he picked him up off his
feet, with the calm of an adult tiring of a child's monotonous game, and hurled
him bodily at the opposite wall. His body brought down two of his companions,
bowling them over like skittles, before he hit it. The three collapsed in a
sprawling, semi-conscious tangle, and even before Agostin had finally landed,
Tristan had drawn his sword. 


          


          


          'A duellist.' Francisco sneered. 'Did my sister's wealth'
purchase you the right to a weapon?' 


          


          


          'No, senor, only the sword.' 


          


          


          'Let us see how well you can use it, then!' 


          


          


          The blades clashed; the two other men fell back
instinctively, making a clear space. The narrowness of the street made fighting
difficult, and the opponents circled each other warily, feeling with their feet
for the ground they could not see. Then Francisco launched himself forward, his
blade slicing upwards at his opponent's neck, and the tight was joined. 


          


          


          Francisco de Frontenera was neither a reckless youth nor a
fool. He had gambled on the well-known truism that very tall men were clumsy
fighters, that they gave away in speed and lack of co-ordination what they
gained in strength and reach, and he had never been more wrong. He found
himself fighting a man whose sword seemed to have a life of its own, flickering
through feint, deflection and intricate parry like a flame of steel while its
owner stood idle, moving lightly forward a step at a time. 


          


          


          That swift despatching of his brother should have warned
him, Francisco thought, but he had supposed it no more than a lucky feat of
brute strength. Now he found himself overmatched in almost every way he could
think of, his most devious strokes parried effortlessly, his most successful
stratagems coolly foreseen and countered before they could be employed.
Whatever he attempted, he could not surprise the Englishman; the other blade
always met his, patiently, remorselessly, and he had begun to give back. Those
inhuman eyes, watching him detachedly in the dark, were beginning to unnerve
him. 


          


          


          'Does my skill content you, senor?' Tristan's breathing was
barely hurried. 


          


          


          'Well enough. Where did you learn it?' 


          


          


          'First in Seville, then in Toledo. Have you heard of the
fencing-school there?' 


          


          


          Francisco just managed to parry a singing thrust, and said
scornfully, 'Who has not? But I did not know that it accepted-' he
lunged-'foreign scum as pupils.' 


          


          


          Tristan's blade deflected his almost casually. 'They do
not. I was a master there, for my sins.' 


          


          


          Francisco bared his teeth. 'I was deceived, then. The place
has a good reputation.' 


          


          


          'It must be your vice to trust unwisely,' Tristan agreed
lightly, with deliberate provocation. 


          


          


          There was a swift flurry of blades, and Tristan advanced a
foot. Francisco felt his arm beginning to tire; his blade wavered, then
recovered, and he found himself staring up into Tristan's eyes like a sparrow
before a peregrine falcon. He had never seen such eyes, he thought
irrelevantly; brilliant green, unreadable and remote, utterly soulless.
Unnerved, he took a careless pace back and stumbled over something that lay on
the ground. There was a cry of pain from the wounded man he had trodden on, and
Francisco heard himself shouting frantically, 'To me! 


          To me!' Tristan glanced past him, his gaze measuring. 'One
of your cohorts has left you,' he said quietly. 


          


          


          Francisco risked a look; there was only one man on his feet
at the perimeter of the fight. With a sob that was partly fury, partly shame at
his own cowardice, he struck out afresh. 


          


          


          Tristan parried and said, 'I would have given you back that
disadvantage.' 


          and then his hand moved to the clasps that held his silken
cloak. While Francisco's confederate was still hovering, waiting for his best
chance to attack, Tristan had wound the cloak round his left arm and had turned
slightly to confront both men. 


          


          


          The sheer artistry of what happened next held Francisco
momentarily spellbound. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his confederate
move in for the attack, saw Tristan's left arm move, the right still holding
his sword at ward, and the cloak slashed swiftly and blindingly at the other
man's head. The man managed to duck and fell halfway to his knee as Francisco,
recovering, pressed forward; he felt his sword parried quickly and cleanly,
while the other man's blade was taken in the folds of the cloak and wrenched
forcibly from his numbed hand, caught and tossed, ringing, over the nearby
wall. 


          


          


          Reading the intent in his antagonist's scarred face,
Francisco tried to wind his own cloak round his arm, but he lacked the
dexterity to free it from its fastenings without lowering his blade. His
backward steps were quickening, his breath rasping in his throat, when a sound
like an explosion made both combatants freeze in sheer surprise. For an instant
no one moved at all. 


          


          


          Then, without a sound and with a suddenness that was
somehow shocking, Tristan crumpled and fell. His body dropped, twisting, to the
ground and lay still, and as he raised his eyes from it Francisco saw beyond
the gleam of a pistol-barrel, fired from the ground by Agostin. Fittingly the
brothers' eyes met as though they tasted their mutual dishonour, and then the
others scrambled to their feet and rushed forward, kicking the lifeless body
savagely. 


          


          


          'Leave him,' Francisco rapped, half strangled with
breathlessness and selfdisgust. 'See if he is dead.' 


          


          


          One of the others knelt. 'A wound in the leg, a bad one,'
he said after a moment. 'A pity you did not aim higher, Agostin.' 


          


          


          'And hit him in the back? Yes, that was of course a pity.'
Francisco's voice was unusually bitter. 'Now we must think how to dispose of
him before anyone comes -that shot will have roused half the town. Is he
conscious?' ! He ran a weary hand through his dishevelled hair and bent to pick
up his hat. 


          


          


          'He was, but not now. He will give no more trouble.' One of
those who had been hit by Agostin's flying body stirred Tristan's limp left arm
with his toe. 'Shall we finish him here, then hide the body? It would be less
trouble.' 


          


          


          'Yes-' 


          


          


'NO!' 


          


          


          The de Fronteneras' voices sounded in unison, and after a
brief pause Francisco said, 'We are not cut-throats - let us keep what little
honour we can. If he dies, let it be -' he grimaced-'from the wound he got in
fight.' 


          


          


          Agostin scrambled up, his face chalk-white, his forehead
already distorted by a massive bump that dragged one eyebrow down over his eye.
His voice was sharp as he challenged his elder brother. 


          


          


          'But you said that he did not deserve honourable
consideration. You said that a foreign cur should be treated as the dog he is!'



          


          


          'That was before I fought with him.' 


          


          


          Thwarted, Agostin turned to his companions; he had known
that note in Francisco's voice from boyhood and disliked its consequences. 'In
that case we cannot leave him here, or someone may find him and succour him -
it is no part of my  plans that he
should live. Take him up -' his confidence grew as Francisco did not speak -
'and bestow him somewhere fitting-a dunghill, perhaps, where he will die as he
was born. Does that content your squeamish honour, brother?' 


          


          


          Francisco opened his mouth to protest, then stiffened.
'Here comes the watch. Do as you will. I shall go and wait for Elena, and tell
her what has chanced when she comes home. Perhaps I shall advise Inigo to whip
her, I do not I know. And, Agostin-' his eyes were hard as he met those of his
younger brother-'if I should learn tomorrow that a corpse has been found with
more than one wound upon it, you shall answer to me. Do you understand?' 


          


          


          Agostin nodded sullenly, and Francisco slipped rapidly
away. The others were pulling Tristan's body upright, dragging the limp arms
round their necks; the red head hung forward, and the toes of the soft leather
boots scraped the ground. Agostin watched his brother out of sight and then
turned, smiling, to assure a little group of suspicious townfolk that they too
had heard a shot, from a couple of streets away - they would have investigated
but were too concerned to take their poor friend home; he had just become a
father, and had celebrated too well. A clink of coins accompanied the words,
and by the time the watch had departed, at least partly pacified, Francisco was
well out of earshot. 


          


          


          Agostin was silent until the last footsteps had faded into
silence, and then he drew a deep breath. 'Now for our poor friend'  He cuffed the lolling head viciously. 'I did
not think he would put us all to such labour, gentlemen, but if you will help,
I can end this business finally, in spite of my brother's conscience.' 


          


          


          'You will kill him? But Francisco said -' 


          


          


          'Not kill him, Juan, only help him to die more surely and
speedily. I said throw him on a dunghill, and I meant it; no one will find him
in such a place, and with luck he will drown or suffocate with the sewage and
stink before he bleeds to death,' 


          


          


          Juana woke with a jerk that hurt her neck. She had been
dozing from sheer exhaustion, worn out with struggling against the ropes that
held her, and the realization that she had done so made her heart race with
panic. She might have slept for hours or minutes, she did not know, and this
fresh ignorance frightened her. She looked round her more carefully, trying to
breathe deeply, while her pulses subsided. 


          


          


          The light in the room had not altered; it was still night,
a bluish luminosity filtering through one high window, throwing into deeper
relief the shadowy shapes that crowded the walls. All about her was that
uncanny stillness that had persisted since Martinetti had tied her here and
left her alone. She could not have been asleep for longer than a few minutes. 


          


          


          There was no way of knowing where she was, except that the
house could not be far from Dona Jeronima's; the journey had been too brief for
calculation, and before she could overcome her first feelings of incredulity
and fright she had been dumped in this room and the blinding folds of cloak
that were over her head had been removed. Riccardo Martinetti was strong, for
all his deceptive slightness; her struggles had been unavailing against his
muscular wiriness, and he had tied and gagged her before leaving her alone.
Humiliation at her own helplessness brought angry tears to her eyes. 


          


          


          She knew that she ought to use her wits, to try to work out
why she should have been brought here, but she felt too dazed and sick with
unhappiness to reason out her plight. Her thoughts kept darting into futile,
nightmarish speculation until she could no longer distinguish likelihood from
fantasy; only the loss of Felipe Tristan had any reality, like the nagging of a
wound through a fever-dream. Leaning her aching head on the wall behind her,
she struggled to ignore the choking gag and the ropes that cut into her through
her silken sleeves while she marshalled her rambling, painful thoughts. What
was Riccardo Martinetti doing in Villenos? Why should he kidnap her? And had he
come here in search of her, or by chance? Surely the only importance she had
had for him was as the bride of the Duquede Valenzuela, and Bartolome was
dead.... 


          


          


          A sound from outside the door made her stiffen and turn her
head. There was the rattle of a key, and then a thin line of light appeared
round the edge of the door and slowly broadened; she remembered, with a sick
little jolt of the heart, how the wall of the little chamber in the Castillo
had gaped open upon darkness. But it was Martinetti who entered, his grey eyes
bent studiously to the candelabrum he carried, and as he set it down the
flickering flames illuminated Juana's prison. 


          


          


          She almost laughed hysterically. Her mind had painted some
noxious dungeon from the featureless pattern of blacks and blues, but what she
saw was almost ridiculously ordinary. She was in a square salon, ornately
decorated and slightly too full of furniture; what had seemed sinister patches
of shadow on the walls were pictures, and the chair on which she sat, for all
its discomfort, was no more than an ordinary chair of polished walnut. The
light winked on the gold and silver braid on the skirts of her gown, and she
thought inconsequently that it seemed like years since she had put it on. 


          


          


          Martinetti turned, still carefully avoiding her eyes, and
went back towards the door. Juana tried to protest, straining against the
ropes, but he did not respond, only swung the door wide and went out. For a
moment she sat Still, her dilated eyes narrowing painfully as she stared into
the lighted room beyond, and then widening in disbelief as she understood what
she was seeing. 


          


          


          It was a wheeled chair, high-backed and piled with shawls,
and from it the white, twisted face of Eugenio de Castaneda grinned at her. The
malice in his eyes was so intense that she insensibly recoiled. 


          


          


          'What a pleasure to see you . . . again, my dear niece.'
One wasted hand signalled to Martinetti, and the chair was pushed forward into
the room. 'Shut the door and lock it.' 


          


          


          The Italian obeyed and without prompting put the key in de
Castaneda's hand. The fingers closed greedily round the wards, and the twisted
figure seemed to relax slightly. 


          


          


          'We meet on . . . equal terms, mmn?' The key gestured from
his chair to hers. 'I do regret the gag. I have always . . delighted in your
ready tongue . . . but although Don Bautista is still... not back, his wife
might be disturbed.. if you should call for help.' 


          


          


          Fascinated, Juana watched the effort it cost him to speak, how
the labouring chest and newly-ponderous tongue struggled to shape the dragging
sentences. She thought with a stab of compassion of de Castaneda's once busy,
bustling figure, bis quick and acid tongue, and knew now intolerably the burden
of his stricken flesh must irk his impatient spirit. Then she remembered him as
she had last seen him on the patio, a mute, helpless lump that she had thought
would be speechless and impotent for the rest of his life; when Tristan had
told her the news of his recovery, she had not dreamed of this. She thought
sharply, Felipe -  and closed her
eyes in pain. 


          


          


          'My recovery does not seem...to delight you. Strange... my
wife was the same.' De Castarieda's voice jerked her eyes open again, its
ghostly relish making her nerves tingle. 'When she knew that I would . . .
recover, she . . . took poison. To break my claim to ... the stewardship. She
forgot that all the rest are . . . dead, and there is no one else now... to
take it.' Triumph pulsed in the slurred voice. 


          'And it will be months before . . . Gaspar can come from
Portugal. Too many months.' He smiled at her. 


          


          


          Juana saw the way his gaze travelled over her, slow and
gloating, and felt a sudden formless dread. It was the look she remembered from
the time when all his plans were on the brink of success, before Bartolome was
found to be missing. Men could not come back from the dead as well as from the
gates of death, she told herself firmly. She had seen him dead with her own
eyes. . . 


          


          


          'Fortune favours me now. I had hope for no more than . . .
a little revenge in catching you. You and the good Felipe. He killed the boy,
mmn? For you. But I wanted him alive, Felipe knew that... to keep control of
the castillo. And the fortune. If the direct descent was broken, the . . . King
could take back the land ... he only gave it to Esteban for . . . fathering his
son. So there had to be an heir before ... the idiot could die. You both robbed
me of my livelihood . , . but now not irrev-irrevocably.' He was grinning
horribly now, his. eyes bright pinpoints of venom in his distorted face. 'I am
glad to have ... a reason to let you live.' 


          


          


          She did not understand him. She tried to speak, but the gag
smothered her voice; the soft, strangled sound seemed to please the crippled
man. 


          


          


          'I assure you I have not been . . . idle since I came here.
I have learned . . . much, thanks to some friends of yours. Felipe has done by
bidding, mmn? Got you with child.' 


          


          


          'Senor,' Martinetti interposed quickly, "shall I
loosen the ropes? If she strains like that, they will cut her.' 


          


          


          'Leave her! I am ... in pain, too.' De Castarieda's face
was a pale, vindictive mask. 'She confirms it most kindly . . . the tale could
have been false. My dear niece, no one will. . . blame you, when they learn
that you . . . anticipated your marriage to . . . Bartolome; they will be glad
to know that there is a child to . . . inherit. You will have nothing but. . .
honour as the new Duque de Valenzuela's . . 


          . mother, mmn? Don Gaspar will be . . . disappointed, but
he will come too late. The child will be born and . . . in possession. You will
live in luxury for the rest of your life . . . and mine, too. The child needs
its dam. These tidings . . . will delight your father,' he added, watching her.
'He sent to beg my aid, when you . . . were so cruelly abducted by . . . the
good Felipe. I told him to rest content. That I would find you.' 


          


          


          He fell silent, breathless with the effort of prolonged
speech, but malignant triumph seemed to radiate from his hunched body like
venom from a toad's. Juana shook her head in instinctive denial; she felt as
though some almost-forgotten nightmare had reached out to claim her again, this
time perpetually. 


          


          


          De Castaneda gave a strained chuckle. 'Tell her, Riccardo .
. . how we tracked her here.' 


          


          


          'We knew that the senora's dwarf was a friend of the pellirojo,
'  Martinetti spoke without looking
at her, 'and when she-died, and he was discharged, I was set to follow him in
case he tried to meet with him. He led me here at once, and the senor followed
-' 


          


          


          'The manikin . . . recognized Riccardo, alas,' de Castaneda
put in with a hint of his old relish, 'but by then we had . . . found Felipe,
and Riccardo . . . could kill him before he could . . . pass on any warning.
Felipe still does not know . . . that we are here.' 


          


          


          He was beaming as though he expected congratulation, but
one side of his wide mouth still drooped inertly. 


          


          


          Juana let her head fall forward. She could not bear de
Castaneda to see her tears and know that she wept for her husband's friend, for
the little stunted creature who had been the only being in the Castillo for
whom Tristan had shown any affection. And Pedrino had come all the way to
Villenos for his friend's sake, not knowing that he was drawing enemies after
him, . . . She hoped with sudden fierceness that the dead did not, as she had
been taught, at once learn the truth about their lives. 


          


          


          Her only consolation now was that Tristan was still free,
that whatever might be done to her could not harm him or even touch him. It was
ironic that she should be drawing comfort now from the passionless indifference
that bad wounded her so terribly; but Pedrino's death, if be should ever learn
of it, would hurt him more than this long purgatory that threatened her. Even
now she was thinking, Can I warn him?  and not of what she should do to escape.. . . 


          


          


          'Show me her face,' de Castaneda rapped. 'I want to see
it.' The Italian's hand dug into Juana's hair, dragging back her head. She
closed her eyes, but she could still hear the long hiss of breath from the
wheeled chair, and after a moment he said, 'Tears already! I am disappointed. .
. You used to fight harder, my dear niece, I was enjoying the task . . , of
breaking you, when Felipe . . 


          . ran counter. Now I can continue. . . . We have years
ahead of us mmn? . . . No, hold her-' as Maitinetti's grip slackened and her
head was pulled back again, though not roughly. 


          


          


          De Castaneda paused, as if he waited for some response
before he continued, 'There will be no danger of. . . the child's real father
coming forward, I... have taken order for him.' Juana stiffened in every
muscle, and he chuckled as he watched her. 'I told you I had been busy . . .
and for that I have employed a couple of hotheads . . . provincial gentlemen .
. . jealous enough of theirsister's honour to...kill her upstart Jover. By now
they should have done my business.' 


          The key flashed hatefully as the wasted hand toyed clumsily
with it. 'I did not think Felipe would discard his prize so soon, but his cold
. . . temper holds - held, I should say. I 
do  not mean to . . . part with
you so lightly, never fear.' 


          


          


          He sat with his head cocked, listening greedily for any
answering sound that might escape her, and Juana marvelled inwardly that he had
not caught the sound of her heart breaking. 


          


          


          


          Awareness came back slowly, so slowly that he was not aware
of the instant of rousing. The pain was there whether he woke or slept, and so
was the darkness that came and went in waves. His thoughts groped towards
reality once or twice and then fell back exhausted. It was easier not to know
where he was, or why, and forgetfulness meant that he could rest. . . 


          


          


          He was lying twisted, on his right side, with his left leg
drawn up as though he had tried to push himself along the ground; his shoulders
were flat to the earth and his right arm somehow crumpled clumsily under him.
He pieced together fragments of awareness between patches of unconsciousness,
cursing his own stupidity. He knew well enough how to fall to lessen the risk
of further injury; he had done so often while he served in the French and
Spanish armies. He could not think why he lay sprawled so untidily now, as if
he had been thrown down and not fallen at all, and it worried him. 


          


          


          He lay still, taking in the cold and the uneven surface on
which he lay; and the smell. He could not remember where the fighting had been,
but the sounds of battle had faded now — would they send scouts to look for the
missing wounded, or would he have to find his own way back to camp? It would be
no easy matter in this darkness, he thought, with his head ringing so that he
could not even remember which direction he should take. 


          


          


          It was the smell that aroused Tristan fully; not the smell
of gunpowder or horses, but the stink of rotten fish. His nostrils flared in
instinctive fastidiousness, and his eyes flickered open. He had not known until
then that they were still shut, that the darkness had been held behind his own
eyelids, and for a long releasing moment he lay looking up at the stars. They
shone still-and it was not surprising, he realized wryly, that he was cold.
Against the night sky, the stars were as clear as ice crystals. So many nights
in Spain were deadly cold. 


          


          


          But that smell - where in the name of the saints was  he? His brain could unearth no memory of a
place like this, nor of where he had been making for when he was struck; there
was only the sense of some terrible betrayal. He forced his mind back, trying
to forget the cold without losing his grip on the thread of consciousness. He
recalled the angry voices of his opponents, their elegant blades wielded to
kill. He bad been fighting Francisco de Fron-tenera when the blow came from
behind. . . . 


          


          


          Francisco. Agostin. Elena.  Understanding spread through him like ripples
in a pool. There had not been a battle, only a tame fight over a whore's
nonexistent honour; a fight that, but for his own carelessness, he would have
won. He remembered bringing down two men when he had thrown Agostin, and
thinking no more of them when Francisco came at him; one of the three must have
brought him down somehow. 


          


          


          A cautious movement, no more than a testing tremor of
muscles, brought the answer and left Tristan shaking. The right leg - probably
a ball lodged somewhere above the knee. The cold had been merciful, then,
numbing the agony of wrecked flesh and torn muscles until he was fool enough to
try to move. That explained his present predicament, he thought with rather
grim amusement; Elena's brothers had undoubtedly thrown him on some dung-heap
to die. 


          


          


          


          The amusement faded as quickly as it had come as he
remembered the letter. Juana must have written it; no one else in Villenos
hated him sufficiently to wish him dead. It was ironic that he should have
cancelled her debt to him after she had sent it, but she could not have expected
that - it had surprised himself. Once or twice as he held her, and again just
before he left her, he had thought she was about to tell him something and had
bitten the words back before she could utter them. A confession? A warning? 


          


          


          He had not believed that she could hate him so long and so
fiercely, but he had had his answer tonight, Tristan thought. 


          


          


          The spontaneous tensing of his muscles was what jerked him
out of his reverie, and the realization that he was growing gradually colder
made him think about trying to stand. A rapid mental review revealed no serious
injury beyond the wound in his leg and an uncomfortable suspicion that he has
been kicked all over while he was unconscious; but when he tried to stand up
the world reeled and spun, and he had to grit his teeth against the bile that
rose in his throat. He took brief consolation from the fact that nausea was
common with gunshot wounds before he lengthily, shudderingly sick, and he lay
with his cheek against something soft and horrible while he tried to think
coherently. 


          


          


          His involuntary paroxysms had brought him over on his face
without noticing it, freeing his right arm, and a faint stir of feeling told
him that life was returning to it. It was simple, or should be; he had only to
push himself up on his hands, take some of his weight as briefly as possible on
his injured leg, and then he could stand up on the other. He breathed slowly
and deeply, feeling over the ground‘s surface with his outspread hands, and
braced himself for the effort of lifting. 


          


          


          His trunk lifted a handspan from the mud and filth,
quivered as the stress on his right hip sent excruciating pain shooting down
his thigh, and then Tristan fell face down with a helpless, humiliating
splatter. He groaned softly, more in selfcontempt than in pain, remembering too
late that his right leg was spreadeagled straight and would not bend at will.
He would have to slew it sideways somehow before he tried to raise himself
again, so that when he lifted himself on his hands the bent knee would
perforce, if briefly, take his weight. 


          


          


          Fleetingly he contemplated calling for help rather risking
those knives of agony through his leg again, but when he shouted his voice was
breathless rasp that would have made him laugh if the implication had been less
grim. A dog thirty paces away would not have heard him. 


          


          


          Wetness was seeping through his clothes now, creeping and
inexorable, but it did not seem to chill him; he realized with a sluggish
flicker of alarm that it was comforting, and that meant approaching fever. The
longer he lay there, the less capable he would be of helping himself. He must
get up, and quickly. But haste would bring another fall; he must move his leg
into a better position before he could. . . . 


          


          


          His lips curled back from his teeth in an agonized snarl as
he tried to force the outraged limb to move, and he thought wryly that he had
carried gun-barrels with less effort than he was spending on the simple action
of moving his own right leg. He did not see the imprint of his own head in the
mud, nor the matted red hair trailing in the dirt as he stared sightlessly at
the ground. All his concentration was upon the summoning of his will, to bear
the pain for those few more seconds that might shift the leg a little further. 


          


          


          At last he had to rest, gasping for breath while the
pounding died away; it was threatening to make him forget what he was trying to
do. Then, when his head had cleared and the scarlet suns no longer burst and
reformed before his eyes, he began again. He was rapidly losing all feeling in
his legs, and he wondered how he would know when he had achieved the position
he was trying for. It was becoming more and more difficult to reason, and he
knew that the fever was growing, but it had an advantage — he no longer felt
cold. He never questioned the blind impulse that urged him to fight back
against the death that Juana's cunning had tried to deal him, but only fought
patiently and implacably on. 


          


          


          Heaving himself on to his elbows with an effort that made
the sweat spring and his head hang for long recovering moments, Tristan peered
along the sprawled length oil his own body. He had managed more than he thought
- the injured leg lay sideways and partly bent; if he could reach it, he could
drag it into position with his right hand without using the damaged tendons. If
he could reach it. 


          


          


          He swung his weight on to his left elbow, praying inwardly
that it would not collapse under him, and stretched out his right hand. He
could see his whole arm shaking with fever, and he had no way of knowing
whether his hand would obey him properly. It did not; his fingers fumbled as he
tried to close them round the crook of his knee, and as they brushed charred
cloth and torn flesh he swore savagely and long, while his heart banged like a
church bell and the rest of the world became a roaring whirlwind. 


          


          


          But the clumsy tugging had at last got his leg into
position, he realized as his sight cleared. When he raised himself up it would
drop forward, bent to bear his weight for as long as it took to get his left
foot to the ground and push up. If he did not lose his balance, he could stand.



          


          


          The next few seconds were a sightless, soundless blur of
greyness and his own heartbeats and a jagged, grinding, tearing pain. Tristan
opened his eyes to find himself on his feet, swaying like an osier, and was so
astonished that he almost lost his balance and fell again. A dead tree,
spectre-white and branchless, saved him and he clung to its crumbling bark with
sweating hands. 


          


          


          He could stand, he told himself; therefore he could walk.
If he could find out where he was, he could get help to get to Luis' house - he
could – 


          


          


          The red agony in his leg was subsiding to a throbbing ache
as he let go the tree. He quickly discovered that he would have to hop; the
right leg was useless except to help him balance, and if he trusted any weight
to it he would fall. Now that he was upright he could see the decaying walls of
a couple of houses; the windows were dark, but they might not be derelict - he
could not see as clearly as usual. 


          


          


          They were about a hundred paces from him, and he set off. 


          


          


          


          'Thirsty?' Eugenio de Castaneda looked up from his wine in
a parody of polite enquiry, and nodded when Juana ignored him. 'Of course, I
forget. . . you are lately come from a feast. Did you enjoy young Ruiz's
love-making?' 


          


          


          Her eyes widened in pure astonishment, and he grinned as he
signed Martinetti to refill his cup. 


          


          


          'Of course, you do not know . . . our good host, Don
Bautista told me of him. You knew you were at his house, mmn? He paid for that.
. . gown you are wearing, and all the others, too. In return, he and . . . la
viuda are to share what the cockerel . . . paid to enjoy you. They told him
that you . . . were a virgin, so God knows . . . if he will pay, but to me you
are . . . worth more as you are, mmn?' 


          Deliberately, Juana fixed her eyes on a point behind his
head and stared at it, trying to make her mind a blank as the breathless voice
ground on. 


          


          


          'If you had not been so . . . impatient, if you had
pretended to . . . endure Bartolome, all this . . . would not have been
needful. I never meant -' the sharp eyes searched her face - 'to stint such ...
a fair one of her pleasure. Felipe was just an . . . instrument, the first to
hand. ... If you disliked him, you could have had . . . any choice after. And
can still, once ... we return to the Castillo, and you are delivered . . .
safely.' 


          


          


          Was, she thought. None of the rest had any real meaning. 


          


          


          'What is that?' De Castaneda twisted awkwardly in the
wheeled chair as voices came from somewhere beyond the door. 'Riccardo ... go
and see.' 


          


          


          He held up the key, and Martinetti took it without replying.
When the Italian had gone, de Castaneda looked back at Juana. 


          


          


          'Those ropes hurt you, mmn? More than Felipe hurt you . . .
when he came to you? Or not as much? He never told me . . . how it was. You
will have to . . . enlighten me.' 


          


          


          Her head moved very slightly, no more than a tremor. She
might have been struggling to breathe through the gag, but he chose to take the
motion as denial. 


