

















PROLOGUE

The land—said the ancient African desert dwellers who saw it first,
looking down upon it from that bare hump of rock that would have
to wait some thousands of years more before one of their own descend-
ants would give it his name, calling it “Gibel al Taurig,” The Mountain
of Taureg, insuring himself thus a corrupted immortality in the name
Gibraltar—is a land of rivers. So they called it that, “Iberia,” Land of
Rivers, because to them, newly come from their own blistering sand-
whipped wastes, its creeks and rivulets and half-dried stream beds were
mighty floods. The land, said the Celts who followed them, is a bull’s
hide staked in the sun to dry; but what they called it, no man can say.
Galicia probably, Land of the Gauls, because that much has survived
as the name of a province. The Carthaginians called it “Ispahnia,”
Land of the Rabbits, with much justice, for the skip and scamper
and skitter of the small furry beasts then, as now, were loud upon the
crisp, dry air. The Greeks, sweet singers, poets, named it “Hesperia,” Land
of the Setting Sun. But the Romans, being matter of fact, having
scant patience with poets—even their own—took their Semitic foemen’s
name tor it—or rather had that name hammered into their thick skulls
by Hamilcar Barca’s mighty fist—called it Hispania, ending the matter.

That being settled—a name having been found and given to that
tortured landscape resembling, if anything, the dark side of the moon;
that sweep of climates from the mist and rain and fog of Galicia, from
Soria’s near-Siberian cold to Andalucia’s desert heat—only one thing re-
mained: to complete the weird and wonderful alchemy, the witches’
broth, hellbrew, that compost of arrogance, towering pride, intoler-
ance, mysticism, sanctity, faith, genius, individualism, stubbornness,
greatness of the race itself. So now the Alani and the Suevans came
and went, leaving scarcely a trace of their passage. After them, the
Vandals, who would give their name to a whole region—"al Andalus,”
the Arabs called it, Land of the Vandals, so Andalucia, sweet land of
oranges, olives, figs, and wine, would be forever branded with the name
of one of the cruelest tribes of barbarians who ever lived—scourged and
ravaged and destroyed their way across the entire peninsula within a
single generation, to drown themselves at the end of it in a sea of blood,
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washing in the last sunset of their brief, awful history, against the
sandy shores of North Africa. And, last of all, some four hundred years
before this story begins, creaking over the Pyrenees in their wagons,
bearing with them their women, children, chattels, slaves, practicing
their strange Arian form of Christianity, designed to impose their tow-
ering stature, fair hair, and blue eyes upon whole segments of the popu-
lation, the Goths.

They dwelt in the land. Semicivilized even before they came,
they softened easily, forgot their rude Teutonic tongue, spoke, by the
time the sons of the original invaders had come to manhood and be-
got sons of their own, only “Romance,” that musical vulgar Latin that
had not yet been Arabicized into Spanish, made themselves feudal
lords over the smaller, darker mixtures of all the valiant breeds who
had come before them; and were there when the Crescent un-
sheathed its sword; when Berber, Arab, Yemenite, Syrian, Bedu—all
that fierce complex of desert peoples whom they and their Hispano-
Roman vassals and allies compressed into the single, and all but mean-
ingless, expression “Moor"—swept up from the south to pour their
blood, their speech, their habits of thought into the caldron, and
more, to build for a time, for an all too brief time, one of the most bril-
liant civilizations the world has ever seen.

It is of one [truncated] instant snatched from the context of that
last great meeting, one spark struck white hot from that anvil of op-
posing wills, bloods, creeds, upon which the Spanish race was forged,
[one half heartbeat’s compendium of the nothing a man is—fleeting
joy, boredom, anguish, futile grope for meaning, love, hope, dreams,
death, all-] one puny, gesticulating figure outlined for a meteor’s flash
against the dust clouds of history, endlessly piping his shrill, impotent
“I I II” above the hideous cacophony of battle, [through the inter-
vals of quiet, standing apart for one immeasurably brief identity grant-
ing hiatus from that] the long, slow duel grinding men to carrion dust
under that Iberian sun, where so many things were won, and so many,
many more lost, that we will attempt to treat here.

And now, Reader, if you will, or can, or must—turn the page.









It was cold and the sun was a pale blaze hurting his eyes and all the
moming was loud with birds. Alaric lay there on his bed in his bare
room in the tower; but though he was awake, his dream would not
let go of him. He had had that dream often, and it was always the
same: he stood on a high place above a landscape gloriously, unim-
aginably bright, while below him lay all the splendors of the world:
castles and walled cities, with legions of horsemen, armed cap-a-pie,
drawn up before them in brave array, and fair maids watching from
the battlements and piled-up riches gleaming in the sun. And it seemed
to him that fawning liegemen of the lords of those castles, the ruling
princes of those mighty cities, came out of the gates and knelt before
him in homage, offering him kingly gifts: pearls and rubies and gold
and slaves. Then out from the ranks of these courtly vassals always
there stepped a fair youth dressed as a page who offered him a velvet
cushion upon which lay the golden keys to the gates of those castles
and those cities; but, as Alaric extended his long and nimble fingers to
take those keys from the youth kneeling before him, out of nowhere
hands unseen, ghostly, awful, yet matchlessly tender, reached out
and drew him back. The curious part about it was that the brooding,
tender clasp of those great hands was not exterior to him, coming from
without to grip his slender waist, his arms, but was quietly, secretly in-
terior, a force that had always lived within him, and tugged now at
his heart. He struggled with that force, those hands, fiercely shout-
ing: “Let me go! Let me go! I am not ready yet! I am not fit—"
And, at that precise point, always, he woke up to find his cities,
riches, and fair maids gone; himself once more upon his narrow bed,
sick at heart, and quaking a bit with fear. He never told his dream to
anyone; not to Ataulf, his brother, whom he loved beyond all measure,
for Ataulf would only laugh at him; nor to his sister Gelesvinta, whom
likewise he loved, though with that careless, mocking, half-exas-
perated fondness that boys of eighteen generally reserve for their sis-
ters, for she would surely repeat it to his father and his mother—which
was to be avoided at all costs! For his father would frown like Olympian
Jove and boom out in his drum-deep bass: “You're right, Godsuinta, this
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puling milksop you've given me hath God’s mark upon him. Commit him
to Father Martin. Let him be a priest!”

But Alaric did not want to be a priest. There was nothing on earth
he wanted less. He wanted to be such a warrior as his father and his
brother were. He wanted to do brave deeds, rescue damsels in distress,
have men bow before him, pile up wealth and fame. Only he was
lath-slender, and lacked his father’s and his brother’s thews; and,
worst of all, he had the face of an angel or a girl.

He held all his long thin body achingly still until the shivering
went out of his limbs; and now, somewhere far below, he could hear
his father, Count Teudis, Lord of Tarabella the Greater, roaring like a
bull.

“Ha!” Count Teudis” voice boomed, the spiral staircase leading to the
tower distorting it, and the stone walls of the castle adding a whole
contrapuntal orchestration of echoes so that it seemed as though a
hundred men were shouting at once: “You should have seen him,
Godsuinta! Those nigh onto thirty years you've thrown his gentility
and his grace into my teeth! Count Leovigild of Tierraseca, and his
son Eigebert, who, but for your folly in choosing me, might have been
your very own! Hal”

The Lady Godsuinta, Alaric’s good and gentle mother, said some-
thing in her good and gentle voice; but, since she lacked her hus-
band’s mighty lungs, Alaric could not hear what that something was.

“Ha!” Count Teudis said; and now Alaric knew that curious note in
his father’s bull bellow was laughter. “Dressed in a turban, oh my
soul! With his beard clipped to a little point. Wrapped in a burnous.
Rings on all his fingers, including his thumbs. Fairly reeking of aro-
matic scents. And Eigebert—"

Again the Countess said something that Alaric couldn’t hear.

“But I forget!” Count Teudis laughed: “He’s Leovigild no more. Nor
Eigebert. Now theyre the banu Djilliki, loyal subjects of the Emir,
may Allah the Compassionate grant them long life! The filthy rene-
gades! Why—"

His father’s point being made, Alaric didn’t listen anymore. Apostasy
of that sort was common enough in the year of Our Lord 822, among
both the Gothic and Hispano-Roman nobles whose lands lay to the
south within the territory conquered by the Moors. Alaric puzzled
the matter over for a minute or two, then gave it up. Why any man
should leave the True Faith for the abominations said to be practiced
by the Moors was beyond him. He’d ask his brother Ataulf. Ataulf would
know. Ataulf knew all there was to know about mundane things.

He lay there, reluctant to get up. And now his young face twisted
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into a quick grimace of pain. He brought his left hand up and let his
fingers—long, slim, and almost as delicate as a girl’s despite all his efforts
to toughen them—stray over the barely healed sword cut on his arm.
The expression of hurt in his blue eyes deepened. But its cause wasn’t
physical anymore. His arm scarcely bothered him at all now. What
troubled him was another thing.

The day they had borme him, half fainting at the sight of his
own blood, into the courtroom of the castle, his mother Godsuinta and
his sister Gelesvinta began to scream at the top of their lungs; but his
brother Ataulf had laughed at him.

“Better keep your nose glued to your books,” Ataulf said, “and leave
the fighting to me, Alaric. Here, let me have a look at that. . ..”

The two bucelarios, Sisberto and Julio, brought him over to the
fire. They were both free men, holding their lands in fief from Count
Teudis, which was more or less what the word “bucelario” meant in
the vulgar Latin the Goths spoke, having forgot completely their own
rude German tongue in the some four hundred years they had been in
Spain.

“Hmn,” Ataulf said. “It’s none too good. What think you, Father?”

“That the boy’s a milksop,” Count Teudis said. “We’d better make
a priest of him. Who hit him? You, Sisberto?”

“Yes, my lord,” Sisberto said. “I've tried and tried to teach him to
keep his guard up, so I thought a little scratch might lend him cau-
tion.”

Ataulf’s voice was harsh suddenly. Ataulf dearly loved his younger
brother.

“"Tis more than a scratch, you fool!” he said. “Look at it bleed!
We're going to have to put iron to it, or risk a mortification which could
cost him his sword arm!”

“Oh, no!” Gelesvinta said.

“Oh, yes!” Ataulf said. “Gele, go fetch a flagon of the best. Better
that he has a skinful of wine, because, God knows, the kiss of the
iron is far from loving. Canst bear it, little brother?”

Alaric nodded. He didnt dare open his mouth. Or else, he knew
well, his breakfast was going to gush out of it. Which wouldn’t do.
Which wouldn’t do at all. Not before his old lion of a father.

“Your kerchief, Gele!” Ataulf said.

Gelesvinta untied her couvrechef, a sort of wimple or head cover-
ing of clean white cloth, and handed it to Ataulf. Ataulf pressed it to
Alaric’s arm, stanching the flow of blood.

“Now go get the wine, as I told you, sister,” he said.
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Watching Gelesvinta’s graceful skip and scamper as she ran from
the room, all at once Alaric felt better. The reason he did was simple.
He could no longer see his own blood. The wound was bad enough; but
he had inherited enough of his father’s taurine strength, along with
his mother’s slender grace, to have borne that. What had sickened
him really was his own overactive imagination, which saw death in
every red drop that flowed from the cut. That sight removed, his
strength came back.

“My lady Mother,” Ataulf said, “had you not better retire? This
will not be a pleasant sight, you know. And fond as you are of the little
Alaric—"

The Countess’ head came up. Her fine nostrils flared.

“And leave him in the hands of Turtura or another of those care-
less Spanish wenches?” she said. “You'll find my nerves are up to any-
thing, son Ataulf. I have not endured your father these thirty years
for nothing!”

Alaric smiled, suddenly. His lips were white and bloodless; they
trembled a little; but it was an authentic smile for all that.

“And we, Mother?” he whispered. “We are not?”

“God bless the boy!” the Countess said. “He is bleeding to death;
and yet he must poke questions at a body! Were not what, son?”

“Spanish?” Alaric said.

“God’s blood!” Count Teudis roared. “We’re Gothic nobles; and
never forget you that, little clerk! Spanish! By the incorruptible arm of
Saint Fredegunda! We—"

“Father,” Alaric said, “say something in Gothic.”

Teudis stared at his youngest.

“God’s blood!” he said again, but less fiercely now. “Why look you,
boy—" He stopped dead, his face baffled. He turned to his wife. “By all the
saints, Godsuinta, the boy has a point! We speak Romance. I was born
here, and so were you, and so were our fathers and our grandsires, as
far back as—”" -

“Four hundred years ago, Father,” Alaric said. “When a tribe of
blond, blue-eyed barbarians came over the Pyrenees in oxcarts—"

“Barbarians!” Countess Godsuinta said.

“Barbarians,” Alaric said. “Dressed in bearskins. With their beards
reaching to their knees. The women, my lady Mother, having bone
pins in their hair, whose chief use was to scratch the lice with
which they all were infested. Speaking a language they'd learned,
mayhap, from the bears themselves, from the sound of it—"

“God’s death!” Count Teudis said. “I think we’d better clap the
iron to his mouth!”
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“Thus have we always dealt with truth!” Alaric said. “I am a
Spaniard, Father! This is my land. I know no other. I have as much
right to it as Julio here, or Turtura, whose black hair and eyes mean
nothing! Their grandsires were invaders and barbarians, too! Why—"

He stopped short, because Ataulf had taken away the cloth from
the wound and again he saw the red tide of his blood. The green,
vile sickness rose up from his middle and with double force, choking
off his breath.

“This, too, is truth, little brother,” Ataulf said. “Mother—since stay
you will, suppose you prepare some clean cloths for the bandages, and
heat some water to cleanse the wound. Or shall I call Turtura to do it?”

“No!” the Countess said. “I can attend to my son’s hurts, God will-
ing! Besides, as you know well, I cannot bear the sight of that lascivious
wench! Always eyeing you and Alaric both as if—”

“Mother!” Alaric said.

The Countess put out her hand and stroked his bright blond
hair.

“My poor baby!” she cooed. Her baby was eighteen years old now,
but that made little difference to Countess Godsuinta.

Gelesvinta came in with the wine. Alaric tried to get it down; but
he couldnt. It kept meeting his breakfast on the way back. The
Countess busied herself with the hot water and the cloths. The two
bucelarios, Sisberto the Goth, and Julio who by the Countess’ defini-
tion was Spanish, knelt before the fire, heating the irons. They were
dressed in chain mail, as was Alaric himself. But that hadnt turned
aside Sisberto’s blade. All it had done was to make the wound uglier,
because some of the broken links of the chains had gone into his arm
along with the sword’s edge.

Alaric turned his face away from those irons, already beginning to
glow. Sweat beaded upon his forehead. His lips went whiter still.

“Steady, boy,” Count Teudis said, not unkindly. “This will be all over
in less time than it takes a hare to jump.”

Alaric didn’t say anything. He couldn’t.

“Ready, my lord,” Julio said.

“All right,” Count Teudis said, and gripped Alaric’s wrists so hard
that the boy was sure his bones were crushed. “Sit on my knees, boy.”

Alaric sank down on his father’s lap. Count Teudis smelled of wine
and sweat, and the rich odor of horseflesh. Like most Gothic nobles,
the Count wasn’t given to overfrequent bathing. The smell of him
made Alaric sicker than ever.

Julio picked up the iron. Alaric found his voice.

“No! Let Ataulf do it!” he said.
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“All right,” Ataulf said, and took the iron from Julio. The end of it
glowed cherry red. “Hold him, Father!”

Count Teudis” grip tightened.

Alaric turned away his head. Then all the fiends out of hell bit
into his arm. He heard his own flesh sizzle, smelled that charred meat
stench. The castle began to revolve about his head, slowly at first, but
gaining speed every second. Then it wasn’t there anymore. Neither the
castle nor the bucelarios, nor his mother, nor his sister, nor his brother,
nor his father.

From black oceans away he heard his mother scream: “Oh, my
poor baby! My poor, poor baby!”

Then he saw he was lying on the floor. And he had lost his break-
fast after all.

“’Fore God,” Count Teudis said, “I've half a mind to geld him and
sell him to the Moors. They've a taste for pretty, girlish boys, I'm told!”

Just remembering it, now, was enough to propel Alaric from his pal-
let like a stone from a catapult. Like all the Goths, he slept completely
naked. He had inherited his mother’s delicate slenderness rather than
his father’s mighty bulk, and his body was very fine and fair. But he
was stronger than he looked because his muscles were deceptively long
and smooth, giving him the look of an Apollo of the classic age, rather
than having the knotted, seam-bursting Herculean bulge of thews his fa-
ther and his brother displayed each time they moved. His face was his
mother’s but little hardened, if at all, by masculinity. Which meant
that he was astonishingly beautiful. More so, the spiteful were quick
to point out, than his sister Gelesvinta.

Shivering a little in the sudden cold, he went to the window of his
tower room and leaned out of it into the pale, watery, moring sunlight.
Though it was April now in that high table land which had no name
—having forgot its old one, Bardulia, and having not learned or accepted
what the Arabic-speaking invaders called it, “Bilad al Qila” or “Qash-
talla,” Land of the Castles—the wind that swept down from the moun-
tains still had the bite of winter in it; but Alaric disregarded that. He
hung there, unflinching, listening to the shrilling of the myriad birds.
Then, with deliberate cruelty, he lifted the stone pitcher which stood
on the little table beside the window and dashed the icy water all
over himself. His milk-white skin reddened and roughened with the
cold. He picked up a rough cloth and dried himself. Then he slipped
his chainse, or undertunic, over his head. His sister Gelesvinta, had
woven it for him from the finest, softest lamb’s wool. It was very warm.
He tied it at his throat and wrists with the tassels sewn there for that
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purpose. Bending over, he pulled on his stockings which were actu-
ally a kind of tights covering not only his legs, but his hips and belly to
the waist; he belted them tightly about his slim middle, sat down,
cross-gartered them from knee to ankle; finally, he drew his pointed,
soft red leather shoes over feet that were smaller than even his sister’s.
Standing up once more, he pulled over his head his bliaud or blouse, a
long-sleeved smock that fell to his knees, ran a comb through his silken,
pale blond hair, and was dressed. In his mirror—of polished silver, be-
cause the Arabs had not yet taught the Europeans how to make glass
—he examined his jaw. The all but invisible fuzz on it was still, at his
newly passed eighteenth birthday, as soft as swans-down, and madden-
ingly sparse. On his chin was one lone pimple. Outraged by this linger-
ing reminder of adolescence, he squeezed it fiercely, wiping away the
little smear of blood and pus, and leaving his chin fiery red. He clapped
the cap on his head, adjusting it so that its cock pheasant’s feather
stood rakishly askew. Then he started toward the door; but before he
reached it he heard his brother’s heavy footsteps on the stair, so he
stopped where he was and waited.

Ataulf came into the room and brought down a huge and horny
hand on Alaric’s shoulder.

“God’s death!” he said, laughing. “Youre dressed for a wedding,
I'll vow! Who's the lucky maid?”

Alaric’s mouth turned down at the corners. The expression gave
him a sulky look.

“T've no maid, as you know right well, Ataulf,” he said. “And equally
as well know you why!”

Ataulf stared at his younger brother.

“Now you wrong me, Alaric,” he said. “I thought your chastity was
a matter of conviction—a preparation for a monastic life. Father always
says—"

“—that I've the makings of a priest! God’s blood and eyes, Ataulf! I
am as much man as he and you! Only—"

“Only what, little brother?” Ataulf said.

“The maids laugh at me. They say I am too pretty to be a boy! Even
—even your Clothilde says our mother dresses me thus to deceive our fa-
ther because he wanted another son. And Turtura’s worse! She says—"

“What says that little piece of goods?” Ataulf grinned. “Something
right rank and foul, I'd vow!”

“She says I should unsheath my weapon and impale them upon it,
thus removing from the matter all doubt—>

“Ho!” Ataulf roared. “She would! And starting, of course, with her.
Ha, brother mine! Don’t you know an invitation when you hear it? Don’t

<



FRANK YERBY

tell me you haven't lifted Turtura’s skirt? Now there’s a juicy piece, all
hot and panting for it! And you've not mounted that wild mare? God’s
blood, boy!”

“I don’t like her,” Alaric said. “She’s dirty. She stinks.”

“She is a slatternly slut for a fact,” Ataulf said. “I'll have to look
around and see what I can find you. You spend too much time in the
monastic cell. Books! God’s eyes, boy! You'll blind yourself with reading.
You mean you've read all this?”

“And more,” Alaric said proudly. “For instance, these—can you read
them, brother?”

“God’s teeth! What manner of hen-scratching is this?”

“It's Greek. When our great-grandfather drove out the perfidious
Jews, he found a whole library of these in the house of one of their
rabbis. Half in Latin. But what no one until I came along realized was that
the Latin works were translations of the Greek. So I was able to puzzle
them out. Then you captured that lot of slaves come overland from
Marsella—"

“So that was why you insisted upon keeping that ancient Byzantine!”

“Yes. Poor Paulus! He lived but two scant years; but in those two
years he taught me to both read and speak his ancient tongue. That was
an ugly thing you did with the rest, though, Ataulf. .. .”

“Ho! I only beat the Moors to it. Though if I had known I was low-
ering their price by deflowering all the maids I'd have had less sins on
my conscience. That Mozarab brigand ibn Ha’ad swears he could have
got double for them in Cérdoba if I'd left them virgin—"

“And yet,” Alaric said “you scarce dare touch Clothilde’s hand—"

Ataulf frowned.