          'Oh, I am sure you will. Once we are . . . together in the
castillo there will be other things ... to think of besides the little Duque! .
. . We must have pastimes of our own, not just those ... for children.' 


          


          


          Juana's lashes stirred, but she kept her gaze immovable on
the point she had fixed on; there was a small scar on the wall where a picture
had been hung and then removed. De Castaneda lapsed into silence, his head
hunching forward as he waited broodingly. He reminded Juana of a toad, watching
a dragonfly with sullen attention before snatching it with its long tongue -
the same sagging shape, the same air of malicious gloating. A sound from the
door made him look round at last, and she drew a quick breath. 


          


          


          'Well, Riccardo?' 


          


          


          'Don Bautista has just returned, senor.' The Italian's
peaked face was paler than ever. 'It seems that there has been an accident at
the Casa de Herreros - Dona Jeronima fell downstairs only a few minutes after I
- we left there. He is very distressed and talks wildly, and he seems to think
that she might have been murdered.' 


          


          


          'By you?' 


          


          


          


          'No, by the Senorita de Arrelanos, in revenge for what was
done to her.' 


          Martinetti glanced towards Juana, then quickly away. 'But,
senor, he said something else, about Don Diego Ruiz. . . .' 


          


          


          'Not now! If that fat fool is . . . making accusations,
there is no time . . . to be lost; he might try to . . . prevent our departure.
Prepare to leave immedimmediately. We shall be gone before dawn.' 


          


          


          'Senor, you should hear this. Don Bautista said that the
senorita was incensed against Dona Jeronima because Don Diego did not -' 


          


          


          'Tell me of it. . . in the coach. There is no . . . time to
prattle now! We know the senorita did not touch that. . . old bawd, so what he
thinks makes ... no matter once we are gone.' De Castaneda made an abortive
gesture of dismissal with his wasted hand. 'Do as I bid you . . . go!' 


          


          


          'As you command, senor.' A flush dyed Martinetti's pale
cheeks, and faded again as he turned away. 


          


          


          As the door closed behind him, de Castaneda leaned forward
again in his chair. 


          


          


          'You hear how . . . unkind people can be? You will be
better off in . . . Andalusia, even though you may not be . . . termed Duquesa.
Yet perhaps for all that, I could . . . petition the Pope, if you wanted it. .
. after all, you were betrothed to Bartolome when . . . the child was
conceived, mmn? Would you like that . . . to be a Duquesa after all?' 


          


          


          Juana sat motionless, her whole body aching with despair,
and after a moment he chuckled. 


          


          


          'Not so near breaking . . . after all, and still as
damnably . . . proud! I must make sure that you do not bring up . . .
Bartolome's heir to defy me-with such parentage he will not be . . . tractable,
mmn? Though it would solve every problem if he favoured you ... all through.
Don Gaspar, Torres. . . .' 


          


          


         His voice faded, musing, and there was a pause before he
spoke again, this time with a sly note in his voice. 


          


          


          'You must not think that I will not value your . . .
company, without your son's. I had plans for your enjoyment, even . . . before
Bartolome died. Now I shall. . . rely on you to help heal the grief . . . of my
poor wife's sad death. I. . . .' 


          


          


          He was panting, and Juana realized in horror that he had
tottered to his feet, clutching the chair, and was coming towards her with
slow, shuffling steps. 


          


          


          'I not so infirm that I cannot. . . concern myself with a
lady's wants, and this time . . . there will be no Bartolome to fright you. And
no Felipe.' 


          


          


          The shawled shape lurched against her, blotting out the
scar on the opposite wall, and Juana wondered why the scream that tore her
throat did not choke her, why she could not die before de Castaneda touched
her. But the near-fleshless, still square-shaped hand thrust roughly amongst
the folds of her gown, tracing the almost unnoticeable swelling, and she heard
him utter a creaking sound, an echo of his harsh crow of delight; then his
brusque fingers moved upwards, squeezing her breast with an old man's
impatience, plucking at the blue silk. He peered avidly into her face, visibly
delighted by her uncontrollable shiver of revulsion. 


          


          


          'Senor!' Riccardo Martinetti's voice was sharper as it came
from the door, and carried a tinge of curtness. 'Senor, stop.' 


          


          


         'She can stop me, mmn? . . . My dear niece? She has only to
protest. . . say that she does not want me to . . . touch her like this. Or
like this . . . you see? It should not offend you when she . . . allows it
freely. Or are you concerned for my welfare?' De Castaneda dragged himself
round with a look of venomous enjoyment on his face. 'If you have done as I
bade you . . . see her carried down. Get someone to help you.' 


          


          


          'Not tied like that, senor. She will choke on that gag if
you do not let her breathe.' 


          


          


          'You are very concerned . . . for my poor nephew's
betrothed!' It was a sudden snarl. 'Tend to your business and I shall . . . see
to mine.' 


          


          


          'I dislike the course you are taking now, Senor de
Castaneda.' There was a telltale tremor in the Italian's slim fingers as he
spoke, but the other man only grunted. 


          


          


          'You need not be so . . . damnably cautious, Riccardo. I
have too much . . 


          .care to let her die, but she deserves, . . to suffer a
little for this corpse the pair of them have . . . made of me. But take off the
gag if you will . . . only be ready to silence her if she should ... try to
call out.' 


          


          


          He stumbled back to the wheeled chair unaided and slumped
down in it, breathing heavily, while Martinetti removed the gag. 


          


          


          Juana sat gasping with relief, trying to moisten her cracked
lips with an equally dry tongue, while from behind her she could hear the
Italian speaking still, an almost menacing note in his light, metallic voice. 


          


          


          'It is not only your care for her health that I mislike,
senor - it is that I think you exceed any just revenge in what you mean to do.'



          


          


          A chill ran down Juana's back, and she saw de Casta-neda's
head jerk up abruptly. 


          










          


          'What do you say?' 


          


          


          'If you took the child and let the lady go I would condone
it. Now that you have had the man killed, you are quit for your nephew's death,
and the child is better restitution than you would have had from any court of
law in Spain. But to keep her as you intend - no.' 


          


          


          'Must I. . . account to you, then, for what I . . . do? I
must please your notions of what ... is just, before I can proceed?' The
twisted mouth opened in a snarl. 'You need not stay to see it. I shall. . .
discharge you if it irks you to see her 


          ... in state, and you can batten on . . . another man's
fortunes, little bloodsucker.' 


          


          


          The man behind Juana's chair was silent, then he said
almost flippantly, 'As you will it, then, senor,' and bent over her. 


          


          


          She said in a voice that was cracked and dull, 'Earn your
gold, signor,' and then stared in sheer incredulity up into his face. 


          


          


          He had drawn a knife from somewhere, a thin-bladed
stiletto, and behind the barrier of his own body he was slicing the ropes that
bound her to the chair. His free hand tightened warningly on her shoulder and
she nodded, folding her lips, but de Castarieda had already seen her expression
change. 


          


          


          'What are you . . . doing? Riccardo, come here to me.' 


          


          


          'Of course, senor, at once.' 


          


          


          As Martinetti moved forward, Juana saw him palm the
stiletto deftly, holding it so that the needle-sharp blade was hidden again in
his sleeve. 


          


          


          De Castaneda was eyeing him with a mixture of doubt and
suspicion, but suddenly his face cleared and he chuckled, 'So that is what you
want, your. . . share, mmn? You should have said. . . . Never mind this talk
of. . . codes, or pretending you . . . care for her. If you are tractable, it
may be that. . . What are you about?' 


          


          


          'My trade, senor.' Martinetti's smile was almost seraphic.
'Sucking blood.' 


          


          


          


          Juana's cry was one of astonishment, a broken little sound
that seemed to hang in the air between the quick upward movement of
Martinetti's hand and the moment when the stiletto-blade found its mark. At one
moment the Italian was still moving towards his master in answer to his
summons; in the next his hand jerked upwards, freeing the blade with the ease
of long practice, and stabbed down in a motion as light and
inconsequent-looking as a bee's sting, at the back of de Castaneda's neck. 


          


          


          The sick man gave a gurgle, the bright eyes glazing even
before the sound had died away, and his body crumpled down in its nest of
shawls. Juana had no need to ask whether or not he was dead, for what had been
a threatening force in the room a moment before was nothing but a husk, dry and
empty. She could recognize the dead, she thought, although it was the first
time that she had seen death itself. 


          


          


          When she looked at Martinetti he was gazing at her with a
look of rueful resignation, the very last thing she had expected, and there was
a smile in his grey eyes. 'You had better go, Senorita de Arrelanos, before
anyone comes. My chivalry astonishes me, especially when I cannot afford it,
but it seems you have the trick of inspiring poor men to kill for you.' 


          


          


          Juana rose unsteadily to her feet, absently chafing the
blood back into her numbed hands. 'Did you kill him for my sake?' 


          


          


          He read the look of horror in her dark eyes, then shook his
head lightly, smiling. 'Oh, and because I detested him, too. And he would have
discharged me, you heard him; I would have had no more advancement from him. In
truth I am grateful to you for provoking me to it. It has saved me the tedious
trip back to Andalusia in his uncleship's charming company, and now I think we
two might go our separate ways in peace before our host decides to -' He broke
off, his sharp face suddenly alert. 'Too late, I think. He is coming.' 


          


          


          Juana glanced up at the high window, then squared her
shoulders. 'You must escape, then - quickly, through there. Can you reach it?' 


          


          


          'Easily. But you -' 


          


          


          'No matter for me. I shall try to trick my way out.' 


          


          


          And if she could not it did not matter, she thought, if de
Castaneda had succeeded in killing Felipe. 


          


          


          Martinetti had been pulling the walnut chair under the
window, but at her words he paused abruptly. 'Have I wasted my noble impulse,
then?' he demanded. 


          


          


          She shook her head gravely. 'No, for I could not have borne
- what he planned, but I only care to live so as not to cheat my child of its
life; I owe it so much, and I shall pay that debt fairly, no matter what
becomes of me. They do not execute pregnant women until after their babies are
born.' 


          


          


          With a fleeting sense of absurdity she thought suddenly of
Tia Beatriz and how she had insisted that all her nieces should be delicate and
reticent when speaking to men; she would have been horrified to hear her speak
such words, even to another woman. Martinetti, however, only stared at her with
a searching expression, as though he were trying to see what lay behind the
smile that did not touch her eyes. 


          


          


          She said in an altered tone, 'Hurry! I owe you a life, too,
and it will go by default if you do not go at once!' 


          


          


          Still he lingered, and she regarded him impatiently. Why
did he not move? 


          'Senorita —' 


          


          


          'Senora,' she corrected crisply. 'Senora Tristan.' 


          


          


          The sound of footsteps approaching the door made them both
freeze, then Martinetti swarmed up the wall and over the sill like a lizard
without uttering another word. Ignoring the pounding on the locked door, Juana
waited until the window was shut behind him before she turned, She must delay
as long as she could, she thought, while maintaining her front of innocence by
seeming meek and obedient to Don Bautista. The longer he was hindered, the
further Martinetti would have travelled before pursuit began. 


          


          


          Silently, she slid the key from the lock and stood beside
the door, staring almost detachedly at her own whitened knuckles as she grasped
the cold metal. Don Bautista was calling out to de Castaneda, beating at the
door now. 


          


          


          'Wait, I cannot find the key.' 


          


          


          The noise outside ceased abruptly, and she waited. Then, as
it began again, she thrust the key back into the lock and turned it slowly. 


          


          


          'Senor! Senor, open! Open -' The bellow died on the mayors
lips as he saw the slender blue-clad girl in the doorway. All the vitality in
her seemed to have drained into her shining mass of blue-black hair; her face
was colourless and her dark eyes unlit as she stared at him, looking as though
she hardly recognized him. 


          


          


          'Don Bautista! The - the senor is ill.' She had played this
scene before, Juana thought dully, and now it was simple to inject the right
note of distraction into her voice; she knew what she should say. 'We were
talking, and suddenly he-he choked and fell sideways. I am afraid that he may
be dead.' 


          


          


          ' What? '  Don
Bautista stared past her into the room, and then his podgy fingers engulfed her
wrist. 'Stay by me - if you have harmed him, too, it will be the gallows for
you.' 


          


          


          'I have harmed no one! He had me kidnapped and brought here
against my will!' 


          


          


          Juana let her voice rise frantically as she was dragged
across the room while part of her brain was thinking with abnormal detachment
that if her captor knew she had been told of his part in the affair, he would
be sure to hang her; better to pretend that she believed him innocent of it.
'He wanted to . . . take me away from here, and we were . . disputing about it,
when he fell! I did not even touch him!' 


          


          


          Don Bautista was gazing down at de Castarieda's dead face
with a ferocity that changed to awe as she spoke. The dead man's look of
shocked surprise had settled into rictus, like a skull, and the tiny, welling
hole in the back of the neck did not show. He turned to stare at Juana with a
face full of horror, his fingers slackening on her wrist. 


          


          


          'Then you are a witch. To kill by ill-wishing - was that
what you did to Jeronima?' 


          


          


          'You talk like a child!' she cried impatiently. He shook
his head, licking his lips in apprehension. 


          


          


          'A witch . . . it must be witchcraft. Persuading Jeronima
to take you in, drawing men to you like wasps to honey. She never found out
where you came from, she said, although she often asked, but then she told me
it did not matter. Was that what you willed her to think, witch?' 


          


          


          'How could I will her to think anything? I did not even
know that she meant to sell me to the highest bidder until last night-' 


          


          


          'And last night Jeronima died because she angered you.' In
spite of her own slowly-growing terror, Juana could see the terrible, perverted
logic behind his obviously genuine belief. This man truly feared witches, truly
believed her to be one. 'Then this,' he pursued, 'killing a sick man - without
laying a hand on him, you say - what have you planned for me?' 


          


          


          'Only this!' 


          


          


          She snatched her hand from his trembling grasp and pushed
with all her might, catching him off-balance. He staggered and fell back, and
as she ran for the door Juana realized that her advantage was only momentary;
one wrong turning in this strange house and she would be trapped. And witches
were burned. 


          


          


          The sluggishness that the child had lent her limbs hampered
her as she ran, but Don Bautista was fat and clumsy. Through the adjoining
room, evidently de Castaneda's bedchamber, out into a passage beyond.... Her
shoes impeded her and she kicked them off, wishing that she could shed her
bulky skirts as easily. Past several doorways to a flight of steps leading
down. She could hear footsteps behind her now, and someone shouting, and took
the stairs with reckless haste; stumbling and falling, fending herself off the
wall at the turn of the stairs with hands that stung and running on, not daring
to linger for the giddiness that would swamp her if she let it. 


          


          


          Someone rushed out of a room to the left of the stairfoot,
and she veered right without stopping to see who it was. As she sped on she
could hear more shouting, two voices raised in argument, and hoped that Don
Bautista had had to slow down to get breath to answer. 


          


          


          Her heart sank as she saw a closed door ahead of her. In
the time it took to unlatch it she might be caught, but there was no other way;
she was running down a long, narrow passage, bare of furnishings and blank
walled, and the only way out was through the door or else back the way she had
come. With despairing energy she flung herself at the door, wrestling with the
latch, and felt it lift. Then the door swung open and she half-ran, half-fell
down a couple of steps and into pitch darkness. 


          


          


          CHAPTER 17 


          


          


          ‘S a giant. Look, ‘s a giant. The freaks left town a month
ago, my friend!' 


          


          


          A shoulder jostled Tristán and he swayed, the muscles of
his good leg crying out in protest. 


          


          


          'Wass…wass a giant doing here? Wha‘ you doing here, filth?'



          


          


          'Why doesn‘t he speak? I-is he drunk?' 


          


          


          'He stinks. Stinking filth. Le-let‘s leave‘m.' 


          


          


          'No.' Tristán managed to force out the word between
clenched teeth, his eyes screwed shut with the effort of speaking, and the
little group of topers paused, intrigued. 


          


          


          'Doesn‘t want us to go? Perhaps he‘s lonely.' 


          


          


          'Please.' A hand, pushing. 'Say please, giant.' 


          


          


          'Where are your manners?' 


          


          


          They were crowding, jostling. 'Won‘t stay if you don‘t
en-entertain us. Ask politely. Say please.' 


          


          


          Tristán prevented himself from falling by clinging to the
nearest wall. He dug his fingers hard into the brickwork so that the abrasion
would hurt him, distract him from the pain in his legs and dam that sulphurous
fever that threatened to sweep over him and drown the all-important presence of
these drunken men who might help him, Almost inaudibly he said, 'Please.' 


          


          


          There was a roar of laughter. 


          


          


          'Please! He sh-said it! Wha‘ you want?' 


          


          


          'Help.' The heat was ebbing, it was cold again, and dark.
Tristán could feel himself sagging, but had no more strength to stop himself;
he could not hear the question that they were asking him. 


          


          


          'Look at his leg.' 


          


          


          One of the men pointed, the wine-flush dying from his
cheeks. The others stared and fell silent, and then one of them retched. 


          


          


          'Shot. We want no part of it – leave him.' One of them
began to walk away, but the others protested loudly. 


          


          


          'You want his death on your conscience? Come back here!' 


          


          


          'Who did it? Ask him. It might be bandits…shot from
behind.' 


          


          


          'Who‘s he? Wha‘ did he do to get shot?' 


          


          


          Tristán began to slide down the wall, and the men seized
him and propped him up again. The man who had first noticed the wound said, ‗Le-let‘s
get him to a house. Where -‘ 


          


          


          ‗Luis Armendariz.‘ Tristán spoke before the last
vestiges of consciousness slid away from him. ‗Luis Armendariz.‘ 


          


          


          


          Juana crouched low, trying not to breathe. The door through
which she had come was wide open again and someone had brought a lamp, spilling
light across the concealing darkness of Don Bautista‘s garden. He was standing
in the doorway with the lamp held high, swinging it so that the shadows broke and
dissolved and reformed, and she saw a glancing beam touch the hem of her skirt.
It took all her will not to cry out. 


          


          


          'She cannot have gone far. Search, you fools!' 


          


          


          Don Bautista seemed to have recovered from his fear with
the thought that a malefactor might be escaping him. The harshness of anger was
in his voice, but no longer that mindless, credulous terror. 


          


          


          Juana flattened herself to the ground, wishing that the
bush behind which was sheltering were twice its size. She could hear her pursuers
– two of them now 


          – trampling about in the dark and halting to peer round
them, fanning out across the garden. The branches of a nearby tree began to
swing; one of them must be close. 


          


          


          A shout from further away halted the man‘s approach and almost
made her cry out. 'Over here! The gate is open!' 


          


          


         Don Bautista swore, and the light went jauncing off towards
the voice. 'She must have found it straight away, as she found her way out of
the house – the luck of the devil! Hurry, then, after her – you that way, you
and I this way.' 


          


          


          Martinetti, Juana thought as she raised herself
cautiously in the restored darkness. He must have taken that way and not stayed
to close the gate behind him. Without waiting to reason out her situation, she
scrambled to her feet and went towards the gate, hoping that the mayor and his
men were not too close. She knew that for safety she should wait longer; she
was risking discovery if they should return and meet her, but suddenly she felt
too exhausted to care. At least they would not hear betraying footsteps, for
she had no shoes. 


          


          


          She crept close to the wall like a shadow, careless of
mysterious movements and night-sounds around her; out of the dark garden into
the dark street, her head turning a little from side to side like a watchful
animal‘s. then she was hurrying blindly, heeding where she went only to seek
narrower turnings, deeper shadows, that would hide her while she put greater
distance between herself and the place from which she had come. Her pulse was
thundering, but mainly from the unaccustomed exertion of running; no wonder
Tristán despised aristocrats so, she thought with a trace of his contempt. 


          


          


          As if for comfort her cold hands clasped the curve of her
belly as she hurried on, shivering in the incongruously magnificent
blue-and-gold gown and her chilled, stockinged feet. She must not think of him
now or she would weep; her business was to make shift to survive and bear his
child, and there was no time for grief. 


          


          


          The pitch-black turning down which she had been limping
ended suddenly in a square which by contrast seemed as light as day, and Juana
blinked as she stared round her. If only she could recognize some landmark she
might be able to discover whereabouts in the town she was, and could prevent
herself blundering back into Don Bautista‘s clutches. Then she stood still, and
her heart raced; against the sky she could see the shape of San Pedro‘s tower,
different at night but still recognizable, directly in front of her. 


          


          


          


          She thought she remembered the way, but she had always
walked it in daylight, in company with Carlos or Elisabeta – or with Felipe.
Now the darkness distorted everything so that the turnings looked different,
and she could not tell whether she was taking the right road or whether her
memory had been blurred by the weeks she had spent with Doña Jerónima since she
saw them last. She refused to allow herself to think of what Luis and Elisabeta
would say when she presented herself at their door; it had seemed right to
allow them to blame her for deserting Felipe so as not to damage their belief
in him, but now she regretted the decision. They might well abuse her and turn
her from the door; but she had one argument, she thought, and they might let
her in for the babe‘s sake. She only knew that she had to go to them, because
she had no alternative. 


          


          


          A cat scurried across her path as she turned at length into
the familiar street, startling her, and she did not know whether to laugh or
cross herself. A good or a bad omen? She stopped, holding her breath; voices
were echoing thinly in the night air, and some men were busied about something
outside one of the house. Lamplight trickled out over the step, pale against
the beginnings of dawn, and daubed their straining figures with pale gold. 


          


          


          Instinctively Juana shrank back and waited for them to
finish whatever their task was – it looked as though they were delivering some
heavy, awkward load – 


          and go; it was only as they issued out again, empty-handed,
that she realized they were at Luis‘s house, and that the door was closing. 


          


          


          She was through them in an instant, pushing her way clear
unheeding of their startled voices, too desperate to reach the closing door to
hear what they said to her. Somehow it seemed that if that door were once shut
upon her she could never induce it to be opened again. Someone caught at her
arm.; she shook off the hand and fought her way forward, her fingers closing on
the jamb just as Luis was about to swing the door shut. 


          


          


          'What the -' The heavy door paused, and Luis‘s furrowed
face peered round it. 


          


          


          'Luis, let me in, please! I must -' Juana was almost bent
double with breathlessness, her tangled hair trailing in the dust before the
door. 


          


          


          Luis stared, aghast, at her bowed figure and did not move.
'Juana?' he enquired uncertainly. 


          


          


          'Please.' She had turned her hand to grip the door itself,
and was leaning her slight weight against it. 'Please let me come in. I shall
no – trouble you long if you do not want me, but I must – speak to you.' 


          


          


          Luis cast a haunted look behind him. 'You do not
understand, Juana. You cannot -' 


          


          


          'Luis, I beg you! For Felipe‘s sake!' 


          


          


          'You know, then?' He took s step back from the doorway.
'But how did you hear of it so quickly?' 


          


          


          She was not listening t him, and her words came in an
incontrollable rush. 'I have been told of – a plot to kill him. The man who
planned it boasted of it to me. I managed to – to get from him, and came straight
here – to warn Felipe. Luis, will you -' 


          


          


          She broke off as the door swung wide open, showing her the
room beyond. 


          


          


          Every light in the house must have been burning there, she
thought in that first moment. The long table that Elisabeta used for preparing
food had been dragged hastily into the middle of the room and everything else
pushed back. Elisabeta was building up the embers of the fire to heat water,
not bothering to look up; and across the tabletop a long, lean figure, almost
unrecognizably plastered with filth and refuse, was sprawled face downwards,
its right thigh disintegrated into a wet crimson blur. 


          


          


          Luis said, 'You are too late.' 


          


          


          Juana gave a cry that had no words at all and ran to the
table, stooping over Tristán protectively, and Luis, with as faintly guilty
glance and shrug at his wife, shut the door. 


          


          


          'Eugenio said he must be dead.' Juana stroked the filthy
red hair with tender hands, speaking as though to herself. 'He said he had
hired someone to kill him in a duel…' 


          


          


          'He may still die. Is that why you came, to be sure?'
Elisabeta spoke without a trace of her usual friendliness as she turned from
suspending the iron cauldron over the fire, and her tone made Juana look up
quickly. 'I suppose you were ashamed of marrying him when you saw how we live –
was that why you ran away to la viuda and her fine friends?' 


          


          


          Hot denials died in Juana‘s lips as she looked from
Elisabeta‘s unforgiving face to Luis‘s doubtful one. 'It does not matter why I
left him – if that is what you believe, think so still. We waste time in
debating when we should be tending him 


          – how badly is he hurt?' 


          


          


          She heard the roughening of her own voice and curbed
herself, biting her lips as she saw the odd way Elisabeta was staring at her. 


          


          


          'We need warm water to wash the blood,' she said curtly,
and turned away. 


          


          


          Luis chimed in, giving Juana a disjointed account of how
and where Tristán had been found. 


          


          


          'In the Calle Talavera, almost the other side of town! The
men who found him said he left a trail of bloodstains all the way from the town
refuse-heap – the Lord knows how long it took him to go so far. He must have
thought he was going in the other direction, for they said he had been trying to
come to us.' 


          


          


          Juans shivered, but Luis went on, oblivious, 'They think he
must have been shot and then taken there to die, but instead he got up and
walked – on that.' He contemplated the wound grimly for a moment, then said, 'I
must fetch my instruments,' and went out quickly. 


          


          


          Juana turned to Elisabeta, her eyes wide and dark with
urgency. 'We must send for a surgeon quickly.' 


          


          


          'There is no time.' Elisabeta did not lift her eyes from
the hot cauldron that she was carrying towards the table, gripped in the folds
of her apron. 'Even if we could afford to pay the charges for one, that ball
would have to be dug out straight away, before the fever starts to make Felipe
restless.' 


          


          


          'I have held still – for Luis before.' The blurred whisper
from the table made Juana‘s heart bound suffocatingly into her throat.
Tristán‘s head had turned slightly, straining, and she saw the tension in his
broad shoulders as he tried to raise himself. 


          


          


          Elisabeta put down the cauldron hastily. 'Lie still, Felipe!
Someone shoot you from behind, and we cannot turn you over until Luis has dealt
with the wound.' 


          


          


          'Frontenera.' The whisper slurred into silence, and the
lifted head lolled again. 


          


          


          With a catch of breath that sounded perilously like a sob,
Juana fell to her knees and caught one long hand between both of hers. He lay
still with the clumsy inertness of a dead thing, totally unlike the graceful
repose of his waking stillness; his half-averted face was etched with lines of
pain even while he was unconscious, the exaggeratedly heavy lids motionless,
his lashes dark gold against his pallor. Her fingers fumbled to find his pulse,
but as she sought for it her own heartbeats were so loud in her ears that she
was almost deafened. Then, with a gasp of thankfulness, she realizes that the
tremors shaking his hand were those of fever, not her own fear. She rose
stiffly, still holding his hand as though she feared to let it go in case he
should slip away from her. 


          


          


          'He is alive.' She said inadequately, as though the sound
of the words would strengthen their truth. 


          


          


          Elisabeta stood for a moment watching her stroke the
tangled hair back from Tristán‘s face, and then said shortly, 'We must wash the
wound before Luis can probe it. You move the candles as close you can while I
cut away his breeches.' 


          


          


          Feeling curiously numb, Juana obeyed. Every candle in the
house could not give more than a wavering, yellowish light, and she began to
understand how difficult Luis‘s task would be. Even the most skilled surgeon
needed light for his work, and for a novice to offer to dig into living flesh
by the light of six or seven tallow candles seemed to her like braving death
needlessly. And what did he mean to use for instruments? Surely a surgeon would
be less dangerous, even if to fetch one meant delay. 


          


          


          But the time she had positioned the last candle, Elisabeta
had cut away the charred and bloodstained velvet and exposed the wound. It did
not look like human flesh, Juana thought; it looked indescribable, caked with
black powder and glistening with wet blood, the flesh driven in upon itself by
the leaden ball so that it lost shape and substance in a crimson pulp. She must
have made some sound, because the elder woman looked up at her and then away. 


          


          


          In a impersonal voice Elisabeta said, 'Wash the blood away
while I fetch some fresh water and more rags. It will hurt him, but the quicker
and more firmly you work the better it will be for him; dabbing at it feebly is
no good.' 


          


          


          She had used the same tone when she had told her how to
churn butter and wring chickens‘s necks, Juana remembered, and as Elisabeta
left the room she dipped what looked like the remains of her hostess‘s best
shift into the warm water and hesitated in agony. Even the sight of the wound
made her susceptible stomach move, but in hesitating to touch it it was of
Tristán‘s pain that she thought, not her own distaste. Then her lips tightened.
That was what Elisabeta had been telling her; that it was better to hurt Felipe
to keep him alive than give way to sentimental softness and have him dead for
the sake of her squeamishness. He had taught her to fight him when she was a
sheltered child who knew nothing but pampering and indulgence, and now she
would use the spirit that he had roused to fight on his side against death. 


          


          


          Much of the blood was caked on uninjured flesh and sponged
away cleanly, but it stained the water until she seemed to be bathing blood
with blood. As she approached the wound itself gunpowder smears stained the red
black, and the blood too was black, thick and clotted, slippery to the touch.
Juana worked on steadily, her face white and pinched, trying to ignore the
instinctive flinching of the raw flesh when she touched it; it was only when wound
was clean that she realized she had been holding her breath. 


          


          


          When Juana looked up Luis was watching her, but he said
nothing, only nodded and unrolled a bundle of dark cloth in which metal
clinked. His normal, faintly lugubrious expression had altered indefinably, and
there was purpose in the set of his swarthy, heavily-lined face. 


          


          


          Elisabeta said, not addressing Juana but looking somewhere
over her head, 


          'Luis used to be a field-surgeon in the army once. He was
never a man of science, but he could cure people – the men came to him for help
more often than they went to the trained doctors. He doctored Felipe‘s poor
face when that girl had it cut open, all those years ago – It was why Felipe
came to us then. Luis had told him stories about the old days and he remembered
them, even half blind and as shocked as he was -' 


          


          


          'I was a fool.' Tristán‘s whisper sounded slurred, almost
dreamy, but it held an edge of self-contempt. 'Only a fool thinks that – love
begets love.' 


          


          


          Jealousy and pain pierced Juana‘s heart so precisely that
she felt as if it had stopped beating, freezing the blood in her veins. She
would recognize, now, the torment beneath the sardonic words because it
mirrored her own; he still loved the woman he had wanted in his boyhood, and
was tasting the bitterness of a second loss. 


          


          


          In a tone whose steadiness surprised her, she said, 'She
cannot know yet that you have been hurt. You were coming from her when they
found you, were you not? Or else they could not have known where you would be.
We can send for her to come if you want to see her again.' 


          


          


          He did not lift his head, but she thought the muscles
tightened about his mouth as he lay. The green eyes were fixed and staring,
hideously bright. 'No – 


          she will not come now. It is over between us; she – told me
so tonight.' 


          


          


          An irrational joy, as swift as her earlier pain, leapt up
in Juana, then died as she saw the torment in his face. Even if Elena did not
love him, it would not alter his heart; any more, she realized suddenly, than
she could have lain with Don Diego because Tristán did not love her. 


          


          


         'I must hurt you a little now, Felipe,' Luis interjected,
'but try to be still. I hope it will not take long.' 


          


          


          'Luis.' 


          


          


          Tristán sounded merely satisfied to have identified his
friend‘s voice, but Juana saw his long fingers curl round the edge of the table
and clench in readiness. Luis saw the movement, too, and signaled with his eyes
for her to come close so that he could whisper to her. 


          


          


          'He ought to have something to deaden the pain, but there
is nothing in the house. If he starts to move under the knife, you and
Elisabeta will have to try to hold him. Watch what she does and copy her, she
has helped me before.' 


          


          


          Juana nodded. There was no need to point out that the three
of them combined could not hold Tristán if he began to thrash about; Luis
already knew. 


          


          


          The probe glinted in the candlelight as Luis raised it, but
as soon as it touched the wound the metal‘s sheen was dulled. Luis‘s lips
hardened into a thin line as he dug; quickly and deftly as he worked, each
moment seemed to Juana to last an age as the metal slid coldly into the open
wound, probing for the lodged pistol-ball. Tristán‘s fingers curled tighter on
the table‘s edge, but he made no sound. 


          


          


          'I cannot see it,' Luis said through his teeth. 'Too deep.'



          


          


          'Shall I lift the candle higher?' Elisabeta enquired. 


          


          


          'No unless you want to spill hot tallow all over him – I
shall have to feel for it. Hold him while I …' 


          


          


          He did not bother to finish the sentence. A short, stifled
sound came from the man on the table, and Tristán‘s nails clawed at the bare
wood. Fresh blood welled over Luis‘s fingers as he pressed down, holding the
straining body as still as he could, and Elisabeta moved to grasp Tristán right
ankle and hold it with all her strength. 


          


          


          'The probe is touching it,' Luis said suddenly, 'but I
cannot tell if I am pushing it deeper. Hold him, for God‘s sake.' 


          


          


          His arm moved in a quick, scooping motion like a man
digging a spade into thick mud, and Tristán gave a sheerly animal cry that
seemed to be torn out of him. His body jerked, the probe slipped and Luis
swore. He straightened at once, breathing heavily, and said, 'Again. I shall
have to try again.' 


          


          


          'You are killing him!' 


          


          


          Tears were mingling with the trickles of perspiration on
Juana‘s face. The heat of the candles had made the little room stifling hot,
but she was shivering; her brain noted that Luis‘s dark face was gleaming and
his shirt sticking to his back without bothering to consider the cause. If she
had had to give a reason for her sense of suffocation, she would have named
fear. 


          


          


          Her answered with a terrible simplicity, 'He will die
anyway if I do not.' 


          


          


          Tristán said something incomprehensible in a quick,
breathless voice, and she realized that he was reverting to his native tongue
as his fever rose. She said quickly, 'He wants something,' but Luis nodded and
bent again to his task with his graying hair flopping forward, his air more
like that of a carpenter sawing wood than a doctor tending a man‘s hurt. Unable
to bear the picture conjured up by her own imagination, Juana turned her back on
him to watch her husband. 


          


          


          The golden skin was flushed with fever so that the thick
dusting of gold freckles that lent it its luminosity were darkened to copper
against the fieriness of sickness. The impassive mouth was stretched in a snarl
like an animal‘s, baring his teeth at pain in between the soft, muttered
incoherencies. His head had begun to move a little, restlessly, and his hands
beat against the table-top like those of a man battering for entrance at barred
door. Without thinking, she slid her hand into one of his and it closed
fiercely upon her fingers, clenching until her flesh whitened and she wanted to
scream; yet she could feel the frail, hectic pulse against her palm and knew
that this excruciating strength was deceptive, that it was only the convulsion
of a blind agony that did not even comprehend what it was that his fingers
grasped. 


          


          


          'A minute more,' Luis said through clenched teeth, and
Juana leaned over her husband as Elisabeta was doing and pressed down with all
her weight, as though she shielded him from lightning. The fierce heat of his
skin made her catch her breath; it was like lying across a bed of hot coals,
and his shivering shook them all. She heard Luis grunt, and then into the
silence came the wail of a child. 


          


          


          'Rodrigo – he must have woken.' Elisabeta made an
instinctive movement towards the door, but Luis‘s voice checked her. 


          


          


          He let the words die, and Rodrigo‘s yells were the only
sound on the room apart from Tristán‘s harsh, tearing breaths. Juana felt his
body rise up under her, fighting to avoid the pain as Luis dug deeper, and she
clung to the edge of the table as if it were a raft in the open sea, her arms
aching with effort. 


          


          


         The thought crossed her mind that his struggles might injure
the child, but she thrust it away and clung harder. Tristán‘s back arched
beneath her in uncontrollable spasm, and she felt his impulse to scream as if
it were her own, a nightmare of involition. Then, as suddenly as if she had
been struck deaf, she realizes that all she could hear was the monotonous
sobbing of the boy in the next room, and her urge to scream was gone: Tristán
has given one short, wrenched cry and was still. 


          


          


          She let go the table and straightened painfully, putting an
unbelieving hand against his cheek. His skin felt as dry as paper and burning
hot, and she remembered that the first time she had touched him she had
expected his skin to be cold. As cold as ice, as cold as death. 


          


          


          'At last.' Luis had not hesitated, but he sounded rather
weary. 'That strength of Felipe‘s is a curse sometimes – most men would have
swooned long ago. Now I can finish without giving him any more pain – until he
wakes, of course.' 


          


          


          ' Wake s? He is not dead?' 


          


          


          Luis shook his head. 'Not yet. He may die from loss of
blood, or the fever, or a dozen other things, but at least he is not dead yet.'
He was swabbing fresh blood from the wound as he spoke. 'He was lucky, in that
either his opponent aimed in a hurry or else he was a poor marksman – the
saints alone know how it happened, but the ball seems to have gone in upwards!
It would have broken the bone else, but although it lodged deep it has not
broken his leg and he will not be lamed lastingly. 


          


          


          Juana stared at him, wordless with relief. Elisabeta had
gone to soothe Rodrigo now that she was no longer needed, and part of her mind
heard the outraged hiccoughing of the child subsiding while a sudden
overwhelming weakness swept over her, every event in this incredibly long night
rising up to take its toll. It was past dawn now; the bluish light that had
seeped under the door when she arrived had long ago passed into apricot and now
was paling into gold. 


          


          


          'Open the shutters.' Luis echoed her thoughts. 'I can see
better in daylight.' 


          


          


          Mechanically she obeyed, resting her cheek against the hard
edge of the wooden shutter as she stared unseeingly into the street. She knew
that she should be planning what to tell Luis and Elisabeta of the night‘s
events: to tell the truth about Eugenio would mean having to explain about
Bartolomé, yet they believed that she had sent the de Fronteneras to kill
Felipe… 


          


          


          Her tired mind gave up the unequal struggle. What they
thought of her did not matter while they let her stay near him, what was vital
was that Felipe should live. The rest could wait. 


          


          


          Turning away from window with a defiant squaring of her
shoulders that Tristán would have recognized, she went back to help Luis. 


          


          


          


          You should rest.' Luis entered the little bedchamber
quietly and shut the door, and Juana, after the briefest of glances, returned
her gaze to Tristán‘s unconscious face. 


          


          


          'I shall sleep when he wakes.' 


          


          


          If  he wakes,
her mind added and then shied away from its own thought. Luis put the bowl of
soup he carried into her hands, but she only looked down at it as she felt its
heat against her palms. She said, 'It is no use, he will not eat,' and started
to set it aside, but Luis prevented her. 


          


          


          'It is for you. You cannot starve yourself, Juana.' 


          


          


          She paid no attention. 'He is too hot, he keeps throwing
off the bedclothes, is there nothing else we can do?' 


          


          


          ‗Nothing, but it will be night soon and then he will
be cooler.‘ 


          


          


          They must have had this conversation a dozen times already,
Luis thought, but he made no comment; all the girl‘s attention was for the
shifting form on the bed. Her pointed face was grey with lack of sleep and
there were dark shadows under her great eyes; she had not stirred out of this
room since Tristán has been carried into it, and had sat by him since just
after dawn: tending him, bathing his burning skin with cold water, tirelessly
replacing the covers that his fever-racked body tried to cast aside. Even
Elisabeta‘s resentment was subsiding under her anxiety for Juana, and Luis felt
nothing but compassion for her – the girl looked as though she were spending
her own strength in Tristán‘s fight for life. 


          


          


          Gently, he said, 'Try a mouthful of Elisabeta‘s soup and I
will tell you the latest news. The whole town is buzzing with what happened
last night.' 


          


          


          For an instant Juana‘s eyes left her husband‘s face, but
only for an instant, and she accepted the bowl unresistingly. 'Have they caught
the men who shot him?' 


          


          


          'Not so far, but more has happened than that.' Luis leaned
against the door, watching both the man on the bed and the girl on the low
stool beside it, as he spoke. 'The talk goes that there is a warrant for
Felipe‘s arrest, for the cruel attack on Don Diego Ruiz at la viuda’s
house last night; our governor‘s son has had his handsome looks spoiled and he
is after blood.' 


          


          


          I was something rough with him. Tristán‘s voice
sounded, light and dismissive, in Juana‘s ears, and she said, 'he told me he
had – I did not realize what he meant when -' 


          


          


          Of course, she thought, in Tristán‘s arms she had not cared
what had become of Don Diego Ruiz; she certainly had not believed that he had
been waiting for her at the end of the gallery, for it would have been too
absurd to believe it – the past could not repeat itself so cruelly. She bit her
lip and fell silent, her cheeks flaming. 


          


          


          Luis continued, apparently deaf to her confusion, 'And the
mayor is in no humour to care for any gentry who amuse themselves by shooting
foreigners, not when he is setting forth upon a witch-hunt. A witch escaped his
house last night, they say, and two people are supposed to have died by
witchcraft - Doña Jerónima de Herreros and the man who was staying with Don
Bautista as his guest. The word is out that they are seeking a young woman
called Margarita Armendariz. Why choose that name? It will draw them straight
here when they begin to search in earnest.' 


          


          


          He spoke matter-of-factly, his deep voice unperturbed. As
she stiffened, he added, 'Eat up, it will be cold.' 


          


          


          Her hand trembled as she obeyed. 'Do you believe I am a
witch, Luis?' 


          


          


          'Not I, though I thought you must be one when Felipe said
that he had married you. If you knew what he has said of women, and then to wed
- ! But there will be many who do believe it, and fear is a great persuader. If
you are once caught, there will be many to say that they saw something strange
about you from the first – and Don Bautista is a fearful man. The witches he
takes always confess before he has them burned.' 


          


          


          Juana felt as though she were suffocating. Last night Don
Bautista‘s fear had been something ridiculous, a fantasy to be dismissed with a
sharp word, but now it was gaining in strength and danger like a storm-cloud.
Through dry lips she asked, 'You say he will search the town?' 


          


          


          'He has already begun. He has sent for soldiers to help
him, but it will be at least a day before they come, you have so much grace.
Will you -' 


          


          


          She gave an odd little sigh of relief and regret that cut
short the question. 


          'By tomorrow I shall know whether Felipe will live or die.
Only bear with me until then, and I shall give myself up; if I am found here, I
shall say I cast a spell on you to make you harbour me, but otherwise I shall
go out and find them. Perhaps they will not burn me until after the baby is
born – I know that is the law.' 


          


          


          She spoke the last words almost to herself, her eyes going
hungrily to Tristán‘s hollow-cheeked, frowning face, and did not see Luis‘s
mouth drop open. 


          


          


          'You are – you mean you are pregnant?' 


          


          


          'Yes. I only knew two days ago.' 


          


          


          'Is it -' he hesitated – 'is it Felipe‘s?' 


          


          


          'Oh, yes.' Juana did not bother to elaborate; a very faint
smile had touched her pale lips, and her look of strain dissolved momentarily
in a gentleness he had never seen in her before. 


          


          


          'Are you sure that it was not why you quarreled with him?'
Luis was drawing on his own experience of the foibles of women as he asked the
question, darting a slightly furtive look towards the bed as though the
unconscious man might suddenly be able to hear him. 'When he had the letter you
sent him, he -' 


          


          


          'He does not know about the baby, and now he will not.' She
answered impatiently. 'Luis, this fever has held him for twelve hours now –
surely he cannot endure it much longer? He keeps calling out for something, and
I cannot understand what he says.' 


          


          


          Luis gave her a doubtful look, then said quickly, 'I do not
know either – I have no English. Juana, listen to me. You cannot give yourself
up to Don Bautista if you are carrying a child. You do not know what they do to
suspected witches to cast the devils out of them.' 


          


          


          'Should I hide instead until I have drawn suspicion on you
and your family for helping me, and made sure that they find Felipe?' She put
down the barelytouched soup, her eyes blazing. 'I have spent too long hiding my
eyes from things that have been done and trying to escape their consequences. I
am guiltless of both Doña Jerónima‘s death and Eugenio de Castañeda‘s – Yes, it
was Eugenio,' she added grimly as Luis started. 'He followed me here to try to
take me back to the Castillo with him, but it does not matter now. As soon as I
know whether Felipe will – will recover or no, I shall go to Don Bautista and
tell him the truth about what I know of their deaths. Whether he believes it, I
care not.' 


          


          


          Luis stared at her for a long moment, his heavy face
crumpled, before he muttered, 'I shall speak to Elisabeta. Call me if there is
any alteration in Felipe,' 


          and went out, closing the door behind him. 


          


          


          Juana did not reply; she had risen and was bending over
Tristán again to sponge his face water that had already grown tepid in the heat
of the room. 


          


          


          He moved restlessly and she pressed him down with all her
strength, knowing that gentleness would be of no avail in holding him, her
hands against his chest. Already the bones felt sharper through his skin. It
was as if the fever‘s heat were melting his flesh away from his bones, exposing
the skeleton beneath. Then, as though the sudden yearning despair that gripped
her had communicated itself to him, Tristán‘s eyes opened, glazed and as bright
as emeralds in their deep, shadow-rimmed sockets. For a moment she thought that
he did not recognize her, but then they narrowed as if he were straining to
focus them, and filled slowly with a look of pure bitterness. 


          


          


          'You saved your enmity to good purpose,' he said
scathingly, and then the breath left his lungs in a shallow gasp and his heavy
lids fell leadenly shut. 


          


          


          The next few moments were such confusion that Juana could
never untangle them in her memory. She remembered screaming for Luis, the sheer
bewilderment of hearing that her husband was not dead but sleeping; she
remembered the tears in Luis‘s eyes when he told her that he was more likely to
recover if he had revived even for a moment. But everything was wrapped in a
black mist of confusion that clouded her thoughts and made her suddenly as
helpless as a child, while her thoughts circled fascinatedly round what Tristán
had said. 


          


          


          You are wasting your enmity – save it for some better
occasion, when itmight kill me he had said to her that day on the road,
when she had stanched the slight would that Jaime had given him. Did his
fever-blurred mind blame her now, she wondered, for this much greater hurt? She
had recognized the look in his eyes as they rested on her – piercing, watchful,
as if in expectation of attack. She had seen him look like that when he looked
at Torres across Eugenio‘s body in a look that held naked combat. 


          


          


          Felipe began murmuring again as the light faded, as harsh,
incoherent muttering that made Juana ache to understand. But his voice was
growing fainter now, his words less distinct, as though fainter now, his words
less distinct, as though sickness were at last overriding the last reserves of
that arrogant, almost superhuman self-control. His movements had become jerky
and spasmodic, as if he had not the strength for more than an occasional
effort. He was losing the battle for life, Juana thought, and had to force down
the longing to scream at him to fight and go on fighting, that he was wrong to
think that she wanted him dead… 


          


          


         Elisabeta had been in and out once or twice; there was no
sign of Luis, but Juana did not wonder where he was. She sat unmoving beside
the bed, oblivious to everything but Tristán. Her wide, shadowed eyes were
filled with him as she deliberately stored up every detail for the long
separation to come, for whether he lived or died, she thought, she would need a
last image of him to take with her when she went to face Don Bautista. 


          


          


          The scarred side of his face was towards her, but now it
was not at the cruel disfigurement that she looked. Her gaze now was for the
classic profile, the straight nose broken long ago in some accident of battle
and slightly crooked at the bridge; at the tilted eyes, set startlingly aslant
now that their colour did not distract the eye. It was their obliquity, as much
as their colour and those curious, deep-gouged sockets and grotesquely heavy
lids, that gave his face the look of a lazy, dangerous lion. And when she
looked at his mouth it was not the hard line cleaving the corner of the upper
lip that she saw but the shapely beauty of what it must once have been. 


          


          


          The restless movements of his head had stilled, and as he
lay there, his head pillowed on his own brilliant hair that was still streaked
with dirt, his face with its strange bones and slanting shadows looked like a
funeral effigy cast in gleaming bronze. Juana reached tentative fingers to trace
the harsh line of his cheek, wanting to smooth away the tautness that had
dragged his skin so forbiddingly tight, and then gave a cry. 


          


          


          'Elisabeta. Elisabeta!' 


          


          


          'What is it?' Elisabeta came in at once, so quickly that
she must have been waiting outside the door for the summons. Juana held out her
hand, staring in disbelief at her own fingertips. 


          


          


          'He is sweating…I think the fever has broken, but I am not
sure…' 


          


          


          Her voice broke and she almost stumbled, clinging to the
wall while Elisabeta bent quickly over Tristán. As she saw the elder woman
cross herself her heart seemed to stop beating, but then Elisabeta turned to
her with a radiant smile, tears beginning to run down her cheeks. 


          


          


          'Yes, you are right. He is sleeping now, truly sleeping;
and with God‘s help he may recover.' 


          


          


          For an instant longer Juana remained motionless, her eyes
fixed on the man on the bed, and then she braced herself and straightened away
from the wall. 


          


          


          'You will care for him?' she asked urgently, and Elisabeta
nodded, puzzled. 


          


          


          'Of course I will, but you -' 


          


          


          Something about Juana‘s expression silenced what she had
been about to say. The girl‘s face was set determinedly, the look in her eyes
bleak, and the only trace of that first flash of joy was the faintly wistful
smile on her lips. 'I must go, then, and make my peace with Don Bautista,' she
said almost lightly. 'I will only bring danger to you all if I stay longer.' 


          


          


          Elisabeta gasped. 'But, Juana, Felipe needs you! Do you not
care what becomes of him?' 


          


          


          'Enough to want to live, and he will not if I stay hidden
and let the search go on,' Juana answered simply. 


          


          


          Her hands were trembling, and she did them, continuing
through an aching throat, 'If he should remember when he wakes that he saw me
there, tell him he dreamed.' 


          


          


          'Do you want him to think that you do not care for him?' 


          


          


          'It will not hurt him, or even surprise him.' Juana was
putting on her cloak as she spoke. 'He does not love me, nor ever did – This
marriage of ours has been a – a kind of fight. He married me to humble my pride
and I keep aloof to show him he has not succeeded.' The smile in her eyes was
wry. 'Now I have fallen in love with him and he still holds me in contempt. But
I had rather that than that he should love me and be grieved by my going, for
if I am to save him I must go now.' 


          


          


          She turned towards the door before Elisabeta could speak,
but as she did so she halted, frozen: both of them had heard the street door
flung open, and the tramp of feet in the next room. 


          


          


          Juana moved swiftly. She moved in front of the bed to stand
at bay like a trapped animal, her arms wide and her cloak outspread to hide the
bed and its occupant like a swan defending its cygnets. Elisabeta gripped her
arm hard, but her gaze did not waver from the door. 


          


          


          'I should have gone before' came, anguished, from between
her lips. 'I should have gone before!' 


          


          


          Elisabeta did not speak; she, like Juana, was counting the
sets of footsteps outside. Then all of a sudden the door was flung open to
reveal Luis, breathless and panting, leaning into the room as though he could
not spare the time to cross the threshold. 


          


          


          'It is all arranged, but you must go quickly, both of you!'
In her first flood of relief Juana could hardly understand what he was saying,
and when she did the words made no sense. 'Placido has sent a couple of his
drovers to help carry Felipe, and there is a cart waiting – you will have to
look after him as best you can.' His eyes met Juana‘s, direct and urgent in the
lugubrious mask of his face. 'It is the only way I can help you now.' 


          


          


          'Placido!' Elisabeta exclaimed. 'That old villain who runs
contraband on his mules? You promised me that you would have nothing more to do
with him!' 


          


          


          Juana said, 'Why should you help me? I have brought you nothing
but trouble since I came.' 


          


          


          He glanced past her at Elisabeta, hesitating before he
answered, and then said, 'You know why. Elisabeta will understand if you will
allow me to tell her after you have gone. You all deserve a better chance of
life than our worthy witchhunting mayor will allow you.' 


          


          


          Her hands crept protectively to her belly, and then she
gave a little wondering smile of such radiance that he blinked. 'Thank you,
Luis.' She kissed him; his lips were moist and gentle against hers. 'We shall
always remember you.' 


          


          


          'No time for that. I have brought some old clothes – begged
them from Enrique and his wife. Be quiet, Elisabeta – I said they were for a
charitable purpose, and my brother and Nieves are both too fat to wear these
things nowadays. Juana and Felipe cannot travel as they are. But keep that
gown, Juana, it may come in useful.' 


          


          


          He was already turning away, too hurriedly for Juana to ask
why. Instead she asked sharply, 'Who is Placido? And where will he take us?' 


          


          


          Luis was waving a couple of hefty men forward. 'He is a
friend of mine, a mule-driver, and his pack is leaving for Cadíz at sunset. He
has agreed to take you and Felipe in one of his supply-wagon and not to speak
of it, but he will not agree to feed you or tend Filipe, the old misanthrope.'
Juana could read in his rueful face that the price asked had been too high. 'If
you are found he will deny all knowledge of you, but if you are sensible you
will reach the coast safely. It mean scavenging and bartering, but you will do
it.' 


          


          


          There was an admiring glint in his eyes as they rested on
Juana, and she nodded matter-of-factly. She would contrive it because she must,
she thought. 


          


          


          'But Cadiz is a week‘s journey from here,' Elisabeta
protested, shocked. 


          'Why not send them south instead of west? It would be less
than half the distance, and with Felipe still sick -' 


          


          


          'I did not have a great choice, and they will be looked for
at the nearest ports,' Luis rejoined. 'Placido‘s mules will take ten days to
cover the distance, and no one would guess that fugitives might choose to
travel so slowly. Besides -' he was packing up food as he spoke, and added a
stone jar of wine to it without looking up - 'Felipe stands a better chance if
he is not moved too quickly.' 


          


          


          'It would take an army to move this Goliath at any speed,'
one of the two drovers grunted morosely. 


          


          


          They had swathed Tristán‘s limp body in a blanket and were
struggling to lift him, but it was only when Luis came to their aid that they
managed to lift him off the bed. They staggered out, the sick man sagging in
their grasp like a bale of cloth. Elisabeta followed them, giving advice that
none of them heeded, and after a few moments Luis returned, Juana stared at him
wordlessly, helpless in the face of so much disinterested kindness, while his
deft fingers resumed folding and packing, adding things to one neat bundle like
the practical merchant he was. 


          


          


          'This journey will be bad for Felipe‘s leg, but there is no
other way,' he said, almost conversationally. 'Try to stop him exerting himself
too soon, and give him as much food and care as you can – It will no be easy,
but you must do your best. Here is the wallet with your passage-money,' he
added in a lower voice. 'Open it when no one can see you, Placido and his men
are none of them rich, and if they see gold they may take it.' 


          


          


          Juana nodded, slipping the wallet under the folds of her
cloak. 'And when we come to Cadíz?' 


          


          


          'Then, God willing, you will be able to ask Felipe what do
to. He has not confided in me, so I cannot tell you what he intended.' Luis
kissed her suddenly on both checks. 'Write to us when you get to Cadíz –
Placido will bring back a letter, and we will pay. Do not let that old rogue
cheat you. Now, I shall leave you while you change your clothes, and then you
must get straight into the cart that is outside. Everything will be ready in
it, waiting for you. Do not stop to make any long farewells. Go with God.' He
turned away sharply and hurried out. 


          


          


          Tear were choking Juana as she changed hurriedly out of the
blue-and-gold gown and into Tia Nieves‘s donated garments, but she had no time
to shed them; it was only when she hurried out, the blue gown a tightly-rolled
bundle under her cloak, that they overflowed. Elisabeta, seeing them, evaded
Luis‘s restraining hand and darted towards her, catching her in her arms in a
return of her old maternal affection. 


          


          


          'So now you will take care of Felipe, eh?' she demanded
roughly. 'He needs you now, whether he loves you or not. Adios.' 


          


          


          Juana nodded and managed to mutter a swift goodbye. The
reassurance had almost broken her resolve, for now she knew that her husband
believed such ill of her that her heart fainted at the thought of the journey
ahead of them; he must hate her more than she had ever guessed, she thought, to
impute the cowardly attack to her device, to think her capable of such
cold-blooded ruthlessness. 


          


          


          She kissed Elisabeta and without a word ran out of the
little house to scramble into the ox-cart that stood waiting in the gathering
twilight. 