“That’s different. She’s highborn and—I say, little brother! Have
you made me another poem for her? You know I've no head for such
fripperies—”

“Yes,” Alaric said. “Here it is.”

Something in his tone came over to his brother. Ataulf stood there
holding the scroll in one hand. Then he put out his other, and let it
rest on Alaric’s shoulder.

“’Tis a hard thing I ask you, little brother,” he said, “and had you
more years I'd give her up to you. But she’s your elder by three winters
—and, truth being told, not nearly so great a lady as you think. Now it
amuses her to be courted thus—with verses, and flowers, and gifts. But,
deep down, she’s as earthy as I am. She’d only make you unhappy. By
all the Saints! I think we’d better ride forth, you and I—Let me think!
The Count of Avila now—they say he has naught but daughters. Surely
among them—"
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“Don’t let it trouble you, Ataulf. Now come, I must be about my prac-
tice at arms—"

Ataulf looked at his younger brother more keenly now.

“Why do you bother?” he said. “You're the finest archer in all the
land.”

Alaric’s face flushed.

“I mean not archery,” he said. “ "Tis a baseborn weapon. Only a
coward would kill a man from afar off, courting no risk himself—"

“Only a fool,” Ataulf said, laughing, “will court risk when he doesn’t
have to! Could I-shoot the way you do, I'd never pick up a sword. God’s
death! When you bend a bow, a foeman needs must commend his soul
to Our Lady, for he’s already dead! As for the rest, you've skill enough,
God wot. What you lack in strength you make up in quickness. If T were
you, I'd never mount a great horse or bear armor. I'd stick to that barb
of yours, ride rings around those great clumsy chargers, and—Oh, all
right! You must fight by the rules. Even at that you'd do well. Sisberto
and Julio both admit you beat them fairly now. So why not forget all
these exercises of war? There is scant need. After all, we're at peace with
the Moors—”

“Thanks to you,” Alaric said.

“No—only because I know how to toss a pretty bird. How was I to
know that young beggar was a Moorish prince? Blond as you or I, his
eyes as blue—"

“They brought no women with them when they came,” Alaric
said, his voice gone stiff and dry. “They’ve been here an hundred years.
And Gallegas and Vascas bring the highest prices on the slave market,
precisely because theyre blond. So no wonder Prince Abd al Rahman
looks like us.”

“It wasn’t the Prince,” Ataulf said, “at least not the heir to the
throne. A brother of his, al Mugira ibn Hakam. Younger brother, I'd guess.
Anyhow, from his looks I thought he was a renegade like the ibn Djil-
liki, so I was rather stiff with him. But he was so fascinated with
Babu, my gyrfalcon, and so sincere in his praise of my hawking that I
ended up by promising to visit him in Cérdoba and teach him the
art. God’s eyes! What a time I had convincing Father to let me go!”

“Father was right. You came back in a bad way. More than half a
renegade yourself,” Alaric said. “Truth to tell, brother, I doubt that any
place short of heaven could be like the Cérdoba of your tales.”

“Just wait till you go there, and you'll see!” Ataulf laughed. “The
Moors know how to live, little brother. Women, music, wine—"

“Tll wager,” Alaric said. “But truly, Ataulf, I must be off. There’s a
trick of a backhand stroke that—"
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“Nonsense! Come with me to see the procession. All the maids of
the mark will be there, praying to Saint Fredegunda’s never-rotting arm
to snatch them up husbands. Mayhap among them youll find a ‘sheath
for your weapon,’ in Turtura’s gentle words. To divide one’s life between a
monkish cell and swordplay—ugh! These are civilized times, brother!
Even though my thick fingers make horrid sounds upon the lute, I like
it better.”

“The result being youre getting soft and fat,” Alaric said sternly;
but then his fondness for his brother overcame him. “Very well, Ataulf,”
said he, “T'll come.”

From where he stood with Julio on the comer of the rutted cobble-
stone street that dated back to Roman times, Alaric could see the vil-
lagers waiting for the procession. They were very few. Most of the
houses on that street were roofless. The church had its roof, though.
The church was untouched. It was the only building in Tarabella that was.

“God’s death!” the bucelario said. “What sins have we done, my
young lord, grave enough that we should suffer so?”

Alaric turned away his face to escape the miasmic cloud of wine and
garlic on which Julio’s words were borne. He was fond of Julio, but he re-
sented the bucelario’s presence here, armed cap-a-pie on such day. The
Countess had sent Julio along to guard and protect him. To take care of
her baby boy! Alaric thought bitterly. As if I were not capable of de-
fending myself! So it was that when he spoke, anger lent sharpness to
his tone.

“Drunkenness, for one, Julio!” he said.

Julio grinned.

“A fair hit, my young and noble lord!” he said. “But, then, since to-
day is fiesta—why not?”

“As an excuse for swilling a skinful, all days are fiestas to you, are
they not, Julio?” Alaric said.

“I don’t mislike a cup or two,” Julio said. “That I'll avow. But, then,
Lord Alaric, the life of the poor is hard. Would you deny us our simple
pleasures?”

“Since you'd only indulge them behind my back, I'll save my breath,”
Alaric said. “By’r Lady, this procession takes its saintly time!”

“I can wait,” Julio said. “I've seen plumper arms than Saint Frede-
gunda’s—even had more than one pair wrapped around this neck, I'll
make bold to say. . . .” He looked up at the belfry tower. “Strange the
Moors spared us our church, infidels that they be,” he said.

“No, it’s not,” Alaric said. “Look you, Julio; the fiends of Mahound
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would teach us a lesson in chivalry. We, according to them, are not en-
tirely lost from the standpoint of the teachings of their camel-driver
Prophet. Our Lord Jesus, they are kind enough to grant, was also a
prophet—a minor and unimportant prophet who preceded and made
way for their great Mubhammad, but still a prophet. Generous of them,
is it not?”

“God’s death!” Julio said. “What a blasphemy!”

“Wait, my good Julio, there is more. They do not touch our
churches, nor the temples of the rascally Jews because both faiths,
they condescend to admit, have much of truth. We have one God,
as do they, though we have not got His name right; and we, too, have
our holy book, the sacred Bible—vastly inferior to the Qur'an; of course;
but a holy book for all that. Thus we—and the Jews—being ‘People of
the Book’ are, in their lordly view, not entirely pagans, so our churches
are sacrosanct, and we, poor devils, under their kindly guidance must
be led to find the true way. God’s death! I prefer open persecution! I'd
rather be treated as a man and an enemy than an idiot, backward child!”

“Hmnn—" Julio said. “Look you, my lord Alaric, that would be
scanned. A slit gullet has no remedy; but an overlord, even one too ready
with the knout—"

“~like my father,” Alaric said.

“~like the Count, God cool his blood—" Julio said, being drunk
enough to be bold “—can be outmaneuvered, as it were. Besides, the
Count’s a kindly soul, once you've let him bellow for a while. The Moors
now—apart from their religion—Look you, my lord, my cousin Urbano
has a Moorish master, and he says—~

“—that he has never been so well treated before. I've heard that
song from more than one filthy Mozarab. The knaves! Why—"

“My young lord,” Julio said, “look you now, this business of religion
is beyond a simple man. Mayhap ’tis beyond so young a lordling as your-
self, begging your pardon right humbly—"

“Go on,” Alaric said grimly.

“Didn’t you yourself, my lord Alaric, tell me that when your own
people, the Goths, came to Hispania they were not of the True Faith?
Or did my poor ears deceive me?”

“You heard aright. We were heretics—Arians,” Alaric said.

“And who was it, Lord Alaric, who whacked off Saint Fredegunda’s
breasts and arms?” Julio said triumphantly.

“We did,” Alaric said grimly, “but that was before King Recared—"

“—made True Believers of you. Which of course gave poor Frede
back her tits 'n hookers?”

“TIl vow!” Alaric laughed. “Youre a sly churl, Julio! Yet youre
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right. A man who’s got himself killed has no hope. But apart from the
matter of religion, the Moors are cruel enough. Look what they've done
here in Tarabella. Like your roofless houses, Julio? Or your maids
snatched away to warm their lascivious beds? See how few people
there are left! Why—"

“None of which would have happened if my lord Count Teudis,
your noble father, had paid the Emir his tribute!” Julio said.

“God’s eyes, Julio. My father has his pride!”

“For which pride we poor "uns paid with our poor hides,” Julio
said. “But then, we always have, for the follies of the rich and great.
God wot the times your father and Marquis Julian, the Frank, have
gone to war over this very town. And now, look! Your brother Ataulf,
bless him—there’s a brave lad for you—pledged to wed the Lady Cloth-
ilde, the Marquiss fair daughter. Both noble houses at peace, and
united, which not only does not bring us poor folk back our dead, but
now you both war on the Moors—or would were it not for Lord Ataulf’s
having a mite of sense!”

“I like not that kind of sense,” Alaric said.

“Methinks you like not sense at all, young Alaric,” Julio said. “By all
the saints, what harm was there in your brother’s spending a month
or two with the Emir’s second son to teach him the art of falconry?”

“None,” Alaric said. “But this business of sending the Prince a cast
of peregrine eyases, every year since, or gyrfalcons when he can’t take
peregrines, in their stead, along with a half-dozen common hawks, ac-
companied by his own austringer to train them, that smacks overmuch
of tribute to my taste!”

“A light one, in any case,” Julio said, “which demeans your brother
not at all. What a brave lad is he! All the maids are fair daft over him.
“Tis said the reason that the Lady Goissuintha took the veil is that he
preferred her sister the Lady Clothilde to her. . ..”

“If so, ’tis a pity,” Alaric said, “as few highborn maids as there be
hereabouts—"

“The pity’s greater than you think, Lord Alaric. The Lady Gois-
suintha is fairer than her sister by far. Just wait till you see her in the
processmn Not even the habit of a nun can hlde her beauty!

“Fat lot of good that will do me now,” Alaric said. “But if she’s so
pretty, why did Ataulf—"

“—choose the other? Methinks he found the Lady Goissuintha
over gentle. Too refined, as it were. That Clothilde’s a spicy bit—at
least to judge by her tongue which has no bridle on it—"

“That I know, right well,” Alaric said. “Strange that the Lady
Goissuintha has a name so like my mother’s. Almost the same, isn’t it?”
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“That, my young lord Alaric, is still another tale!” Julio laughed.
“My lord Julian, Marquis of Tarabella the Lesser, was mightily smitten
by your lady mother when they both were young. As what man was
not hereabouts? Beautiful as she was, and is—tis from her you get
your looks, you know—"

“God curse them!” Alaric said.

“Now, lad—when youre older and filled out, and with, mayhap, a
scar or two to take away the girlish air, you'll find it is no disadvantage
to be fair favored. Anyhow your lady mother chose your father the
Count—God alone knows why—and years later Count Julian, the Frank,
gave his second daughter her name, spelt Frankish fashion, of course,
to hide his design, which proves how long that hurt had lingered.
Methinks that ’twas your mother and not this worthless town who
was the cause of all their battles. Tarabella was but an excuse, God wot!
But, now with age cooling their blood, and their children to be wed—"

“Don’t speak of that,” Alaric said. “Tell me, Julio—what’s the Holy
Relic like?”

“You mean you've never seen it? God’s eyes, boy! But of course not!
How could you? You were not big enough to mount a nag when Count
Teudis installed the chapel in the castle and brought in Friar John to
say mass, hear confessions, and shrive your sins—for fear the Moors
would take you en route to church—"

“For fear of my lady mother, you mean,” Alaric said, “who has al-
ways seen danger where none exists as far as I'm concerned. Come on,
Julio, tell me what it’s like—"

“Why?” Julio said. “Youre going to see it yourself within the hour.
God'’s thirst, but I'm parched! Look you, my lord Alaric—"

“Oh, get you to your tavern! But you'd better be back before Mother
appears, or she’ll have your hide in strips for leaving her poor help-
less baby boy unprotected—"

“Scant need you have of any man’s protection now. My pate aches
yet from that blow you fetched me last week with your mace! Good
thing ’tis solid bone, or you'd have cracked it for fair! Have I your per-
mission truly, my lord?”

“On the condition that you walk back from the tavern, instead of
being carried, Julio,” Alaric said.

“My lord, my lord, to reduce me to such a state there is not wine
enough in all the world!” Julio said, and clanked away in his armor as
fast as he could, plainly fearing that Alaric might change his mind.

Alaric stood there alone, wondering what impression the Holy Relic
would make on him. One of his own forebears, tradition held, had
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hacked off the Saint’s arms and breasts with his sword, because she
would not renounce her Catholic faith. Dying, the lovely maid—for
Saint Fredegunda had been most fair—had both forgiven and blessed
her murderer, thanking him for the privilege of martyrdom. Where-
upon, struck to his soul by her courage, her beauty, and her faith,
the rude Goth publicly renounced his heretical beliefs, and proudly
suffered martyrdom in his turn.

Fortunately leaving a son to carry on his line, or there’d be no Counts
of Tarabella the Greater, Alaric thought. But then he saw Ataulf com-
ing around the comer with Clothilde on his arm. All Alaric’s breath
froze inside his chest, splintering to ice-slivers of pure pain. How lovely
Clothilde was! How achingly, tormentingly lovely. So flowerlike, so slim—

And my brother’s betrothed, Alaric reminded himself; soon to be
his bride! T'll not bear it! I cannot! The day Ataulf brings her home,
I'll ride forth to—to seek my death! By Saint Fredegunda’s arms, I swear
it!

The young lovers were not alone. A step or two behind them came
the Lady Ingunda, Clothilde’s mother, walking arm in arm with the
Lady Godsuinta and Gelesvinta. Sor Fidela, Sister Faith, formerly the
demoiselle Goissuintha, was, of course, not with them. But later, Alaric
knew, he would see her as well, walking barefoot in the procession be-
hind the image of the Saint—for all the good that would do him.

“Dear Holy Mother,” he prayed under his breath, “send me a maid
of my own!” Then fiercely: “No! I pledge myself to Clothilde while I
live! I shall die in battle wearing her gage—or—or become a monk!”

He stood there watching his great lout of a brother—such was the
power of jealousy to alter a beloved image!—and the lovely Clothilde
coming closer. By the customs of the times, they were never allowed
to see each other alone. But all the chaperonage seemed not to trouble
Ataulf one jot. He was his own bluff, gay, hardy self. Now he said some-
thing that made Clothilde blush all the way down to where her slender
neck disappeared into her gown. She slapped him with her glove, right
smartly.

“For that I claim a forfeit]” Ataulf roared, and kissed her, before
the eyes of all the world.

Alaric turned away from that, his two fists knotting helplessly at his
side. He heard his mother’s crisp voice say: “Ataulf, I vow you have no
manners at alll”

“Oh, leave the boy be, Godsuinta!” the Lady Ingunda said laugh-
ing. “Have you forgot quite what it was like to be young?”

“What it is like is death and hell,” Alaric muttered between set

16




AN ODOR OF SANCTITY

teeth; but, then, they had reached the place where he stood.

“Why, ’tis your Alaric!” the Marquise said. “How tall he has grown!
Come, lad, turn your face so that I may have a look at you. .. .”

Sullenly Alaric turned, bowed, said the Romance equivalent of: “My
homage, ladies—"

“Now, by my troth,” the Marquise Ingunda said, “here is a living
marvell Godsuinta, dear, how came you to bear such a paragon? Byr
Lady, he is too pretty by far to be a boy!”

Alaric stood there trembling, a fact that Clothilde saw at once.

“Now, Mother,” she said, “you've hurt his feelings! Alaric, dear
brother, you must tire of people remarking your beauty in such terms. ...”

“I do,” Alaric said.

“Yet ’tis true,” Clothilde teased. “Until last summer, I was of those
who held your lady mother dressed her second daughter thus, be-
cause Count Teudis needs must have another son. . ..”

“But now you're not?” Ataulf said sharply. “How account you for your
change of heart, my dove?”

Clothilde blushed; but her smile was mocking.

“That’s a secret *twixt Alaric and me,” she trilled. “Isn’t it, brother
dear?”

“’Fore God, Clo, you'll get him killed!” Ataulf roared in not entirely
mock wrath. “I like this kind of secrets not at all.”

“Nor I,” the Lady Ingunda snapped. “You'd better explain yourself,
daughter!”

“Well-" Clothilde said, “’tis a secret that does the pretty Alaric no
dishonor, though it shames me the tiniest bit, I'll vow. Have I permis-
sion to tell them, Alaric, dear brother?”

“Oh, stop plaguing him, Clo!” Gelesvinta said. “You know right
well there is no secret ‘twixt you and Alaric, nor could there ever be—"

“Ah, so?” Clothilde said. “Be not oversure of that, my sister yet to
be! Tell me, Alaric, if you will, who was that dark-skinned maid playing
Lady Eve to your Lord Adam, when I surprised you both in the river
splashing so merrily that fair and flowering day of—let me see—twas
August last, wasn’t it?”

“God’s death!” Ataulf got out. “Youre a bolder baggage than I
thought, Clothilde!”

By then, hidden though they were by his pointed leather shoes,
even the soles of Alaric’s feet were red.

“So it—it was you!” he stammered. “That gray palfrey! Of course!
By Lady, Clo—I-"

“Ill-bred of you, dear brother, not to invite me in to share your sport.
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"Twas such a day that made one pity the lost souls in hell. But then,
two maids are one too many, are they not, Alaric—particularly under
such delicate circumstances?”

“Clo—til—de!” her mother said.

“Yes, my lady Mother?” Clothilde said. “But you may all rest as-
sured, upon my oath—there is at least one dark-haired wench—who
knows past any doubt that our Alaric is no maid!”

The Lady Godsuinta and the maid Gelesvinta were staring at him
with horrified fascination. Then they both said it, upon one great, ex-
plosive rush of breath: “Turtural!”

“Mother, youre wrong!” Alaric almost wept. “Gele—you must not
think—"

“Think?” the Countess rasped. “About that slatternly slut, what
need is there for thought? What else, son of mine, could persuade her
to expose her filthy hide to water? I vow me she has not bathed above
that once these nineteen years!”

“Mother, we did not! I-I didn’t even know she was there. I heard
her splashing and Clo’s mount’s hoofbeats at the same time! I chased
her away, and—"

“God’s death, little brother!” Ataulf laughed. “Never admit before
a mortal soul that you refused the favors of a maid—highborn or base;
or else the world will think—"

“—what they have no right to,” Clothilde mocked. “Our Alaric is
well weaponed, that I trow!”

“Daughter mine,” the Lady Ingunda snapped, “I doubt not that a
sound thrashing, followed by a week’s confinement in the tower upon
bread and water, would do wonders for the delicacy of your speech, and
the purity of your mind!”

“Oh, nonsense, Mother!” Clothilde said. “Am I not to wed this
gross lout come Eastertide? What good will delicacy do me upon that
night? You tell me, Ataulf, dear, what good?”

“No good at all, my dove!” Ataulf laughed. “I fear me ‘twill get ripped
away along with—"

“Ataulf!” the Lady Godsuinta said.

“Your pardon, my lady Mother,” Ataulf said.

“As for you, you mannish boy,” the Countess said, turning upon Al-
aric, “I mean to have a word with your father about your behavior as
soon as were home again!”

“Who, doubt it not, Mother, will be delighted at the news that
he need no longer fear our Alaric’s turning into a whey-faced canting
priest,” Ataulf said.

“There you have much right,” the Countess said with a sigh. “But
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at least I can have of him the boon of putting that filthy trull off the
place before night!”
““Mother—" Alaric began, but the Countess cut him off.

“No more!” said she. “I must have time. To compose my spirit—re-
turn my mind and heart to the piety proper for such a day. By'r Lady,
they tarry with their Holy Processsion do they not, Ingunda?”

“There is reason for the delay, Godsuinta,” the Lady Ingunda said.
“The new image of the Saint—you’ve heard of it, no doubt? No? Well,
it seems that among the Emir’s Christian slaves there is a wood carver
of wondrous skill. "Tis he who, says my daughter Goissuintha—can you
explain how two sisters can be as unalike as Clo and she?”

“No. Any more than I can explain the differences between Ataulf
and Alaric,” the Lady Godsuinta said. “Get on with it, Ingunda—what
about your wood carver?”

“Oh, ’tis quite a tale! He carved some statues of animals and birds for
the Emir—for all that their supersitition forbids the representation of
living things—so marvelously lifelike that the Emir offered him what
reward he would—short of his freedom, of course. And being a pious
man, instead of gold, he begged the Emir to send him under guard to
make a holy image for the nearest Christian church, which is, of
course, our own—

“Begging my lady’s pardon,” Alaric protested, “there are churches
in Cordoba itself! The Moors permit them. So why should the Emir
have to send him here?”

“The wood carver insisted upon it, young Alaric,” the Marquise said.
“He claimed as part of his reward that he should have the right to
choose the church his holy image would grace—"

“And he chose ours?” Alaric said. “By all the saints, my lady, why
should he do that?” |

“Because it is the nearest one,” Lady Ingunda said. “He is old and un-
fit for much travel.”

“By that token he should have chosen one of the Mozarab
churches in Cérdoba itself, just as Alaric says,” Gelesvinta declared in
her reasonable voice.

“He would have, says my poor daughter lost to God,” the Marquise
said, “but for the fact that the Moors often enter the churches there,
and then go home and spread scandalous lies about the proceedings. Al-
though he didnt dare say as much to the Emir, the image that he
planned to make is much too holy for heathens’ eyes—so our wood carver
needs must find a church that only godly folk can enter—"

“Considering who enters this one,” the Countess snapped, “he
missed his mark by far, I'll vow!”