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 18 


          


          


          


          Afterwards Juana could never recall her first meeting with
Placido, any more than she could remember his surname. She could summon up a
vague impression of a short, wiry man who stood over her as she tended Tristan
and talked to her in a series of grunted monosyllables, and she remembered the
shadow that fell across her as she worked and the smell of wine and garlic on
his breath that mingled with the all-pervasive stink of mules that clung to his
skin and clothes. But other than that, she knew of him only I that he had
agreed to take them to Cadiz. She had agreed to all his sourly-made
stipulations and qualifications, nodding impatiently to have him gone in case
Tristan should wake and be troubled by a stranger's presence. The ox-cart's
slow, jolting progress did not seem to disturb him, but now and again the sound
of voices made his arched brows draw together and she thought that the talk
irritated him. 


          


          


          Had she but known it, the haughtiness of her manner had
puzzled the muledriver; he had not expected Luis Armendariz's so-called niece
to act like a lady and to behave as though she were, for all her youth and
womanhood, his, Placido's, equal. She looked like any everyday wench in her
blouse and russet-red skirt with its laced black bodice that was far too big
for her-borrowed, in all probability. Yet there was a delicacy in her face and
in the bare slender feet that was at odds with the fact that she had no
stockings or shoes. 


          


          


          That fact had cost Juana some qualms, but she comforted
herself that for the present, at least, she had no need to trouble about how
she would walk. Placido had signified that she was to stay in the bottom of the
cart until the mule-train was clear of the town. Later, when there was no
danger of her being seen, the could use her legs and stop burdening a valuable
animal. But until then she should keep out of sight and help by keeping her man
quiet. 


          


          


          So she crouched, half-stifled with heat, under the weight
of some empty grain-sacks that had been thrown over her, trying to keep them
lifted clear of Tristan's face so that he could breathe. It was dark, and every
noise was amplified by the sounding wood of the cart's sides as it creaked
along the streets. The rumble of wheels, the patient clopping of the ox's
hooves, the squeak and sway of the cart's timbers; once the sound of hurrying
feet and a man's voice asking questions mingled with the beating of her own
frightened heart as it pounded through her body like a battering-ram. She tried
to deafen her ears to everything but the almost inaudible sound of Tristan's
breathing - so different from his quick, feverish panting earlier on-but
sometimes half-a-minute would pass before she caught the sound of his regular,
shallow sighing, and for that time the world would stop; then she would hear it
once more, and her life would resume its interrupted course. At last she
settled on her side, with her back braced against the side of the cart so that
the breadth of her shoulders lifted the sacking away from his face to allow him
the precious air, and settled into an exhausted sleep as the cart lumbered its
way out of Villenos. 


          


          


          She was woken by a rush of cool air on her face and started
guiltily. Her first thought was of the incredible dark blue of the sky, with
the stars studding it; then she groped for reality and realized that the cart
was no longer moving. Her arms went out to shield the man beside her as she
stared up at the shadowy figure who had bent to peer into the depths of the
cart.' 


          


          


          'There is a fire if you want to cook your food. They are
unloading the mules for the night.' 


          


          


          Juana recognized Placido's gruff voice and struggled
stiffly to her knees. Her neck and back were in agonies of cramp where she had
lain doubled awkwardly against the cart-side, but she scarcely noticed it. All
her attention was for Tristan; praise be, he was still sleeping soundly and
there was no fresh blood on the bandages. She turned to look up at Placido with
unconscious authority. 


          


          


          'What hour is it? How far have we travelled?' 


          


          


          He scowled. 'We have been on the road for about four hours,
and we are clear of the valley. Come to the fire in your own time.' 


          


          


          


          He had better things to do, his tone conveyed, than to
stand answering a woman's foolish questions; a true woman would accept what
fate offered and seek to know no more than a man chose to tell her. Badgering
would not bring her to her journey's end any faster. He grunted, and then slid
down off the cart without another word. 


          


          


          Juana was not thinking of his condemnation as she rummaged
in Luis's pack to see what he had given her, remembering how she had forgotten
to thank him for it. But there had not been time; and by the sound of the
hectoring voices in the streets as the cart passed through, they had only just
escaped in time. There was bread here, she saw, cheese, dried meat and a small
stock of rice, and another of flour; Luis must have given her most of what he
had in the house that would travel. Tears sprang to her eyes, but before they
could fall her head had jerked up alertly as a noise from outside the cart
caught her attention. If the mule-train had been followed after all - if they
chanced to meet Don Bautista's reinforcement of soldiers – 


          


          


          But the noise had come from the drovers clustered round the
fire a distance away, in the centre of a rough circle of carts, and from the
oxen grazing peacefully within the ring. Juana listened for a while longer,
then bent again to her task. Luis had thought of everything and she remembered
Elisabeta saying that he had been a soldier; the information had not penetrated
her mind when she heard it, she had cared only for his skill as a surgeon, but
he had even thought to provide two flat leather water-bottles, bulgingly full.
That was what Felipe would need more than anything else, she thought: water. 


          


          


          Carefully, so as not to lose any of the precious liquid,
she raised Tristan's head and moistened his lips with a few drops, watching him
attentively. There was no reaction; his head was heavy against her arm, and in
the starlight she could see the film of moisture evaporating on his lips. 


          


          


          She said softly, urgently, 'Felipe! Come, Felipe, you must
wake up and drink. Wake up.' 


          


          


          His head moved slightly as though to deny her voice, and
she urged him again. It was hard to judge his expression in the patched
starlight that rimed the outline of his features with faint silver, but she
could see deep furrows of pain across his forehead. 


          


          


          'Lie still. There is no need to move, only drink and you
will be well.' 


          


          


          He started to say something in the language she did not
understand, then seemed to hesitate and began again. In a voice that shook, and
in more thicklyaccented Spanish than she had ever heard him use, he blurted,
'Have they taken my father, too?' 


          


          


          'No.' She had stiffened, but she spoke instinctively to
soothe him. 'No, he is safe.' 


          


          


          As if the sound of her voice had woken him fully, Tristan's
eyes opened. They were luminous emeralds in the dark, and for an instant the
expression in them was shocked and wary; a cat who finds itself in alien
territory, startled, suspicious. Then his eyes focussed on her face and
hardened, coldly bitter. 


          


          


          'Not gone yet?' The dry whisper was scathing. 'I did not
know I had to die to cancel the debt. You might have trusted my word that it
was finished and saved yourself this inconvenience.' 


          


          


          For a moment Juana felt frozen with shock, then she lowered
her eyes to hide her hurt and spoke as though she had not heard him. 'You must
drink now,' 


          she said composedly. 'You have had a fever from the wound
in your leg.' 


          


          


          She thought he would refuse to obey her. He was stiff
against her supporting arm and she could feel his muscles rigid with
resistance; then, as if he could not help himself, he gave a sigh and his
eyelids drooped again. 'You have learned to dissemble at last. You sound like a
wife,' he responded, and let her tilt the water-bottle for him to drink. 


          


          


          He managed only one swallow before he began to gag, and
Juana lowered the bottle quickly; he was still, exhausted by the effort of that
slight motion, when she lowered his head again, and she realized how much that
consuming fever had weakened him. She had been waiting for the spate of sharp
questions about their whereabouts, and her presence, but she saw that he was
still barely conscious, and drew a breath of relief. The stronger he was when
he questioned her, the better for him, the more chance she would have of making
him understand. 


          


          


          He believed that she had tried to have him murdered, and
the reason was appallingly simple; even she could see that, who knew the truth.
Since the first day they met she had fought him with every weapon she had,
great and petty, because his calm, cold domination had frightened her into what
the had thought was loathing. And when she knew that she loved him she had
guarded her secret more jealously than any murder, fought not to show the
delight she had learned to take in his touch, his possession. She had stopped
every glimmer of her reluctant love from shining through the mask of her hatred
as if it were a beacon set to guide an enemy into a citadel. 


          


          


          As it was, she thought as she studied his sleeping face. He
was her enemy now, but no more than he had always been; whether she had
betrayed him or no, he would always hate her for what she was, no less than for
what she did. 


          


          


          


          If she were as selfish and ruthless as he believed her to
be, she thought, she would leave him now to the chance of living or dying. Take
the last shreds of her dowry and set off alone to make a new life for herself
and the child - though not in the convent she had talked of so glibly to Dona
Jeronima. That idea had been the last blinkered response of her restricted,
convention-taught mind; the fact, remembered from her childhood and Tia's dark
remarks since, that sinners should be hidden away from the world. Now she saw
things as they were, and she doubted if there was a convent that would take
her. 


          


          


          But she could no longer live out her life to a pattern. She
had long ago broken with her father's plans for her destiny, as perfect and
regular and destructive as a spider's web. Bartolome's death had snapped the
chief thread of it, setting her free without the sticky threads of tradition
and expectation to impede her. Thanks to the man who hated her, she was free to
make her own pattern, choose her own destiny. She could go anywhere in the
world. . . . 


          


          


          His head was lolling uncomfortably, and she straightened
it. Then, ignoring the pangs of hunger that gnawed at her, she packed away the
food again and began to count the money that would buy them both a passage on a
ship out of Cadiz Harbour. 


          


          


          


          It was not much, but she knew that she had no idea of the
cost of everyday things. Peasants seemed to rub along with impossibly little,
and now she must learn to do the same. You would be cheated.  Tristan had once said to her, but now she
would learn better, learn not to be cheated, and to haggle over every single
peseta. She must, for every tithe saved would take them further from Spain,
away from danger. 


          


          


          She wondered what had become of the horses, the bay and the
Arab that they had ridden from the castillo, and realized that they would have
been sold first; of course, to save the cost of stabling and feeding-She must
not waste time 


          on 


          what 


          they 


          did 


          not 


          have— 


          it 


          was 


          better 


          to 


          consider 


          carefully the value of what they did have, and how it could
be put to the best use. She still did not understand why Luis had recommended
her to bring that absurd blue gown. It could hardly be sold to a muleteer.... 


          


          


          Delving in the pack again, her fingers encountered
something flat, its surface soft and shiny. She groped for a moment, tracing
its size, and then drew it out and stared at it. She had not seen it since that
day in Luis's house; a limp packet of oiled silk, frayed at the edges. Felipe's
keepsake. 


          


          


          Instinct told her to put it back, but a terrible curiosity
stayed her hand. What could it be, she wondered, that he prized so far beyond
its worth, the one irrational act of his icily rational mind? Her nostrils
twitched, half-expecting to discern a waft of Elena's spicy perfume, but there
was none. She was about to put back the packet unopened when a murmur made her
jump. 


          


          


          'Give it to me.' Tristan's teeth had begun to chatter, but his
opened eyes were as clear and inscrutable as ever. 'I fear you must wait to be
my executrix.' 


          


          


          After the first startled glance she avoided looking at him
directly, but she could feel his gaze on her face, condemning, searing her skin
like vitriol. She answered tightly, 'I thought you were sleeping,' and handed
him the packet, but when she would have withdrawn her hand his long fingers
closed over it. She could feel the new, worrying feebleness of his grip. 


          


          


          'Sometimes I do not know myself which it is,' he said in an
odd voice. 'Am I waking now?' 


          


          


          'Yes.' Juana crushed the urge to clasp his hand in return,
and with her eyes downcast she did not see his expression as he looked at their
locked hands. 


          


          


          'Then why are you here?' 


          


          


          She did not notice the strange way he had phrased the
question, for her mind was racing. The truth would be useless, she thought; she
must tell him what he would accept without dispute, in case he became agitated
and feverish. Still without looking at him, she said, 'I have been accused of
witchcraft. The only chance I had to save my life was to come with you.' 


          


          


          He was briefly silent, then he said evenly, almost
judicially, 'You were always honest at the very last touch, Juana. Tell me,
where are we? And what became of those fine catspaws of yours - Elena's
brothers?' 


          


          


          He sounded tired; instinctively she put her hand to his
face and was shocked by the chill of his skin. Ignoring both questions, she
exclaimed, 'You are like ice! 


          And the clothes you have on must be soaked after your fever
– I should have thought of it before. Luis gave me some dry ones tor you
- can you help me if I try to take off those and put on the others?' 


          


          


          He contemplated her in silence for a moment before he
answered. 'I shall do my best, if you will tell me where we are.' 


          


          


          'I do not know, except that we are four hours out of
Villenos as an ox-cart travels.' 


          


          


          Deliberately prosaic, she began dragging out of their
bundle the clothes that Luis had begged from his brother. Enrique was a tall
man despite his stoutness, and very broad; the garments would fit better than
any of Luis's own. Inwardly she was berating herself for letting Tristan become
so chilled, for forgetting that, drenched in bis own sweat, he would come close
to freezing when the fever left him and the sun went down. When she turned back
to him again his eyes were closed, and he lay motionless, breathing evenly,
while she unlaced his soaked shirt. The skin beneath was cold and clammy, and
she knew that she would have to rub him dry before she could put on the fresh
one. 


          


          


          'Whose wagon is this?' 


          


          


          The question was faint but tenacious. Juana answered
promptly, trying to concentrate on what she was saying and not on the sensation
of his bare skin under her hands. She had lifted him to lie across her lap so
that she could pull off his shirt more easily, and his weight across her thighs
was making her pulse drum; her mouth was dry as she spoke, and it was not with
thirst. 


          


          


          'It belongs to a friend of Luis's called Placido, and he is
taking us to Cadiz with his train of mules. You said you wanted to find a ship
- what is it?' Her voice sharpened as she felt him tense, every muscle
hardening. 'Does it hurt vou? 


          


          


          'No.' 


          


          


          But she could feel the effort it cost him to answer levelly
and relax again, and she forgot her own unrest in trying to ease him. It was
only when she had stripped the shirt from him and sat cradling him with his
head against her breast that the full awareness of her position caught her and
she felt herself begin to tremble inwardly. He was as cold as I stone against
her heart; rigid, as though he could not bear to touch her. She wondered
suddenly whether her flinching rejection had ever hurt him as much as this of
his hurt her now. 


          


          


          'Do not talk until this is done.' Her voice was only a
husky whisper. 'I will tell you everything later, but I must warm you first.' 


          


          


          'Is there any wine?' 


          


          


          The sudden savage question startled her into telling the
unwise truth. 'Yes - but you should not drink any, of it will inflame your
wound.' 


          


          


          'God's curse on my wound,' he said through his teeth, 'I
need it.' 


          


          


          'Felipe, no, you must not.' 


          


          


          Even weakened as he was, she realized, he would be stronger
than she if he made a determined effort; and what that effort might do to the
bloody hole dug in his leg, she dared not think. She clung to him desperately,
feeling the sinews tauten under her hands as if he were preparing to throw her
off as she continued, forcing a sharpness to her voice that she did not feel,
'Do as you please, then, I shall not stop you!' Her hands slackened their grip.
'If you want to finish what the de Fronteneras began, you may do your pleasure
- my conscience is not tender enough over it to try to save your life against
your will. Drink as much as you please!' 


          


          


          He was still suddenly, as though he had been struck and he
said very quietly, 'Was it not you who set them on to kill me, then?' 


          


          


          'No - Eugenio sent a letter denouncing you as their
sister's lover.' She had not meant to speak, but her anger drove the words from
her tongue in an impulsive surge. 


          


          


          'Eugenio? How did he know of it?" Tristan's enigmatic
eyes bad widened suddenly, vigilantly. 


          


          


          'Never mind now! You are freezing, and I must have you warm
- I promise I will explain everything when-' 


          


          


          'You will explain everything now. Tell me, and you can tend
to me at the same time.' 


          


          


          'Very well.' 


          


          


          Sick or not, weak or not, no subterfuge would serve to
beguile him now, she thought; she would have to tell him at least some part of
the truth. She lowered him carefully to the floor of the cart, wishing
fervently for a lantern to aid her even while she was glad of the darkness for
what she had to do. She was not shy of her husband's nakedness now, but she was
afraid that he would see her feelings in her face. It would be a long,
agonizing task to strip off the rest of his clothing, the ragged and blood-soaked
breeches with one leg cut away, and the fine silk stocking and shoe, both
spattered with filth, that no one had had time to remove from his uninjured
leg. As she began to inch the garment off, torn between the dread of giving him
pain and a sudden helpless desire that made her feel sfck with its intensity,
she was shivering almost as violently as he. 


          


          


          Before he could comment on her unsteadiness, she said
quickly, 'Do you remember 


          all 


          that 


          happened 


          on 


          the-the 


          | 


          night you were shot?' 


          


          


          'Some 


          things 


          perfectly, 


          others 


          imperfectly. 


          How 


          long 


          is 


          it since?' 


          


          


          


          'Two days.' Her voice was carefully toneless, 


          


          


          'Is it so? I have no memory of anything between being
carried through the streets by a parcel of drunkards who kept dropping me, and
waking to see you. The rest is just confusion. But everything else that
happened I can recall, I I had a long time to think of it, thrown out amongst
the town‘s cess.' 


          


          


          Heat flooded her cheeks momentarily, and she hoped that he
would not see; her hair had fallen forward, veiling her face in deeper shadow
as she bent over him. 'Have you never wondered how I came to be beside you?' 


          


          


          'Perpetually,' he retorted dryly. 'I can only suppose that
you wanted to witness the success of your plan for yourself - you knew that
Elena would never defile her fine house with a corpse, and that I must be
brought to Luis's alive or dead. Do you still trust nothing but your eye?' 


          


          


          She flinched, but there was no answering blaze of temper in
her face. Instead she said, 'I went to Luis because I did not know where else
to go. That night -' She paused to fold his discarded clothes together, then
resumed, 'Do you remember how Don Bautista boasted of the guest that the
governor was sending him, the one who would bestow such honour on his house by
staying in it?' 


          


          


          'He talked of one such. yes. What of it? ' 


          


          


          'It was Eugenio. He had tracked us from Andalusia.' 


          


          


          Tristan stiffened abruptly and she held him, her fingers
unwittingly tender even while she had to strain to keep him still. He said
curtly, his breathing rapid, 


          'He could not, I am not such a fool. I sent all the
servants on to Turon so that none of them could guess where we were going. The
only person who knew that I had any connection with Villenos was Pedrino, and
he-' 


          


          


          '— was followed,' she finished for him. 'Eugenio put one of
his men on his track, and Pedrino led them to you in all innocence. He must
have thought that he had been discharged because Eugenio had no use for zanies,
but he was being used as - as a tracker.' 


          


          


          'What else?' His voice was perilously calm, but his hand
closed in her hair when she would have released him. 


          


          


          'I - Nothing. Nothing else.' 


          


          


          'You are not weeping because of Pedrino's hoodwinked
innocence, and this story is only begun. Did Pedrino find out what had happened
and bid you tell me?' 


          


          


          She shook her head almost unnoticcably, 'It was Eugenio
himself who told me. He - his man came to Dona Jeronima's house and kidnapped
me just after you had — had gone.' 


          


          


          'Go on.' 


          


          


          Something in his voice unnerved her so much that she
dragged herself away, reaching across the cart to pick up one of the empty
sacks, then took one of them in both hands and began to rub vigorously at
Tristan's chest and arms, scouring until the rough weave had warmed hit
ice-cold flesh. It was like ministering to a wounded lion, she thought; danger
was in the air all round her, and yet she found herself delighting in the hard
contours of him, in the smoothness of his skin beneath the abrasive sacking. It
was of this that she was thinking as she heard her own voice, a little uneven,
in a bald explanation of her capture by Eugenio that omitted any reference to
the child. 


          


          


          'Eugenio boasted of how he had used Pedrino. He said that -
that once Pedrino had recognized the man who was following, he had to be killed
before he could warn you who it was.' 


          


          


          Tristan was silent for so long that she thought he had lost
interest, and her hands hesitated. In the starlight his face wore its usual
look of watchful impassivity, and when he spoke his voice was still level. 


          


          


          'Go on. Why did Eugenio take you and not me? He must have
known that it was I he had to thank for Bartolome's death.' 


          


          


          'He blamed both of us, but he said that you - you were
already accounted for.' 


          


          


          Juana began the painstaking rubbing again, her head
studiously bowed. Not too long in any one spot lest she should rub the flesh raw;
there was a faint answering tingle of warmth in his flesh now, and her fingers,
her hands, her arms were glowing with effort. She struggled to turn him,
rolling him on to his uninjured side so that she could work on his back, and
caught her breath inaudibly. Across the gleaming span of his shoulders and the
breadth of his back the freckles were clustered so thickly that the skin was
darkened to bronze, visible even in the faint light; and so,; too, were the
scratches across his broad shoulders, the marks of Elena's passion. 


          


          


          Tightening her lips, she continued, 'He told me that he had
induced some hotheads to challenge you in defence of their sister's honour, and
you were as good as dead. Me he meant to take back with him to the Castillo.' 


          


          


          Tristan stirred slightly, but his voice came without any
inflection. 'Why? He must have been half-dead after that fit of his, and
however he has recovered he could have no use of you.' 


          


          


          She flinched, then flared with a trace of her old
hostility, 'I had no chance to ask him that, for he had me gagged. But I would
guess that he needed no better reason to take me there than that he knew I
hated it! You and he are much alike,' 


          she added recklessly. 


          


          


          Her arms were aching now as she rubbed down his back and
over hips and flanks where the bones jutted too prominently now. She was
breathless, but she dared not stop. She rolled him on to his back and worked
on, gentler now as she felt the chill leaving him, carefully avoiding the
bundle of rags bound round his long thigh. It seemed impossible that what was
beneath was not sinewy and hard, golden flesh like the other, but the memory of
that raw, gouged ugliness was vivid in her mind. It was only when she found
herself chafing his feet, panting now with exhaustion, that she realized how
long it was since he had spoken. She looked down at him quickly, almost
defensively, and saw the green eyes like ice in his gaunt face. 


          


          


          'How did you persuade him to let you go?' 


          


          


          'I did not -I escaped.' In a very few words she told him of
de Castaneda's death and her escape. 


          


          


          His eyebrows lifted, but at last all he said was, 'Why do
you suppose the Italian should stab him, Juana?' 


          


          


          She caught her breath. He had seized on the very point she
had sought to gloss over, because of her own uneasy suspicions about
Martinetti's noble gesture, but she would not say so. With a proud lift
to her head that threw the long hair back from her face, she answered, 'He
disagreed with - with what Eugenio meant to do, I think. He told me before he
escaped - after he had killed Eugenio-that he was tired of serving him in any
case, but that I -' 


          


          


          'That you - ?' he prompted relentlessly. 


          


          


          'That I had a knack of inspiring poor men to kill for me.'
She turned from him to pick up the fresh clothing and shake it out. 'And it is
true, is it not?' 


          


          


          


          He said in a voice full of tightly-leashed impatience, 'If
you are planning to put those on me, let it rest. I shall do well enough with a
couple of sacks to cover me for the night. I cannot -' He broke off, and she
suddenly noticed the nerve throbbing in his scarred cheek. 


          


          


          He had been taxed even beyond his endurance, she realized,
flinching inwardly from the thought of his pain, and she folded the garments
again without a word. He watched her in silence for a moment, and then said 'So
you escaped, then, and fled to Luis. How does Eugenio's death make you a
witch?' 


          


          


          She told him, adding what she knew of Dona Jeronima's death
and describing Don Bautista's fury. He listened while she covered him with the
heavy sack, keeping her attention on what she did so that she need not listen
to what she said and have to remember that night. 


          


          


          'The men who brought you were just leaving Luis's house
when I came; after that I had no more conscience for Eugenio‘s death.' 


          


          


          She could have bitten her tongue out as soon as she had
spoken. Tristan's head jerked up, his eyes gleaming like a predator's, his
relaxation stiffening into such alert attention that she felt afraid. Heart
thudding, she scrambled to her feet with the alight clumsiness that was just
beginning to hamper her movements, and climbed out of the wagon. 


          


          


          'We have talked long enough. . . . I must go to the fire
and cook our supper, though there will not be much. Luis said  that this journey would take ten day, and all
we have for food is what he and Elisabeta could spare us, the drovers will give
us nothing and we cannot pay them, for if they find that we have money they
will rob us.' She was babbling, desperate to escape before he could speak, but
he said, 


          'Wait!' in a voice like a pistol shot. 


          


          


          'If you do not have food you will take another fever. I
shall be back in a little while.' 


          


          


          She caught up the pack and ran towards the glow of  the fire, cravenly glad that he could not come
after her. Only once did she dare to 
look back, and she saw his clenched fingers gripping the edge of the
cart as if it were a lifeline to which he clung. She had a sudden lunatic wish
that the vehicle had iron bars across it, like a wild animal's cage. 


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          Two days' journey had taken them into the midst of the
sharp, rocky hills, and Juana had begun to feel that she had passed her whole
life in the company of mules and that her lifetime had been a thousand years.
There were fifty or sixty in the train, all loaded with packs and panniers, and
after the first night Placido had not bothered to have the poor beasts unloaded
for sleep, so that their complaining cries continued night and day. The dust
and the smells and the noise seemed to leave a trail of petty squalor across
the harsh, yet somehow serene, landscape. 


          


          


          After coming so close to betraying herself to Tristan,
Juana would have crawled on her hands and knees rather than spend an hour in
his company. The hill-tracks very soon reduced her feet to cut and blistered
agony, but she only tore Nieves's ample shift into strips and shared them
between her own feet and Tristan's wounded leg. While the mule-train moved she
kept pace with it, straying sometimes from the track in search of growing
things that might be eaten, peering back over the hills for signs of pursuit,
but always keeping well away from the creaking ox-cart in the rear. At night
she slept on the ground beneath its wheels, so that she would hear Tristan if
he called out or became restless, but so that he should not be able to see
where she lay. When she brought him food and newlyrinsed bandages twice a day,
she did so while the drovers were resting and eating nearby, and in a silence
that no gibe or question could penetrate. She was afraid, horribly afraid, that
if she once answered him she would betray herself beyond concealment. 


          


          


          The drovers treated their human freight as if it did not
exist, an attitude which extended even to the elderly man who drove the cart
they rode in. They made room for Juana at the fire when she came there, allowed
her privacy if she found a stream where she could wash, but otherwise ignored
both her presence and Tristan's. She guessed that they did so in order to be
able to deny all knowledge of them upon oath if need be, never dreaming of the
bloodcurdling threats that Placido had laid upon any man who was seen to take
an interest in the young senora at the expense of his work. 


          


          


          As the food supplied by Luis began to run low, or she found
that she needed things that shedid not have – milk was essential when it proved
that Tristan could not stomach solid food at first-she learned at last why Luis
had insisted upon the blue gown. The solution made her smile a little grimly at
her own simplicity. To the eyes of a sheltered lady it was nothing but a
garment to be worn on a fit occasion, and useless otherwise; but to her new,
more practical sight it became what Luis had seen in it, a treasure-house of
things to barter. Collar, cuffs, jewelled pins, lengths of gold and silver
braid that had been simply ornamental became treasures to be haggled over,
valuable confections of silk and precious wire that would bribe an unfriendly
drover into giving help. 


          


          


          By the third day Tristan seemed to have recovered from the
anger that had made him try to goad her, and an unspoken truce prevailed. They
spoke briefly and stiltedly of practical things that never touched upon the
past, and slowly Juana's guard relaxed. She still sensed the cold wariness with
which he studied her while she talked to him, but found that she could bear it
more easily; her spirit was toughening, as were her delicate hands and feet,
and her new, dogged practicality told her that to let her heart break now would
do him and herself little good - at least she could help him back to health
during this journey. But as he gained strength he refused to allow her to tend
his wound night and morning; he bathed it and bound it himself, his face as
coldly detached as if he were ministering to someone else. Juana saw him rip
off bandages that had been stuck to the wound with his own blood, and he had
not made a sound, retorting to her protests that they should be soaked free
that they had not the water to spare. All he allowed her to do-and that only
because he could not - was to sniff the wound for gangrene before he bound it
up again. 


          


          


          She had not heard of gangrene until he told her of it, a
few curt sentences concerning its symptoms and what it could do to a man. He
studied her face as he spoke, watching the colour leave her cheeks as though he
were conducting an experiment in science, his eyes icily observant on the dread
growing in her dark ones. It crossed her mind that he was torturing her
deliberately, but she dismissed the irrational thought. He was speaking so to
drive home the importance of the disease, that was all, and to teach her that
her negligence could mean the loss of his leg or even his life. She fought down
her fear and listened with a face as set and expressionless as his, refusing to
wince from the thought of the corruption that could attack his flesh, even
though her own revolted at it. 


          


          


          'You understand?' He shifted his weight slightly as he
spoke. The floor of the cart was bare, splintery wood, and there were not
enough sacks for both padding and covering. The immaculate servant, the
extravagant traveller from England, had vanished in a grim-faced vagabond;
Tristan's red hair was tangled and darkened with dirt, and lack of food had
deepened the hollows in his face to shadowed crevasses and pulled the skin taut
over gleaming ridges of bone. His scar stood out sharply against his pallor, even
though the copper stubble of his fast-growing beard helped to hide it. Juana
wondered irrelevantly why he had never grown one before to mask his
disfigurement, but the question answered itself. Such a man, who silently
flaunted his scar and his startling colouring amongst a predominantly dark
race, who could choose his clothes so audaciously, would not soften the shock
of his appearance for any onlooker or imply that he was ashamed. This is
what I am,  his scarred face said; accept
it or avoid me.  And she had tried to
avoid him, but he would not let her, and now their positions were reversed-she
would not leave him unless he sent her away. 


          


          


          She nodded, avoiding the green eyes that seemed to search
her face. 'Yes, I understand.' 


          


          


          'If the gangrene sets in, bribe a mule-doctor to come and
cut off the leg.' He spoke as unemotionally as if the facts had no connection
with him. 'It will probably kill me, but it will be quicker - unless you grudge
the expense of a bribe, but if you do I cannot guarantee you a pleasant journey
during the time it takes me to die. Though, of course, you may enjoy watching.'



          


          


          She answered stiffly, 'If you are like to die I shall not
need the money for your passage - I dare say I can afford you so much
kindness.' 


          


          


          'My thanks, madam.' The inclination of his head was a
mocking echo of the old pretence of servility, but there was no amusement in
his face. 


          


          


          Juana dropped her gaze to her hands and saw them locked
rigidly together, the white knuckles giving away what it had cost her to speak
so callously, but she did not think he had seen them. Deliberately, she unlaced
her fingers and looked up, to find him watching her with a hard look on his
face that made her heart contract. 


          


          


          'Though I have some claim on your bounty, do I not? You and
yours are mine by law since you married me.' 


          


          


          'I shall not cheat you,' she retorted, and swung herself
down from the cart. To conceal the existence of her child from him was not
cheating, she comforted her conscience; only a refusal to put another weapon in
his hands. 


          


          


          It was on the morning of the eighth day that Tristan
surveyed his wound and observed unemotionally, 'I think the risk of infection
is past now.' 


          


          


          Juana gave a little cry of thankfulness and turned her head
away, cutting off the sound as soon as it was uttered. His gaze flew to her
half-averted face. 


          


          


          'It is healing. What will you do when I am no longer tied
here by the leg? 


          Go among the mules to avoid my company?' 


          


          


          She started to rise, but his fingers locked round her bare
ankle and held her fast. 'Answer me, Juana.' His hold tightened slowly, and she
had to grip the cart to keep her balance. 


          


          


          In a goaded voice she retorted, 'We will be in Cadiz before
you can stand, let alone walk - unless you have discovered the faith to pray
for a miracle. Let me go!' 


          


          


          Something in the green eyes hardened, but he did not
release her. 'At least you have shed that damnable reserve, if only to quarrel
with me. Tell me now, will we reach Cadiz the day after tomorrow? I  can still count,' he added dryly when she
looked startled. 


          


          


          'Why not ask Placido? He scarcely speaks to me,' Her
expression was sullen, but her tips were trembling because he was still holding
her. 


          


          


          'He will not discuss his affairs with a piece of baggage,
which is all I am to him.' His lips curved in a self-mockery that she did not
see. 'And the man who drives this can seems to think I have the evil eye, and
will not even look at me. Like you.' 


          


          


          'You should have asked the Condesa to come with you, then,'
she replied suffocatedly, and he shook his head. 


          


          


          'Elena has no use for anything but what gives her pleasure,
and I doubt that she would roam these hills barefoot or haggle with peasants
for food, for the sake of novelty. What pleasure does it give you, Juana?' 


          


          


          She tensed to wrench her foot out of his hand, but he
sensed it and tightened his grasp painfully. Her head went back with an
irrepressible gasp, and she returned fiercely, 'The pleasure of seeing you suffer!
What else?' 


          


          


          'And when I am no longer suffering enough to please you,
you will leave me. Is it so?' 


          


          


          'I wonder you need confirmation.' She forced scorn to her
voice, driven to fight back with the old weapons against the weakness that
threatened to engulf her. She could no longer see Tristan, for her eyes were
tightly closed, but the probing questions stabbed like knives. 'Why should I
care for the fortunes of an encroaching devil of a servant?' 


          


          


          He held her for a moment longer before his grip eased, and
as she gave an involuntary gasp of relief he said evenly, 'I hope you will tell
me one day,' and lay back against the cart-side, breathing as though he had
been running. 


          


          


          Juana was hugging herself as she turned away, not daring to
look down at him; the show of weakness undermined her resolution more swiftly
than any assertion of strength, and she longed to take him in her arms and pour
out her final, humbling confession of love. But she was too raw from all that
she had undergone in the past two months, and her soul shrank at the thought of
his contempt; even the nagging of a known torment seemed preferable, in her new
cowardice, to the unexplored agonies of a new one. This, she knew she could bear,
whatever the cost, but the other – 


          


          


          Her mind shied away from the thought, and she scrambled
down from the cart and went in search of Placido. Tristan had counted more
accurately than she, living from hour to hour as she did, she had forgotten that
they were, so close to Cadiz. Unless, of course, they had been delayed or
diverted and no one had troubled to tell them. But now, she knew, she must
close with Placido for the price of their passage, in case he should claim more
than she could afford in the last hurried minutes before they parted. 


          


          


          She found him kicking dust over the remains of last night's
fire and whistling tunelessly under his breath. Once she would have demanded
his attention peremptorily, but now she had learned discretion and simply
waited while he went through the pretence of not seeing her and then of seeing
her. He gave a grunt that she took for an enquiry, and she moved closer to him.



          


          


          'Do we come to Cadiz soon, senor?' 


          


          


          He grunted again, stamping the earth beneath his feet. 'Two
days.' 


          


          


          


          'I - we owe you for carrying us with you from Villenos.' He
hunched his shoulders. 'No. Luis Armendariz will pay me.' 


          


          


          Juana braced herself, her still slender body straight and
proud beneath her shapeless garments; despite her dishevelment, her dirty,
ragbound feet, she looked like a queen. 'Luis Armendariz is not a rich man, and
we have taken too much charity from him already,' she responded straightly.
Tell me what is owed, and do not trouble him.' 


          


          


          The mule-drover eyed her sidelong, spat ruminatively, and
answered, 


          'Nought.' 


          


          


          'But you-' 


          


          


          


          'You have got your own fare and tended to your own wants,
which is more than I ever expected. I thought you would come troubling my men,
delaying the mules, wanting help for you and your man. Well, you have not.' 


          


          


          He started to turn away as if that ended the matter, then
added sourly as she still lingered, 'The cart would have come with us in any
case-we load it on the return journey, and old Rafael has to drive it - so you
owe me nothing. Keep the money to buy yourself a pair of shoes.' 


          


          


          As he stamped away Juana gave a little laugh that sounded
like a sob. An unexpected kindness could sometimes be as startling as cruelty.
She was tempted to run after the black-avised man and tell him of her
gratitude, easing her sore heart with the relief of tears and thankful words,
but he would hate it; the resentful hunch of his shoulders told her so. Instead
she shrugged in the gesture she had caught unconsciously from Tristan, dashed
away her tears with the back of her hand and set off to where the train was
beginning to move forward, away from its camping-place. 


          


          


          As she walked she was wondering rather wildly whether any
gift she had ever received could compare with the price of a pair of shoes for
her poor feet, churlishly given by a sullen mule-drover. One, perhaps; the only
gift she still carried with her from the scores she had brought from the
Castillo Benaventes. 


          


          


          


          Late that afternoon, when the weariness was at its worst -
for the animals made too much noise for anyone but the hardened drovers to
sleep during siesta - Juana noticed one of the men passing down the line on
horseback, saying something first to one and then another. She was too far from
the ox-cart driven by Rafael to get back to it in time, and so ran instead to
the nearest with a quickening sense of apprehension. It did not need an oracle
to know that the increased pace of those who had heard the tidings presaged
trouble. Surely, she was thinking as she ran, they had not come so far only to
be overtaken by Don Bautista's men now? 


          


          


          'What is it?' 


          


          


          The horseman had ridden up to the cart as she approached
it, and her shout made the rider glance down in surprise. 'Brigands,' he
replied tersely, 


          'following us through the hills. They've been on our track
for about three hours now, and there's no telling how many of the bastards
there are hidden in the rocks - Placido says push on as hard as we can and get
within sight of the city - that may frighten 'em off.' 


          


          


          The driver of the cart shook the reins, and the beasts
broke into a lumbering trot. The rider veered away to carry his message up the
line, and the driver threw a glance at the breathless Juana. 'Best come up,
lass; you'll never keep up this pace on foot!' 


          


          


          She hesitated, but it was true; even over easy ground,
which this was not, she would never manage to stay level with the rest for
long. With a final spurt, she ran level with the cart and hauled herself up on
it. For a moment she thought she would fall, but the driver put out a hairy
hand and dragged her up beside him with ungentle despatch. She slid, panting,
Into the cart and sat crouched on top of the bales and bundles that loaded it,
and as soon as she could speak she demanded, 


          'No brigand would dare to attack us, surely? What would
they steal? None of us are rich.' 


          


          


          'Anything and everything.' The driver glanced at her
eloquently. 'Food, clothing, the beasts themselves - and as for daring, some of
them would attack the King himself if he ventured far enough from the cities.
Our country is taxed to despair-another year and I shall be joining them in the
hills.' 


          


          


          Juana clung fast to the bouncing timbers of the cart and
tried to see the shallow slopes on either side of them through the veiling
dust. 'You mean you would become abrigand - rob people?' 


          


          


          'It's a better life than a beggar's, which is what the
King's alcabala  makes of honest
men who try to pay it - but now we must try to outrun these.' The whole train
was moving faster now, and the driver laid his lash across the animals' backs. 


          'If there are enough of them they could take all we have,
cargo and all.' 


          


          


          He did not expect a reply, nor did she offer one but only
clung on with her teeth gritted against the familiar rising nausea as the cart
jolted over the uneven ground. With a sense of utter despair she thought of
Tristan's, wound -what would two or three hours of this bumping, tearing
progress do to the newly-healed tissues? Impetuously she rose to her feet just
as the cart slowed to swing round a fallen boulder, and heard the driver give a
startled cry as she jumped. 


          


          


          She landed, staggering, in the shale and called back, 'Go
on, I shall wait for Rafael's cart!' 


          


          


          He waved a hasty acknowledgement and a moment later the
cart had disappeared into the dust. 


          


          


          Juana pressed herself back against the boulder to wait for
the old ox-cart, her heart pounding. At last it came; near the tail of the line
as usual, with only one other vehicle behind it and a few yelping, half-wild
dogs following. The oxen were old and clearly disinclined to do more than lumber
along at their usual pace, and it was easy to swing up and aboard as it rolled
past her. Old Rafael ignored her presence, and she scrambled back into the body
of the cart, braced to combat its noisy swaying as the oxen negotiated the
boulder and broke, goaded by Rafael, into a faster pace that matched the rest. 


          


          


          She heard Tristan swear, quietly and sharply. He was
half-sitting, half-lying on the floor of the cart, his long arms outspread to
grasp the wooden uprights and lessen the jarring; it was the first time she had
come near him while the cart was in motion, and she was appalled to see what he
had been enduring in the course of each day. The strained, crucified attitude
looked practised, each muscle tensed as of custom to resist the constant stress
of the jolting movement. His face was ashen, and his teeth, bared like an
animal's against the pain, gleamed shockingly white through the red beard. She
slid to her knees beside him, trying to quell the useless ache in her heart. 


          


          


          'They are hurrying for fear of brigands.' She had to shout
to be heard above the noise of the wheels. 'They mean to keep up this pace to
Cadiz.' 


          


          


          She saw his whole frame stiffen as he took in her I
meaning, then he nodded curtly. 'I can bear it.' 


          


          


          'Perhaps you can, but I cannot.' She did not wait to see
his reaction to her shouted words, but straightened at once. The cart rocked
and righted itself as one of the wheels passed over a partially buried boulder,
and she waited until the way ahead seemed clear to shout to Rafael. He jumped,
then leaned back so that his ear was only inches away from her mouth. 


          


          


          'What was that?' 


          


          


          'I said you must get down and ride on the cart behind while
I drive this one!' 


          Juana's voice was fierce with determination. 'It is hurting
my husband to go as fast as this. Tell Placido -' she hesitated - 'tell him I
will bring the cart to Cadiz at my own pace, and meet him there.' 


          


          


          Rafael cast her an alarmed look. 'The brigands,' he bawled.
'We will take our chance. Tell Placido!' 










          


          


          He sat still for a moment longer without replying and then
handed her the reins, crossing himself devoutly as he did so. Without his
unaccustomed urging the oxen slowed their pace immediately, and he was able to
clamber down. Juana was still disentangling the reins when the last cart of
all, with Rafael aboard it, swung wide to pass and went rattling after the
rest, while the old oxen settled into their usual mindless ambling with what
looked like an air of relief. Almost insensibly, the noise of the mule-train
and its denizens started to fade away ahead of them. 


          


          


          Tristan said with what sounded like insane calm, 'Have you
ever driven an ox-cart?' 


          


          


          'No!' Laughter warred with tears in her voice; as the sense
of burning urgency within her faded with the dying uproar ahead, the absurdity
of the situation struck her. 'But I daresay these creatures will drive
themselves. Are you hurt?' 


          


          


          Winding the reins together and fastening them to the cart,
she abandoned the plodding oxen to their own devices and twisted round to peer
into the cart. The clenched look had left Tristan's face now that the sway had
diminished, but as he looked back over his shoulder to her leaning above him,
the sudden fleeting vulnerability of the motion touched her. She had never
grown accustomed to looking down upon a giant, she thought. 


          


          


          'I do not think so,' he responded, lowering his head to
comtemplate the length of his right leg. 'It would have gone hard with me if we
had travelled for long at such a pace, but provided you do not overturn us now,
all should be well.' 


          


          


          She gave an unwilling laugh at the dryness of his tone; her
laugh was rusty, she thought, from disuse. 'I cannot promise that I will not do
that,' she retorted. 'I will draw up while you look at it and make all safe.' 


          


          


          'All? You flatter me, for once.' 


          


          


          He still spoke lightly, ironically, but she could sense the
undercurrent of bitterness in his voice, of frustration at his own enforced
immobility. It hurt her so much that she could find no words to answer him, and
instead demanded abruptly, 


          ‗Why did you never tell me how much this journeying
hurts you?' 


          


          


          She saw emerald flash of his eyes, quickly veiled, as he
glanced up at her and then away. 'You cannot expect me to offer you pleasure
unpaid – not a soulless mercenery. If it amuses you, I will sell you my
sufferings, minute by minute, at the old rate.' 


          


          


          Juana straightened as though she avoided a blow, and
devoted all her attention to bringing the cart safely to a standstill. When it
was done she sat still for a few moments, drawing deep, controlling breaths,
before she slid to the ground, fighting to contain her emotion before she dared
go to Tristan‘s aid and help him re-bind his leg as though nothing had
happened. 


          


          


          


          CHAPTER 19 


          


          


          


          


          When she heard the rattling of pebbles on the hillside
nearby, Juana only thought vaguely of how long it took for the vibrations of
the mule-train's passing to shake themselves into silence. It was not for
several seconds that she realized, as she stood with her black head buried in
her arms against the cart-side, that she was being watched. Then gradually some
indefinable unease warned her, and she lifted her head and turned. 


          


          


          There were three men. One must have been somewhere in his
thirties, tall and gaunt and dark-skinned, with dusty black hair that grew past
his shoulders and was held off his face by a sweat-band. The full mouth and
broad, upturned nose hinted at Moorish ancestry, but he moved with a swagger
quite alien to the servant Moors that she had seen. He was dressed in a
collection of gaudy rags that reminded her of a gipsy's clothing, and he was
surveying her with a grin that would have seemed friendly, even attractive, but
for the hectic air of excitement about him and the menacing looks of his two
companions. 


          


          


          The second man was short, with a well-knit frame, and moved
lightly on the balls of his feet. He was dressed raggedly, like a peasant, and
his sullen expression combined disturbingly with his white-knuckled grip on his
rusty pike and the fanatical eyes, white-rimmed, that glared from beneath a
fringe of tightly-curling brown hair. He was staring fixedly at Juana, and
there was no smile on his face. The third man was coming slowly from behind a
rocky overhang, his feet starting another cascade of pebbles; younger than the
others, beaky-nosed and sallowskinned, with deepset eyes that watched without
expres-! sion. In his hand was a long damascened sword, some of its inlay
broken and missing. 


          


          


          'The muleteers have left us some gifts, boys.' The
dark-haired man was still grinning. 'Food, firewood, and even recreation.'
'There is no food.' Juana spoke sharply, and he laughed. 'Two oxen? Enough food
for us, lady, and more than we have had for a fortnight and past. You will not
grudge us such slow-footed animals, will you? After all, you will not be
travelling on just yet.' 


          


          


          Juana's mind was racing. She knew that he was threatening
her, but the words had no meaning; she kept thinking that they had not seen
Tristan, wounded in the bottom of the cart, and that if only she could distract
the three men for long enough he might manage to drag himself to some safe
hiding-place. These three, she thought, would have little compunction about
despatching an injured man. She took a step away from the cart and said, 'You
cannot mean to make me walk all the way to Cadiz.' 


          


          


          'Is that where you were bound? It is not far, lady; you
will do it in a day's walk. But why should you want to leave us right away?' 


          


          


          His teeth glinted, square and white in his brown face, and
she realized that his amiability was deceptive. This was a hunting creature,
lean and wiry, with a starved look about his rangy frame that made him, despite
the charm, more dangerous than the other two. 


          


          


          'Now, I know you will not be travelling empty-handed - such
a pretty one will want to buy all manner of things in the city. Show us what
you have to spend in Cadiz.' 


          


          


          Juana thought of the money, so painfully amassed, hidden
under the sacks on the floor of the cart. Her heart dropped; then she squared
her shoulders and glanced down at her feet. 'Do I look as if I have money to
squander?' she enquired acidly. 


          


          


          But she had hesitated too long. The curly-headed man took a
pace forward, but the dark one gestured him to stillness. He was standing with
arms akimbo, watching Juana with an unstable sort of laughter glinting in his
eyes; 'If you were richlier dressed I might believe that you had spent all your
money, eh, boys? But now -' He shook his head in mock reproof. 'If you are
going there with nought to sell and nought to spend, you are making; a journey
for nothing. Hold her, Blas.' 


          


          


          The order was abrupt and delivered without a change in the
cheerful tone, but the curly-haired man had obviously been awaiting it. He
moved forward and grasped Juana's arm with one hand, still gripping his pike
with the other. Behind her she heard a slight movement in the depths of the
cart and prayed inwardly that Tristan would have the wit to keep out of sight.
Blas's fingers were rough and she moved a little, as if in protest, shifting
away from the vehicle. Then, summoning all her courage, she lifted her head and
stared full into the leader's face. 


          


          


          'I would not say that I had nought to sell,' she said
steadily. 


          


          


          His eyes glinted and he rubbed his bearded jaw with one
bony hand, surveying her from her tumbled black hair to her dirty feet before
glancing from one to the other of his companions. 'That's true, boys, isn't
it?' He cocked his head and scratched his ear, the glittering look
intensifying. 'Perhaps we can be of service to each other, lady. We three will
show you how to conduct yourself in a grand place like Cadiz — after we have
made sure that you are telling the truth, of course. You will not object if we
search you?' 


          


          


          Her teeth clenched to stop them from chattering, Juana
shook her head, but as she did so the man Bias tightened his hold. 'She's
shaking.' His voice had a thick regional accent. 'She's lying to us.' 


          


          


          'Of course I am shaking! If you were beset by a rabble of
thieves, would you welcome them with open arms and believe they meant nothing
but friendship?' 


          Eyes blazing, she stared round at the three men who had
closed in on her; close, but not fatally close to the cart. 'Perhaps you enjoy
being harried and threatened, but I do not!' 


          


          


          The leader shifted from one foot to the other. The smile
had not left his face, but somehow that slight movement was indescribably
ominous. 'A firebrand, no less! What a pity. Just when I thought you might be willing
to welcome us-with open arms.' He glanced at the youngest man, who was gazing
at Juana openmouthed. 'Cut the beasts free, Ferrando, and burn the cart.' 


          


          


          ' No! ' Juana jerked so violently in Bias's hold
that she almost succeeded in pulling free, and in the ensuing scuffle his pike
fell to the ground. Ferrando had take a step forward to help and then checked,
and it was only then that Juana noticed that the leader had made no move. The
swagger had drained from his stance, and he was staring past her with a strange
expression that mingled shock and swift calculation in equal parts. 


          


          


          'Three of you to tame one woman?' 


          


          


          The even, derisive voice came from behind her and made her
gasp, twisting her head frantically to look back over her shoulder. She stood
still then, transfixed, her mind whirling with terror and incredulity at what
she saw. 


          


          


          Tristan had risen to his feet and was standing erect
without even touching the sides of the cart. The afternoon sun was behind him,
haloing his hair in a coppery aureole and shadowing his face, but she could see
the disdainful twist of his scarred mouth as he stared down at the three men.
It was so long since she had seen him standing that she was startled anew by the
sheer height and breadth of him; the two shorter men suddenly looked like
children, and the dark man seemed to dwindle into a gaudily-clad scarecrow. It
was with a sense of nightmare that Juana saw the rapier glinting in her
husband's right hand. He could not, she was thinking, he could not  mean to fight. . . . 


          


          'Come here.' 


          


          


          The green eyes were fixed on the leader of the brigands,
but she knew he spoke to her. Pulling herself away from the momentarily
slackened grasp of Blas, she ran to the cart and scrambled up into it. It was
only when Tristan's fingers touched her that she realized what he meant to do,
and that their only hope lay in her managing not to protest. Pressing herself
close to him as though for protection, she felt his arm encircle her shoulders
and braced herself, unobtrusively but with all her strength, to take his
weight. Against her cheek she could feel the heavy thudding of his heart and
guessed what agony it must be for him to stand so arrogantly, so impassively,
with his arm so apparently lightly across her shoulders. 


          


          


          'Well, boys, the lady has a protector!' 


          


          


          The black-haired man had recovered from his surprise, but
the jeering note in his voice rang false; his dark eyes were darting from side
to side, finding out what his companions were doing. Ferrando appeared to be
transfixed, his weapon drooping from his hand as though he had forgotten he
held it, white Blas darted hungry glances at his fallen pike, his springy body
tensed to dive and snatch if up. If he succeeded, Juana knew, their chances
were almost surely ruined. 


          


          


          She felt Tristan's fingers tighten on her shoulder, so hard
that he had to bite back a cry of pain, and then he moved. Slowly and with an
air of unhurried languor, he lowered himself from the cart and stood alone. He
had not made a sound as his wounded leg took his weight, but as she turned her
head to watch him she saw an infinitesimal tightening of his lips as some loose
stones slid away from under his foot. For a few seconds the green eyes looked
sightless, and then his foot found solid ground. He straightened, one hand on
the rim of the cart with what looked like studied elegance, and his expression
held nothing but faintly amused hauteur. 


          


          


         'Do you expect me to stand by tamely while you take my
possessions, gentlemen?' 


          


          


          'If you are wise, you will. If not-' The dark man nodded to
Blas, who moved towards his fallen pike. At once Tristan stirred, a leisurely
shifting of his weight, and the rapier-blade glinted. 


          


          


          'Wiser not,' he said crisply, and the curly-haired man
paused in mid-motion. 


          


          


          Tristan's gaze had not left the leader's face; there was
still that faint, infuriating smile on his scarred mouth. 


          


          


          The leader cast a swift look down at Blas, who had sunk to
one knee with his hand outstretched, then burst out suddenly in a tone between
jeering and bewilderment' 


          


          


          'You must be lunatic, man! We could take you now, where you
stand!' 


          


          


          'Could you? The three of you?' 


          


          


          There was a short, uncanny silence, and Juana chewed
savagely at her lower lip, uncertain whether or not she had seen Tristan sway.
He seemed to be holding the three men in some hypnotic spell; all their faces
wore the same look, I frustrated aggression mixed with superstition and doubt. 


          


          


          The dark man laughed suddenly, a sound that had no mirth in
it. 'You're deceived - I have a dozen more men on the hillside. Look behind
you!' Tristan's eyes did not waver. 'Look, Juana.' 


          


          


          She obeyed half-fearfully, scanning the hillside. Boulders
- hollows - stunted trees - nothing moved there but a gust of wind, blowing the
dust into eddies. 


          


          


          'No. Nothing.' Her voice cracked. 


          


          


          'So. Only three.' 


          


          


          Tristan rested the tip of his blade on the ground and
leaned on the hilt; it was as if he disdained to point his weapon at such
negligible foes. Only Juana noticed that the poised, graceful motion, one foot
before the other in studied urbanity, had left all his weight on his uninjured
left leg. Bias's outstretched hand darted towards the pike; in the same moment
the rapier-blade struck, quivering, in the ground between the outspread
fingers. 


          


          


          ' No' was all Tristan said, and his voice was only
gently reproving. 


          


          


          The white-rimmed eyes flared hatred from the ground, and
the hand was jerked back. 


          


          


          The brigands' leader was breathing more quickly now, and
all traces of his charm had vanished as he licked his lips and rapped out
hurriedly, 'Use your wits, Ferrando, don't stand there gaping - get behind
him.' 


          


          


          'Try it,' Tristan invited levelly. 


          


          


          The younger man's mouth opened and closed once or twice,
and he put up an arm to mop his forehead with a flapping shirt-sleeve. There
was not a sound as he hesitated, making a couple of feints towards Tristan's
left and then thinking better of them, shuffling uneasily in his tracks. 


          


          


          And all the lime Tristan's slanting green eyes rested
steadily on the leader, with an expression of mockery growing slowly in their
depths. 


          


          


          'You - !' the man said, and spat. 


          


          


          'Come,' the answer was bitingly ironic, 'I do not mean to
wait here all day while you make up your minds to rob me.' 


          


          


          The man's teeth bared. 'Ferrando! Blas!' 


          


          


          The next few seconds were utter confusion to Juana. She saw
a scuffling movement on the ground, saw Tristan pivot smoothly on his left
foot; there was a flash of metal and a terrible scream, and on the other side
of him Ferrando, who had not made any positive movement until then, stepped
backwards with a horrified look. Blas started to rise from his knee, then
stumbled and half-fell; as the dark man went to help him she saw that the hand
he had reached out to grasp the pike was cradled to his breast, spurting blood
from a stab-wound that pierced it clean through from back to palm. The leader
stared, gagged, and started to urge his wounded companion backwards. In the
next moment, all three of them were running, scrambling back the way they had
come over the rocks. Only the fallen pike and a splash or two of scarlet showed
that they had ever been there. 


          


          


          Tristan's head was bowed forward when Juana reached him; he
seemed to be absorbed in cleaning the blood from his rapier by digging it
repeatedly into the grey dust at his feet. It was only when she was within two
paces of him that she saw the way he was standing, the muscles as taut as
knotted ropes, his breath held in agony. She would have gone to his support,
but his smothered voice stopped her. 


          


          


          'Do not touch me - they may be watching still.' 


          


          


          Her hands fell to her sides with a brief, despairing
flexing of her fingers. She had to bite the heel of her hand to stop herself
crying out as he walked, with a slowness that looked like total confidence,
back across the sliding shale to the cart. As he came to it she closed her
eyes, and when she opened them again he was sitting behind the oxen, rather
white about the mouth, calmly unknotting the reins. 


          


          


          'We had better drive on in case they decide to call on us
again,' he remarked shortly. Then, when she still stood staring up at him,
shocked and wordless, his long fingers paused in their work. 'What is it?' 


          


          


          'I did not know you had a sword - and -' 


          


          


          


          'I found it hidden in the cart, days ago - Elena brought it
back for me. I forgive you for not noticing I had it at Dona Jeronima's feast.
What else?' 