19



FRANK YERBY

“At least we profess belief, Mother,” Alaric said, “and have a chance
at repentance and ultimate redemption; while they—"

“Spoken like a true clerk!” Ataulf laughed. “By all the fires of hell,
boy, I think I'd better get Turtura to redeem you, after all!”

“Ataulf, one more flippancy from you, and I'll have your father put
you in irons for a fortnight!” the Countess said.

“Ah, Mother—” Ataulf began; but then they heard the music of
fifes and tambors, and the clank of marching men.

Count Teudis and the Marquis Julian, lords of Tarabella the Greater
and the Lesser, came around the corner first, bareheaded, their hel-
mets in the crooks of their left arms, to show their submission to a
higher power. They were followed by part of their men at arms bear-
ing not the standards of their noble houses now, but the banners of
the church. Behind them came Father Martin, soon, rumor had it,
to be elevated to bishop’s rank. As he passed, the people fell on their
knees, awaiting his blessing, which right regally he gave.

Behind him, borne on the shoulders of more of Marquis Julian’s
bucelarios, was the image of the Holy Mother—Our Lady of the Sorrows,
her radiant and quite visible heart pierced by a multitude of swords.
After her came a file of penitents, their faces exposed to public view,
for not yet had the Mother Church granted repentant sinners the
merciful anonymity of the tall, conical hoods. Chains clanked about
their feet. Not a few of them staggered under the weight of huge,
heavy crosses in imitation of Our Blessed Lord. One or two, stripped to
the waist, laid unmercifully about their own shoulders with the knout,
until the blood ran down their backs.

Alaric turned away, shuddering at the sight.

“Look you! Look you!” his mother shrilled. “See what’s in store for
lewd and sinful men!”

Alaric dutifully turned back his gaze, just in time for Saint Frede-
gunda’s incorruptible arm, miraculously preserved in token of her piety,
to catch his eye. He had eaten little, but that little hit the back of his
throat in an explosive rush. Manfully, he swallowed it again. He tried to
tear away his gaze, but he could not. There, on a velvet-lined silver
casket, borne on the shoulders of four men at arms, lay a long bone, or
rather several long bones, over which a shriveled, brownish-black
length of hide had shrunk, cracking badly about the joints, especially
the knuckles of the fingers, so that the dingy yellow of the bones showed
through.

He gazed at it, and the cold sweat popped out of him all along his
considerable length. His eyelids seemed glued open. He could not so much
as close them, any more than he could turn his rigid head.
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But more was yet to come. Around the comer now, the wood carv-
er’s masterpiece swayed on its velvet-covered stand, borne on the shoul-
ders of twenty stalwart bucelarios, half of them bearing the Count’s coat
of arms upon the tunics which covered their armor; and the other ten
the Marquis’s. And masterpiece it was, of stark, uncompromising, merciless
realism. Having reached but a month or two ago his eighteenth sum-
mer, the question of what it had cost the sculptor, or what it said about
him, never entered Alaric’s head. He hung there sweating, staring at it,
mouth and eyes opened wide, so that he seemed to be screaming with-
out making a noise. On the inside of him something was; and what it
cried unvoiced, unheard, tearing out of him below, above, beyond all
sound, as true anguish always is, was: “No! oh, no! Oh, no, no, no!”

Saint Fredegunda’s image had its one remaining arm spread wide—in
defiance of the tradition that his ancient grandsire had lopped off them
both, or perhaps in deference to the fact that only one uncorrupted
arm had been found, the wood carver being unwilling or constitutionally
unable to accept the villagers common-sense explanation that the
other, along with the rest of poor Fredegunda, had been devoured by
dogs in the ravine where her saintly body had been thrown. In the
palm of her outstretched hand lay as saucy and delectable a pair of
rosy-tipped breasts as ever had sinful eyes of man feasted upon. Like all
the rest of gentle Fredegunda’s marvelously lifelike body, they had
been richly polychromed.

“God’s death!” Ataulf said flatly. “No grandsire of mine ever whacked
off such a pair! Fondled them right lovingly, I'll vow; planted a hungry
kiss on both those cherry buds: but cut them, never!”

“Ataulf!” his mother gasped.

Alaric did not hear his brother’s uttered apology. He hung there lost,
staring at the painted gore dripping between the image’s fingers, at the
flood of it that dyed her stomach and flanks from those gaping wounds
which could only have been carved by a man who had actually seen a
woman’s breasts cut away. Everything about the image was lifelike, ex-
cept, of course, the draperies which in miraculous defiance of the laws
of gravity, rose in a cunning little peak to hide the Saint’s pudenda,
while leaving her milk and ivory derriere entirely exposed.

Ataulf leaned close to his brother’s ear. His voice came over to Alaric
thick, and heavily spiced with wine.

“Nothing wrong with that wood carver that a night with Turtura
couldn’t cure!” he said.

But Alaric had whirled by then, already running. Through the
dreamlike silence in which he was enwrapped his own footfalls came
over but faintly, and fainter still his mother’s voice, calling his name.

21



FRANK YERBY

Two streets away, he stopped, doubled over, clutching his middle, and
was most thoroughly sick upon the ground. He straightened up, leaning
back against the wall of a house, white of face, panting, tears glazing
his eyes. But what was in his mind, his heart, he couldn’t put words
to. Not yet.

Then he began to move, slowly at first, but ever quicker, until he
was running hard by the time he came to the square in which he had
left his horse. He untied the beast, mounted, clapped spurs to its flanks.

Some time later, reeling from the tavern, Julio was frightened into
near sobriety to find him gone.
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He could not sleep. The moon was at the full, looding his tower room
with light, leaving it awash with mist, silver and subtle, so that he
could not be sure whether it floated through the open window or
whether his eyes were themselves forming it along with that scald,
that salty sting.

His head, pressing against his down-filled pillow, had transformed
itself into a caldron in which a legion of witches stirred up brimstone
and nightbane, and mandrake root, the tongues of adders, the eyes of
newts, the jewel from the frogking’s brow. There was no order of dis-
cipline to what went on there. Blue flames cackled through his mind,
shaped words: “He let them nail his own Son to a tree, between two
thieves, so, to Him, a woman’s arms or her—ugh! Ataulf—he has not come
home and methinks I heard a cock crow. Surely those are larks singing
now, not nightingales! Ay, Clo—Clo—you must not think that! I did not
touch that trollop! By Saint Fredegunda’s arm—Ay-ya! Such a dried and
shriveled bone as carrion birds would scorn! Dragged off by dogs too sur-
feited to devour it and left—God, forgive me! Our Father who art—What
is that blasphemy Julio says? Ah, yes—if a man collected all the splin-
ters of the True Cross he would have more useless wood than exists in all
the forests of the world—Forgive me! Ay, forgive me! But do You truly
love death and anchorite saints who sit in their own excretion, devoured
by vermin to the greater glory of Your Name? Is the odor of sanctity
anything more than a foul smell? Or is it You we worship or filth and
pain? Forgive me! "Tis a punishment for the sinful mind that You caused
Clo to love Ataulf not me. ...”

Ataulf did not come home. He rode away after the procession with
Clo—and by accident or design they—Father said that. He was roaring
about it till he fell asleep. God’s death! Could they not wait, not wait,
not wait? Why wait! What matters the mumbling of a priest? Does all
the Latin nonsense in this world cure death or heartbreak—or make us
any less food for worms? Father, forgive me! I rave. I believe! I believe
—what? Mayhap that You delight in cruelty, in pain. In crucifixion and

women’s breasts lopped off. In fire. In the lash. In—Holy Mother, save
me, for I—
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All the castle crawled with night noises. There were creaks, as it
settled under its own weight into the hill atop which it was built. Hol-
low groans came from the wind caught in pockets between the battle-
ments. And other noises without explanation, unless they were the
faint moans of doomed souls in hell, or the echoes of what was going
on in his mind. But that sound—that sound was real! That dry whisper
of footsteps on the stair. Feet unshod and bare from the sound of them.

Ataulf! He has taken off his shoes and comes up here to sleep be-
cause he does not dare pass by Father’s door—left open, surely, to catch
him upon his return. The lout! The oaf! The knave! If he has—if he
has—

But that image would not come, nor even the words for it. His mind
refused to picture Ataulf and Clo coupled in lewd embrace. His boy’s
mind could not visualize Clo doing such a thing any more than it could so
picture his own mother, despite three living proofs that she some-
times had.

He lay there listening. And knew with cold certainty it was not At-
aulf. These were the footsteps of someone who weighed half or less than
half what his brother did. He remembered his dagger now, tossed care-
lessly on the table across the room, three yards—three leagues—three
lives away. Before he could get to it, his ghostly assailant would be
upon him.

“Holy Mother,” he whispered. “Now and at the hour of my—

Then all the room was flooded with scent. An odd, strange, exotic
scent—a perfume brought surely from the Orient. Not the simple scents
his mother and his sister wore. Nor the lavender and roses Clothilde
had left in his nostrils to torment him out of sleep. No, this was a
headier scent, high spiced, right rare, that penetrated to his very blood.

He sat up in bed, staring toward the door. The figure in it was still in
shadow, but her voice came over to him.

“Lie down again, my handsome lord—"

“Turtura!” he said.

“Ssssh! Would you wake your father?”

“What do you want?” Alaric said suddenly.

“You,” Turtura said.

Her voice sounded odd. Then she stepped out into the moonlight,
and he saw the tears upon her face. It was an uncommonly pretty face,
now that it was clean. Her hair had been combed, too, and its night-
black plaits coiled high upon her head in exactly the same coiffure
that Clothilde wore. In her life, Alaric was sure, she had never worn
it in any other fashion but hanging loose, and always with wisps of
straw from her bed tangled in it to prove no comb had violated its
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depths. But now it was combed; and that perfume came from Turtura
as well. The white shift she wore—and plainly nothing else—was snowy.

“Look you now, Turtura—" Alaric began.

“I bathed,” she said, her voice humid with tears, “and put on scent
—a scent bought from a wandering Jew. I stole three ounces of silver from
the Countess to buy it, and I'll be beaten bloody; but I don't care! "Cause I
heard what you said to my lord Ataulf! You said I-I was dirty! I died
hearing that. But now I smell nice, don’t I, my lord? And I'm going to be
clean as anybody! I've taken my oath to bathe all over every fortnight, at
the least—"

“Turtura, by all the saints—"

“Can I help it if I have feelings, my lord Alaric? Even a poor serving
wench has a heart, yknow. And blood in her veins! "Tis not my fault
you are so gentle and so fair! So wondrous fair! Your brother now—1I like
him well; but you—"

“But me, what?” Alaric said.

“But you, I love! My bones turn water at the sight of you. Let you
but say, ‘Turtura, my kerchief!” or suchlike, and I'm afire! Ayee, Lord Al-
aric, is there no pity in your heart?”

“Pity?” Alaric said; then: “What would you of me, wench?”

“This!” Turtura gasped; and with one swift movement, jerked her
shift over her head.

Alaric sat there. In all his life he had but once before beheld a naked
maid—and that maid this same one, on that fair and flowering day Clo
had described. But that had been different somehow. For one thing,
Turtura had come wading toward him in midstream where the water
was deep, veiled in its greenish muddy swirl up to her shoulders. For
another, all that limpid wash of light had lent innocence, blended
with playfulness to the occasion. Even his wrath, God wot, had been
false. But now—now the moonlight was kind to Turtura; it slimmed down
the broad span of her hips, the bulge of her little round belly well
stuffed with all the rough food the Countess gave her, and all the dain-
ties she could steal. The night shadows hid the cracked redness of her
hands, her splayed and calloused feet, blurred the places where she was
dark-furred with her own healthy she-animal’s youth. Besides, at nine-
teen, Turtura was not yet truly gross; her curves were generous; but they
were firm still, unsagging. Alaric’s breath tangled in his lungs; he felt his
flesh stir, rise up.

She took a step toward him, and the moonlight fell upon her
breasts. What happened then was 2 curious thing. Out of nowhere, Saint
Fredegunda’s disembodied hand floated between them on the dark,
holding up her own pink-white, delectable, severed globes; and when
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Alaric looked at Turtura again he saw, instead of her warm, sun-ripened
golden melons, two gaping holes, that crimson flood.

“Get out of here!” he screamed, his voice gone high and shrill.
“You hear me, Turtura, go!”

She hung there, staring at him. Then, from somewhere far be-
low, the Countess’ voice floated up to them.

“Alaric! Alaric! What ails you, son!”

Turtura bent, picked up her shift from the floor, and fled.

“Alaric!” the Lady Godsuinta cried.

“Nothing, Mother!” Alaric called back. “I-I was dreaming. A—a
nightmare, that’s all. . . .”

He could not hear what his mother said to that, but he knew
what she would do. So he lay back down, covered himself. Then, ex-
actly as he had expected, he heard his mother’s footsteps on the stair.

She came into the room, holding a taper in her hands. Her long
blond hair, but faintly streaked with gray, hung loose. She was clad in
a loose wrap; and, despite her forty-seven years, she was fairer by far
than Turtura would ever be.

Alaric stole a puzzled, guilty look at his mother’s form.

Yes, his mind mocked, she would attract a man that way! Think
you your gross beast of a father was enthralled by the music of her
dulcet voice?

The Countess sat down on the edge of the bed.

“What ails my baby boy?” she cooed.

“Oh, Mother, nothing! I was dreaming,” Alaric said.

“Tell me your dream, son,” the Countess said.

Alaric seized the first thing that came to his mind.

“’Twas the image. You know, Mother, Saint Fredegunda’s. It seemed
to me that she entered by that door holding out her—her—"

“Her breasts. Be not overshy with your mother, at whose own you
suckled, my son. A woman’s breasts are not shameful things, but givers of
life. "Twas my good milk that made you so fine and fair. Go on with the
wondrous dream, Alaric—"

“"Twas strange,” Alaric said, fighting for time, “but "twas no image,
but she—the Saint herself, I mean. The blood—the blood—agh—~"

“You must conquer your squeamishness at the sight of blood, Alaric,”
the Countess said. “You know, of course, that we women, each moon—"

“Do not speak of that, Mother!” Alaric said. “Anyhow, the blood
flowed from her wounds; but she was smiling. And not as the image
smiles, Mother! As—as Clo does! With mischief. And she—she wore—"

“little, if you could see her wounds.” The Countess laughed. “T'll
have Turtura bring you up a cup of hot milk, well laced, so that you
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may sleep. Good thing you convinced me of your innocence, or she’d be
gone from here now! What was it that your dream image wore?”

“A scent,” Alaric said, without knowing why, except that that odor
tugged at the edges of his consciousness still. “A strange Eastern scent,
unknown in these parts, I'd vow. . . .”

The Countess’ head came up. She sniffed the air. In the light of
the candle, Alaric could see her face go pale.

“Holy Mother of God!” she whispered.

“What ails you, Mother?” Alaric said.

“ Twas—twas no dream!” She stared at her son in awe. Then she
sank down on her knees beside his bed, her hands folded in the atti-
tude of prayer; but her blue eyes were wide open, fixed upon his face.
“Bless me, my lord Alaric,” she said.

“Bless you? I? Mother, what nonsense is this? And why do you
call me ‘Tlord ?”

“Because,” the Lady Godsuinta said, her gentle voice filled with
pride, “it is as I thought: God has granted unto me to bear a saint.
Such a one as is worthy of holy visitations! Note you not, my blessed
son, how the odor of sanctity still perfumes the air?”

“Mother, please!” Alaric almost wept. “This is a blasphemy you
utter, though you know it not! Don’t say these things of me! I dreamed,
I tell you! I-"

“No, my saintly son, you did not dream. Cannot your nostrils catch
the perfume with which the room is filled? Even with the window
opened, it lingers still! Upon the morrow I must send riders to fetch Fa-
ther Martin! Friar Juan would only hem and haw, and misdoubt him-
self much! And this case must be laid before the highest ecclesiastical
authorities in the land. Perhaps twould be wiser for you to enter a holy
order, after all. But about that, Father Martin will advise. Now I must
go fetch your father that he may witness it! I'll close the shutters so
that the scent cannot escape. .. .”

“Oh, Mother, please!” Alaric said again. But the Lady Godsuinta
banged the shutters shut, dropped the bar across them, lit Alaric’s
rushlight from her candle, and was gone, carefully closing the door be-
hind her.

“God’s death!” Alaric groaned. “What a monstrous piece of folly is
this! Far better had I sheathed my flesh in Turtura’s than—Oh, Holy
Mother, grant that the wench comes no closer than five yards of Mother
for a fortnight!”

Then he heard his father’'s heavy tread, and his mother’s lighter
one on the stairs.

The first thing the Count did when he came into the tower room
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was to inhale as loudly as a bull does when he is preparing to charge.
Then he let his breath out upon a great bull bellow of laughter.

“Scent it is, my good Godsuinta!” he guffawed. “But whore’s scent,
not saint’s, by my troth! What a daft creature you are, over the boy!
Some village maid he picked up after he ran away from the procession.
I doubt not the whole thing was planned. Look, I'll prove it to you.
Get out of that bed, boy!”

“But, Father!” Alaric said. “I have on no clothes! And Mother—”

“~has seen me naked nightly these thirty years,” the Count said,
“and has bathed your own besmeared arse often enough when you were
a tot. Get out of there!”

“Mother—" Alaric wailed.

“T'll turn my back,” the Countess said. “Get up, son.”

Alaric got out of bed and stood there shivering in his nakedness.

The Count picked up the taper, bent down, and examined the
sheets for semen stains. There were none. The bed smelled faintly of
Alaric’s own clean male youth; but there was no odor of perfume there
at all.

The Count lifted his great head with a baffled jerk. He sniffed the
air again. The cheap, bad perfume Turtura had bought from the Jew
hung on the night long after a finer scent would have blown away.

“Where is she?” he roared.

“Where is who, Father?” Alaric said.

“God’s death, boy! You take me for as big a fool as your mother?”
the Count said. He dropped to his knees, bending the taper down so
that the wax dripped and sizzled on the floor, and peered under Ala-
ric’s bed. Then he got up and looked around the bare room, peering be-
hind Alaric’s arms and armor where they hung upon a clothes tree.
Crossing to the great chest, he opened it. It was filled with clothes, but
right diligently did Count Teudis poke and prod among them. He turned
now, what showed in his little blue eyes was another thing. A thing
Alaric had never in all his life seen in his father’s eyes before: fear.

“Son Alaric,” the Count said, a curious little quaver shaking his bull
bass, “are you willing to take your sacred oath no maid’s been in this
room?”

“How could she have gone, Father?” Alaric said quickly. “Not by the
stairs, or Mother would have met her on the way—" His mind shot a
startled question at him. Why did she not? Turtura had no time, no
time at all to— “and from the window she needs must have an angel’s
wings!”

“Or a rope!” the Count said with grim satisfaction, and crossed to
the window. He looked down toward where the keep dropped dizzily
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away into the dark. Clearly there were neither rope nor lovelorn maiden
dangling there. He turned back toward his son.

“God’s eyes, boy!” he rasped. “We'll have this out! You dreamed,
you say?”

“Yes, Father,” Alaric said, reflecting that much was true; a man
did not have to be asleep to dream. And Saint Fredegunda’s arm had got
’twixt Turtura and him; it had!

“And you'll take your oath that no maid’s been in this room?”

Alaric hesitated; but a highly sophisticated bit of subtlety popped
into his head; born, no doubt, of his having trained himself upon the
complicated dialectics of the Church Fathers.

“Yes, Father, that will I swear!” he said, and his voice rang out boldly;
for all sure things upon the earth, the surest was that Turtura was no
maid! Save alone Alaric himself, every man on the place, from the
kitchen scullions up to Ataulf, had enjoyed her gamy favors. As long as
his father used the word “Maid,” Alaric knew he could swear upon the
True Cross itself, and still not lie.

The Count hung there, his heavy face slack with wonder. Quickly
he crossed himself.

“Get back to bed, lad,” he rumbled. “Your mother’s right. We’d best
consult Father Martin about this thing. . ..”

After they had gone, Alaric lay there shivering, not from cold, but
from nerves. The way that accursed scent clung, his mother would be
sure to smell it upon Turtura in the morning. And the wench’s unwonted
cleanness, the artful way her hair was combed, would beyond all doubt
catch his mother’s or his sister’s eye.

“God’s death!” he swore. “I wish I had let Mother throw her off
the place! Father will have my hide! There’s no way out—no way at
all->

But though he knew it not, he was wrong.

The way out blasted him from his bed at daybreak in a blare of
trumpets. He rushed to the window and saw all the Marquis Julian’s bu-
celarios drawn up before the castle in battle array. The morning sun
blazed gold upon their armor; their standards whipped from lance
shafts, their swords were blinding, lifted in the air. "Twas a brave sight,
calculated to stir any man’s blood. But now the trumpets blared again;
and a great fanfare rolled out from the drums.

Hanging there, Alaric saw a herald ride out from the Marquis’s hosts,
a scroll of parchment in his hands. The man unrolled it. His great voice
rang out:
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“Hark ye! Hark ye! Unless within the hour, the fair and honorable
maid, our lady Clothilde, basely abducted by Lord Ataulf, Count Teudis’
son is to us returned unharmed, my lord Julian will to this castle lay
siege with all his forces!”