          


          


          'I did not -' she swallowed - 'I did not know you could
walk.' 


          


          


          'No more did I,' he responded dryly. 'Climb up while I try
to make these beasts move.' 


          


          


          


          The sun was dipping low over the hills when Juana wrenched
herself out of her unprofitable thoughts, and she looked up to see that the
cart's pace was slowing. She stiffened, staring bewilderedly round her, and
then almost accusingly up at Tristan's set profile. 


          


          


          


          'It will be too dark to follow the mules' tracks in another
hour.' He spoke without taking his eyes from the track ahead. 'The ground is
open on either side, and we can see and hear any night-visitors long before
they can come upon us-there is water, and even grass. Where better to spend the
night?' 


          


          


          She did not answer. The casual-sounding words were so much
at odds with the trend of her thoughts that she could hardly believe he had
uttered them. In silence, as if he sensed her mood, he reined in the sluggish
oxen and turned to face her, to see her lovely face stormy with rebellion. 


          


          


          'You could have been killed.' The words seemed wrenched out
of her against her will. 'They could have murdered you!' 


          


          


          There was a curious look in the green eyes for an instant
before he answered. 'Men who hunt in packs only kill if they are excited,' he
answered levelly. 'Wiser ones would have struck first and then debated, but
they delayed, and that gave me an advantage.' 


          


          


          'And you cannot let an advantage pass, can you, Master
Mercenary? You must always take the risk - no matter what the cost -' 


          


          


          Juana's teeth had begun to chatter. She hardly knew what
she was saying, except that she must vent some of her pain or die of it. 


          


          


          'Our lives were not a gain to let go lightly.' 


          


          


          There was no need! I could have talked to them-I had almost
persuaded them that I was alone and penniless. They need never have known you
were there! 


          But you had to — show yourself-' 


          


          


          


          'In another five minutes the three of them would have raped
you. Was that what you wanted?' 


          


          


          Her chin jerked up in a gesture half of fright, half of
defiance. 'I —  they would not!
They were only interested in the money I might have had, and... .' Her voice
faltered. 


          


          


          'I heard them,' he interrupted her. 'I  know what they wanted. And you were ready to
give it to them, were you not?' 


          


          


          She had been ready to do anything that would save him,
Juana remembered, thinking of the fear that had driven her to recklessness. Her
cheeks burned, but she was too ashamed to notice that the insistent question
held a steady ruthlessness but no contempt. 


          


          


          When she would not speak, he said, 'Help me down. I cannot
stand alone this time.' 


          


          


          She hesitated but then moved to him without a word, sliding
her slender shoulder under his right arm as he slid, dumsily now, out of the
driving-seat and down to the ground. He had drawn up beside a pool fed by two
or three tiny streams; shallow and brackish-looking, it was overhung by a dozen
dust-covered trees, and green grass grew to the brink of the water. Juana
supported him to the poofs edge, trying to still her trembling, and finally
helped him to lower himself to the grass with a sigh of relief. 


          


          


          'We have nothing to eat,' she said automatically as he lay
back. 'I must see if there is anything growing nearby.' 


          


          


          The chilling shock, the scorching anger, were fading now,
and the urge to weep out her love and fear was almost overwhelming. It was  to prevent herself smoothing the tangled hair
back from his set face that she started to rise, but he gripped her wrist. 


          


          


          'It does not matter now, it will soon be dark. Wait until
morning.' 


          


          


          Juanna was still, held by his steady, unrevealing gaze. She
fell as though she were being sucked into a vortex, invisible beneath the
surface of a calm lake. Against her will, against her sense, she felt herself
stoop and saw a swathe of her hair fall forward to brush his cheek. Then his
arm came up and locked behind her bead, pulling her down until her lips met
his, and she was helpless. 


          


          


          The controlled cruelty that she had always sensed him, that
had lain between them like a sword, was no longer there. His mouth moved
against hers with a hunger that before, for all its savagery, had been
detached, pensive, now it was almost desperate, and she could not resist. For a
few seconds only she struggled, trying to pull herself away, and then her hands
went out to touch his face and bury themselves in his hair. 


          


          


          She was panting when she lifted her head at last, her voice
quick and shaking. "Felipe, you must be careful-if your wound breaks open
now —' 


          


          


          He had not bother to answer her. He had untied the strings
that fastened her blouse, his touch possessive the bared skin of her throat,
and now his hands slid inside to cup her breasts, subtly insistent so that her
eyelids drooped in response to the caress. Wanting stirred within her, so
suddenly and painfully that she had no words to stop him when he pulled the
garment open and drew her inexorably down against his mouth. 


          


          


          She shivered. Her brain told her that this was folly, that
they risked everything by this, but her body would not heed her brain. Her back
arched, the shoulders hollowing voluptuously to answer the demands of his
mouth, and he had turned her so that she was lying half upon him, her limbs
shaping themselves to his. With helpless urgency her hands went out to him,
fumbling at laces and buckles because she could not steady them, and at last
running her palms lovingly down the lean warmth of his hard body. She thought
fleetingry how small and inadequate her hand looked against his tawny-dappled
skin, but his hand,covered hers and held it to him. 


          


          


          'Juana.' 


          


          


          It was a summons, she knew, and she should recognize the
name, but she was deaf to everything but the message of his flesh against hers
and hers against his. With an impatient shake of her head she pressed closer,
helpless in the grip of her own desire, letting him guide her to that she knelt
astride him, his hands sliding under her russet skirt to grip her hips, gently
at first and then bruisingly hard. 


          


          


          She was flying, she thought as she felt the hard thrust of
his possession within her: her body moved in an instinctive response that she
was not aware of, opening itself to delight, and she thought inconsequently
that it was like being mounted on some great winged horse and soaring out over
the whole world. Blind rapture surged inside her as passion gripped them both,
and she could hear herself moaning with a new poignant, agonizing sweetness
that she could neither bear, nor bear it to cease. Above her, as she opened her
eyes, she could see the azure sky darkening to a fierce blend of copper and
velvet blue, and the water - the water in the pool was liquid gold, the last
reflection of the dying sun. No wonder, she was thinking, that Icarus flew too
near the sun and melted his waxen wings. 


          


          


          Then light and darkness and a sudden, indescribable ecstasy
all blurred together, and she whirled down out of the sky into fiercely
enfolding arms that held her and swayed her, rocking her like a child. She
opened her eyes again, only dimly aware that she had been weeping, and saw
Tristan's green eyes searching hers, an odd, ruthless look in them. 


          


          


          'You called me Philip,' he said in a strange voice. 


          


          


          She stared at him. She did not even know that she had
spoken. In the rapidly-falling dusk the memory of copper and gold and blue
still seemed to dazzle her eyes, their dark depths dazed for the briefest of
moments; then his mouth claimed hers, impatient of words, and she forgot the
visions and the fantasies and saw nothing but him. 


          


          


          


          


          When she had risen to take care of the patient oxen and to
wedge the cart's wheels, she went back to him. He was lying propped up on one
elbow in the grass, his green gaze following her, and she let fall the cloak
she was carrying and pulled Tio Enrique's shirt loosely round him. It barely
fitted Tristan across the shoulders, but the rest flapped loosely; the sleeves,
when he wore it, came halfway down his forearms. 


          


          


          'You will be cold now that the sun has set,' she told him
matter-of-factly. 


          


          


          'Not unless you plan to hide from me under the cart all
night.' 


          


          


          She caught her breath. 'You knew where I was?' 


          


          


          'I always know where you are.' 


          


          


          It was said so calmly that she could not disbelieve him,
but she dared not question what he meant. Instead of replying she spread the
cloak over him and sank to her knees in the grass, keeping a small, safe
distance between them. He watched her manoeuvres without expression, but the
harshness was gone from his face; the green eyes were watchful but no longer
remote. Juana dared not look at him. She could feel him waiting for her answer
as patiently as a hunting lion for prey, and she knew that she was in danger of
telling him every last, shameful scrap of the truth. 


          


          


          Yet if she told him about the baby he would think she had
done so to ensure his protection for the child, not, because she loved him. She
knew that icy cynicism of his too well. I am a mercenary, and I help myself,
 he had said, and that same
misanthropic clarity would cut through her emotions as ruthlessly and
destructively as his sword had stabbed through a brigand's hand, straight to
the material motive that he would discern beneath them. Her shoulders drooped a
little, despairingly. 


          


          


          'Are you planning new ways of making me suffer?' The
question made her look up quickly. 'No - there are none worth inventing now.
The journey is almost over.' 


          


          


          'And tomorrow we come to Cadiz. The last of Spain.' He
spoke with sudden roughness, as if his leg pained him. 


          


          


          'Do you still miss your own country?' Without being aware
of it she had moved to help him, supporting him against her shoulder as he
moved his leg to a more comfortable position. 


          


          


          'I can barely remember it, I was not eight years old when
my father sent for my mother and me to join him in France.' He spoke
abstractedly, briefly gritting his teeth against an upsurge of pain. 'A green
countryside with forests, and an old house that belonged to my father's brother
- but most of the people there were as sombre and joyless as those here in
Spain. Only my mother was not; my father was an old man even when I was young.'



          


          


          He was silent for a moment, and Juana felt an urge to
gather his head to her breast. 'I thought the English Protestants were Godless
devils who practised every sort of abomination,' she said. 'At Zuccaro, the
priest told us-' 


          


          


          Tristan shook his head. 'Not the Puritans, their ways are
more severe than any but the most bigoted Catholics; your King Felipe would
approve their zeal if be knew of it. But they only torture and burn those of
different faiths from theirs-they do not harm their own.' 


          


          


          'What do you mean?' Juana was shocked by the savage note
that lurked beneath the light, ironic tone. 


          


          


          'My father and mother lived for four years in France before
they came to Spain, and for two years after that no one questioned them.'
Tristan spoke wearily, as if the narration bored him, but there was an
unnatural intentness in the piercing green eyes as he talked. 'My father took
in pupils to earn his living and my mother did fine sewing -then someone
denounced them to the Inquisitor-General, on the grounds that their faith must
be suspect because - they had been friendly with French Huguenots and even talked
with Jews. Your race was ever hostile to the Chosen People, worse even than the
English.' His averted face was growing ever more bitter. The village priest
took pity on me and vouched for me, or else I  would have been taken, too; there were times
afterward when I wished I had been. My parents were in the cells of the
Inquisition for six weeks, and their confessions were published after their
deaths. My father was past fifty when I was born; he would not have altered his
ideals for what be thought was false doctrine, and my mother was too gentle.'
He broke off the sentence short, then finished in a flat voice, 'That is why I
have no faith in the Church, and small love for the Spaniards who administer
it.' 


          


          


          Juana said unevenly, 'I see,' and the hand that she had
reached to him fell back into her lap. Even like this, cradled against her, he
was apart from her; she could not hope to bridge the gulf between them now. It
was wider than any difference of race or birth, wider than her imagined hatred;
wider even than the wedge of murder had driven it. Now she knew why he had
silently declared himself her enemy at their first meeting; she knew that it
was unalterable. Even their marriage had been one more weapon against her, a
convenient, unbreakable bond that had suited his purpose. He would discount it
as soon as it ceased to serve him, she thought, while she, bound by the tenets
of her faith and her love for him, would never escape it. 


          


          


         'I have not married any other woman,' he said suddenly,
watching her. 'I had not the stomach.' 


          


          


          Her cheeks warmed as she realized he had partly read her
mind. 'It should have been you who was accused of witchcraft, not I,' she
retorted. To break the ominous spell that bound them in the shadowy dusk, she
said with sudden briskness, 'When we reach Cadiz we must find Placido and give
him back his cart 


          - I should have asked Rafael where to find him, but I shall
have to enquire him out.' 


          


          


          Tristan settled himself across her lap, his hand grasping a
fold of her skirt so that she could not dislodge him, before enquiring dryly,
'Is that the most important thing that you have to do in Cadiz?' 


          


          


          'It is the first. It would only confirm his ill opinion of
me if I repaid him by robbing him of his cart.' 


          


          


          'Repaid for what? He has treated us like lazars.' 


          


          


          'And refused to take any money for our passage. He told me
to buy myself some shoes instead. . . .' 


          


          


          Sleep was creeping over her; she was tempted to lie down
beside him and draw the cloak over them both, then found that she had done so.
Tristan lay on his back unmoving as she stretched out beside him. She could
sense the remoteness of his thoughts even while she struggled with the sleep
that threatened to overcome her, and she guessed that his mind had travelled
back to old, intolerable memories in which she had no part. Then, just as her
eyes closed in spite of herself, she felt him take her wrist and draw her arm
round his waist, and she was asleep before she could withdraw it. 


          


          


          


          They reached Cadiz just before noon, and the noise that
reached out and enfolded them made Villenos seem like a haven of peace by
comparison. As they crossed the neck of land that led to the city, Juana was so
awestruck by her first glimpse of the sea that if the oxen had not continued on
their way by themselves, shuffling placidly in the wake of the other traffic,
she might have overturned the cart. As it was, the equipage jolted and Tristan
muttered something terse under his breath as the vibration jarred his wound. 


          


          


          'What is it?' He had been lying among the sacks at the
bottom of the cart, and his head came up sharply. 


          


          


          'I can see the sea,' she answered breathlessly, and there
was a brief, astonished pause. 


          


          


          'Then why did you-' He cut himself short. 'I forget. Is it
the first time?' 


          


          


          'Yes. My father always swore that I saw the sea when I was
small, but I cannot remember it. I never dreamed that it would be so—so huge.' 


          


          


          


          Her face was radiant as she stared at the blue-green,
ever-moving water, and in that moment she looked so blindingly lovely that the
driver of the wagon in front, turning to remonstrate with her for allowing her
oxen too near his load of hay, found himself gaping at her, goggle-eyed. 


          


          


          It was ample, she found, to make her way into the teeming
city despite its strangeness. She had only to follow the line in front of her,
for the oxen seemed to know well enough where they were going. Once, when she
tried to turn down a broader road that looked promising, they ignored her tugging
and took her inexorably ahead. A sudden thought made her call out, 'Felipe!' 


          


          


          'What is the matter?' His voice sounded faintly strained. 


          


          


          'The animals seem to know the way better than I. Do you
suppose they would take us to Placido if I let them?' 


          


          


          He gave a brief, smothered laugh. 'We can try-I expect they
know where they are usually quartered. Just hold the reins and let us see where
they take us.' 


          Several times in the course of the next half-hour Juana
regretted her impulse, as the cart creaked and ground through a warren of
ever-narrowing streets. But the oxen seemed sure of their destination and
pursued an unswerving course, and before she could suggest that they stop and
enquire their way, the cart came to a gradual but decided halt. The sudden
cessation of the sound and movement was startiing, and Juana blinked as she
stared about her. All the buildings looked identical - peeling pink or white
stucco with arched doorways and slitted windows-and all around them people
hurried obliviously, intent on their own affairs. Quickly, for fear someone
else should drive up and want to pass in the narrow roadway, Juana hailed a
shawled woman who was leading a very small donkey in the opposite direction. 


          


          


          'Can you tell me where to find Placido the mule-driver? I
have brought back his cart and oxen.' 


          


          


          The woman sniffed disapprovingly. 'So I see. He is  in the nearest tavern - where else would he
be after a voyage? Over there.' She pointed to a shabby doorway with a bush
tied above the lintel, and went on without waiting to be thanked. 


          


          


          'It seems to pay to have faith.' Tristan's tone was very
dry. 


          


          


          Juana secured the reins and slithered to the ground,
staggering as her cramped legs threatened to give way, but with a look of
determination on her face. 


          'Stay here while I go and find Placido,' she said. 'He may
know what ships are in port, and that will help us.' 


          


          


          In the course of the journey she had developed a rolling
gait like a sailor's in swinging on and off the swaying carts, but she had not
noticed it until she found herself within doors again. Now the ill-lit room
with its stained tables and heavy odour of stale wine seemed to swing round
her, and she groped her way from wall to table to chair, steadying herself with
outstretched hands against whatever she encountered. She was clinging to the
back of a low chair, wondering whether she would ever regain her sense of
balance, when she recognized the hunched, persecuted-looking shape of its
occupant. 


          


          


          'Sehor Placido.' 


          


          


          'Oh - you.' He sounded more disgruntled than surprised to
see her. 'Did those knaves who were following you get my cart?' 


          


          


          'No, my husband drove them off. Your cart is outside.' She
was becoming monosyllabic as he, she noted with a glimmer of amusement. 


          


          


          'Well.' Placido sniffed dourly, and Juana thought she had
been dismissed until he added, 'And now?' 


          


          


          'Now we have to get passage on a ship.' 


          


          


          Placido's leathery face wrinkled as though she had done him
some personal injury. 'A ship, you say? A ship bound where?' 


          


          


          'Anywhere out of Spain, but it must be quickly. I – we need
to get away.' 


          


          


          'I did not suppose your man to have been shot for sport,
and I do not commonly smuggle people through the streets under the noses of the
watch - not often, anyway.' He scowled up at her, and then away again. 'Well,
your luck has run out. Unless you want to sail round the coast to Gibraltar or
try your luck in North Africa - and even that route is uncertain - there are no
ships foolhardy enough to venture out, nor have been for three months past.
There is a fleet of Portuguese ships blockading the whole Gulf, and nothing can
sail in or out.' 


          


          


          


          Two days‘ painful enquiring in the harbour area only served
to confirm Placido's gloomy statement. Many of those whose work was repairing
ships, sailmaking or loading and unloading cargoes, were either standing idle
in the streets or else had gone inland to find work. 


          


          


          'But the land is sour,' as Mother Salsa told Juana,
grimacing, 'and even the peons living there already are having to grub for a
living. There will be no work for them there.' 


          


          


          Mother Salsa owned the shabby lodging-house to which
Placido had directed Juana with a grunted admonition to mention his name. She
had eyed the travellers' dirty and dilapidated clothing, taken due note of
Tristan's wounded leg, and after rapid and visible calculations of the strength
of their need, named an absurd sum as the price of a room. Juana's use of
Placido's name produced a sharp drop in the tariff, but it was still a rate
that would quickly consume all they had; it became obvious there and then that
it would be a matter of urgency to quit Cadiz while they still had the means to
leave. 


          


          


          'And it is as well,' Tristan had observed rather grimly,
'that one of us must be left here, if only to safeguard our belongings. This
place is a den of thieves.' 


          


          


          Juana had nodded, knowing that Placido must have sent them
to a house where no one would ask questions; a glance at the other denizens
showed that Mother Salsa would accommodate anyone who could pay, and thereafter
take no notice of them. The place was grimy and squalid and smelled as rank as
its owner, whose continual sweating had earned her her nickname; and for the
first day or two Juana had escaped into the streets, with theircuriously
brilliant, sparkling air, with a sense of relief. It was only when her hopes
began to ebb that she ceased to notice the difference between the freshness
outside and the stuffiness within. 


          


          


          She had her own reasons, too, for needing a way of escape
so urgently. The first fierce onset of morning sickness seemed to have ebbed
now, so that she could share a room with Tristan without exciting suspicion,
but every day she detected some subtle change in her body; some slight
thickening, some indefinable heaviness that drugged her brain to lethargy while
her body ripened. It was becoming more and more difficult to remain alive to a
sense of danger while the child within her was lulling her blood to drowsy
content. 


          


          


          Each day she reminded herself of the dangers that
threatened them, of the near-starvation that was slowing the healing of
Tristan's wound, but the only goad that could drive her out to continue the
search for a vessel was the fear that he might discover her pregnancy while
they were still in Cadiz. By now her concealment had become obsessive, and she
no longer reasoned rationally-she had put all her fears into this one
conviction, that he must not know she carried his child. She would hide the
fact from him as long as she could, and then - then there was a blank. She did
not know what he might say or do, and she dared not guess. 


          


          


          For the present, however, her condition was not apparent.
Only she knew how the waistband of the borrowed skirt was beginning to cut into
her flesh, and how much: her ankles pained her while she trudged through the
streets. She said nothing. The compelled inactivity was making Tristan more
silent, withdrawn and dangerous, and when they talked it was of news they had
heard, gossip that she had culled, or of other possible courses of action.
Sometimes Juana felt that they were arguing in circles until she realized that
it was the sound of her voice that he wanted after hours shut up alone like a
caged animal; after that she managed to quell a little of the fear that
assailed her when he sat opposite her staring with the inscrutable green eyes
of a half-wild cat that might lash out or spring, or simply continue to stare. 


          


          


          She had taken Placido's advice and bought a pair of shoes -
rough wooden ones such as the poorest people wore — together with a shin and
breeches and a dark brown jerkin for her husband, slightly less ill-fining than
those provided by Enrique and a good deal cleaner. But it was impossible, she
had found, to buy cheap clothing that would fit him; she had been lucky in
finding the garments of a Flemish sailor, who had sold them to pay his
reckoning with Mother Salsa. He had been a tall, rawboned man, and the old
woman had recommended Juana to buy them for Tristan when she learned, by her
own mysterious means, that the girl wanted fresh clothes for her man. 


          


          


          'All the same, these northerners,' she bad grunted. 'Too
big to fit in a civilized house or wear a normal man's garments. Still, if you
chose a big man - !' 


          and she had heaved herself off, wheezing and muttering. 


          


          


          At least, Juana thought as she set off through the dry on
the third day, it was easy enough to be clean without paying the prohibitive
prices charged by the water-carrier for his wares. A trip to the sea with a
couple of borrowed buckets and the hiring of a tub from Mother Salsa and both
of them were free at last from the hill-dust that had crept into every pore.
The salt in the water had made Tristan wince when he bathed his wound in it,
but Tristan had observed with only a slight edge to his voice that safe, though
it stung, had healing properties. Their lovemaking last night had had a
famished, desperate quality, and Juana wondered whether she had somehow become
his talisman; whether, while he had her to appease his trapped frustration and
slake his appetite, he reasoned that he had not lost the fruit of  his revenge. 


          


          


          She had unknowingly wandered in a different direction, she
realized, and without noticing had taken a turning which led to more spacious
wharves and high timbered sheds. There was still a tinge of prosperity about
this area and she saw, with a slight quickening of her heart, unmistakable
signs of trading going on. little group of people moved in and out of the sheds
and between the heaped bales on the quayside; whatever was traded there, she
thoughts must be merchandise that did not quickly decay. And if business were
being conducted, here if anywhere someone might know of a ship that was
sailing. 


          


          


          She moved forward cautiously, knowing that her appearance
would more likely evoke an accusation of attempted theft than the fawning
welcome she would once have taken for granted, her eyes wide and dark with
curiosity. Then was something strangely familiar about this place, something
about the vast square shapes of the rope-bound bales, or perhaps the sweet
smell that filled the air with a hint of grass - was it? - that stirred her
memory. . . 


          


          


          Without volition, she found herself inside the nearest
shed. She had almost forgotten her first errand in her quest for the elusive
remembrance that haunted her, and with every step the feeling of familiarity
increased. Inside, the bales were piled one upon the other like great walls.
She remembered thinking, as a child, that she could stand on top of them and
touch the sun. ... 


          


          


          Her fingers touched the nearest wool-bale in a brief,
reminiscent caress. That was it; that was why the atmosphere seemed so
familiar, why her feet had brought her here of their own accord. It must have
been a dozen years ago that her father had brought her to see his warehouses in
Cadiz, before Ugo was born, when Miguel had still thought that his eldest
daughter might inherit his property. She had been tiny then, not long able to
toddle, and so hedged and sheltered by her parents' loving pride in her that
she had travelled to the coast and back without ever recognizing that she had
seen the sea. But a building like this one she had remembered, because it had
been her father's 


          


          


          Before God, the tight-shut minds of you noble Spaniards!
 Tristan's voice echoed
contemptuously in her mind, but In this one instance he was wrong; it was not
her nobility but her childishness that had closed her mind to him at first. A
child could believe that a lake was the sea, and remain oblivious to an ocean
that covered the whole horizon because its vastness was beyond an infant's
understanding; just as she had believed that her affection for Jaime del Nueva
was love, and taken so long to comprehend what she felt for the Duque de
Valenzuela's disturbing servant. 


          


          


          At first she thought that her memory was playing tricks
when she heard the approaching voices, and for several moments she did not move
because she was so sure that what she heard could not be reality. She
recognized the familiar husky tones of her father's voice as he answered a
stranger's question, but it was not until she heard the soft voice of her
sister Teresa that she realized she was not dreaming; that they were indeed
there, only a little distance away, and approaching down the far side of a wall
of piled-up bales. 


          


          


          It was impossible, but it was true. Juana stood perfectly
still, her heart thudding painfully in her breast - they were walking within
twenty paces of her, she had only to call out and run to them and she would be
safe. No more poverty, no more danger. They would accept her back because she
was theirs, of their blood and kind, and because they loved her. It was all so
simple. . . . 


          


          


          She did not know what held her motionless, but she
recognized with a stab of surprise that it was panic that sent her back into
the shadows beside the wall to hide herself, her head lowered so that her face
would be concealed by the hood of her cloak. With a curious sense of disbelief
she watched her father walk towards her. He seemed smaller and less impressive
than she remembered from the implacable figure who had raged at her and sent
her away, or perhaps it was that her eyes had become accustomed to Tristan's
great height. But he was as handsome as ever, with his fine grey eyes and
neatly-cropped beard and the thick curling hair that still showed some traces
of brown. He was wearing his best clothes, rich and sombre, and his indulgent
smile for Teresa did not altogether, disguise a new weariness that lined his
face a little deeper. 


          


          


          Remorse smote Juana, and in that instant she forgot how he
had raged at her and remembered only the gruff, doting father who had spoiled
her so freely. She was trembling suddenly with the desire to rush forward into
his arms, but something stronger than her conscious will held her back. It was
like some nightmare paralysis holding her frozen and mute when her life
depended on moving, and she felt tears of frustration spring to her eyes. Why,
she wondered, why  would her limbs
not obey her now, when it was so vital? 


          


          


          In the same instant she knew the answer with the hard adult
clarity that she had so lately learned. It was because it was more vital that
she should stay hidden, and that her father and sister should pass her by
unknowing; for she was not of their kind and never had been, dearly though they
might love her. She was of Felipe Tristan's kind, and if she went back now,
pretending to be a child again-the docile, dependent child she had never been
except in her own fancy and in their eyes— she would be betraying both him and
herself. And her family, too, she thought with a sudden ache of sadness, for in
some ways her return would hurt them more than her supposed loss had done: now
at least they could remember her as they wished. 


          


          


          It had been a selfish longing for the unthinking dependence
of childhood that drove her, as much as love for them; and now she was grateful
for the instinct that had held her still. The way into her father's arms led
back, and her face was set firmly forward. 


          


          


          Despite her resolve her throat was aching with unshed tears
as she saw Teresa rise on tiptoe to whisper to her father, as she herself had
been used to do, and saw Miguel bent his head to listen. For the first time she
looked fully at her younger sister and thought that she had never seen Teresa
look so happy; her gentle oval face was radiant, her soft brown eyes brighter
than Juana could remember seeing them. Yet she was dressed in mourning - as
Miguel was, Juana thought, for his best clothes were black, and she had
mistaken their significance. She wondered who at Zuccaro had died: Tia Beatriz
was not there, she noticed abruptly, and she felt a sudden pang .  Poor Tla, who had been parted from her with
such unnecessary cruelty. . . 


          


          


          'Of coarse, my dear,' Miguel was parting Teresa's hand,
'you may have as long as you like to decide. The wedding cannot be until this
mourning of ours is past, you know that. I do not speak to harry you, but do
remember that your poor aunt is aching to set Carmelita to work on your  bridal gown! If I had know of all these cares
in choosing,' he added wryly, 'I should have become a silk merchant and
commissioned the wearing of the stuff myself-you would not consider being
married is a woollen gown?' 


          


          


          Teresa laughed. 'Truly, Father, I am too happy to care what
I wear. If only-' 


          


          


          She broke off with a stricken look and Miguel patted her
hand jerkily. 


          


          


          'Well, no more of that. Things are as they are, and you
would not be marrying at all if matters had fallen out any other way, perhaps.'



          


          


          'No, Father-' Teresa looked crestfallen, her gaiety fading
into her old, subdued look, the look that Juana remembered. 