Alaric whirled away from the window. In seconds, he was pulling on
his tights; but over them he put only his chainse. From the corner
where it hung upon its crossbarred perch, he yanked up his heavy
shirt of chain mail, dragged it over his head. Over that he pulled his
war bliaud which bore his father’s coat of arms. Sitting down, he busied
himself with his greaves and his armored boots, with their cruel spurs.

He was drawing on his hood of chain mail, which fell about his
shoulders, leaving only his face exposed, above which his tall, conical
helmet would be perched, when the herald roared out once more:
“One hour ye have! After that, we attack!”

Alaric clapped on his helmet, picked up his broadsword, sheath
and all, buckled it about his waist, ran his left arm through the loop of
his shield, and was off, clattering down the stairs.

When he reached the portcullis, his father was already there.
But the Count was dressed in ordinary clothes, and bore no arms beyond
a jeweled dagger.

He eyed Alaric’s battle dress.

“Go take that armor off!” he growled. “Besides the fact that if you
get a scratch you'll faint, there is no cause for war. . ..”

“But, Father—" Alaric protested.

“You heard me, you puling milksop! Go take that arm—" The Count
stopped, staring at his son. When he spoke again, the anger had drained
out of his voice.

“Let’s see whether ’tis true, as your mother claims, that you enjoy
heaven’s favor,” he muttered. “Sisberto, give him the white banner!”

“Yes, my lord,” Sisberto said, and handed Alaric the flag of truce.

“Now,” the Count said, “you ride over there, boy, and tell that ass
Julian I want to talk to him. Outside the walls, both of us unarmed—so
that T'll penetrate even that thick skull of his that I mean no trickery.
And if the hotheaded old fool balks, tell him I'm as worried as he is,
because Ataulf hasn’t come back, either!”

“Mayhap they eloped, my lord,” Julio said.

“God’s death!” the Count roared. “Today I am surrounded with
magi, soothsayers, and sages! Why should, they, you impudent clod-
hopper? Tell me that! They have both lord Julian’s consent and mine.
And the wedding was to be a brave affair which pulls much weight in
the mind of a maid. And, albeit that little Clo’s a saucy minx, yet I much
doubt that Ataulf could persuade her to this folly—"
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“And I, that he even wanted to, Father,” Alaric said. “Ataulf set
much store by Clo’s chastity. I don’t think he'd spoil his own wedding
this way. No later than yesterday he admitted to me he'd scarcely
touched her hand.”

“So?” the Count said. “Then what do you make of it, my little clerk
in warrior’s dress?”

“I-I don't like it, Father! It—it has an ugly cast! My dream, Fa-
ther! What was it that Saint Fredegunda wished to tell me? I saw her
arm floating upon mid-air with her fair breasts in her hands; and there
was blood—"

The Count’s little blue eyes opened wide, staring at his son.

“God’s death!” he said again; then: “Julio, you fool, bring him a
mount. And now!”

Lord Julian’s face was white and grim.

“I tell you, boy, that if you lie I'll-"

“I never lie, my lord,” Alaric said. “Father’s as troubled as you are.
Ataulf didn’t come home at all last night, nor has he come even yet.
And an elopement makes no sense. Just the feast, and the brave, bright
show with which you and my father together had planned to cele-
brate the union of our houses, would make them think a second thought.
Besides, my lord, whoever heard of a couple eloping when they al-
ready enjoyed the consent of both their sires?”

That stroke was a telling one, and silently Alaric blessed his father
for it.

“That’s true,” the Marquis muttered. “Still-"

“Still,” Alaric said, “there is another thing, my lord of Tarabella the
Lesser. Last night—the Holy Image of Saint Fredegunda came to me in a
dream—bedewing all my room with blood! I fear me there is more amiss
than a pair of foolish lovers fleeing what they have no need to fear.
My lord, we waste time! Meet my father! Hear him out! Then let us both
join forces and ride—"

“Where, Alaric?” the Marquis said. “Tell me that, boy! By all your
saintly looks, and the gleam of prophecy in your eyes, tell me: Where
should we ride?”

Alaric closed his eyes. He held them closed a long time. What went
on inside his head was something like this: “No. They haven’t run
away. So? No enemies now that Father and this old fool have made
peace. And Ataulf’s shrewdness about that business of falconry has
stopped the Moors from—the Moors! True the Emir’s son has kept his
word. But what if a wandering band were to happen upon such a maid
as Clo? God’s eyes! Maddened as they are by blue eyes and fair hair! Did
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not the old Emir, this one’s father, specify that the women sent him as
tribute be Gallegas? And—and one thing more! Those renegades—en-
emies of my father. Turned Moor now, what might they not do if—"

“Where, Alaric?” the Marquis said again. A shake had got into his
voice by now.

Still Alaric did not answer. What he had thought was very swift
and simple and logical; but like all overly bright lads, he was something
of a mountebank and a charlatan, especially when he held the center
of the stage as now. All his life Ataulf had overshadowed him; but at
this rarely intoxicating moment, with the eyes of a half a hundred
burly, battle-scarred warriors upon him, he had to play his newfound
role to its furthest limits, exult in his newly discovered powers of prophet-
saint. So he kept his eyes closed, dwelt upon the horror in his own
mind—a swarm of swart, beturbaned fiends holding Clo down, tearing at
her clothes—until his own face was a most convincing white.

“Where?” the Marquis all but screamed.

Alaric opened his mouth, let the words come through slow and
deadly.

“South!” he whispered. “South, my lord: Where a band of Moor-
ish slavers ride, with thy daughter gagged and bound!”

“And Ataulf?” the Marquis said.

Now truly Alaric paid for his boyish sins of fakery and pride. Be-
cause if his shrewd guesswork were correct, if the Moors or a band of
renegades had taken Clo, they could only have accomplished that feat
one way, if Ataulf were there. “Ataulf!” he wept inside his heart. “Ataulf!
Ataulf! Ataulf!”

Lord Julian had him by the arm now, and his mailed fingers bit
even through the boy’s shirt of chain.

“Your brother!” he said. “What about him, lad?”

“I don’t know!” Alaric moaned. “I don’t know! I don’t see him in my
mind at alll”

They rode hard. Lord Julian had not waited for Count Teudis and
his bucelarios to arm themselves. Instead he had headed south with
his men at arms, telling the Count to follow as soon as he could. But
Alaric rode with the Marquis, his face white and drawn. What stabbed
into his brain like arrows was as near to prophecy as mortal men are ca-
pable of: a thing both less and more than thought.

South. But beyond the town, of course. And not by the main high-
way that led to Cordoba when it was ours. No. By this one. This goat
track of road. Why? No whys. This one.

“Alaric!” Lord Julian boomed. “Why do you turn?”
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“This way, my lord!” Alaric cried. “This way!”

By now the Marquis was convinced the boy had the gift of proph-
ecy. He signaled his men, and they all thundered down the goat track
single file.

There were no tracks. The path was too rutted, stony, for hoof-
prints to show. Yet Alaric galloped on, drawing ahead of them now.

This one. Where a man would take his maid to be out of sight of
prying eyes and wagging tongues. In all innocence, God knows—a kiss or
two, a fond and foolish vow exchanged; and for that, for that—Lord
God of Hosts! If he’s—if he’s—

But his young brain would not shape the terrible word. Not then;
not until he saw that broken clump of thorn bush, trampled surely by
furious hoofs; that one branch not broken off but cut razor clean by—a
sword stroke, certainly; the slant of white wood too long, to smooth,
too angled for any ax to have—

“If he’s dead, I'll curse Thee and die!” Alaric got out his awful
oath, and yanked his foaming charger to a halt, so cruelly that even
that great-boned war horse, bred to bear the weight of his rider’s ar-
mor and his own all day long in battle, danced, rolling his bloodshot eyes
red and wild at the sudden bite of the bit.

In his turn, Lord Julian pulled up his own great gray, and sat there
in the saddle, staring at the boy. Alaric’s face had gone white again, his
blue eyes sick.

“What ails you lad?” the Marquis said.

“I do not know,” Alaric whispered. “But here, or not far from here,
something has occurred. Some great and terrible thing!”

He stared at the ground. Then, very slowly, he climbed down from
his mount, knelt upon the ground. His dagger flashed in the sun. Care-
fully he dug loose that clod of earth, took it in his hand, and, rising to
his feet, held it up to the Marquis.

“Tell me, my lord,” he said, his voice gone almost out of sound, “is
this not—blood?”

Lord Julian looked at the black-stained earth, crumbled a bit be-
tween his powerful fingers. Smelled them.

“Aye, so it is, young Alaric,” he said, “but whether of man or beast,
I cannot say.”

But Alaric was gone from him, clanking in his weight of mail toward
the thorn thicket, scarcely two clothier’s yards away. And now the Mar-
quis too saw how the bush was broken, trampled as though great beasts
had thrashed about there, saw that sword-severed bough; but before
he had time to sort out the meaning of all that, he heard Alaric’s cry:
“Ataulf! Ataulf! Oh great and vengeful God!”
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Then it rose to a scream keener than a woman’s, so dreadful, shrill
that the heart went out of the day with the sound of it. When Mar-
quis Julian burst through the brush, he found Alaric kneeling there,
his brother’s head cradled in both his arms, and his young eyes blue-
glazed, scalded, blind.

“They’ve killed him!” he wept. “My lord, they’ve killed my brother!”

Then from that bloody, terrible head a slow bass rumble came.

“Not yet, boy! Though I am done, I fear. So leave me and ride—
ride—"

Ataulf’s voice trailed off.

The Marquis knelt beside them. “Wamba! Luvildo! Theodulfo!” he
called.

The bucelarios came through the brush.

“Take him up,” the Marquis said. “Bear him to yonder tree, that
we may dress his hurts. Ye've a flagon, have ye not, Wamba? We must
try to get some sense into him that he may tell us where they’ve borne
the lass—"

At that, Ataulf’s eyes fluttered open. The words came out between
teeth set against his pain.

“Cérdobal” he said. “Leave me! Ride! Or else—"

“My lord”—Alaric’s voice was the scrape of steel on flint—“You'd leave
him? You'd let him die?”

Lord Julian sighed. The choice was hard.

“Look you, boy, there is no time,” he said. “Tll leave three men with
you to do what they can. He is your brother, but he was my son-to-be. I
loved him much. But she is my daughter and my flesh. You under-
stand that, don’t you?”

Cothilde’s small, heart-shaped face came out of nowhere then,
filled up Alaric’s mind.

“Yes!” he said. “You're right, my lord! Mount you now, and ride!”

The sword cuts across the face were slight. The lance thrust in
the shoulder was an ugly thing; but a man as strong as Ataulf should
have been able to walk home with worse wounds. Then they turned
him over and saw the broken shaft of the arrow that disappeared into
his back low on his left side, about where his kidney was.

The bucelario Ludvildo looked at Alaric.

“Shall I draw it out, my lord?” he said.

Alaric nodded. He knew well that unless they got that arrowhead
out of Ataulf’s back the wound would mortify, and no power on earth

could save him.
Ludvildo put his powerful hand on the broken shaft, and pulled.
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Ataulf's scream split the sky apart. The bucelario let go, turned to Alaric,
his dark eyes sorrowing.

“My lord, I cannot; “tis barbed,” he said.

They made a kind of litter by binding two long, oval shields between
the shafts of two lances. On that they laid their own tunics to make
what cushioning they could. Placing Ataulf facedown on it, they started
out, taking turns two and two, bearing Ataulf’s great weight. Half an hour
from that place, they met Count Teudis at the head of his men at arms,
coming on.

Never before had Alaric seen his father weep, but the Count wept
now, unmanned by his grief. He raised his gauntlet-clad fist toward the
sky.
4 “What right,” he roared, “What right have you, Oh God, to take
away my son? To end my line thus?”

“Father—" Alaric said.

“And leave me only this milksop? This whey-faced, canting little
priest? What sin have I done that You—"

“Father’—Alaric’s voice edged itself— “say what you will of me; but
Ataulf lives. And you waste both your time and his chances, defying
heaven thus. Best that we get him home.”

The Count brought down his mailed fists from their threatening
gestures toward the sky. His voice dropped from its taurine roar, into a
bleak, froglike croak.

“He lives?” he said.

“Aye, Father. Come, men, bear him up!”

“Wait,” Count Teudis said. “Sisberto, I place you in command, with
Julio as your second. Ride to the Marquis’ aid. And bear you bravely,
now!”

“Yes, my lord,” Sisberto said, “and I thank you for the honor—"

“All right. Alaric, if you have aught of God’s grace in you, as your
mother claims, send up your prayers! I am a sinful man, and—"

“Father, we’d better march now, and pray later,” Alaric said. “Theo-
dulfo! Wamba! Bear him up!”

That selfsame night, after their arrival at the castle, Count Teudis
sent a rider to the convent to beg of the Lady Abbess a sister skilled in
nursing, offering his pledged word as a Christian and a nobleman as
guarantee for the safety of her person and her honor during whatever
time she needs must bide within his walls. And upon the morrow, the
rider returned, escorting a mule cart, in which rode a young and strik-
ingly beautiful nun, accompanied by two others, both ancient, wizened
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crones, who, as evidenced by their wrinkles, warts, toothlessness, and
the witchlike tufts of gray hair on their chins, had been selected by
the Abbess for no other reason than to chaperone their young and
lovely sister.

Alaric was in his wounded brother’s room when she came into it.
So it was that he saw her for the first time in his life. He recognized her
at once, because her face was very like Clothilde’s. But at one and the
same time, it was most unlike, because it was almost translucent in its
purity. And not even her monastic garb could hide her beauty. It seemed
to Alaric that the dark room glowed with a soft light that surrounded
her; that music accompanied her as she came, lauds and flutes and even
the voices of angels, somewhere behind, beneath, beyond all sound.
Step by step she crossed to where Ataulf lay. She stood there looking
down at him. Then she sank down on her knees, folded her hands to-
gether, raised her eyes toward heaven. Alaric saw the candlelight catch
in the tears on that angelic face, and blaze. He was conscious of a strang-
ling in his throat, which increased intolerably until the very walls and
ceiling reeled. Even so, long moments passed before it came to him what
that sensation was.

Very simply, he had ceased to breathe.

He was aware at last that she had risen once more to her feet, had,
in fact, turned toward him, that her gentle eyes were fixed upon his
face; and they were grave and sorrowing.

“God bless you, Sor Fidela!” he blurted, for lack of something more
to say.

“And you, my lord Alaric, for you, too, have loved him much,” Sor
Fidela, the former maid Goissuintha said.

The combined forces of the Marquis and the Count returned to the
castle after three more days. They were dust-covered, spent, nearly all of
them nursing wounds. But they came in triumph, for behind her fa-
ther, with her two hands wrapped around his armored bulk, the lady
Clothilde rode.

Seeing her face, what was in it now, was more than Alaric could
bear.

“My lord Count,” she whispered, “Ataulf—is he—?"

“No, daughter,” Count Teudis said. “He lives; but his suffering is
great. Come, get you down, lass, and let the women attend you—"

“No!” Clothilde said. “Ataulf! I must—"

“Better that you rest a while first, Clo,” Alaric said. “There’s time
enough—"

Her small, heart-shaped face was absolutely venomous.
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“Yes! In this world where brave men die and pretty, girlish cow-
ards live, there is always time, is there not, dear brother?” she said.
Then she swept past him into the great hall.

Alaric stood there. He did not think. What he did was to feel. And
what he felt was the precise, unacceptable enormity of his own death;
the dagger iron hard between his ribs aquiver still from the force of the
blow, needing only to be yanked free again for his life to follow it on one
great foaming rush. And it was youth’s tragedy and its glory that he
had not yet lived beyond the capacity for joy or pain. Or even wonder.
But that was no consolation for young Alaric, Count Teudis™ son, then.
For him, considering his hurt and its source, consolation was not pos-
sible; did not, in fact, exist.

“Don’t mind her, son; she’s upset,” the Marquis Julian said. “Teu-
dis, I thank you for the loan of your men. But for them we’d have been
doomed. Even so, those infidel beggars outnumbered us. Bold as brass,
lingering in the mark to pick up another pretty maid or two, no doubt.
Which is the only reason we caught up with them. God’s death, how
those Berber horsemen can ride!”

“Berbers?” the Count said. “You're sure of that, Julian?”

“Quite. Some of them wore turbans. Their fakirs, likely. Have you
ever known a Moor to wear a turban?”

“No, I haven’t. But I thought the Berbers kept to the mountains.”

“They do,” Lord Julian said. “But these were led by renegades. A
great blond man with a spike beard. I could see it gleam in the sun.
Another, slightly smaller, whose beard was forked, but red-gold, too—
that I'll vow. What I don’t see is—~

“God’s eyes and death!” Count Teudis roared. “Julian, you fool, you
never see! What man on earth is there who hates us both? To whose
emissary did you refuse Clo’s hand before my boy. won your grudging
consent to pay her court? I ask you, you thick-skulled idiot, who?”

The Marquis stared at Count Teudis.

“Teudis,” he said, “arc you sure?”

“Sure? As I am of death and helll The banu Djilliki, oh, oh, my
soull That swine Leovigild of Tierraseca! Eigebert, his son! Apostates!
Renegades! Filth! So now theyre stealing Christian maids! Especially
your daughter and my son’s betrothed! And mark you, Julian, they’ll be
back! This time with all the Emir’s hosts behind them. And you and
I, my friend, will be smashed like worms on the field, or we’ll die of hun-
ger within our castles’ walls, after having cut our women’s throats to
save them from some swarthy bastards’ beds! I tell you—"

And now the idea was big within Alaric’s breast: here at hand,
the means of his liberation. Since his life was over in any event, his
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spirit drawn and quartered between Clothilde’s contempt and Goissuin-
tha’s indifference, what better than this chance to throw it away glor-
iously? To earn a tear or two from eyes that while he lived wept only for
his brother.

“Father,” he said, “give me a horse and your leave to ride to Cér-
doba—"

“Are you daft, boy?” the Count said.

“No, Father. Don’t you remember that the Emir’s second son loved
Ataulf well? That he pledged eternal peace between his house and
ours? I'll go to him. I'll tell him of this. He'll make justice, of that I'm
sure!”

“Justice on his own? On the men his own father sent out?” the
Count said.

But the Marquis was staring at Alaric with new hope in his eyes.

“’Tis possible the boy’s right, Teudis,” he said. “I've heard the Emir’s
a man of his word. He and his son are mostly of our blood, anyhow. That’s
one thing. Another is that there’s no love lost between Berber and Moor.
“Tis like as the Gallegos or the Asturians. If we could make peace among
ourselves, we could drive the Mussulmen into the sea! As we will, one day.
But surely the banu Dijilliki acted on their own. We've been at peace
with the Moors these three years. Thanks to Ataulf’s diplomacy. Me-
thinks the Emir prefers it that way. He’s got troubles enough without
having the frontier marks break out in war. So it seems to me the boy’s
judgment’s sound—"

“For the first time in his life, then!” Count Teudis said. “So you think
it’s worth a try?”

“Yes. And there’s one thing more to be added in its favor. A thing
that wood carver told my daughter Goissuintha—"

“Sor Fidela,” the Count corrected sardonically. “What a waste! By the
way, Julian, you know she’s here?”

“No,” the Marquis said. “Why the devil should she be, Teudis?
"Tis highly irregular and—"

“I know. But she came at her own request. Seems the Abbess heeded
her plea that her prayers and ministrations might help. Two other
nuns came with her, so her precious honor’s safe, Julian; not to men-
tion the fact ‘twas never in danger, what with my lady Countess to
watch me like a hawk, Ataulf wounded unto death, and this milksop
wanting even the inclination! Now on with it, my friend: What did that
wood carver say?”

“Well,” the Marquis said. “With two others, eh? Then I suppose it’s
all right. The wood carver? Oh, yes—He said the Emir has a favorite
Jew—one Solomon ben Ezra—so skilled at medicine that rumor has it he

38







II

Afterward, Alaric could never quite remember the country he passed
through, except that it was nearly all mountainous. He rode very slowly
away from his father’s stronghold, the fire of impatience checked by
the ice of fear, alternately burning and freezing his heart. From where
Count Teudis” castle—a small rectangular box of stone with four square
towers projecting up at the comers—sat, on a little hilltop sticking up like
a pustule out of the vast flat high table land of Castilla, to Cérdoba was
a very long way. The journey involved his having to ride over the Si-
erra de Guadarrama until he reached the central plains on which stood
a tiny village so small that as yet it had no name; and from there, mov-
ing southwest until he had crossed the River Tajo, carefully avoiding
fortified Moorish city of Toledo, because its largely Mozarab and Muladi
population was always revolting against the Emir, and hence probably
wouldn’t let him leave if he entered it. From there his route led still
southwest over more mountains, called in those days the Sierra of To-
ledo, across the Guardiana River, then through a linked chain of val-
leys until he came to the mighty capital of the Emirate, which was on
the near bank of the River Guadalquivir.

He had to keep a tight rein on his fear, his impatience, and espe-
cially on his horse. If he killed the poor beast by riding it to death,
the chances of his being able to buy, or even steal, another one in the
frontier marks through which he rode were so slight as to be unworthy
of consideration. His preparations for the journey had caused many a roar
from Count Teudis, but in the end he had made his father see how
sensible they were. First of all, he flatly refused to wear armor, on the
score that it weighed too much, or to ride a war horse, on the equally
sensible grounds that the huge horses, bred to bear the weight of their
riders” armor and their own, were too slow.

“If T meet foemen, Father,” he said, “I'll be outnumbered from the
outset—and my only chance will be to run—"

“At which, God knows, youre right handy,” the Count snorted.

Alaric looked at his father then.

“Mine own worthless life means nothing to you, good my lord,” he
said quietly. “That you’ve made abundantly clear these several years. But
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since my brother’s now depends upon my reaching Cérdoba alive and
bringing back the heathen skills we need, best that I postpone my glor-
ious heroic death until another day, don’t you think? In this, it seems to
me that a live coward on a fast horse outweighs a legion of doughty
warriors—for even a battle bravely won would cost us time we do not have.
Have I your permission to go now, my lord Father?”

“God’s death!” the Count muttered. “Your tongue has a well-honed
edge, in truth, boy! Still-” He put out his big hand suddenly and let it
rest on Alaric’s shoulder. “Still,” his drum-deep bass came out, steady and
slow, “youre right. I have been less than fair to you, Alaric. You're not
the sort of lad I'd have chosen as a son, and Ataulf is. Yet—who knows?
—mayhap ’twill be you who will carry our name to greater glory. All men
remember Saint Isidore while many a warrior princeling of his time is
quite forgot. And this you do is a brave thing, right enough. Yes—get
you gone, my son. No, wait!”

“Yes, Father?” Alaric said.

Then, astonishingly, Count Teudis had gathered his younger son
into his great arms, and planted two sound bewhiskered, wine-scented
kisses on both Alaric’s cheeks.

“Now, go with my blessing,” he said gruffly.

Alaric had whirled then and run out of the hall, lest his father
see the sudden tears that unmanned him. But even so, he was not to es-
cape further leave-takings.

His mother had already wept and prayed over him, had, in fact,
taken to her bed in a fine excess of grief and fear for his safety. All he
had been dreading was his parting from his father, which now had
turned out well enough. But when he crossed the courtyard to where
Julio waited with that superb descendant of the desert barbs which
could equal its ancestors’ feats of a hundred miles a day if pushed, Clo-
thilde was standing there; and, at her side, her sister in blood, and in
faith, Sor Fidela, the former demoiselle Goissuintha of Tarabella the
Lesser.

“Alaric—" Clothilde said.

“Ladies,” Alaric said, taking off his skullcap, made them both a bow.

“Oh, have done with your nonsensical courtesies!” Clothilde said.
“I want to know—"

“Clothilde, please!” Sor Fidela said.

“Oh, shut up, Goissuintha!” Clothilde said. “I want to know, brother
Alaric, how soon you can return with your Jew? "Tis only Ataulf’s great
strength that is keeping him alive, now; and his even greater heart,
which, methinks, you lack! So tell me—"

“Clothilde,” Sor Fidela said, two spots of pink showing in her cheeks,
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“have you given no thought to what the marks are like ’twixt here
and Cérdoba? You who were dragged through them as a captive?”

“Theyre hell's own image; that I know, sister! But what matters
that? Ataulf is dying, you silly fool of God! Him for whom you took that
veil, out of your jealousy of me! And hell not last a week, once the heat
of summer comes! So dont plague me with things that don’t matter! I
only want to know—"

“And I,” Sor Fidela said. “But I should ask it in a gentler way, with-
out questioning the valor of the man who rides the marks but lightly
armed, and alone. So, permit me, sister! Alaric, brother of my spirit and
my heart, how long do you think it will take you to return—if, by God’s
grace and my prayers, you survive to return at all?”

“Ten days—a fortnight,”, Alaric said, naming an impossibly short
span to give them hope. “But return I shall, having your prayers, sister.
And TI'll bring back the Jewish magus, if I have to drag him by his
beard—"

“See that you do!” Clothilde said. “And don’t destroy your palfrey’s
lungs by spurring him bloody each time you fancy you hear a noise.
Now off with you, you pretty knave! You heard me, brother, ride!”

Alaric stood there, looking at her. What was going on in his head
was no such ordered thing as thought. A little vein stood out on his
temple, and beat with his blood. His breath was a hot tangle inside his
chest through which his heart did not so much beat as labor. All his
life he had been a timid lad, the more so since reaching the age when
blood and nerves and even flesh can be stirred beyond the will’s control
by the mere sight of a maid. But each man has his limits, and Alaric’s
had been reached and passed by now. His shyness, his timidity drowned
in a mounting tide of anger.

I ride out, mayhap to die, and she—she treats me in this scurvy
fashion! She’d question my courage at the moment I display it! By
heaven and hell, I—

But when he spoke, his voice came out light, dry, a little mocking.
It needed an ear more attentive than Clothilde’s to catch the tremor in
it. Such an ear as, doubt it not, Sor Fidela in that moment had.

“No, dear Clo,” he said, “you’ve offered me insult—wounded me by
questioning my valor. For that I claim a forfeit—"

“That I should kiss you, you mean?” Clothilde said. “God’s death,
Alaric! Go kiss that fat, greasy serving wench of yours. Your lips are not
clean, methinks! So now—"

“You think Ataulf’s are?” Alaric said; and at once regretted his words.
They were petty, less than a man’s part, and he knew it.

“Ataulf is a man,” Clothilde said slowly, “and men—"
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“You think I'm not?” Alaric said, and took her in his arms.

She looked at him a moment, her blue eyes wide. Then she
shrugged.

“Oh, well,” she said, “’tis but a little thing—" And touched her lips
to his as lightly as a breath. Then, having delivered her small, deadly
insult, more offensive than a slap, because to have struck him "would
have been to grant him proud possession of such virility as a maid needs
must defend herself against, while this cool, sisterly kiss reduced him—
precisely as she intended—out of his own uncertain pretensions to man-
hood into lackeydom or worse, she stepped back against the circle of
his arms, and looked up at him with a mocking smile.

Anger burst in him, leaped, cackled, stood tall. He tightened his arms
about her with all his considerable strength, seeing, with a kind of bit-
ter joy, that smile fade, her face go pale. Her fair brows came together
above his nose; she opened her mouth to cry out to say—what would
never in life, after that moment, be said, because he ground his mouth
into her half-opened lips, cruelly, hurtfully, while time itself stopped
and the very air was still.

That interval, that taut-stretched hiatus clawed out of the spans
allotted their separate existences—and ending for the nonce, even that
separation—was long. He became aware of that when she tore her mouth
from his and allowed the univérse to move again. But he was aware of
something more, with a paean of triumph that soared above the sud-
den guilt that flooded him, the pain: that her mouth on his had gone
soft, gone yielding; had at the last slackened, parted, then clung to his,
adhesive and molten as Greek fire.

Yet, the first thing he saw, as she arched her head away from
his, was not her face, but Sor Fidela’s. It was very white.

“Your pardon, Sister!” he stammered. “I-"

Sor Fidela smiled.

“Now certain ’tis you are a man, Alaric,” she said, “and a sinful one,
I think! Now get you gone before more mischief crosses your path. And
you, sister mine, come. I doubt not you have need of prayer—~

“I?” Clothilde said, her voice curiously aquaver. “I did nothing! He—"

“Did you not?” Sor Fidela said, her voice both crisp and dry. “That
kiss was far from sisterly, Clo! Now, come. . ..”

“But not even yet was he free. For life does not leave a man his tri-
umphs for long—not even so small a triumph as Clothilde’s kiss. He sat
there on his barb, looking at his father’s castle. And, mayhap because
he was leaving it, was like not to see it again, he saw the castle with
clear eyes. It was, he realized, small, rudely built, and totally unimpres-
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sive. Yet, if he would accept his father’s word, the Count had taken it
away from the old Duke Atanagild—known throughout the mark as the
“Black Duke” for his crimes—after a bloody battle. Only in this, as in so
many things, he couldn’t quite depend upon his father’s word.

For as that irreverent miscreant Julio put it: “My lord Count’s tongue
is nobody’s prayer book. The truth now, lord Alaric—the truth is such
a scurvy thing. Can a body blame him if he feels the need to embroider
it a mite? Look you now, my boy—what happened truly was this: The
Black Duke was old—nigh onto three score years by some reckonings.
And those fiends from hell of sons of his had got themselves all killed
by then. And without issue—oh, they had bastards enough! Half the
mark wears their evil faces. Some say that even I—but no; I would not
claim that blood, noble though it be, God wot! But without legitimate
issue, largely because they tormented the poor maids foolish enough
to wed them into their graves before the first year was out. So the old
Duke sold this cold, vermin-infested, stinking pile. Oh, yes; ’tis better
now. The good Count, your father, chinked the bigger holes with clay,
and furnished it right royally, I'll vow—

“What's that? Of course your father bought it! The Black Duke
was down to three retainers by then—all of them as old as he, so how
could he fight? Besides, the suggestion came from him, not from your
father, lad. The Duke wanted to move to Tarragona, and live out his
days in peace and comfort; so when he heard your father'd lost his
own place—

“How’s that? The Moors? God’s eyes, my young and noble lord: If the
Count had fought half the battles he claims, he’'d have been dead
long since! Oh, he and the Marquis Julian knocked each other about
a bit, but that’s all. What happened to the castle your great, great
grandsire built—way back in King Wamba’s times—was this: Every time
it passed down to a new Count of Tarabella, he had to add something
to it. Such a collection of towers, battlements and the like as ever eye did
see. In a word, my lord Alaric, it got too heavy, like a fat old dowager
stuffed with sweetmeats—especially if due regard be given to the fact "twas
built upon a hill of clay. And that winter, it started in to rain. God’s
death, how it rained! Forty days and forty nights, as in good Lord Noah’s
time. I was but a snot-nose of eight winters then, but my bones ache
yet, remembering it. The clay softened and began to slide out from under
us. Fortunately the north keep, the farthest from the town, went first,
and gave your father warning. So he started roaring like a bull, and got
us out of there. I remember how your lady mother wept—standing there
in the rain with my lord Ataulf in her ams—for neither your fair sister
nor you were more than lusty twinkles in the good Count’s eyes then—
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as she watched the castle slide down the hill, turning into a broken
heap o stones as it went. The Count saved his jewels, and his gold—
that was all. And with them, he bought—

“How’s that again? God’s holy tongue, boy! Of course I speak the
truth! Why else would your castle be above six leagues from the town
’tis supposed to guard? God’s eyes!”

It has truth’s unpleasant ring about it, Alaric thought, and tugged
his barb’s head about; but then he heard that voice.

“My lord! My lord!” it wept. “Wait—wait for me, please!”

He pulled up the barb, and waited. Turtura came flying out of the
brush, her long black hair streaming in the wind. She caught at his
stirrup, clung to his leg, panting and sobbing like an idiot child.

“Don’t go! My lord, don’t go!” she wept. “The Moors are cruel men!
They'll kill you or—"

“Or what, Turtura?” he said.

“Or alter you, and use you like a maid! They do that, you know.
They have right rare tastes, and pretty as you are .. .”

“God’s death, wench!” he swore. “Turn me loose! I have leagues
to ride, and you—"

“Then take me with you!” she sobbed. “I'll serve you well, my lord!
I'll make the fires, and cook for you, and—" a flash of mischief lighted
her streaming eyes— “keep you snug and warm o’ nights! Oh, please,
Lord Alaric, I-"

“Oh, get you hence, Turtura,” Alaric said wearily. “I can’t be bur-
dened with the likes of you—"

But she clung to him, still crying.

Alaric lifted his whip and brought it down smartly across her arms.
She howled and turned him loose. He clapped spurs to his mount and
galloped off; but before he had gone twenty yards he reined his mount
in again.

A thought had hit him with sudden force. When he had ridden
out of the courtyard, Julio and Sisberto had lowered the portcullis be-
hind him. And he was sure he had seen Turtura’s face peering at him
sorrowfully from one of the low, barred windows of the scullery. Yet, here
she was. He knew full well that Julio and Sisberto hadn’t gone to the
trouble of cranking up the portucllis to let her out. For one thing, it was
too much work; for another, the Countess would have had their hides
for allowing Turtura to get into more mischief. And once the portcullis
was down—since the chief reason for a castle’s existence was immunity
from attack—to get out of Count Teudis’ stronghold, one needs must have
wings. He knew that well, because he had tried it more than once him-
self for the—to him—good and sufficient reason that he wanted to wander
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alone through the moonlit night and dream of Clo. So he knew it
couldnt be done. Yet, Turtura had done it. This plump little serving
wench had scaled those frowning walls, or learned to fly. He stared at her,
then rode his barb back to within five yards of where she stood.

“Turtura,” he said sternly.

“Yes, my lord Alaric?” she said, her round face becoming a full moon
of pure joy. She started toward him.

“Stay where you are!” he said. He didn’t want to have to untangle
her fat arms from about his leg again. “Tell me—"

“What, my lord?”

“How the devil did you get out here?”

She grinned at him impishly, through the traces of her tears.

“Are you going to take me with you?” she said.

“God’s eyes!” he swore. “How did you, Tura?”

“Does not my lord recall the night I came to his room in the south
keep, and my lady Countess came up the stairs before I had time to
hide?” Turtura said. “And yet, she found me not, my sweet lord. How do
you account for that?”

“I don’t account for it,” Alaric said, “nor even see what it has to do
with this—~

Turtura laughed. The sound of it was chilling somehow, even on
that warm May day.

“I am—a witch, my lord!” she said, then dropping her voice into a
hoarse whisper: “I can walk through walls. There is no castle that can
hold me, no keep, nor any dungeon either. So now—"

“So now?” Alaric said.

“My lord had better take me with him, before I cast a spell on him,
and turn him into a monkey or a goat!”

Alaric sat there looking at her. Inside of him, something crawled
—a cold and slimy thing he couldn’t put a name to; but that was very
like to fear. Feeling it, half knowing what it was, caused anger to rise in
him. So he did an ugly thing: he kicked his palfrey into a gallop and
headed toward her as if to ride her down. At the last possible instant
he pulled the beast up, sawing at the bit so cruelly that the palfrey
reared. Turtura threw herself down and to one side to escape those
terrible hooves. Alaric fought the barb back down again, and jerked its
head about. Then he pounded off at a gallop, riding hard. Southwest-
ward. Toward Cérdoba.

With such confused and troubling memories mounted upon his
heart, roweling his brain, small wonder that young Lord Alaric, Count
Teudis’ son, was unaware of the glorious landscape through which he
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rode. He failed to even question the highly unusual circumstances that
he did not so much as sight a patrol of Moorish or Berber horsemen,
beating through the mark, attributing his all but miraculous good for-
tune to Sor Fidela’s prayers. Perhaps with some justice; though the
absence of the Emir Abu’l Asi al Hakam’s marauders from the mark had
another, simpler cause, as he would learn. But, at the moment, he was
content that the only living souls he met were all Christians—woodcut-
ters, a hunter or two, peasants seeking a strayed cow—who touched their
forelocks to him right respectfully and bade him Godspeed.

And now, late upon the afternoon of the eighth day of his ride,
he saw it at long last: a thousand, thousand golden towers glittering in
the limpid air. Minarets and mosques and churches, too; and the frown-
ing keeps that stood above the gates in the mighty walls. He sat there
on his barb, staring at Cérdoba, then, in that year of Our Lord 822, the
greatest city in Spain, if not in all the world. Magic, it seemed to him,
and fey and fairylike; a magician’s ghostly image conjured up with rare
spells. Its sweep and grandeur reduced him in his own mind to what,
in goodly part, he was: a country-bred lordling come from a rude heap
of poorly hewn stone to this princely city. And his heart sank within
him.

Never, he thought, never will we vanquish men who can build a
splendor such as this!

Then he clapped spurs to his barb and rode down toward where
the Guadalquivir lay supine and dull golden, lazy in the sinking sun.

Even before he came up to the New Gate, that sound came over to
him. It was a strange noise, as though a hundred thousand voices were
shrieking one shrill, semibestial note, either of rage or of joy. But,
when he reached the gate itself, he forgot that sound. It went on,
just as before, as shrill, as bestial; but his ears refused to hear it. He sat
there on his palfrey, his jaw dropping like a country oaf as he stared at
the two men guarding the New Gate. They were both giants, taller, it
seemed to him, than even his brother Ataulf; and Ataulf was said to be
the biggest man in all Castilla. But it was not their size that held him
there, but rather the contrast between them. The one to the right
was normal enough except for his bulk. He was blond and ruddy and clean
shaven save for a pair of mustachios that stuck out from his broad Ger-
manic face like the horns of a bull. But for the fact that he wore a
Berber turban wrapped around his conical steel helmet, one could have
taken him for an outsized Christian. The other—God’s eyes!—the other—
had skin like black velvet, a nose plastered across his face, and lips like
great bluish sausages. Alaric knew from his reading that there were
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black men in the world; but formerly he had considered the idea on
the level with that of those men who have their heads beneath their
shoulders, or those with one eye in the center of their foreheads, or
those called pygmies who are so small as to scarcely reach a Christian’s
knee; all of whom his studies had told him existed, as well. He hadn’t
rejected these strange ideas; the world, God wot, was full of wonders; but
from his father he had inherited a somewhat skeptical turn of mind,
so he hadn’t fully accepted them either. But to see with his own eyes
such a marvel as a man with crow-black skin was enough to send his
head reeling and make him doubt his own reason. Yet here the marvel
was! The Negro was dressed in exactly the same fashion as his white
companion; very likely he was no bigger; but his stygian blackness aug-
mented him in Alaric’s mind. It was to the black that he addressed him-
self, in the belief that this inky giant needs must be a ruler over men.

“My lord Blackman—" he began.

The Negro opened his little bloodshot eyes a trifle, and nodded to-
ward his white companion.

“Address yourself to me, young lord,” the white giant said, speaking
Romance with a Frankish accent much more marked than the one that
lingered still in the speech of the Marquis Julian. “Bishr is one of the
mutes.”

“You mean he has no tongue?” Alaric said.

“Nay, my lord. Bishr can talk, but only his own heathen language.
The city mob call the Emir’s foreign guard that, because most of us
are either blacks or white Easterners—Slavs, that is—and therefore can
speak neither Romance, aljamia, nor Arab, hence, to all intents and pur-
poses, the majority of our corps might as well be the mutes the people
call us—~

“You speak Romance might handily,” Alaric said.

“Because I was born to it, or the Frankish variety of it, anyhow.
“Tis much the same. Though God wot, I'm an exception. Therere
very few like me. The Emir prefers that we be unable to communicate
with the populace. Now tell me, what would my young and noble lord?”

“Permission to enter the city. I must find one ibn Ha’ad, who will
guide me to the house of a Jew called Solomon ben Ezra, who is skilled
in the art of healing. My brother, good Captain, lies at death’s very
door, and—"

The big Frank frowned. “You are a Christian, are you not, my lord?”
he said.

“Yes,” Alaric said. “And you, good Captain?”

The Frank shrugged. “Your Lord Jesus and His Holy Mother did not
prevent my being taken by the slavers near Narbonne, and brought here
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to be castrated by the very dog of a Jew you name,” he said. “But seeing
my size, Count Rabi saved me from being unsexed, and made me a mem-
ber of the Emir’s guards. Scant wonder I pray now to Allah the Com-
passionate. Look you, my lord; my advice is that you do not enter the
city upon such a day. Wait you till next week and—"

“God’s death!” Alaric swore. “There is no time, good Captain! My
brother is dying of his wounds and—"

“And you are like to die at the hands of that howling mob should
you enter Cérdoba now,” the big Frank said.

“Why?” Alaric said. “Why should they want to kill me?”

“Because youre a Christian, and look it, young lord! You see, the
master whom I served is—No. Let me put it another way. The fact is,
young lord, that the old Emir, al Hakam, died these four nights agone;
and the new one, Abd al Rahman, his eldest son, has chosen to seek
the favor of the plebes. Hence, today, he has turned over Count Rabi to
them. I do not like to think what they have done to my former master
by now....”

“Why?” Alaric said again, seeing the Frank was willing enough to
talk, finding it, doubtless, a relief from the daylong silence he had to
maintain.

“Because as captain of the Emir’s guard he has had to put down
many an uprising and afterward to cut the mutineers’ throats at the
Emir’s orders. Al Hakam was not tenderhearted. The plebes claim that
Count Rabi had no orders from anyone which permitted him and his
soldiery to ravish their wives and daughters; but, look you, my lord, a
soldier’s life is hard; and a little sport has to be permitted him from
time to time. . . . But the worst of it all was that some years ago, the
old Emir made my master head tax collector as well. Now a broken maid-
enhead costs a man nothing, and only makes his labor easier on his
wedding night; but lighten his purse and you earn his undying hatred.
So I'd advise you not to enter Cérdoba this day. .. .”

Alaric looked at him.

“Do you forbid it, good Captain?” he said.

The big Frank scowled. “Aye, that I do!” he said. “For I would not
have the blood of a comely lad, of the faith I was born to, on my con-
science. Now get you hence, young lord; and return another, safer day!”

“And if T were to tell you my brother is the Lord Ataulf, Count Teu-
dis’ elder son—"

“Never heard of him. Get you hence, boy!”