          


          


          Miguel glanced at the warehouse official at his side,
saying something that Juana could not hear, and the man bowed and fell back so
that father and daughter could walk alone while Miguel whispered something that
was evidently consoling into Teresa's ear. 


          


          


          A pace or two would bring them level with Juana now, and to
go out they would have to go by her, she had only to put back her hood and step
forward to be face to face with her father. 


          


          


          Scooping quickly, she pretended to be engrossed in picking
over some loose strands of unspun fleece that lay in heaps against the wall,
warm drifts as soft as gossamer that could never be spun; and as she knelt
there her father red-heeled shoes and her sister's braided skirts swept by her
without the slightest hesitation. To them she could have appeared only as a
huddled, anonymous figure in the shadows, while to her they were like figures
from the past, dear that unreal as the dream she had first thought them. 


          


          


          'Senor. She touched the official's arm as he passed and he
halted, his first indignation softening as he glimpsed her face. 'I once lived
at Zuccaro - is it true that the Senorita Teresa is going to be married?' 


          


          


          'I imagine you heard as much!' The man shook off her hand
selfimportantly, but she saw that he had noted her knowledge of Teresa's name
as he added, 'She is in the city to choose the materials for her wedding
clothes. Her marriage is due to take place next year, when the family comes out
of mourning for her elder sister, who died.' 


          


          


          'Senorita Juana? Is she dead, then?' Her voice shook. 


          


          


         The man nodded. 'It was a tragedy - She was to make a great
marriage, so the senor said, but she died of a fever only days before the
wedding. He himself did not even see her on her deathbed, she passed away so
quickly.' 


          


          


          So that was how they had chosen to remember her, Juana
thought; honourably, blamelessly dead, and her father's own blame laid to rest
with her. If she had indeed rushed into his arms - She broke off the thought,
and caught the man's arm again when he would have turned to follow her father
and Teresa. 


          


          


          'Senor, I beg you - who is the Senorita Teresa to marry?' 


          


          


          The answer came as no surprise to her. She even found
herself nodding, as if the name he snapped at her had confirmed her
expectation. 


          


          


          'Senor Jaime de Nueva - the son of one of the senor's
neighbours. Did you know him? You say you lived there?' 


          


          


          'Yes, but I did not know him well, nor he me.' She smiled
faintly. 'Thank you, senor.' 


          


          


          He grunted an acknowledgement and moved away, hurrying to
catch up with Miguel, and Juana leaned against the wall behind her, feeling
suddenly unbearably tired. All at once she could not face the task of
questioning any more people about the possibility of a ship; the shock of
hearing herself pronounced dead and knowing herself dead to her family had been
too great. And her death, she thought with bitter understanding, had brought
Teresa more joy than anything in her life had done. She must always have loved
Jaime in the depths of her quiet soul, and neither he nor she, Juana, had ever
seen it. 


          


          


         With a longing that felt like the shaft of a spear, she
thought of Tristan. She knew now that he was all shewanted, dearer than honour
or safety, more vital to her than memory or affection. She glanced quickly
round and saw the warehouse official call to one of the workers nearby and nod
towards her with a muttered instruction; she was about to be turned out, for a
vagrant had no place in the Arrelanos warehouse. 


          


          


          Without waiting for the man's approach, she hurried to the
door and slipped unobtrusively out on to the sunlit quay, back towards Mother
Salsa's lodginghouse. 


          


          


          CHAPTER 20 


          


          


          Tristan was sitting on the edge of the bed, his back to the
door, when Juana entered the room. She saw the quick, almost defensive turn of
his head, the rapid motion of his hand as he gathered something up, and as he
swung round to face her he held something tightly in his clenched fingers.
'Well? What news?' The curtness of the question made her breath catch. 


          


          


          Shutting the door behind her, she stood facing him with her
back to it like a malefactor on trial under his accusing, unrevealing gaze. 


          


          


          'Nothing - for us, no ship, but I -' She controlled her
stumbling tongue with a mighty effort. 'I have seen my father and my sister.
They are here, visiting Cadiz.' 


          


          


          In the silence she saw a muscle move in Tristan's cheek,
but otherwise his face might have been carved from stone. After what seemed
like an eternity he said tonelessly, 'Where did you see them? ' 


          


          


          'My father trades in wool - he has a warehouse down by the
harbour, halfan-hour's walk from here and they had gone there to choose
samples. I went to the place by chance - my father took me there once when I
was a child, but I had forgotten - The building seemed so familiar. . . . ' 


          


          


          Her voice faded as she saw the sudden, corroding flare of
cynicism in his eyes. 


          


          


          'And you came all the way back here, only to bid me
farewell? I am honoured.' 


          


          


          She shook her head. It seemed impossible that he did not
know why she had rushed back to him, that she had to explain. Her soft mouth
tremulous, she said, 'I said I saw them, Felipe, they did not see me. I was
going to speak to them, but I - hid from them instead.' 


          


          


          'Jesu' The word was so quiet that she could hardly hear it,
and his eyes were suddenly full of anger as he continued, level and biting, 'Is
it come to that? Were you so ashamed of what you have done that you did not
even dare to ask pardon for it?' 


          


          


          Her hands had gripped across her belly beneath her cloak
before she realized that he meant their marriage and not the child; then her
grasp relaxed and she shook her head. 'No-it was because I knew before I spoke
that I had nothing to say to them. I do not belong to them any longer, and to
try to go back to them would have been folly. I learned that I am dead to my
family — they have given it out that I died, and Jaime is to marry Teresa. So I
hid and let them go without seeing me.' 


          


          


          She spoke jerkily, watching the cold, forbidding look that
he used to mask his thoughts settle over his face as he rose to bis feet to
confront her. He could not stand quite erect in this room, she noticed
irrelevantly; the back of his head touched the ceiling as he looked down at
her. 


          


          


          'And so? Am I to play the gentleman and offer to release
you from your vows to me, so that you can appear and claim your loved one back
from his bride without impediment?' 


          


          


          ' No! ' The exclamation choked in her throat. 'I
wanted to tell you that I had seen them, that was all - and to explain -' 


          


          


          She stopped short, afraid of where her tongue was leading
her. She had never seen him in such a mood as this, so coldly, terrifyingly
quiet. 


          


          


          The knuckles of Tristan's hand were white on the thing he
held crushed in his palm as he spoke, but his voice was devoid of all
inflection. 'You can find them again if you go back now, it will be simple
enough. Even if they have left the warehouse, someone there will know where
they are to be found - you can say you have a message for them, anything. Even
if they have disowned you, they will not deny you when they see you again face
to face. It is impossible.' 


          


          


          All the blood seemed to drain from her body as she realized
the implication of the words, and she stared at him, wide-eyed. 'Do you want to
be rid of me now?' she demanded raggedly. 'Is the game over for you?' 


          


          


          He shrugged briefly. 'I acquit you. It is a waste of time
to tell the scores.' 


          


          


          Her eyes fell from his. It was like staring into a depth of
illimitable ice, and she could not endure it. She stood before him entirely
deprived of strength, of the will to hide her heart from him; she felt as though
the brief, unemotional dismissal had been a sentence of death. 


          


          


          The tears were rising in her throat and threatening to
spill from her lowered lashes when he said suddenly, in a tone that cut like a
whiplash, 'Why did you come back, Juana?' 


          


          


          With infinite, aching slowness she lifted her head. She had
reached her nadir; she had nothing left, neither pride nor subterfuge. She
would tell the truth because there was nothing else to tell, she thought, and
noticed vaguely that his hand was clenched so hard on what he held that it was
trembling. 


          


          


          The voice from outside the door seemed to come from a
different world in its raucous urgency. It was seconds before Juana realized
what it was; seconds more before she could make sense of the words. She
remained transfixed, staring at Tristan's hand as though she were trying to
learn the sight of it for eternity, and then the meaning of the noise broke
through to her brain like a dam bursting. 


          


          


          'One, in there! Are you deaf? I say there is a ship putting
out tomorrow for England - but the chica  must hurry if you want to go on it!' 


          


          


          It was Mother Salsa's voice. Juana gave a short, choked
exclamation and turned to fumble with the latch, and Tristan's clenched hand
fell slowly to his side. As the door swung to after her, he heard a quick
exchange of voices outside, then Juana's footsteps clattering downstairs in her
wooden shoes. After a moment he turned and limped across the room, brushing the
dirt from the clogged wooden shutter that kept out the sun to see her hurrying
away down the crowded street. Theharbour lay that way, and the wool-merchants'
warehouses. 


          


          


          He unclenched his fingers slowly and stared down at what
had lain crushed in his hand all the time she had been in the room. The bitterness
in his face would have appalled her if she had seen it. 


          


          


          


          Juana had a stitch in her side, but she still ran on. It
was imperative that she arrived in time, she thought, for she would never have
another such chance, though the unuttered words still burned in her throat as
though she had swallowed poison, she knew she had done right not to stay to
speak them. Any delay, however slight, might cost her this one chance of
salvation. 


          


          


          The sign of the Crescent in the Calle Negro, Mother Salsa
had said. How the old woman had come to hear of the ship, and how she knew
where its owner would be drinking at this hour of the day, Juana did not even
bother to surmise; she had long since concluded that Mother Salsa was only
ignorant when she chose to be, and now she blessed whatever impulse had made
her pass on the information and the directions to the Calle Negro. 


          


          


          The sign of the Crescent swung over the gateway of a
spacious, whitewalled inn that opened on to a paved courtyard, with stone
benches set under the dark cypresses that shaded them from the sun. Heads
turned as Juana crossed the threshold and she felt her palms grow wet with
embarrassment - women alone were known to enter hostelries for only one
purpose, and she could see speculation in several of the faces turned to her.
But she had no time now to allow herself to feel a modesty that would hamper
her. Her eyes darted round her in search of one who answered Mother Salsa's
description of Captain Diaz. 


          


          


          Young, she had said; brown hair and blue eyes, 'handsome if
you like the type - the sort who has already drunk himself halfway to the grave
at thirty. But then, no other man would be fool enough to risk his ship against
the Portuguese, so he has his uses! Wears a striped shirt and a red bandanna
and fancies himself with women - that should help you.' 


          


          


          Juana saw him almost at once, in conversation with a pale,
scholarly looking man who looked out-of-place and slightly anxious. The
Captain's elbows were propped on the table, and he was talking fluently. His
unlined, bearded face had the settled flush of the habitual drunkard, and his
eyes, nearer grey than blue under straight, heavy brows, were glassy and
unblinking for all his verbosity. Once or twice the other man said something
brief, frowning each tune, but the Captain seemed to be waving away any
objection. 


          


          


          'Tomorrow early, senor, as early as you please, but not a
moment before. I tell you I know what they are doing — there are only six or
seven of them out there, pretending to be a fleet, and if we cast off betimes
we can slip through them before they have time to come about. Trust me.' He
waved a hand as the other man tried to expostulate. 'How do you think I brought
the San Martin into  port, if not
through the blockade?' 


          


          


          'I do not doubt your veracity, Captain, but -' 


          


          


          'Handsome of you, What, then?' 


          


          


          '-but I have already been delayed in Cadiz for nearly three
months beyond the time I was due to sail. My business in England is most
urgent, and I shall not hire your vessel unless I am assured that I shall reach
my destination safely and without delay.' 


          


          


          The Captain widened his eyes and placed his hand on his
heart with exaggerated fervour. 'On my honour as a seaman, Senor Oliver.
Tomorrow morning at the crack of dawn, if you so decide. Can I say fairer?' 


          


          


          Juana had edged closer, and she could see the scepticism in
the other man's mild hazel eyes. He was a neat, precise-looking individual with
greying brown hair and a massive forehead that was contradicted by a childishly
turned-up nose that robbed his pleasant face of all its natural dignity; and at
the moment he was clearly doubtful. He said in carefully correct, execrably
accented Spanish, 'Forgive me, Captain, but to judge by your - er - consumption
this morning, it is hard to believe that you will be fit to rise from your bed
at the crack of dawn tomorrow let alone command your vessel.' 


          


          


          'You slander me, Senor Oliver! I assure you—' 


          


          


          His voice trailed away as he saw Juana, and he pushed
himself back in his seat to survey her with more attention. Ignoring his
appreciative gaze, Juana said directly, 'Are you Captain Diaz of the San Martin?
' 


          


          


          'None other.' He bowed his head but did not bother to rise.
His companion, after glancing dubiously from one to the other, also remained
seated, but his air of unease increased. 


          


          


          'They told me that you are sailing from Cadiz to England.' 


          


          


          'They  are
quick. I am.' He took a giant swallow from the tankard he held in one hand,
eyeing her fixedly. 


          


          


          'Do you take passengers?' 


          


          


          'Sometimes, if it pays me, but in this instance not.' He
slammed his tankard down. 'Nothing would please me better than to oblige a lady
in the common way, but for this once I am not my own man - Senor Oliver here is
so hasty to go back to his cold country that he has hired my whole ship, and
the crew, and me, to take him safely out of the reach of our Portuguese
friends.' He waved his hand liberally. 'Apply to him - though I doubt he would
hear your pleas with the same warmth that I would, eh, senor?' The scholarly
man's expression was wintry and made Juana suddenly aware of her shabby,
dishevelled state. He started to say 'My good young woman, I fear there will be
no place for -' but she broke in before his kind but final tone could freeze
her hopes. 'Senor, I beg you to listen to me. My husband is English, and he
wants to take me back to his country. He has been wounded - by brigands who
attacked us on our way to Cadiz - and he sent me to ask whether we could join
Captain Diaz's ship because he cannot leave the house. We can pay our fares
now, but I am afraid that if we stay here longer we shall have to spend all our
savings to keep alive. 


          


          


          Her hood had fallen from her head, and her emotion had
whipped a flush into her cheeks that completely dispelled the pallor that
pregnancy had begun to lend her pointed face, while her long dark eyes glowed
with urgency. Captain Diaz eyed her admiringly. 


          


          


          'Nonsense. You could support ten husbands in luxury if
you-' 


          


          


          Juana ignored him. 'Please, Senor Oliver-' Her tongue
stumbled over the name. He was rubbing his square chin with a long forefinger,
looking troubled. 


          


          


          'An Englishman, you say? Why did he not come to see me when
I sent out asking for news of any men from England?' 


          


          


          The question took her aback, and she stammered, 'W-we are
only just arrived in the city. We did not hear anything about. . . .' 


          


          


          The man made a noise of impatience. 'I knew I should not
have relied on such a method! These disobliging cut throats of officials and
their manana -as well employ a collection of imbeciles, but what else
could I do? ' He regarded Juana rather testily. 'It would be best if I were to
see this husband of yours before I answer 


          you, 


          young 


          woman. You will take your oath that he is English? He speaks
English ? ' 


          


          


          Juana found herself smiling at the sudden painful anxiety
in his tone. She said reassuringly, 'He speaks a foreign tongue that I do not
know, and he told me that it was English. It is sharp, and - and slow, and I
have never heard anyone else speak it, but his Spanish is perfect. He has lived
here since he was a boy.' 


          


          


          Senor Oliver's face brightened. 'An Englishman - ! Then he
may know of-' 


          He rose to his feet with sudden decision and glanced down
at the sprawled figure of the Captain. 'Captain Diaz, I am accompanying this
young woman to speak with her husband. It is possible that he may have heard
tidings of the man I came to Spain to find -I might be able to take back some
news of bun after all. In the circumstances,' he added with a faint gleam of
humour, 'I shall not insist upon departing tonight. The San Martin  may set sail tomorrow morning - at the crack
of dawn.' 


          


          


          'Senor.' Diaz saluted with his tankard. 'You make a wise
decision. Bring the wench with you, if you can. Adios. ' 


          


          


          The pale man nodded politely, then turned to Juana with
sudden eagerness. 


          'If you will be so kind as to take me to your husband,
senora,' he said punctiliously, 'we shall see whether he and I may be of any
service to each other' 


          


          


          On the walk back to Mother Salsa's house - which ended just
before Senor Oliver's unwonted impulsiveness surrendered to his more usual
prudence - he confided to Juana that he was a lawyer and had come from England
over a year ago on behalf of the family by whom his services were chiefly
retained. She sensed that he was chattering to distract his thoughts from
various uneasy suspicions that were beginning to crowd upon him as the tone of
his surroundings declined, but she gave him the appearance of attention.
Inwardly her brain was alternating between despair and incredulous hope; she
had not believed that she would succeed in finding the captain of the San
Martin,  yet she had, and this
polite, pedantic Englishman had not so far refused her irrevocably. Yet why
should such a cautious man - and a lawyer at that - consent to take two
strangers on the ship he was hiring, no doubt at great cost? It would take more
than pleading to soften his regard for the letter of the law, so much was
certain, and if Felipe proved to know nothing of the man he was seeking.... 


          


          


          '. . . and I should have been back after a year, but this
blockading has made it impossible. I have kept up the search after a fashion,
of course, but I fear the gentleman will not now be found, so the baronetcy
will lapse and the estate will go to Sir Gabriel's eldest daughter. Though
perhaps it is for the best, for the young man could hardly care for an estate
he has barely seen, and his cousins are very fond of it. Very. Ah - is the
house where you live much farther?' 


          


          


          'Just there, across the street.' Juana saw a twitch of
distaste cross his pale face as she pointed, and added urgently, 'Senor, if you
and Felipe — my husband - agree well together, would you allow us to sail with
you tomorrow? This place is not fit for him.' 


          


          


          The words echoed something that Tristan had once said to
her, but she paid no heed to the reverberation of memory. To her surprise, she
saw that the lawyer's eyebrows were puckered over the bridge of his
inappropriate nose. 


          


          


          'Felipe? ' 
The mild voice had sharpened. 'That is Philip in English, is it not?' 


          


          


          Juana nodded bewilderedly, the hot colour rising in her
cheeks, and wondered whether the lawyer had gone mad. He was muttering to
himself, and then suddenly he frowned and shook his head determinedly. 


          


          


          'No, it could not be— an impossible coincidence, nothing
more! And yet, if it were. . . .' He broke off, looking at Juana with eyes that
did not seem to see her. 


          'I cannot resolve you yet as to that. Perhaps after I have
seen your -your husband, then —' 


          


          


          Sensing defeat, Juana nodded meekly. 'Very well, senor.
Please come this way.' 


          


          


          He followed her up the noisome staircase with a fine linen
handkerchief pressed to his nostrils, to the intense interest of Mother Salsa
and several of her lodgers. Juana could sense his growing alarm as he mounted
the stairs behind her, and prayed that his courage would not desert him before
she had brought him to the door. She heard him say, 'Senora, I beg — but before
he could finish she ran up the last few steps and put her hand on the latch.
'This is where we live, senor. My husband is inside. ' She pushed the door open
with a sensation like plunging headlong into a mill-race and was about to look
back to beckon the lawyer into the room ahead of her when some charged quality
in the silence within crossed the threshold to meet her. 


          


          


          Tristan had been standing facing the wall with arms
outspread; his head had been resting against the cracked plaster, his hands
were clenched fists, but instead of straightening fully when the door opened he
still stood where he was, rigidly tense as though he had been about to tear
down the walls with his bare hands, and his slanting eyes blank with disbelief.
For interminable seconds nothing and no one else existed, and then gradually
the sounds from the rest of the lodging-house filtered back raucously to fill
the silence. 


          


          


          Juana felt herself begin to tremble, an uncontrollable
shivering that started deep within her and spread through her whole body. Shock
had set that strange face into the chilling impassivity that was Tristan's
shield, but for that one instant she thought she had seen beneath the
harshness, the dry cynicism, to something that had looked like utter despair. 


          


          


          She heard the lawyer mutter something in a stifled voice
and turned dazedly to look at him, but when she did so it was to see him
staring with almost as much stupefaction as had been in Tristan's face when he
looked up and saw her. 'Senor Oliver—' she knew her voice was shaking but she
could not control it - 'may I introduce my husband, Felipe.' 


          


          


          The English lawyer closed his mouth and swallowed once or
twice, his long fingers plucking nervously at his handkerchief as though he was
not aware of what he did. 'Is it possible —' his Spanish accent was suddenly
more atrocious than ever - 'that I am addressing Master Philip Stanford— the son
of Master Michael Stanford, of Bournton in Devonshire?' 


          


          


          Tristan withdrew his gaze from Juana's. There was a very
slight smile on his scarred mouth, and as he turned his head a shaft of
sunlight through the shutters struck the springing hair at his temple so that
it glinted like name. 


          


          


          'At your service, sir.' His voice was light and almost
indifferent, as though he were not really attending. 'Although my father was a
resident in the town of Villenos at the time of his death. I am Philip Tristram
Stanford.' 


          


          


          Senor Oliver hurried forward and burst into a spate of
English that made Juana's head reel. She stood, dazed and shaking, by the door
as he wrung Tristan's hand between both his, asked a question or two which were
answered in a few brief words, and then said something that made Tristan
stiffen with an arrested look on his face and rap out sharp enquiry. The
resulting flood of explanation left her bewildered, and she could only close
the door belatedly and lean against it with her eyes dosed while she tried to
stop the quivering of her limbs. 


          


          


          It was almost as if the lawyer had known Felipe, she was
thinking, even before he asked his name; yet when he did so, Tristan had
responded with a lie. His quick brain may have seen a chance in the mention of
somewhere in England that was familiar to him; and he would have recognized the
Englishman's accent the moment he spoke, she thought wearily. For that one
instant she had thought that what she saw in his eyes was the thing she had
dreamed of, but he had moved from it so swiftly and begun lying with such
negligent conviction that she herself had almost believed what she knew to be
false. Now her imagined enchantment had faded as quickly as it had come, as she
waited with a sick heart for Tristan to make a mistake that would betray him to
the lawyer's undoubtedly astute brain; from the number of questions that he was
asking now, Senor Oliver did not intend to take a stranger's word upon trust. 


          


          


          It seemed to go on for hours, the lawyer's questions
becoming less terse and more excited, Tristan's answers remaining crisp and
unemotional. Juana could not under stand the strange lack of urgency in him;
his eyes, despite their brilliance, had a curiously stunned look. None of it
made sense to her, and she could not begin to grasp at its meaning through her
own confusion and disappointment. Once she tried to intervene, with a caution
to Tristan to sit down and rest his leg, but his attention only wavered from
the other man long enough to grip her crushingly by the shoulders and draw her
down to sit beside him as the talk began again. 


          


          


          She sat rigid within his grasp, breathlessly aware of the
relentlessness in his grip and the slights caressing movements of his
fingertips over the bones of her shoulder that made her skin throb; two or
three times she turned to him. in mute pleading, only to see him sitting
apparently motionless, his harsh face absorbed, no trace of the fierce claim
she felt in his touch showing in his expression. 


          


          


          The lawyer rose from the bed where he had perched so
dubiously, beaming. There was an air of elation about him now, a new decision
in his voice, as he brushed his cloak with a scrupulousness that was an
unconscious insult and bowed to Juana. 


          


          


          'Madam —' even the way he addressed her had changed, she
noticed— 'I must thank you for bringing me here. I did not think I could be
glad of the delay that held me in Spain, but I had rather go back late and in
triumph than promptly but without success. And my clients will agree with me, I
know.' 


          


          


          She stared. Had her husband told him that he knew the man
he sought for? 


          And how had a stranger known the name he had taken in
Villenos as Elena's guest from England? But before she could utter a word,
Senor Oliver had begun to take his leave. 


          


          


          'It is concluded then, and the San Martin  sails tomorrow at dawn. Senor - Sir Philip - I
shall expect you.' An unexpectedly elfin smile crossed his scholarly face as he
moved towards the door, fading into polite enquiry as Juana started impulsively
to her feet, deaf to the strange way he had addressed Tristan. 


          


          


          'Senor - it is agreed? Will you allow us to come with you?'
Oliver blinked. 


          'Of course. You heard, did you not? I thought that you -' 


          


          


          'You spoke in English, and I did not understand.' The
relief was coursing through her veins like wine as she bade him a disjointed
farewell, too dazed to protest when she heard her husband dismissing the elder
man as if he were a wellmeaning but tedious servant. Then somehow, before she
was aware of it, Senor Oliver was gone and the door was closed behind him. 


          


          


          


          'What did you say to make him agree to take us? Sne spoke
quickly, to be before Tristan, her voice strained. 


          


          


          He was watching her intently, and the piercing gaze made
her feel like a butterfly on a pin. He had stared at her so in the Gistillo
Benaventee when he watched her for weaknesses that would enable him to trap
her, and the Sharpness of the memory made the blood mount in her checks. 


          


          


          'I told him who I am,' he answered levelly, as though he
were addressing an idiot child. 'My uncle is dead, and becuuse he had no son I
am the inheritor of his estates and title.' 


          


          


         'Your uncle!' 
It was a ragged little gasp of distress mingled with scorn, and the
green eyes hardened slightly. 


          


          


          'My father's brother. Sir Gabriel Stanford. In England, as
in Spain, the eldest son inherits the most wealth; the younger ones little or
nothing. My father inherited nothing, but now it seems, I am passably rich.' 


          


          


          'You mean you are . . . you did not lie to him? I thought.
. .' Her hand went to her brow in a bewildered little gesture. 'You used that
name in Villenos, with Elena! It is not your real one!' 


          


          


          He started to speak, then checked himself; a telltale
muscle was jumping in his cheek as he spoke, but he said in a tightly
controlled voice, 'You must rate my intelligence low if  you think I would marry you under a false
name. You have no grounds there if you have been hoping to have it set aside by
those means. We are man and wife in all honesty, I have taken care for that.' 


          


          


          Juana's thoughts went back to that unreal marriage ceremony
in the convent near Valenzuela and remembered it as a mime play because she had
not heard a word that was spoken. She had only recognized his Christian name
amid the blur of Latin, and the memories it had evoked had made her tremble,
even before the priest. She said dazedly, inadequately, 


          


          


          'I did not know.' 


          


          


          'Even mercenaries tell the truth sometimes,' was the dry
response, but the demand did not fade from his eyes even though he spoke
lightly. 'It seems that my uncle's will merely told the lawyers that I had been
heard of in Spain, and gave them a year to find me; I think he hoped that his
daughter would have the estate if they had so little time, and I do not blame
him. The term of the search expired nearly four months since, but Senor Oliver
could not get a passage back to England because of the blockade – he said he told
you of that on the way here,' he added with a glimmer of irony. 


          


          


          Juana shook her head. 'I did not pay him any heed. He said
that he was searching for an English baron, and I did riot dream that it could
be you! He wanted to see you because you spoke his language, and because you
ought have had some news of his lost Englishman --' 


          


          


          'Not a baron,' he corrected, 'a baronet.' 


          


          


          She shrugged impatiently. 'Oh, what is the difference?' 


          


          


          'Very little - suffice it to say that in England I rank a
little above a servant and have wealth enough for any but a greedy man's needs,
have had it for a year and past. I had no need to marry a rich wife to make my
fortune,' he finished deliberately. 


          


          


          Juana winced as though he had struck her, turning away to
avoid the searching look in his eyes that seemed to pierce through all the
barriers she had painstakingly erected against him. Her lips trembling, she
managed to say, 'I see. So now you have no further use for me. I may stay here
if I will, then?' 


          


          


          He had risen, propping himself upright against the door so
as to favour his injured Leg, his outstretched hand resting on the bare wood
just above her shoulder. The power of his presence was so overwhelming that all
at once she was as paralysed as she had been at first, feeling tiny and
helpless, transfixed by his very nearness. Her breath coming unevenly, she
stared doggedly at the hand so close to her face; the long, strong fingers that
had always seemed so incongruously elegant for those of a man who was no more
than a servant, tapering and aristocratic against the dirty, unplaned wood. She
was almost choking with the need to scream at him, to strike him; anything that
would break thedominion that he was asserting as he stood unmoving and
apparently unmoved, watching her. 


          


          


          'I toldyou that your father would take you back if you
chose to go to him, yet instead you went to find the captain of the San
Martin  when I could not, and
persuaded the lawyer to come back with you to talk to me.' There was a subtle
probe in every evenly-enunciated word. 'Will you tell me why?' 