“—who is a friend of Prince al Mugira ibn Hakam, the late Emir’s
second son? Who has visited the Prince here, and taught him the art
of falconry?”
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“God’s eyes!” the Frank swore. “I thought I'd seen the like of that
pretty face of yours before! Of course! The Gothic lord, as big as I who
—God’s eyes! Wait you here, my lord, while I see what can be done—"

Alaric waited. Within a scant half hour the Frankish guard came
back with a man who actually bore the rank that Alaric had naively
awarded the simple guard. In fact, this official had a much higher rank
than even captain, being the chief of the lower of the two groups of the
city police. Alaric looked at him in some surprise; except for his dress, this
Moorish officer could have been the brother of Julio or Umberto or any
of the Romance-speaking Spaniards of Celto-Iberian race; that is, though
his hair and eyes were dark, his skin was white, fairer in fact, than most
of the Hispano-Romans ever were. His dress was the richest stuffs, but he
wore his tunic over a shirt of mail, and his high Persian bonnet, which
city dwellers wore instead of the Berber headcloth, did not entirely hide
a close-fitting skullcap of Toledo steel. He had a poniard at his belt, a
sword that was the most beautiful weapon Alaric had ever seen. In his
right hand he had a little silver horn, while from a strap about his waist
dangled a mace which, from the blood and hair on it, had already been
used to crack a skull or two that morning. He was sweating, and his fine
clothes were in some disarray.

He threw questions at the big Frank in Arabic. To Alaric his speech
sounded like the growls and barking of dogs. The guard answered him
more slowly, and with evident difficulty. Arabic, Alaric decided, was no
easy tongue to master. Then the officer turned upon Alaric. His Romance,
learned doubtless from his own Spanish mother, was flawless.

“You know His Highness, the Prince al Mugira, you say?” he said im-
patiently.

“No, my lord Sherif,” Alaric said, having caught that word from
the big Frank’s speech. “But my brother is a friend of his. I have come
to seek a favor of the Prince—"

“What favor?” the Sherif snapped.

“That he send the physician Solomon ben Ezra to save my broth-
er’s life,” Alaric said.

“How do I know you do not lie?” the Sherif said.

Alaric stopped and thought.

“There must be many among the Prince’s servants who know my
brother well,” he said, “especially his master falconer, if he has one.”

The Sherif al Surta Sugra stood there, staring at Alaric.

“Very well,” he said at last, “come with me. No, wait!” He lifted his
silver homn to his lips and blew a blast. Within seconds, it seemed to
Alaric, a swarm of armed guards came flaying toward the gate, knocking
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over whatever passersby got in their way. The Sherif barked commands
in Arabic. They opened ranks, forming a square.

“Be good enough to dismount, young Goth,” the Sherif said, “and
give your weapons to Yusuf, here.”

“Am I under arrest, then?” Alaric said.

“Only protectively. And temporarily until the master falconer con-
firms your statement. You see, my lord Goth, there is unrest in the city
today. 'Twould not be wise for an armed Christian to be found in the
streets. The plebes are in a rage and not a little drunken. . . .”

“Is that not against your faith?” Alaric said.

“It is,” the Sherif said, “and this morning the young Emir gave
orders that the wine sellers’ stalls outside the Old Gate be destroyed.
The Alfaquires led the mobs to them, but could not prevent them from
drinking all they could in the heat of the work. Now desist from your
questions and come.”

They moved afoot through the streets swarming with people. One
of the guards led Alaric’s horse. Alaric found everything a wonder: the
goldsmiths’ shops; the workers in tooled leather, in ivory, in perfumes.
The sweetmeat stalls; the curious and beautiful designs of the houses;
but what caused him to stop dead and stare into one of them was the
sight of an inky black girl of some fifteen years, who stood before some
ten or twelve other maids—all of them white, all of them veiled—and
read aloud from a book in a piping childish treble, while the others
diligently copied down every word she said. Alaric asked the Sherif
what was the meaning of this trange thing.

“"Tis a copy house,” the Sherif said, looking at him as though he
were a dolt. “Thus do we multiply a single book into hundreds. Do not
you infidels have the like?”

“No,” Alaric said, sadly. “You have many things that we have not,
my lord.”

“If you do not lie,” the Sherif said, “and your brother is indeed
the Prince’s friend, mayhap His Highness will invite you to bide with him,
and accept Islam. He has a certain weakness for beauty in either sex, and
you, my lord, are wondrous fair. . ..”

Alaric wondered what he meant; but he did not ask. He didn’t like
the way the Sherif’s voice sounded then.

The crowds were thicker now. The policemen had to beat them
out of the way with their staffs and the flats of their swords. Then,
as they were crossing a square, Alaric was conscious that he had ar-
rived at the source of the sound he had been hearing ever since he
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entered Cordoba, and he realized at last what that sound was: the voice
of the mob, raised as one man in fiendish shrieks of pure, bestial joy. He
turned wondering eyes toward the Sherif. The Sherif pointed with his
mace. Alaric followed the gesture with his eyes—and stopped dead.

From nowhere, a very long way off, he heard the Sherif say in
Romance to one of the guards, a Mozarab by his looks: “Catch him!
The pretty mancebo’s going to swoon!”

Alaric straightened up. He was deathly pale; but since Clothilde’s
verbal attacks upon him, he had sworn to show weakness no longer.
Still, it was one thing to see a holy image in a church, and quite another
to gaze upon a living man hanging in absolutely insupportable agony
upon a cross. It was evidence of the mob’s hatred for Count Rabi, Tho-
dulf’s son, and their rage at having a Christian set over them as prefect
of the city and tax collector, that they had not merely bound his arms
to the cross, and left him to dangle till he died, which usually took days;
but had nailed him to the cross, after the fashion copied from the im-
ages of Our Crucified Lord they had seen in the Christian churches.
By so doing, they had done him an accidental kindness; for, in a way,
this rarely used form of crucifixion was the more merciful of the two:
because, while it made his early sufferings much greater, it shortened
them considerably. A strong man might linger on for four or five days
while his vital organs slowly sagged down into his abdominal cavity;
and the shutting off of the circulation of his blood finally killed him in
unbelievable agony if he were merely bound to the cross by his arms
and ankles with ropes in the classic fashion, whereupon the more pa-
tient of his tormentors might have the exquisite pleasure of watching his
belly swell like a balloon, his feet and hands turn blue, his tongue pro-
trude and choke off his own moans, his head twist from side to side to
shake off the flies invading his nostrils, his mouth, and finally his eyes,
watching him befoul himself with his own urine and excreta, prodding
him awake with poles when mercifully he fainted, inventing what other
torments they could to prolong his incredible sufferings. Yet, on the other
hand, the strongest man on earth could not survive being nailed to a cross
more than eight to twelve hours, for the very simple reason that the
flies attracted to his bloody wounds blew them at once, and the gangrene
thereby produced racing through his helpless body ended his suffer-
ings in that much shorter space of time. But any way it was done, Alaric
saw now, one thing was beyond all doubt: no means of execution ever
devised by man at his fiendish worst—not even burning at the stake—
came even close to crucifixion in cruelty.

Yet now Alaric forced himself to watch Count Rabi’s agony, and
neither vomit nor faint, as he would have surely done less than a week
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ago. He was gaining domination over his delicate nerves. Which was just
as well. He was going to need it.
“Come,” the Sherif said gruffly: “ Tis yet far to the Alcazar—"

They came up to the Emir’s palace of Alcazar. Here the Sherif pru-
dently stopped and stated his mission to the Chief of the Royal Guards.

The Chief cried out: “Al Sahib al Bayazira!”

Immediately another voice within the Alcdzar repeated: “Al Sahib
al Bayazira!l”

Then another and another, each farther away until the sound died
away altogether.

The Sherif saw Alaric’s puzzled face.

“They call him whom you asked for—my lord of the Falcons,” he
said.

Then from within a faint voice called out again. And all the other
voices took it up.

“He comes,” the Sherif said.

The interview between the Sherif and the head falconer was brief.
The falconer freely confirmed every word that Alaric had said. More, he
sent Alaric’s barb around to the royal stables by one of his own grooms,
and bowing respectfully before the “brother of my lord Ataulf ibn al Qu-
tiyya, offered to personally visit the Prince’s chamber to announce him.

Five minutes later the Sherif was congratulating himself upon his
own astuteness at not having followed his first impulses—or, more justly,
his natural instincts—which had prompted him to throw the fair young
stranger into a dungeon, or simpler still, cut his throat, an act that after-
ward could have been attributed, easily enough to the ‘amma, or mob.
Because the head of all the Emir’s servants, the .eunuch Abu I'Fath
Nasr, came himself to conduct Alaric to the Prince al Mugira’s quarters
in the Alc4zar. This was a signal honor, the more so because of a shrewd
action the old Emir had taken some days before he died. Reflecting,
perhaps, that his own harsh rule had sown all the land of al Andalus
with the dragon teeth of hatred ready to spring up as warriors to rebel
against his line, al Hakam had designated not only his own successor, as
the custom was, but the successor to his successor if death by assassina-
tion or accident should remove the new Emir, Abd al Rahman II, before
any of that lusty prince’s swarm of male children should come of age.
So, therefore, al Mugira was heir apparent to the throne, and surrounded
with but little less protocal than the new Emir himself.

“Sahib,” the head eunuch said, bowing low, “you honor our house
with your presence. His Highness bids you come.”

Alaric followed the fat little man. They went down what seemed
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to him leagues of corridors, all richly decorated with the intricate leaf
and flower and star motifs of Arabesque bas relief. Then Nasr pushed
open a door, and stood aside.

“Have the goodness to enter, Sahib,” he said.

Alaric lifted his head, got a grip on his nerves. He was conscious sud-
denly of the dust that covered every inch of him from his ride, of his
own rank, sweaty smell. God’s death! he thought: the Prince will un-
derstand that I haven’'t come from across the street and—

Then he entered that room. To his vast surprise, it was empty. He
stood there perplexed, staring at the tapestries that adormed the walls,
the divan piled high with cushions of yellow silk; the teak and ivory
stools; the bronze urns that glowed like gold; the screens worked with
mottoes in the flowing Arabic script, all of them from the Qu’ran, though
he knew that not; at, in fact, more wealth, more luxury, more taste than
he had known existed in the world.

He turned back toward the head eunuch, his mouth already opened
to say: “But the Prince—"

Then he closed it again. Like one snatched away from jinn and de-
mons, the al fata al kabir Abu I'Fath Nasr was gone.

Alaric crossed to the door, tired the latch. It was not locked. He
stepped out into the corridor, looked down it in both directions; but the
head eunuch was nowhere to be seen. Alaric hung there. Then he crossed
himself, muttered a prayer. That corridor ran arrow-straight for two
dozen yards in either direction; so far as he could tell there were no
other doors in it except the two at each end of it and the one out of
which he, himself, had come. And in the time it had taken him to cross
to the door, even the fastest runner in the world could not have reached
the end of that corridor. Yet the fat, perfumed little eunuch apparently
had—or had vanished into the insubstantial air. Alaric crossed himself
again.

“Our Lord and His Holy Mother aid me,” he muttered, “for either I
have fallen into the hands of wonder-workers and magicians—or I am
mad!”

Slowly he turned and went back into the room. He sank down on the
divan, cradling his head on his two hands. The moment he did so, some-
thing—the rustle of breathing, perhaps—told him he was no longer alone.
He sprang to his feet, clapping his hand to where his dagger should have
been. But his fist closed on empty air. The Sherif al Shurta had forgot-
ten or had deliberately refrained from returning him his weapons. And
he, fool that he was, had been so obsessed with all the wonders crowding
in upon his senses from every side, that he had not so much remembered
as to ask for them.
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“God’s death!” he swore. “I-"

Then the two youths came out from behind the screens. They wore
turbans of snowy silk, damasked trousers, bracelets of gold and silver
upon their slender arms, necklaces of beaten gold around their necks;
but their bodies from the waist up were bare, their skin seemed to have
been oiled, they reeked of scent. They were both as fair as young male
angels.

They salaamed deeply.

“Sahib,” one of them said in a curious kind of Romance that despite
its odd sound was perfectly comprehensible, “if our lord will deign to fol-
low us, we will lead him to his bath. ...”

“Thank you,” Alaric said, and got up. “But I have no time! I must—

The youths smiled.

“There is always time, Sahib,” they said. “His Highness will receive
you presently. . ..”

Alaric sighed and gave up. In this world of magicians, a simple
Gothic lordling was beyond his depth. Better to keep his eyes open
and his mouth shut. He inclined his head a little, and followed them.

They moved down the corridor ahead of him, opening doors, go-
ing on.

There seemed to be no end to that labyrinth of corridors, salons,
halls. Then they opened a richly carved double door of Lebanese cedar,
and stood aside, bowing, so that he had to pass between them. He went
through that doorway, and stood there, lost. The room was vast. Its floors
were of marble; its walls alabaster; urns of jade and porphyry stood
around them; there were green plants growing in stone jars, a profusion
of columns with flowered crests, made of veined marble; and in the
middle of the room a pool big enough for a party of ten to swim in, out of
whose center a sizable fountain played.

Alaric saw the steps leading down into the water, smelled the per-
fume that rose from it. Then he stood there, remembering the big wooden
tub whose staves were bound together with iron hoops, into which he
crowded his long, slender body every Saturday night, a custom which his
mother insisted upon, and which he, alone of the males of his household,
followed—this, too, being one of the things that earned him the reputa-
tion of being too effete for his own good. That his mother and sister in-
dulged in a bath every week was commented upon as a curiosity among
the ladies of the mark, the most refined of whom considered once a fort-
night often enough to court chills and lung fever—in theory. In practice,
he doubted not, most highborn ladies washed all over once a month—and
some, more modest, and more pious than the rest, once every three. As for
the men, aside from swimming in the river when the heat was on the day
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in summer, Alaric was sure that bathing was a thing they indulged in
every half year, or every year, or not at all. And now it came to him why
the perfume of the head eunuch and the two fityan—male servants—who
stood beside him now had a different, more pleasant scent from those his
neighbors used—even, his dismayed mind told him—Clo’s. The Goths
bought their perfume from peddlers who brought them from the Moorish
towns, so their aroma should have been exactly the same. But it wasn’t.
And now he knew why. For the first time in all his life, Lord Alaric had
smelled perfume unmixed with the stench of unwashed humanity.

He stood there in the splendid bathing hall, and what weighed
upon his heart he could not put words to; but it was a crushing thing.
The essence of a man is pride. All his life, Alaric Teudisson had been
proud of his race, his lineage, his nobility—and now, without a word,
with the most exquisite courtesy, these Moorish devils had reduced him
in his own eyes to a stable boy, rude of dress, awkward of speech, clumsy
of motion, and filthy of person.

“God’s blood!” he murmured to himself, “I must take care. For ’tis
by such subtle traps as these that Satan ensnares—"

Then he felt something touch his arm.

“My lord,” one of the fityan said, “allow us to divest you of your gar-
ments, that you may refresh yourself in the bath. ...”

The water was warm. It seemed to have been artificially heated else-
where, and then allowed to flow into the pool through hidden pipes.
Looking closely, Alaric could see the small leaden tubes protruding from
beneath the artificial seashells that formed the fountain. It wasn’t the first
time he had seen running water. The city of Segovia had an aqueduct
built by the Romans, and one or two public fountains—likewise built by
the Romans. But his own ancestors had destroyed the thermae or Roman
baths in the belief that bathing made a man soft and effeminate. Yet
these Moors, who bathed daily and sometimes twice daily, beat us right
handily whenever we meet, he thought; and certes it is that we live in a
poorer, shabbier world than the men who went before us—at least in
part. My people have risen—we Goths are more civil than ever we were
before; but do we—does any man—live as men did in the days of Cicero,
or Caesar? Yes, he answered himself, these Moors do—or better.

God’s eyes! he thought. Were we to dam the river a little above
the castle and then lay tubes like these—bigger, of course—in the stream
bed, we— ;

Then he frowned, and the happiness went out of his eyes. “Pipe
water into the house?” he could hear his father roar. “God’s blood!
For what, boy? Don’t we have villains enough to fetch it in in buckets?
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Now, if, my dreamer sage, you can figure out a method to pipe in wine!
That would be a boon, right enough! But water? God’s eyes! What use
have I for water?”

The water was perfumed. It was wonderfully relaxing. He could feel
the tiredness ooze out of him. When he came out of it at last, the fityan
dried him with great towels that were very soft and warm. After that
they conducted him to an alcove off the bath, pushed him gently down
upon a low table, and proceeded to rub perfumed oil into his skin from
head to heel. Only after that was done did they aid him to put on the
loose-fitting Persian trousers of heavy silk, the linen shirt, the long bro-
caded cloth-of-gold coat, and were bending down to slip the jeweled slip-
pers on when they saw how jagged, cracked and broken his toenails
were. Instantly one fata caught his hands and looked at them, too. Then
he said something to his companion in Arabic. This one went away
through the cedar doors. After a time he came back again. And he had
with him—God’s eyes!—

Two maids. Two maids clearly designed by Lord Satan’s hand to
turn a man’s heart away from pious paths. Two enchantresses. One of
them had black hair and eyes. The other was blond with bluish-green
eyes. They both wore half veils, extending from just below their eyes to a
little beyond their chins; but those veils were as transparent as spring
water, making subtle mockery of the Prophet’s command to female mod-
esty. The mouths that showed through their veils were enough to induce
delirium in themselves; and when he saw what the two slave girls wore
—short brocaded jackets opening over a breast-binding woven, he was
sure, of spider web, above bare midriffs, and below that harem trousers
made of mist, and smoke, and air—he staggered where he stood.

But now the door opened again, and a monster came through it.
He stood there just inside of it, three hundred pounds of black flesh,
holding in his hands a naked sword big enough to lop the head off a
bull at a single stroke. That the black was an eunuch was abundantly
clear. For though his arms and legs were still mighty, the rest of him had
gone to fat; and the utter indifference in his eyes when he gazed at the
two all but naked slave girls would have betrayed him, even if his shape-
lessness had not.

“God’s death!” Alaric said, looking at him.

Green-eyes laughed. Her laughter was the tittering of birds, the
ring of silver, the gurgle of wine in a crystal goblet.

“He is ugly, is he not, this sexless dog?” she said in that curious Ro-
mance they all seemed to speak. “Now if you, my lord and master, will
deign to sit—" ,4

Alaric sat down on a teak and ivory stool. At once the dark-haired
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slave girl knelt at his feet and began to pare his nails with a wonderfully
sharp little knife with a curving blade. Green-eyes went to work on his
hands. She clipped his jagged nails, began to smooth the edges of them
with a bit of rottenstone. Alaric looked at them both with real pleasure,
and some puzzlement.

“What are you called?” he said.

“Yumn,” Black-eyes supplied at once.

“Racha,” Green-eyes said in her turn.

“And he?” Alaric said, nodding toward the black.

“Yaqut,” Racha said. They both seemed to think the name was a
huge joke. So did the fityan; because all four burst into great gales of
laughter.

Alaric could not know that the two maids’ names meant “Happiness”
and “Hope” respectively; and that Yaqut meant “Hyacinth,” and thus the
joke escaped him. He imagined instead that it meant “Monster,” but he
did not inquire. What he wanted to ask he dared not, because it was too
curious and too delicate a thing. The clothes the two slave girls wore
concealed absolutely nothing. And yet—God’s eyes!—they were clearly in
their late teens, mayhap even in their twenties. They were beautifully,
perfectly formed; and yet—Twice now he had seen Turtura bereft of
clothes, so that now he knew that the body of a maid, like the body of a
man, was not entirely bare. Barer than a man’s, but still—Yet these were.
When they stood up, having finished their tasks, he could see, through
the filmy gauzelike silks they wore, their bodies like two naiads, statue-
like in their lissome, perfect nakedness.

By heaven! Alaric thought; these Moors can torment a man past
madness unto death, and leave not a mark upon his hide. The fruits of
Tantalus, with that black monster standing there to see that I pluck
them not. God’s eyes!

But now again, with that mysterious way they had of coming and
going before a man became aware of their presence or absence, the head
eunuch was bowing before him.

“My lord,” Nasr said in his dry, dead whisper of a voice, “His High-
ness awaits you. I pray you, come.”

Alaric sat at the Prince’s right hand. Around them, al Mugira’s
other guests sat, or sprawled on cushions. The Prince was as Ataulf
had described him: white and ruddy, with the look of a Galician or
a Basque. So—because they were of the highest aristocracy, and there-
fore the product of selective breeding—were several other of al Mugira’s
guests.
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But for their dress, who'd say they were Moors? Alaric thought.
Their raiders must not have left a fairhaired maid in all the provinces
to the north. That one, now—ugh!—how rare he is! I wonder—

What Alaric wondered then, he had no words to express; because
among the Goths such a man as this would have been speedily—and
secretly, lest the very knowledge that such vices were possible among
them be noised about—put to death. But here this man, the Sahib
Ahmad al Hussein, enjoyed the Prince’s friendship and his favor. Look-
ing at Ahmad now, Alaric had to admit that he was fair. In fact, fair
was not the word for this highborn Moorish lordling. Ahmad al Hus-
sein ibn Maliki was beautiful—in precisely the way a woman is beauti-
ful. He was—Alaric could see, despite the kohl used to darken his lashes
and thus brighten and enlarge his great blue eyes, despite the rouge on
his cheeks and lips, the elaborate way his beard was divided in the mid-
dle and fluffed out until it looked like fine-spun gold—late in his forties;
but even so, his beauty had not yet gone to ruin. And yet his gestures
and his speech were not unmanly. He had with him two pretty, rather
plump boys whom he was forever fondling and caressing, putting
sweetmeats into their mouths with his own long, slim, richly bejeweled
fingers. And all the time—a fact that Alaric found disturbing—his eyes
never left the young Goth’s face.

God’s eyes! Alaric thought; he looks at me—as—as Turtura does! I
like it not, that look! Why—

But the slave girls, Yumn and Racha among them, were clearing
away the great silver bowls in which the banquet had been served, and
bringing others, with the dessert, consisting of sliced oranges swimming
in rose water with the rose petals floating among them, mingled with the
shredded meat of coconuts, grapes, and crystalline sugar. Alaric recog-
nized all these ingredients except the coconut meat and the sugar, neither
of which he had ever before seen, not to mention tasted, in all his life.

It was delicious, just as all the other courses had been—the chick-
ens boiled in grape juice with nuts and whole grapes; the roast whole
lamb, garished with leeks, oil, and spices, the glorious peacock served
in its feathers, which, opened, contained a fair-sized goose, which in
turn contained a duck, which contained a pullet, which contained a
dove, which contained a wren. Again Alaric had been forced to con-
trast his own way of life with theirs to his own’s disfavor. He felt a pang
of shame at his own ready disloyalty to customs instilled in him since
birth, of which his parents were so proudly sure; but he couldn’t help it.
This—this was his world! This was the kind of life by nerves, by tempera-
ment, by inclination he was suited for.
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Now the Sahib Ahmad al Hussein said something to the Prince. Al
Mugira listened, then laughed gaily. Alaric turned a puzzled face from
one of them to the other.

“My lord Ahmad says,” al Mugira translated, “that he would give
all his fortune for one night with you, my lord Alaric. I have told him
that you have no such custom among your people. It is true that you
confine yourselves to women, is it not?”

“Confine ourselves, my lord?” Alaric said. “What else is there?”

Al Mugira put that in Arabic for the benefit of those of his guests
who could not speak Romance. The whole salon rocked with their
laughter. Alaric’s face turned fiery red.

“Forgive me, my lord,” the Prince said pleasantly. “We mean no of-
fense by laughing. I suppose you must find many of our customs strange
and amusing. . ..”

“And most pleasant”—Alaric smiled at the memory—“such as hav-
ing one’s nails pared and buffed by pretty slave girls. .. .”

“Ah, so?” the Prince said. “I was wondering what present I might
make you that would please you most. I shall give you Yumn and Racha,
then, who are trained to that art. Though, be it said, they can make
themselves useful in other ways. I shall send them to your castle along
with the Jew.”

“Your Highness, no! I thank you, but—" Alaric said.

“But what, my lord Alaric?”

“My mother, good Your Highness! She would have my hide in
strips! Why—"

This time the laughter began before the Prince could translate,
thus proving that many, if not most of his guests understood Romance,
whether they spoke it or not. The dainty Ahmad said something to
the Prince. The Prince smiled.

“My lord Ahmad says that he will give you a fully furnished house
upon a pleasant street, and stock it with all the slave girls you can use,
so long as you save a night or two for him each fortnight,” the Prince
said. “Provided, it goes without saying, that you remain with us, my lord
Alaric. I call that offer fair enough, don’t you?”

“My lord, I-I cannot,” Alaric stammered. “I must go home tomor-
row. To lead the Jew, you understand. For, if not—"

“Oh, he can find his way,” the Prince said. “Besides, I'm sending
along a strong escort for him. What say you, my lord Alaric? Methinks
you like our customs well!”

“I do—some of them at least,” Alaric said, looking at Yumn as he
spoke. “But good my lord, you don’t understand. I am a Christian—"
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“We have nothing against your faith. Your Jesus was one of our
prophets—~

Alaric swallowed even that. He was rapidly learning that self-control
was essential to survival in this glittering, luxurious, subtly dangerous
world.

“Your highness, I cannot. Among us, highborn women have a most
respected place—and my lady mother loves me much. Were I to leave
her, she would surely die. ...”

“Touching.” The Prince yawned. “Very well. But you will vist us
again, will you not, my lord?”

Alaric looked at green-eyed Racha—though sad truth it is that
“twas not her eyes he gazed upon.

“Of course, Your Highness!” he said, and his voice rang loud and
true.

After the banquet was done, and the other guests—including, much
to Alaric’s relief, that right rare Lord Ahmad—had taken their leave,
the Prince conducted him to a small sitting room, as lovely and as richly
furnished as the rest of his quarters.

He peered at Alaric closely. Then he said: “You look tired. But if
you can endure a while longer, twould be well. I have already sent for
our wonder-working Jew, that you may describe your brother’s case to
him....”

“I could do that on the way,” Alaric said, for in truth he was faint
with weariness, though, strangely enough, despite all the food and
wine he had consumed, he was not sleepy at all. His fatigue had gone
beyond the need of sleep now; and it was his tingling nerves he lived
upon.

“You could indeed,” al Mugira said. “But don’t you see, fair Aizun
that is the equivalent of your name in our speech—twould do no good?
The good leech must prepare what medicines and what implements
he thinks needful for my lord Ataulf’s hurts. And that, my pretty friend,
he cannot do on the way.”

“I'll wait,” Alaric said; then: “Tell me, Your Highness, this Sahib
Ahmad—are there many such as he?”

“Too many,” al Mugira said ruefully. “I think it grew up from the
conditions of our desert life, and the strict setting apart of women by our
religion. Then the question of wealth enters in: since a rich man may
have four wives and many concubines, too few maids are left for the
poor, which, ’tis said, caused men to turn to men for love. Yet, truth to
tell, this explanation, it seemeth me, explains nothing; because it is pre-

61



FRANK YERBY

cisely among the rich and idle, like Ahmad, that the vice is most often
found. Personally, I like it not. But since there is no prohibition against
it, we—"

He broke off, because a slave stood bowing in the archway.

“What is it, Zuhayr?” al Mugira said.

“Sahib, the Curer of Illnesses begs to be excused,” Zuhayr said.
“He is boring holes in the head of a sinner to let out the demon and
cannot come, or the man might die. He begs that he be sent a description
in writing of the Sahib al Qutiyya’s hurts, so that he may prepare
his herbs and implements for the journey. ...”

“Jinn and demons!” al Mugira said. “Where will I find a scribe at
this hour? All who have not left the palace can only be taking dictation
from my brother, who'd have my head!”

He looked at Alaric suddenly.

“My lord Alaric, would it be overmuch were I to send you to the
house of the Jew? You can rest on the way, because I'll bespeak a chair
borne on the shoulders of slaves—"

“I shall be glad to go,” Alaric said at once. “I have some curiosity
about this learned Jew—"

“Good!” al Mugira said. “Zuhayr, go call the Sahib a chair!”

While they waited, al Mugira smiled a bit, and said: “Since you, my
pure young lord, will not accept slave girls as a gift, might I be informed
what boon you crave? I cannot let you return empty-handed to your
house. "Tis against all our customs of hospitality—"

“Nothing at all, Your Highness,” Alaric began; but then he stopped.
“One thing, my lord Prince, I do ask of you,” he said.

“And that is?” al Mugira said.

“That my weapons be returned to me. The lord Sherif of the City
Police took them away. And even though you send me with an escort,
I like not the thought of riding the frontier marks unarmed—"

“I do not blame you,” the Prince said. “It shall be done. But surely
you wish something else?”

“No,” Alaric began, but al Mugira halted him with a lifted hand.

“Come in, Zuhayr!” he said.

But it was not Zuhayr who came through the curtained archway.
It was the head eunuch, Nasr. He bowed almost to the floor.

“My lord Prince,” said he, “the Sword of Allah, the Conquering
Lion of Islam, the Terror of Infidels, the—"

“In short, my brother the Emir,” al Mugira said dryly.

“Even so,” Nasr said with a little smile. “The ruler over all our lives
and destinies bids Your Highness come to the royal chambers and bring
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the Goth. Reports have reached his noble ears of the youth’s great
beauty, and he—"

“—~would see for himself. All right. But why, Nasr? Tell me that,
you beardless lump of worthless fat? My brother is not of that persuasion
which prefers pretty boys to maids. Rather too much the opposite,
methinks! You're forever having to fetch him more concubines, because
he keeps all his women big of belly at the same time. So what interest
has he—"

The head eunuch shrugged.

“Your Highness, I do not know,” he said, “for though I possess many
skills, they do not include the art of reading noble minds. But I should
suggest that you obey the Emir. His temper at the moment is not at its
best—"

Al Mugira stood, extending his hand to Alaric, who had sat there
staring from one face to another, trying to divine the meaning of the
flood of crackling Arabic that had beat about his defenseless ears.

“The chair has come then, my lord?” he said.

“Not yet,” al Mugira said. “My august brother, the Emir, wishes to-
see you. The dainty Ahmad, or this sexless fool, has told him of your
beauty, so he is curious. Come. "Twill be not amiss to gain the attention
of the Leader of the Faithful. Who knows but that his favor may not
serve you in good stead?”

“But how will I talk to him, my lord?” Alaric said. “I have no
Arabic and—"

“Oh, don’t worry! He speaks Romance better than I do. His mother
was a Celtic slave girl, descendant of a great Romanized family. While
mine, as you can see from my hair and eyes, was a Goth. Which ac-
counts, I think, for my fondness for your race—since I am of it, too, at least
by half. Now, come. . ..”

When they came into the Emir's chambers, the Lord of all the
Moors was storming at his secretary. Alaric could not understand his
words; but from the fury that shook them, he was sure that the sec-
retary’s head and shoulders would part company ere long. He looked at
the Emir with wonder, and some fear.

Abd al Rahman the Second was utterly unlike his brother. He was,
Alaric thought, the very picture of a Moorish prince. In the first place,
he was very dark; his skin had the hue of burnt copper; his nose was
as thin and hooked as the beak of a falcon; and though his hair was
red, a second glance showed Alaric that it was dyed, because his long
beard was as black as night. So were his eyes, which seemed now to
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flash lightning in their wrath. Curiously, they never seemed to wink.
He was standing, the better to berate the unfortunate secretary—who
cringed before him, his head prostrate against the floor—so Alaric
could see the Emir was very tall.

Seeing them enter, he broke off from shouting, and said to al Mu-
gira: “Ah, brother! You bring me your pretty Goth, when what I need is
a Greek!”

“At your command, my lord!” al Mugira said with a slight ironic
bow. “You should have made your meaning clearer—though Greeks
are hard to come by, with those Byzantine dogs as strongly armed as
they are. But tell me, Sword of Allah, what need have you of a Greek?”

“To read me this!” the Emir said, flourishing a scroll. “ Tis a treatise
on the arts of love that my trader ibn Ha’ad brought me back from Con-
stantinople from whence he arrived but a se’en night agone. And think
you that there is one among my scribes, sages, and leamed men who
can read Greek? Not one, brother, not one!”

Then, apparently something about Alaric’s face caught his at-
tention—the baffled expression, doubtless, with which the young Goth
listened to the harsh gutturals of Arabic—so he said, in a more kindly
tone and in easy Romance: “Come closer, my boy, for you are fairer than
any Greek, even than the statues of Praxiteles, by the Prophet’s very
beard! And though you speak not that ancient tongue, yet are you wel-
come for you refresh these eyes. . ..”

Alaric bowed low. Then he straightened up and said boldly: “But
I do speak it, my lord Emir.”

The Emir’s black brows knitted into a frown. But his eyes continued
to blink disturbingly beneath it.

“Do not make mock of me, boy!” he said. “Right well do I know
there is no man west of the Byzantine Empire—save a Jew trader or
two; and they at best mouth a sort of lingua franca of commercial terms
—who knows Greek! I am in no mood for jests, for this scroll—"

“If my lord Emir wishes, I shall read it to him,” Alaric said.

“Fair Aizun—" al Mugira said warningly.

“Have no fear, Your Highness,” Alaric said. “I had in my youth a By-
zantine slave called Paulus who instructed me in his tongue. Right well
I can speak it, and read it readily enough, I vow. If my lord Emir will per-
mit me—"

He put out his slim hand. Wonderingly the Emir passed over the
scroll of parchment. Alaric unrolled it, scanned it with his eyes, began to
read.
“‘Now this of fleshly love is no simple thing, but an art, comparable
to that of holy dancers, or even, in some ways, of skilled equestrians—"”
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“Wait!” the Emir said. “Al Mi'tar, you fool, get up from there! Go
get your papers and your pens!”

The secretary leaped to his feet, fled from the salon. The Emir
clapped his hands. From a dozen hidden doors a swarm of slaves ap-

peared.
“A chair!” the Emir said. “A chair for the young sage! And tapers!
He needs must have light!

The slaves brought chairs, cushions, a candelabrum of silver, plac-
ing it so that the light from the candles fell over Alaric’s left shoulder,
making no shadow. The Prince sat down beside him, and held the
top of the scroll for him so that it would not roll back upon itself as
parchment was wont to do, performing this service as humbly as though
he were himself a servant.

By then al Mi'tar, the secretary, was back with his folding tables,
pens, pots of ink, papers, sanding box, all those brought, of course, not
by al Mi'tar, but by his two slaves, who set up the equipment, and stood
behind their master, busily cutting quills, handing him papers, making
ready to sand the finished ones, and to perform such other services as
their learned master should require. Alaric saw all this with wonder,
realizing at last how important an official among the Moors the Sahib
al Catib, Abu Kitab al Mi'tar was. He looked, too, with great curiosity at
the substance the secretary prepared to write upon. It was very smooth
and white and much thinner than parchment. The secretary seemed
to have an immense quantity of it, not rolled up, but cut into handy
sheets.

Al Mi'tar dipped a quill into the ink, looked at Alaric; said in Ro-
mance: “When you will, my lord Sage!”

Alaric began to read. He saw with astonishment that al Mi'tar was
retranslating his translation of the Greek into Romance, directly into
Arabic once again, his hand moving from right to left, while the long,
beautiful, serpentine, decorative script flowed out from under his pen.
Alaric was so fascinated by the secretary’s skill that at first he paid no
attention to what he was reading.

The Emir lifted a hand. Alaric looked at him, seeing his eyes
were still blinking furiously.

“Wait,” he said. “Al Mi'tar, read back what you have set down, that
I'may be sure you've got it right—"

Al Miltar read it back in Romance, not Arabic, having actually writ-
ten it in aljamia, using the Arabic letters to form the Latin sounds, prob-
ably because he was ignorant of the Roman alphabet. And now, for
the first time, Alaric became conscious of what he was reading, and his
young face turned fiery red.
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“Good!” the Emir said. “Pray continue, young sage!”

Alaric went on reading. The work was a piece of erotica, of a
not uncommon in the East; but to the Western mind, the hand of the
Evil One was clear upon it, setting up this devilish web of seductive
words to entrap the immortal soul of the unwary. Yet Alaric did not
dare halt or protest—and truth, sad truth being told—he could not
have stopped, even had he gained the Emir’s unlikely permission to
do so, because he was utterly fascinated by what he read. Thus ever
hath Satan ensnared the minds of men, he thought, by making evil
so much more attractive than God’s eternal dullness! Moreover, this
particular ars amoris was a masterpiece; the language scintillated, shone,
sparkled; the humor was endless and rich; and even though it described
in precise detail some twenty-odd positions that lovers might use to vary
the tedium of the act of love, the descriptions were so matter of fact, so
playful even, that it was hard for Alaric to remember Father Juan’s
warnings against such abominations. Only once did it succeed in shock-
ing him, and that was in the section devoted to the restoral of jaded ap-
petites. There the practices recommended made his hair stand on end,
particularly when he remembered how infrequently his people bathed.

But he finished it at last, though his voice was a hoarse whisper
by the time he was done.

“Wine!” the Emir said gaily. “He is a dog of a Nazarene, is he not? So
his faith does not forbid it. Bring him wine to restore his voice. And pre-
pare him a chamber wherein to rest. What think you, Mugira, brother
mine, will ten thousand dirhems monthly be enough for my new Greek
secretary? Or shall I offer him more? For, by the Prophet’s beard, he is a
treasure!”

“My lord,” the Prince said, “I much doubt that money would tempt
him. He is come upon a sad errand. And as the Prophet himself has
instructed us to show mercy to those in need of it .. .”

Abd al Rahman frowned. Clearly he found al Mugira’s words not to
his liking.

“Tell me about it, brother,” he said.

The Prince told the story of Ataulf's wound. The Emire remem-
bered the huge Goth and his visit well.

At last he sighed and said: “’Tis gismah, Allah’s will. But—" He
switched sharply into Romance: “Look you, young Gothic magus, my
brother has explained why you cannot bide with us. Yet I am loath
to part with a skill so necessary to me as this. Would you consider dwell-
ing among us several moons each year? I should make you head secre-
tary in charge of Byzantine matters—and enrich you beyond the dreams
of avarice. What say you, my lord Goth?”
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Alaric considered this. He reckoned up the dangers to his soul from
this strange way of life. He called up Father Juan’s sternest diatribes
against luxury. “What profiteth a man to gain the whole world,” he
began to tell himself, “an he lose his immor—" But then he saw the
slave girl Racha bending over to pick up a silver tray. Her little round but-
tocks gleamed through the thin stuff of her harem trousers like twin
moons at the full.

“I-I am your servant, my lord Emir,” he said.
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The Moors, Alaric saw, paid scant attention to the clock. It was hard
upon midnight—by which time, at his father’s castle, he would have
been these four hours abed—when the Prince’s slaves bore him in a
covered litter, cushioned with silk, perfumed with the scent of jas-
mine, and suspended on long, springy poles which rested on their stal-
wart shoulders, to the house of the Jew.

Solomon ben Ezra received him at once, and again Alaric’s world
turned upside down. For the physician simply would not fit inside his
preconceived conception of a Jew—likely because the prejudices with
which men armor their hearts to hide their own weaknesses and their
fears are too ironclad to be capable of the expansion necessary to hold a
living man. And that, precisely, was what Solomon ben Ezra was; a
man. A knightly man; even, God wot, a lordly one.

He was in his early fifties, though the enormous beard that covered
his chest was already well streaked with white. His eyes were a cool and
steady gray. They studied Alaric’s face with a well-controlled look of
hostility that took the boy aback.

“Sit you down, good my lord,” he said; then he raised his deep,
soft voice. “Zoé!” he called.

“Coming, master!” a girl's voice floated back, ghostly and disem-
bodied from somewhere within the house. Alaric heard the whisper
of footsteps. A moment later, the girl herself appeared.

“Yes, master?” she said. The voice was sullen.

“Bring wine. And fruits—no, wait. Have you dined, my lord?” the
doctor said.

“Yes,” Alaric said, looking at the girl. After all the beauty he had
been subjected to this day, she was rather unimpressive. She was small,
and very thin, though not uncomely—which meant little; for, by now,
he was convinced there were no ugly maids among the Moors. There
was something odd about her—a certain air of malaise, of profound dis-
quietude. He decided at once that he didn’t like her. She has, he thought,
a shrewish air— Then she raised her eyes to his, and abruptly he changed
his mind.

Shrewish was not the word. Shrewish wouldnt do. Hurt, mayhap.
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Yes, surely, hurt. Wounded unto death. A small, pitiful doe-thing, lying
trapped in the dark thicket of her fears, with no voice left to cry out,
to say—

%,?Vhat? What were the words? What name, good fathers, learned
sages, might be set to this—this unspeakable thing? Call it madness.
Say the wench is daft, bereft of her wits. Say that some foul crone, with
nightbane and hemlock and mandrake root and cunning spells hath—
robbed her of certitude and peace and joy. But need one postulate
witches to this effect, good fathers? Is not life itself enough? Is not the
hand that strikes down the good, the noble, and the just, like a buzzing fly,
and leaves the wicked grown great upon their crimes to stride the broad
world in mastery, sufficient cause for the troubled and troublesome
thing?

I rave, he thought; this face unsettles me! These eyes—

He studied her eyes. They were brown and almond-shaped and
enormous. They looked at him now from under heavy black brows
which grew together over her ruler-straight, classic, unbridged Gre-
cian nose, so that but for a slight thinning of the hair in the middle, she
seemed to have but one single brow. Yet, gazing upon him, unwavering,
they departed from him; their amber glow dimmed, turned inward, be-
came opaque; flared suddenly with what was almost surely a kind of an-
guished tenderness, girt about with pain.

He felt a curious stab of jealousy. God’s blood! he thought; she sees
me not; she makes of me an effigy, a thing of straw to mind her of—
him, his mind supplied with achingly acute perception, whom she
has loved, and doubtless, lost—in some cruel fashion, upon some evil
day. Look you, fair Zoé . . .

And, having thought the words, he saw now that she was most won-
drous fair in a hauntingly subtle way. It was a blessing of his imagina-
tion, his dreaming poet’s mind, that he could see it; that he was not so
bound about by the narrow limits of his world that the strange, the ex-
otic, could not get through to him. Goissuintha and Clothilde, those fair
and rosy beauties of the transplanted Nordic tribe he belonged to, might
uplift his heart and quicken his pulse; but he was capable of letting this
rare new intoxication invade his blood, of kneeling rapt, bemused, lost,
before a half-stagnant pool upon which this lotus blossom floated, of
standing amid rank jungle vegetation to cup this brown and golden or-
chid in his hands.

But now her eyes came back again, grew wide and most wondrous
soft, delineating his face. Neither comparing nor contrasting it with
another’s but shaping it as it was, with savor, in her mind. She turned
to her master.
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“Bring wine and fruit, Zo€,” Solomon ben Ezra said.

The girl said something in Arabic, her hands spread wide, as though
she was begging for her life.