          


          


         She shook her head mutely, shrinking back involuntarily as
he moved. Yet he did not touch her; instead he stood with his arms outspread in
an echo of his earlier pose, but this time she was pinned between his hands,
trapped against the door without his stir to hold her. She heard him make a
sound of what she thought was pure exasperation, and then he said harshly, 'Was
it because of this?' and wrenched her forward into his arms. 


          


          


          The anger in his voice did not prepare her for the almost
feverish desperation of his kiss, a blind, seeking ferocity that overbore every
message from her brain. Juana felt herself yield without volition, her lips parting
in answering hunger as he held her closer, locking her body to his in wordless,
hurting demand. For an instant she tried to say something against his mouth,
but it was only for an instant, and then her arms closed round him, her nails
digging into his back as if he were a rock and a tempest were threatening to
tear her from him. His response left her breathless. 


          


          


          Once she had been afraid of 
being torn apart by his unleashed strength, but now she no longer cared
if she were. 


          


          


          His arms did not slacken as he lifted his head, but his
voice sounded feverishly taut; she could feel a frightening tension in every
sinew of his body, in the thunderous race of his blood and the beat of his
heart: still regular, still seemingly unhurried, it seemed to beat through her
with shattering, hammering force. 


          


          


          'I shall keep you with me for the same reason that you came
back.' She could hardly hear him, although his lips brushed hers as he spoke.
'God help us both if it was pity.' 


          


          


          'No.' She could say no more, and at that moment nothing
more needed to be said. 


          


          


          Later, aeons later when the long storm of passion had
abated and she lay against his shoulder while he stroked the tumbled hair back
from her face, Tristan said in a murmur made toneless by drowsiness, 


          


          


          'I thought that you would never learn to face me without
flinching when I made love to you, or —' his fingertips brushed her fluttering
lashes — 'without closing your eyes.' 


          


          


          Juana smiled dreamily. 'I learned long ago, I think, but at
first I was too afraid of you to understand it. Even when you said you wanted
me, you made it plain that "you despised me and all I stood for.' 


          


          


          'Indeed?' He sounded faintly quizzical. 'Yet your eyesight
was sharp enough to make you shrink from the very sight of my face. What made
you think I was so different from the rest who wanted you at sight? Even
Bartolome — and even Eugenio.' 


          


          


          'I did not shrink from you because of your face. It was
because. . . .' She spoke almost tentatively, testing the truth of each word as
she uttered,'. . . because you made me so uncertain of myself. I thought I
loved Jaime when I came to the castillo. I had braved my father to run away
with him and failed, yet when I saw you —' She shrugged, her slight shoulders
moving in his gesture. 'I was afraid of what you made me feel, and I hated you
for it, because it was more than what I wanted to feel for any man; more than I
knew I should  feel for any man —'



          


          


          'Let alone a servants,' he prompted dryly, and she nodded. 


          


          


          


          'Yes, there was that. And because you were part of the plot
to have me married to Bartolome, I told myself that what I felt was hatred. I
knew that when you first took me it was only to secure me for him, and - what I
felt -frightened me.' Her dark eyes searched his face; he was studying hers so
intently that he hardly seemed to have heard her words. 'Felipe, why did you-?'



          


          


          To keep you there,' he answered almost absently. 'At first
I thought I could relish having a Duquesa for a mistress, but then when I found
I did not want to share you it was almost too late, and poor Bartolome paid the
price for my greed as much as his; I have no excuse for that.' A fleeting
bitterness touched his voice, and Juona asked stumblingly, clinging closer to
soften the question, 


          


          


          'Felipe, did you really only let Bartolome drown? Or did
you drown him?' 


          


          


         The heavy lids veiled his eyes, but his voice did not alter.
'On my  oath, he fell and I let
him drown — though before God, if I had not known what he did to your little
blackamoor when he took her for you and known that his diseases would kill the
poor wretch more slowly and painfully than the wine, I might have rescued him
even then. Will you believe it?' 


          


          


          'Yes.' She gave a long sigh-'But when you told me that you
had no faith, I thought that no matter what you swore by, it  could never bind you because you did not
believe in the power of an oath.' 


          


          


          His fingers twined in her hair, tugging gently so that her
face was tilted to his. 'I have some honour,' he replied deliberately; 'enough
to keep an oath for the sake of others' faith in what I swear by — you took our
marriage vows more 


          lightly than I, when you broke yours and left me.' 


          


          


          She quivered with remembered pain. 'I had cause,' she said
softly. 


          


          


          At once his hold tightened, pressing her head into the
hollow of his shoulder, his voice insistent, compelling. 'Tell  me why you ran away, Juana.' 


          


          


          'I was so hurt by what you said to me that I did not dare
stay in case you should guess it; I was sure then that you had only  married me to humble me because I had abused
you. You never showed any feeling for me but contempt.' 


          


          


          'Never?' His hand traced the shape of her breast, and she
was shiveringly still beneath the caress. 


          


          


          'You talked of skill when you took me first.' It was hard
to find the words she wanted while he stroked her breast, but she forced her
tongue to obey her, even though it stumbled. 'And when I found that you could -
please me - no matter what I thought of you, I thought that it must be because
you knew how. to please any woman, even one you hated. You said as much once,
on the night I was betrothed -' her Breath caught in her throat - 'in
public, in front of Torres and Eugenio, and it made me hate myself for ... for
desiring a libertine. Please,  Filipe - 


          ' her voice was growing ragged— 'I cannot think when you. .
. . ' 


          


          


          'I said much, it seems, but I did not know you had heeded
me.' The twist of his scarred mouth was ironic. 'Softly, now . . . this was
what I wanted all the time you were railing at me, and I was bringing you gifts
in Bartolome's name so that you could not cast them back in my face.' 


          


          


          'I could not tell.' Long shivers of languorous delight were
running through her body. 'You were kinder to Dona Luisa, and to poor Michaela,
than you ever were to me - Filipe! ' 


          


          


          'Were we talking of kindness?' The green eyes were
sardonic. 'It is easy enough to be land to those who can be content with that —
you were kind to poor Pedrino, and to Luis's children. Kindness is a painless
thing to give, and easy, a sop to those you do not need. Friendship and
kindness have nought to do with this.' For a moment the look in his eyes, as
brilliant as an eagle's in the harsh inscrutability of his face, terrified her.
'I am not kind to the air I breathe — nor the food I eat — nor to you.' 


          


          


          His hold had tightened bruisingly, but she turned even
closer into his arms with a laugh that sounded like a sob, yielding without
hesitation to his breathtaking importunity. He murmured with his lips against
her temple, 'I can hear your voice, telling me, Ihate you, and I shall
always hate you.  Is that still
true?' 


          


          


          She reached up to cup his face between her hands, her
fingers gentle and her dark eyes full of light. It was never true, though I
thought it was when I spoke it. I love you, and I shall always love you. There
- that is what you must hear now.' 


          


          


          As he stopped to possess her mouth she thought with a
lurking sense of helplessness that that riven mask of a face was inscrutable
even now; its apparent cruelty was ingrained, in the strange, harsh bones and
in the hooded, predatorylooking green eyes. But it was the flame of copper hair
that revealed more of the truth; not a bonfire kindled on ice, as she had once
thought it, but the single fissure that revealed the presence of on inner
volcano. 


          


          


          'You sent me away.' His voice was still insistent, but his
tone had softened and thickened as she heard it through the swimming of her
senses. 'Was that to torment me?' 


          


          


          She shook her head, but as she did so a sudden chill ran
through her; the words had sounded ironic, as though the notion that she bad
thought she might hurt him was a matter for mockery. It was in that instant
that she realized that he had said nothing that counted. While she prattled of
loving he had kept his own counsel and said no more than what would induce her
to lay her heart open to him, while he confessed only that he had wanted her. 


          


          


          And that she had known already, she thought bitterly; in
his arms it was impossible not to learn something of the unappeasable passion
that he kept so tightly reined and hidden behind that Sphinxlike mask of his.
All she knew now was what she had known before, except how soon he had begun to
want her. 


          


          


          At least I did not tell him about the child, she thought
with a stab of triumph that was partly pain; and then, as bis mouth found hers,
she was swept into realms past thinking. 


          


          


          


          'They are dropping astern.' The English lawyer's pale face
was alight with excitement as he lowered the folding spyglass from his eye and
turned away from the ship's side. 'I believe we have outrun them at last.' 


          


          


          The San Martin had run into the Portuguese blockade on the
second night out from Cadiz. Captain Diaz, despite Senor Oliver's demurs, had
insisted on running his ship without lights after dark and trusting to the blockade
ships' own lanterns, and the sharp ears of his watches, to warn of any
obstructing vessel. It had almost worked; the San Martin  had crept through the mouth of the Gulf
between the enemy's moored ships and reached the choppier Atlantic waters before
the Portuguese had raised the alarm. Two high-prowed galleons had swung round
in pursuit, but the help of a following wind the smaller San Martin had stayed
ahead of them through the hours of darkness. Miraculously, they had not
encountered any other vessel in their flight, and now, with the dawn lighting
the grey rollers to emerald, the thwarted pursuers were falling back to resume
their interrupted watch. 


          


          


          'It seems so.' Tristan shaded his eyes to peer after the
gray shapes that were melting into the blurred dawn on the horizon. 'I wonder
why they did not open fire on us? Once we were clear of their own ships they
could have sunk at that range.' 


          


          


          'Do not think of it!' Senor Oliver crossed himself
devoutly. 'Perhaps they had no guns.' 


          


          


          'I saw muzzles at the gunports when you lent me your glass.
If they had-' 


          


          


          'Ach!' A sailor, pausing as he passed, spat jubilantly on
the deck. 


          'Portuguese dogs have no money for powder and shot any
more, senor. I tell you, the Spanish are winning this war!' 


          


          


          'Perhaps.' Tristan's faint smile was rather wry as the man
went on his way. He met the lawyer's eye and, shrugged his shoulders, turning
with a deftness that lessened his limp on the swaying deck. 'Shall we
congratulate the captain on his strategy and then set how my wife fares? It is
time that we three talked together, I think.' 


          


          


          


          Juana had been lying on her bunk ever since Tristan had
ushered her into the cabin and left her, telling her to sleep. But she had not
slept; even if she had not had to fight the queasiness that gripped her stomach
with every roll of the ship, hermind would have been too restless to let her
relax. Rather than think of all the dangers that could beset the San Martin,
she had concentrated on remembering the strange, fragmentary pictures which
were all that remained in her mind from the last twenty-four hours. Tristan's
ungentle, almost arrogantly triumphant love-making after her unthinking
confession, then the strange, searching look he had given her when he woke to
find her weeping. She had stammered something shout the sadness of leaving
Spain, she remembered, and had been astonished when he had held her and soothed
her tears as gently as if she had been a child, while she sobbed with a mixture
of despair and guilt. Then that hectic hour while they prepared to leave Mother
Salsa's, a whispered turmoil of which all she remembered was Tristan's saying
that he had managed to send word to Placido to take a message to Luis and Elisabeta;
then the walk through the dark street to the harbour, when she had taken off
her wooden shoes so that the noise would not alert the town. It had reminded
her fleetingly of her shame when Tristan had stripped off her shoes and
stockings. That bar had been broken so totally that she had smiled to remember
it, for now she went barelegged as often as not; it was only the rich ones, and
those who had nothing better to do than invent such rules, who could afford
such outlandish modesty. 


          


          


          Then she had spent what seemed like an eternity alone while
all the rest were on deck. Now and again sounds of the pursuit had come to her
and she had been on the verge of quitting the cabin to find Tristan before they
were attacked; for the rest of the time she had lain rigid, her eyes wide open
as she revolved her own hopeless plight and tried to distinguish the sounds of
approaching ships from the creaks and groans of the San Martin's  own protesting timbers. 


          


          


          He wanted her enough to keep her with him; there had been
no sign during their hasty departure that he had even considered leaving her
behind. It could not be for loudness's sake, for he had said he was not kind to
her. What would happen, she wondered for the hundredth time, when he learned at
last about the baby, when she grew ugly and swollen and had no claim upon
anything but his kindness and his constrained vows? Every word she had said to
him seemed to jeer at her now, as she saw them through his cynical eyes as lies
that would make safe the child whose existence she had not even confessed. How,
she thought, how could she have forgotten that he would think so? 


          


          


          When the door opened her eyes flared darkly and she swung
herself up, not too quickly for fear of how the movement might affect her, her
body as tensed as an 


          animal about to flee. She hardly knew what she expected to
see. Her thoughts had gradually led her into a waking nightmare, and visions of
scorn and repudiation and even of invading Portuguese come to capture the ship
chased each other through her over-tired brain. She was as afraid of the
unknown now, she thought, as she had been when she first set foot outside the
paths laid down for her father's obedient daughter. If Felipe had been hurt
again, if there had been fighting 


          – 


          


          


          'All is well, Juana.' Tristan's voice was as calm and crisp
as if he had only left her moments before, but his eyes narrowed as he read the
look on her face. 


          'The Portuguese have turned tail, and we are safe now—our
course is set for England.' 


          


          


          'All is well?' Sheer, incredulous anger took over her fear.
'When I have waited here alone for days, thinking you might be dead?'
Tears spilled down her cheeks and she bent her head to hide them, but as he
took her in his arms her clenched fists turned to frantic claws that clutched
handfuls of his shirt for reassurance. 


          


          


          Tristan said to the top of her head, his tone edged, 'Have
you been awake all night?' 


          


          


          'Did you expect me to sleep?' 


          


          


          'Perhaps not,' he agreed sardonically, but the hand on the
nape of her neck was surprisingly gentle as he held her hard against him for a
moment, then glanced back over his shoulder. 'Come in, Senor Oliver. My wife
feared for us.' 


          


          


          'I am sorry.' The lawyer came cautiously over the
threshold, his expression a mixture of misgiving and embarrassment. 'Later,
perhaps, Sir Philip-at present I fear I shall intrude.' 


          


          


          'No. Come in and close the door.' It was the same cool
authority, bordering on arrogance, that had accorded so ill, with his servant's
rank; Tristan was not even looking at the man he spoke to, but was watching
Juana with a mixture of mocking indulgence and a hint of hard attention. 'Will
you do me the favour, senor, of confirming to my wife how you first knew me? I
know she is doubtful of something even yet, and it may well be that — there has
not been leisure to resolve her. Tell her, if you will, how you knew at once
that I was the man you had been seeking.' 


          


          


          Juana stiffened in his arms; he had read her mind again,
she thought, though he was mistaken in the cause of her fears. Grateful of the
excuse to avoid his searching stare, she turned to look at Senor Oliver, who
had brightened. 


          


          


          'It was not hard to be certain, madam, I can assure you!
One has only to look at — er — your husband to guess his parentage. There is a
portrait of his uncle, Sir Gabriel Stanford, in the hall at Stanford Place, and
but for some slight differences —' his glance went unwillingly to the deep scar
on  Tristan's cheek - 'it might be of Sir
Philip here. And then I recognized the Stanford ring as soon as I saw it.
Sir  Gabriel gave it to his brother
Michael to keep for his-Sir Gabriel's - heir, when religious affairs compelled
the family to be divided. He said in his will that he had done so.' He cleared
his throat and turned embarrassedly to Tristan, saying something in English
that made the other man stiffen. 


          


          


          Juana felt her husband's massive frame grow rigid, and
looking up she saw the look of cold hauteur that she had come to dread. He was
angry, she knew; she had felt the spontaneous tightening of his muscles before
that infallible selfcontrol reasserted itself. 


          


          


          'Felipe, what is it? What is the matter?' 


          


          


          The green eyes held the lawyer's hazel ones above her head.
'The good Serior Oliver stands in some doubt himself, it seems. While he is
sure of my identity he doubts the wisdom of our marriage, and even that it took
place. I assure you, senor-' the level voice was a sudden whiplash - 'that it
was not my greatness that led this lady to entrap me: rather, she has left her
home and family to marry a man of whose birth and family she knew nothing. She
was to have been married to the Duque to whom I acted as servant when I first
saw her, and it was no light matter to win her when my master died. As for our
wedding, the papers are here, in my saddlebag - I stole those from the Duque as
well as his bride.' 


          


          


          The words were even and uninflected, without a trace of the
selfsatisfaction that Juana had subconsciously expected; he sounded as though
he recited tedious facts that were of no more importance than that they had to
be spoken to gain his end. 


          


          


          Senor Oliver looked appalled and lapsed into Spanish more
mangled than ever. 'Sir, I assure you — I had no intention - but the matter was
delicate, and I notice that Lady Stanford does not wear a ring— I thought, to
be sure, I should enquire.' 


          


          


         'I was not so wealthy that I could afford her any but this
of my uncle's, and while she went abroad in the city on my business I took it
from her again for safekeeping.' With an ironic glance Tristan caught Juana's
hand and slid the lion signet back on to her third finger. 'I should have given
it back to you before: I must ask your pardon.' 


          


          


          She nodded silently, and her eyes fell before his as he
lifted her hand to his lips. 


          


          


          Senor Oliver coughed tactfully, then said, 'I  too, must apologize, Lady Stanford, but you
will understand that I spoke for the sake of the future - it would be a great
pity of matters between you were not regular, for your child's sake. Let us
hope that this coming voyage holds no hazards that will jeopardize Sir Philip's
hopes of an heir.' 


          


          


          Juana felt as though her entire body had frozen; the silence
seemed to beat upon her eardrums as she stood motionless, feeling Tristan's
body against her as rigid as her own. After what felt like an eternity, she
forced a smile. 


          


          


          'You have sharp eyes, senor-' 


          


          


          He beamed. 'My wife was brought to bed of a little daughter
just a week before I sailed to Spain, so I am familiar with the look of ladies
who are - hrm! - breeding. By now my little girl will not recognize her
father,' he added rather wistfully, 'and already she will be walking.....well-'
He glanced at Tristan and his smile faded abruptly; then, after a moment's
silence, he said 'Ah' and executed his neat bow. 'With your leave, I think I
should go now. My cabin. . . .' 


          


          


          Realizing that his words were going unheeded, he allowed
them to trail away and backed out hurriedly. The bang of the door behind him
and his departing footsteps were unnaturally loud. 


          


          


          'An heir?' Tristan's voice was toneless but insistent,
Juana felt herself gripped by the shoulders and turned forcibly to face him,
but she dared not look up to see what the lawyer had seen in his face. 


          


          


          'Is it true? How long have you known?' 


          


          


          'Yes, it is true. Dona Jeronima told me, the day I saw you
in the Plaza Mayor with Pedrino. Before that I — I did not know what the signs
meant.' 


          


          


          'And you were afraid to tell me. Was that why you were so
desperate to be rid of me once and for all, that night?' 


          


          


          She nodded, and he said with a sudden flare of sarcasm that
made her wince, 'What, for fear I should not want you? Or for fear I might?' 


          


          


          She was trembling under his hands, and after a moment he
lifted them from her shoulders with an ironic little gesture. 'You do me wrong
to be afraid, I would not have hurt you. Especially not now-' his lips twisted
- 'when a child will be so useful to me - an heir for Stanford Place and five
thousand acres of Devonshire soil. Or was that what you feared when you kept it
secret? Did you hope that if I did not know, you might escape more
easily once we were free from danger?' 


          


          


          She shook her head tiredly. 'I knew you would not part with
your trophy lightly, but the child -' 


          


          


          'Trophy?'  The
tone of his voice was like the slash of a blade across her eyes, unbelievably
sharp, blindingly painful. 'Is that what you think you are to me? But I forgot
-' his tone altered to one of stinging contempt - 'you thought you bore the
child of a vagabond mercenary without home or title, one who would desert you
at the first taste of responsibility and would treat his wife like a
blackmailing whore if he knew ihat she sought to tie him to her with a child.' 


          


          


          Juana was silent, listening in horror to his sarcastic
distortion of her fears, and when she did not answer he said, 'Did you think I
would not want you when I was ready to kill to gain you?' 


          


          


          Her chin jerked up in astonishment at his tone, and her
eyes widened as she saw his face. It was tight with blazing anger, the scar
dragging the skin taut and paling the flesh that surrounded it, but the
lacerating scorn in it was for himself, not her. 


          


          


          'I was never sure that you wanted me, except as a prize you
had won from Bartolome, until the night before we left Cadiz.' She spoke
simply, fighting to restrain her answering temper. 'You called me a pretty
counter to trade with - I only knew that I lost all my value for Dona Jeronima
once she found out, and — ' 


          


          


          'And my faith rated no higher than a bawd's reckoning,' he
finished for her. 


          


          


          Juana stiffened, a blessed flood of anger warming her
frozen heart. 


          


          


          'You warned me often enough that you had lost your faith!
Elisabeta told me about the Condesa Elena, and I knew that after that you would
hardly feel love for a Spanish woman again, and that a pregnant wife could not
please you for long.' 


          


          


          'You have a pretty estimation of me,' he interrupted. 'I am
flattered.' 


          


          


          She stared at him breathlessly, seething. It was like
hurling herself against a wall of granite, she thought disjointedly; fighting
against him hurt her. But if she yielded to the unreasoned impulse of her love
at this moment and flung herself into his arms in contrite tears, she would
never come so close again to the citadel in his soul that he let no one
approach unscathed. 


          


          


          Braving the bitter, vitriolic look in his eyes, she said, I
have had little enough to build an estimation on, and that I have had to beg
you to tell me! All I know of you now is who you are, and what has passed
between us; that you are my husband, and my child's father, and that you have
said you want me. Could I judge from that that you care for me more than as the
wife you won from a Duque 


          - the trophy in your game?' 


          


          


          For a moment there was no sound in the cabin but the
creaking of timbers and the surge of the hull through the sea. Then Tristan
said with apparent inconsequence, 'Do you remember the letter I brought you in
Bartolomc's name, at the Castillo? The one I constrained you to read while I
watched you?' 


          


          


          She nodded, startled, her cheeks colouring as she recalled
it, and his mouth twisted wryly. 


          


          


          'It is a poor paean of indifference. I sweated half the
night before to write it for you, and then turned craven and let you think it
was some other's work.' 


          


          


          'Would it have been as hard to say plainly that you loved
me?' 


          


          


          He caught his breath before he answered, and she saw him
take his lower lip between his teeth. He was standing very still, his red head
stooped under the cabin's low ceiling, his massive shoulders crowding the
confined space; he looked somehow trapped, his rigid expression that of a man
braced to endure the unspeakable without a sign. He had looked like that when
Luis probed his wound, she remembered. 


          


          


          At last he said in a quick, curt voice, 'I was as open as
any fool, once, and was scarred for it. I survived that, but I could not again
- I cannot -' He broke off, and there was silence before he added jerkily, 'Not
that from you,' and fell silent again, breathing as though he had been running'
Juana swallowed the tears in her throat, 'Then do not take exception to my
secrecy when you are as much to blame as I,' she answered starkly. 'At least I
have said openly to your face that I love you, not hidden behind ink and paper
and another's name.' 


          


          


          She was not aware that he had moved, but a single stride
brought him so close to her that she gave an involuntary gasp before he gripped
her, his long fingers digging into her flesh with unconscious cruelty. She had
a blurred impression of the goaded, reckless look in his brilliant eyes, and
then he was holding her too tightly for her to move. 


          


          


          'I love you, Juana.' 


          


          


          The words were dragged out of him like a challenge, and
then he stood still, his arms and body hurting her with their strength,
waiting. 


          


          


          For a moment she stood as motionless as he, unsure that she
had heard rightly. Then, with a choked little cry of 'Philip', she reached up
to draw his head down to hers clinging as though she sought to banish all space
between them. 


          


          


          The sun was high when Juana stirred drowsily to stretch in
the narrow bunk. For a few moments she was only aware of a glorious sense of
fulfilment and well-being; then she realized that her movement had been an
unconscious response to the sensual touch of Tristan's tongue against her bare
skin, like a lion grooming a lioness after a long coupling. 


          


          


          'Philip, you. . . .' 


          


          


          'You are in the way to becoming a good Englishwoman, Lady
Stanford,' he interrupted, his green eyes mocking, 'but you must learn to call
me "Philip" at other times, not only when we make love.' 


          


          


          She shifted a little under his seeking mouth. 'And you must
teach me some other English words,' she agreed with a touch of mischief. 'Tell
me the words that mean arrogant and impudent  and lecherous -' Her voice faded. 


          


          


          'Do you mean to talk about yourself all the time?' he
retorted, raising himself. 


          


          


          She put out a hand to detain him and he captured it,
folding the fingers into her palm and crushing her fist in his own hand, just
hard enough to let her feel the strength of his grip. 


          


          


          'Philip, where are you going?' 


          


          


          There was anxiety in Juana's question as she watched him;
the air against her body felt as cold as if it touched a raw wound. But as he
stretched across her to pick up something from amongst his discarded clothes he
kept hold of her hand, and when he turned back to her be was smiling. 


          


          


          'Here.' He held out his hand, and she saw that be was
holding the packet that he had twice snatched back from her. 'Since we are
giving up secrets to each other, you should see this; it is the only token I
ever had from the woman I loved. Open it,' he insisted as she hesitated, 'or I
may change my mind again — you know how jealously I have kept it until now.' 


          


          


          She nodded, bending so that her hair fell forward to veil
her face from him as she unwrapped the oiled silk, but his hand came out to
thrust the blue-black mass aside. Her fingers trembled as he touched her cheek,
and then as the fraying silk fell back and she saw its contents she froze. 


          


          


          Her fingers went out to touch, softly and unbelievingly,
and the light in her eyes almost blinded him as she looked up. 


          


          


          'I thought you must have kept something of Elena's. It
seemed as though you must love her in spite of all you said, and then when you
became her lover -' 


          


          


          He silenced her with a touch, his scarred mouth wry,
self-derogatory. 'I am not such a fool as that. I might treasure what one woman
has thrown in my face, but there is something about a whore who will have a man
scarred for a jest that kills mere appetite.' 


          


          


          Juana looked down at the blue cheveril gloves again. 'But
you went back to her, as soon as I had left Luis's house.' 


          


          


          'I did not go back -I met her by chance, while I was
watching the Casa de Herreros for a chance to speak with you. Then, it seemed
fitting that Elena should serve my turn without knowing it; I used her to get
access to you, and then when you sent me away I felt that I had gambled and
lost.' The words were matter-offact, but his slanting eyes were bitter. 'I
thought that when I warned you of what laviuda  intended, you would prefer me as a lesser evil
.  When I found you did not-!' 


          


          


          He broke off, then continued tonelessly, 'I was afraid. I
wanted to hide, and I walked into Francisco de Frontenera's trap without caring
whether he killed me or not. It was only when he said something that made me
think you had set him to challenge me that I resolved to survive -' his hands
stilled her start of protest - 


          'because it gave me cause enough to see you again, if I
lived.' 


          


          


          'I knew nothing of what they planned. It was Eugenio-' 


          


          


          'Yes.' He kissed her neetingly, a look of rather grim
amusement on his face. 


          'When I could think more clearly, I remembered that you
were always open to a fault about your hatreds — you could have let me die a
dozen times on the way to Cadiz, and when you did not I knew that 1 could trust
your word.' 


          


          


          'I tried to warn you, but I came too late.' Her eyes were
urgent as she gazed at him. If I had not been too much of a coward to confess
that I was to have a baby, I would never have sent you away that night. I would
never have run away from you if you had not —' she hesitated, then faltered -
'if you had not hurt me so.' 


          


          


          Tristan was briefly silent, and she saw his jaw tighten
before he answered. He said curtly, 'I was trying - that night in Luis‘s house -
to force an end to that traffic of ours, to finish all talk of debts and
payments. I had found that I had no taste for what was purchased, and I wanted
your willingness, even if I could have no more. But when I kissed you and saw
you look at me with nothing but disgust, I thought I had lost anything I might
have gained; so I went to a brothel to root you out of my mind, to prove that
one bought woman was the same as any other. I failed.' His eyes searched her
face as he spoke and she met his gaze unflinchingly, her eyes dark with a
mixture of compassion and remembered pain. 'I went back that afternoon ready to
crawl for a kind look, and then Luis gave me your letter.' 


          


          


          She made an incoherent little sound and lifted her hand to
caress the warm skin of his bared throat, and as she did so the blue gloves
slid unnoticed to the ground, the empty fingers curled like withered petals. 


          


          


          'What I said then has come true at last - the debt is
cancelled,' she said gently and drew his head down to hers. 


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          The End 
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