Solomon ben Ezra laughed. His laughter had a pleasant sound. He
answered her, out of deference to his guest, not in Arabic but in Ro-
mance. “Oh, get you gone, Zog&,” he said.

She ran from the room, came back again with fruit and wine. Ben
Ezra dismissed her with a curt nod.

“Eat, and drink, my lord Goth,” he said, “while I read this missive
from the Prince, brought me by one of the guards who escorted you.”

Alaric sipped the wine, nibbled at an apple. He was painfully, ting-
lingly awake—in that extreme state of near exhaustion when sleep will
not come. Which was just as well. Jews, he had been taught all his life,
were tricky scoundrels. And, if you didn’t watch them every minute—

“So,” the doctor said, looking up, “you know Greek! That is a valuable
accomplishment. I have some Galen manuscripts that ibn Ha’ad procured
me in Constantinople. Were there time—"

But without warning the door burst open. The girl Zoé stood in it.
She began to speak in a strange tongue, so rapidly that she’d got more
than twenty words out before Alaric began to catch their meaning. And
now, hearing what she said, understanding her, Alaric knew what that
language was—an old, almost classic Greek, spoken with a lilting music
that old Paulus’ tongue had never been able to match.

“Fly!” she said. “Fly, oh young and handsome lord! Your beauty
moves me—much. For you are like unto him I loved. Do not remain in
this house of evil—or he, this monster whom I serve, will unsex you, as he
did my Alexis! He will leave you beardless, dropsidical, fat, and useless to
me—or any other woman! I tell you, fly!”

“Zoé!” ben Ezra said. “Will you leave our guest in peace? He is in no
danger from the knife. He has the Emir’s protection. . ..”

Alaric looked at him. There was a thing in all this that—

“If,” he said, “you have no Greek, sir Jew; how do you know what
she said to me?”

“Because,” ben Ezra said wearily, “I have heard her say it too many
times before, in Arabic, or in Romance. She is slightly mad, my lord. And,
I freely admit, she has some right to be. .. .”

“Too mad to Latinize your Greek scrolls?” Alaric said.

“She has no Latin, save only this bastard aljamia Romance. But I
have tried putting them into Arabic with her help. The effort was a
failure. Oh, she reads and writes her ancient tongue like a scholar; but
her attention wanders. And she interpolates whole passages out of her
splendid imagination that I much doubt are in the original at all. For in-
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stance, when she had gone on for five pages about the art of castration
being forbidden by the gods, I gave it up. You see, my lord, she is obsessed
by that subject. ...”

“Do you,” Alaric said, “actually geld men, as though they were
horses?”

“Yes,” ben Ezra said. “At least I have—at the old Emir’s orders, and
over my own protest. One did not say no to al Hakam, young Goth—not if
one had any desire to keep one’s head upon one’s shoulders. What would
you? I am a surgeon; the best in all Cérdoba. And the Moors have this
fiendish custom of making use of eunuchs to guard their harems. They
trust no man, nor their own women, either. In this, they’re right; neither
are to be trusted, from what I've seen. Still this operation is an ugly thing.
Most do not survive it. But now, with young al Rahman on the throne—
he is a kindly soul; I know him well-I think I shall be able to refuse
with impunity to perform this crime any longer, the more so because that
factory at Verdun supplies them now with castrates cut and well
healed. ...

“Do not believe him!” Zoé¢ shrilled. “He’ll—"

“Zo€,” ben Ezra said kindly, “leave us now.”

She stood there, and her great brown eyes were awash.

“Oh, handsome lord, take care!” she said, and ran through the
doorway.

“What ails her, sir Jew?” Alaric said.

“An excess of suffering, I think.” Ben Ezra sighed. “She claims—and
I believe her, for her speech and ways are most gentle—to be of high
birth in the East. She says her mother was one of the ladies in waiting
at the court of the Empress at Constantinople, which, too, is possible,
even probable. Only on her honeymoon voyage among the Greek isles,
poor Zoé and her husband—he was a pretty lad, strongly resembling you,
but darker of skin and hair, though his eyes were blue, I recall-were
taken by Moorish pirates. And because they were a striking pair—Zog had
more flesh then than she has now—those sea brigands decided not to sell
them in Alexandria, as usual, but to bring them here to al Andalus, for,
by then, word had spread throughout the whole Mediterranean of the
fabulous prices old al Hakam paid for unusual slaves. I suppose, how-
ever, that even slavery would have been endurable had they been able
to remain together—for much she liked what she had use of, it seemed
to me. But, as I told you, Zo€’s husband was almost too pretty to be a lad.
So al Hakam decided—the old scoundrel was given to odd whims—that
the boy would make a handsome page for his favorite of the moment,

one Fatima her name was, I think, so he ordered me to cut the pretty
Greek. ..
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“And you did?” Alaric whispered, trying to keep the shudder out of
his voice.

Solomon ben Ezra smiled sadly.

“You will note that my head is still upon my shoulders, young Goth,”
he said.

“What happened to him?” Alaric said.

“He died. Eight out of ten do. And she, poor thing, went mad. Old
Hakam had put her among his female slaves; but neither he, nor any-
one else, had touched her, methinks. By then she was far too skinny to
suit a Moor. And when she lost her reason, the Emir freed her. For, ac-
cording to them, ‘whom the Finger of Allah hath touched is a sacred
person. I found her dying of starvation in the streets, filthy, half naked,
covered with sores. Brought her here, cured her, restored, even, I
think, most of her senses—treated her more as a daughter than as a
slave. But she has this obsession still—~

Alaric looked at the Jew. He said roughly, crudely, what was on his
mind. “And you do not make use of her?”

“Of course not,” ben Ezra said. “I am happily wed. I have daughters
above her age. And we Jews, young sir, do not practice these Moorish
abominations. We are, within the limits of human frailty, faithful to our
wives. Now, if you will, my lord Alaric, tell me of your brother’s case. . ..”

Before they had finished that, another hour went by, then two.
For ben Ezra plied him with questions, even drew diagrams of a male
body upon which he asked Alaric to indicate the exact location of the
wound, the angle of entry of the arrow, the degree of penetration. He
asked the young Goth shocking things; such as the odor of the sick
man’s stools, whether blood or corruption had been detected in his urine,
whether the wound itself stank, the color of the flesh about it.

All of which Alaric answered as best he could. But despite his best
efforts his fatigue overmatched him, causing his tongue to stumble.

“Much do I fear we shall arrive too late,” ben Ezra said, “but we'll do
our best. I'll have Zoé prepare a bed for you. 'Tis nonsense for you to return
to the palace at this hour. ...”

“But,” Alaric said, “will not the Emir or the Prince take affront?”

“The Prince,” ben Ezra said, “is too indolent and pleasure-loving to
bother. The Emir will not be angered, but for another reason. Ever since
the old Emir, his father, forced him to witness the al jurs cutting the
rebels to bloody bits in Toledo, a sight that shocked him so that ever
since his eyes hath not ceased to wink—trying, methinks, to shut even
the memory of it out—he has sworn to rule as far as that be possible by
kindness and by love. Look you now, youth Goth; "twas well within his
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power to keep you in Cérdoba by force in order to make use of your knowl-
edge of the Byzantine tongue—of which, as the Muslimn grow in power,
the Emir will have ever greater need, because only Constantinople stands
athwart their path in the East. Yet, he did not, because, as he told me,
he is resolved never to use force until the last hope of persuasion fails.
I'll send him word by a runner that you're remaining here; and that we
both will appear to take our leave of him before our departure on the
morrow. With that he will be content, I assure you.”

“And,” Alaric said, “the slaves?”

“They’ll sleep in the street. Prince al Mugira’s slaves often do, when
he is about one of his pranks, such as visiting some poor Christian’s wife.
They're quite used to it. Well?”

“T'll stay,” Alaric said, “because, by my troth, I'm sick of weariness.
Yet much do I fear I shall not sleep. I've witnessed too many wonders
this day, so that my mind hies about from one thing to another, and
fidgets with fatigue, like an overridden horse. . . .”

“I'll prepare you a draught,” the physician said. “Zoé!”

She came at once. Tired as he was, Alaric saw that something was
different about her. He sought details: she had changed her way of
arranging her hair; wore a flower above one ear; but it was more than
that. Ben Ezra spoke to her briefly in Arabic. Alaric saw how the light
in her brown eyes flared. She bowed to him, almost reverently.

“Come, my handsome lord,” she said.

Alaric said, more respectfully than he’d ever dreamed of speaking to
a Jew, good night to his host, and followed her. Once in the dark pas-
sage, another oddity reached out and smote him. Now she wore a scent.
He was quite sure she had not worn perfume before, but now—

Alaric was most observant; and that day, among other things, the
Moors had commenced to educate both his palate and his nose. The
perfume Zoé wore now was no simple fragrance, such as his mother or
his sister used; nor even that cheap, violent sort of scent Turtura had
bought of the peddler with her stolen ounces. Nay, the faint, subtly
insistent aroma that floated back from Zoé, enveloping his head in a
warm cloud, was a deadly weapon. It was musky, intoxicating, languid,
endlessly and effortlessly aphrodisiac. He drew it in, and his veins stood
up and beat with his blood.

She opened the door of the simple chamber, put the candle on a
low table by the bed.

“Now I go to bring you your sleeping potion,” she said. “So lay you
down, good my lord.”

As soon as she had gone, he left the gorgeous robe in a heap upon
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the floor and dived into the bed. He scarcely had time to pull the cover
up over his nakedness, before she came back again, bearing a silver bowl
in her hands.

“Here, drink this, my lord,” she said. “ "Twill do you good. . ..”

He took the bowl from her hands. As he did so, accidentally their
fingers touched. She shivered, noticeably, and sparks and slivers of ice
ran through his veins.

Zoé pointed to a cord dangling above his bed.

“If you have need of aught, my lord,” she said, “pull that cord—and
I will come to see to your wishes.”

“But how?” Alaric said.

“It rings a little bell in my quarters,” Zoé said. “So small a bell that no
one else can hear it, so do not hesitate, if you have need of me. ...”

The need I have of you, Alaric thought, would damn your soul and
mine to hell, Zoé. Best that I drink this potion and quiet my blood with
sleep. ...

“Rest well, my lord,” Zoé said.

He drank the contents of the cup. It was cool and pleasant, without
taste at all. It might as well have been water.

An hour later he decided that it was. He lay there awake, trying to
control the direction of his thoughts; but that perfume of Zo€&’s lingered
in the little room. He remembered Yumn and Racha, contemplated in his
mind their startling nakedness, made more provocative by partial con-
cealment. He stretched out his long legs, in acute misery, while whole
phrases from that damnable parchment of the Emir’s moved, insidious
and slow and fevered, through his mind. The words made pictures, made
coiling naked figures, entwined and twisting before his eyes. God’s blood!
he thought; and began to pray: “Our Father take from me the temp-
tation of the flesh! Remove from me this carnal lust I feel—"

For Zoé. For a maid he hadn’t known existed two hours ago. Why?
She was small and dark of hair and thin and—God’s eyes! Those coupling
naked figures on the walll Each of them had his head on their shoul-
ders now, and hers! I am mad, he thought; mad and damned! Lord Sa-
tan, I pray thee let me go! She is a sweet maid, and innocent by my troth;
and he who'd dishonor her deserves—

Only that scent of hers lingered on, too strong, too strong—sending
quick shocks and trills and bursts of excitement through his aroused
blood until his male flesh awoke and grew and throbbed beneath the
coverlet, erect now, anguished. He leaped from the bed, to see if she’d
left a pitcher of cold water by the window. If she had, he’d dash it
all over himself. That was his favorite remedy for such a state; for he
loathed and despised and rarely surrendered to the act of solitary sin. But
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now, at once, his nostrils told him that her perfume was endlessly re-
newing itself. He stole to the door, opened it a crack. Looked down.

There on a pallet on the floor she lay, clad in but a shift, a curved
Moorish dagger clasped in her hands.

He stole back to the bed, get into it, covered himself.

“Zoé . . ” he called out, quietly.

He heard her get to her feet. The door opened. She was between
him and the light, so that her body was outlined through her thin
shift. God’s eyes!

“Yes, my lord?” she whispered. “What would my lord?”

“Come here,” he said.

She crept closer to his bed.

“What was in that potion, Zoé?” he said sternly. “A philter to arouse
the blood?”

“Oh!” she replied. “Oh, no, my lord: I-I poured the potion out.
“Twas naught but water from the fountain. You see, I feared—"

“What, Zoé?”

“That—that he would make you sleep and—and cut you, after all!
I-1 have such a horror of that, my lord! They—they suffer so. And like
as not they die. The—the bleeding’s too hard to stop; and the mortifica-
tion usually sets in—"

“Is that why you slept before my door with a naked blade in your
hand?”

She bowed her head.

“Yes, my lord,” she said.

“And if your master had come?”

Her voice was lower still.

“I should have killed him,” she said. )

He looked at her. She had left the door open, and though the light
was dim, he could perceive her face.

“You do this each time your master has a young male guest?” he
said.

He heard the sharp intake of her breath.

“No, my lord,” she said.

“Only upon rare occasions, then?” he mocked.

She shook her head.

“T have never—guarded this door—before now, my lord,” she said.

He stared at her.

“Come here, Zo#&!” he said.

She came toward him, timidly. When she was close enough, he
put out his arms and dragged her down; ground his mouth into hers,
savagely; brought up one big hand and caught at the neck of her shift,
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ripped it from her body with one great pull; straightened up a little so
that he could see her. She had not been depilated like the Moorish
slave girls; but her body was nubile and slender, fine and fair. Slowly he
brought his eyes up to her face; then he saw her bruised mouth’s quiver;
saw her tears.

And had, in that moment, his icy bath.

“God’s death, Zoé!” he said. “What would you of me?”

“That—that you do not abuse me, good my lord,” she whispered.

He lay there, propped up on one elbow, staring at her—at the bitter,
hopeless way she cried. It was too much. He was not his brother Ataulf;
he was himself: soft-hearted, tender as a maid. Fooll he howled within
his mind; milksop, weakling, fool! Canting priest! No man! No man at all—

“Oh, get you gone, Zoé!” he said; and turned his back.

He heard her leap from the bed, heard her skip and scamper toward
that door. But then there was silence. No creak of hinges, nothing. Ex-
cept—God’s blood—the soft rustle of her breathing.

Slowly he turned. She was standing there facing him, like Niobe,
bathed in tears. He did not move or speak, holding his breath while she
took that first step, that second, the third—

Now she was there beside him, inches away, but crying still. Very
quietly she bent and found his mouth. Her lips were a warm salt tremble,
wonderfully tender, quivering upon his like a breath, a prayer, a sigh.
He did not raise his arms to her until she had sunk down once more at his
side.

“I pray thee—be very gentle with me, good my lord,” she said.

Riding along beside the Jew, Alaric closed his eyes. He felt hollow.
There was nothing in him. Except peace. Except the slow and drowsy
murmuring of his blood. He tried to shape the words to beg God’s for-
giveness for his sin; but they would not come. Instead what came to him
were the first slow, groping seeds of future rebellion. All his life he had
been taught to despise the flesh; the eschatological age he lived in had,
or tried to have, no use for corporeal things. But now remembering Fa-
ther Juan’s favorite phrase, “Who embraces a woman, embraces a sack
of excrement!” anger stirred in him dimly—he was too soothed, too quit
of tension, anxiety, pain to give it vent—at the way it seemed to him now
he had been lied to, cheated, deceived.

What I would have done, what I set out to do, he thought, that
verily, Fathers, would have been ugliness itself, and a sin as black and foul
as ye canting unwashed croakers could want! Because that word sin would
be scanned, would it not, good my fathers, sages, and clerkly lords? If I
had hurt my Zoég, ripped her, brutalized her flesh, that, I grant you all, is

76




AN ODOR OF SANCTITY

sin’s very essence. To violate another. To force one’s will, one’s greeds,
one’s angers, one’s lust—and, good fathers, one’s dogmas and one’s cant!—
upon another is the stuff of sin.

But this—this mutuality? This wanting, this seeking, this acceptance,
this delight? God’s eyes, but ye are fools! Ye who turn from this to a
monastic cell. Ye who deny the flesh that God gave you to delight each
other in his Name, and bring forth children to his service, and his

lory.
& ryHe frowned in sudden puzzlement. How came this about? What mad-
ness had crept through the world to make men hate their own flesh, de-
spise loveliness, warmth, ease, comfort, joy? Who could despise his Zog?
His now! Forever his!

There’ll be no other! Upon Saint Fredegunda’s arm, I swear it! Life-
long my honored lady and the mother of my sons! The Greeks are a wise
and noble race. The fathers, said old Paulus, of civilization. My sons, may-
hap, will be nobler than I, wiser, kinder, better—as she is wiser, kinder
than—than any of us! Yes—even than—than Clo—

But that way of thinking brought back unease; brought back trouble,
questioning, doubt. So he put it from him. Opening his eyes he looked
at his clothes. Though they were cut Gothic fashion, they were not
his own. Instead they were of far richer stuffs than any he had worn
in all his life. And these weapons—how splendid they were! The sword
was lighter than a wand; yet, as the slave who had brought it to him
had demonstrated, it could cut through a length of heavy chain and
keep its edge. The hilt was of massive gold, encrusted with jewels. The
blade was inlaid with flowing Arabic script in gold, worked into that To-
ledo steel. His dagger matched it. He wore a shirt of mail, made of thin
scallops of steel sewn to a fine leather tunic so that they overlapped like
scales of a serpent. It was far lighter and more flexible than either chain
mail or plate. The lance puzzled him at first, because it was too short
and light to charge with against an armored man. But then he remem-
bered that the Berbers were said to throw such a lance as this so cun-
ningly as to take a man in the throat between the joints of his armor
every time. He’'d have to practice that. He hefted the little round leather
target that had replaced his huge and heavy shield. It could not cover a
man’s body like a shield; but, since it weighed practically nothing, it was
possible to move it so rapidly as to catch missiles and ward off blows far
more effectively than with a shield, and it had the added advantage
of tiring its bearer far less on the march.

But best of all was that bow. He took it out of its saddle sheath again,
and examined it curiously. It was not, like the puny weapon that Chris-
tians left to the baseborn knaves who formed their foot soldiery, made
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of a single stave of any available wood whether sufficiently elastic or no.
Instead, it was built up, layered with various woods; yew, and blackthorn,
and hickory and oak, each with a thin strip of horn between it and
its neighbor, the whole gracefully double-curving sweep glued together
under vast weight, then scraped and oiled and waxed and polished till it
shone. He strung it, tried drawing it, and was surprised at the effort it cost
him. God’s death! It had at least four times the pull of the bows he
was accustomed to. It would, he was sure, throw an arrow completely out
of sight. If this be a coward’s weapon, he exulted, long live cowardice!

He longed to try it, but he did not want to waste one of the long, beau-
tifully made steel-tipped arrows. He was, curiously enough, wholly recon-
ciled to the bow as a weapon now. Life was good; and any method that
could be used to preserve it, worthy. If God had not granted him his
father’s thews or his brother’s strength, in compensation the Creator
had made him fair, appealing to maids, and master of this skill that en-
abled him to transfix gross louts come to ride him down from five hundred
yards away. Question of honor and bravery be damned! What counted
was to live! To livel To return to Cérdoba, win the Emir’s favor, gain
wealth enough to purchase Zoé. And Yumn, his mind added impiously;
and Racha! God’s eyes! he thought; already I am become a Moor!

He hefted the purse the Emir had sent him in recompense for
translating that Byzantine “Art of Love.” Heavy as it was, perhaps he had
enough to buy Zoé already. But first he'd better feel out the Jew; the
world knew their cunning and their avarice; still if he played this right—

“Sir Jew,” he said, “what is the cost of a common female slave?”

Solomon ben Ezra looked at him, trying not to smile.

“That, my lord, depends upon many things: her age, her looks—
even her color. Black girls come right high, because they are rare in
Spain; and every great lady of fashion must have one among her slaves
to show how modish she is. . ..”

“And—white ones?” Alaric said.

“Again that depends upon the purchaser. Among the Moors, your
fair-haired maidens with blue eyes bring the highest price; because
blondes do not exist among them, and every rarity attracts—"

“Then,” Alaric said, too eagerly, “dark-haired maids are cheap?”

Ben Ezra smiled. “Such as Zoé&?” he said.

“Such as Zog!” Alaric snapped. “What will you take for her, sir Jew?”

The physician pointed with his whip.

“The contents of that purse,” he said.

Alaric untied it from his belt with trembling fingers. He tossed it to the
physician with a gesture of contempt.

Deftly ben Ezra caught it, tucked it into his belt.
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“Aren’t you going to count it?” Alaric snarled.

The physician smiled.

“No,” he said, “since I do not mean to keep it, there is no need.”

Alaric stared at him.

“You don’t mean to keep it?” he said.

“No,” ben Ezra said. “The girl cost me nothing except less food
than we ordinarily throw to dogs in my household, and little care; so
‘twould be unseemly for me to keep this silver. I shall give it to the
chief rabbi at our synagogue to distribute among the poor. Oh, dont
worry, the purchase stands. When we camp for the night I shall give
you a receipted bill of sale in writing. Will you come after her, or shall I
send her to you?”

“I-I-" Alaric said. “Oh, keep her yet a while! I'll send you a letter,
telling you what to do. . . .” He went on eyeing the doctor. “You're a strange
man,” he said.

“For a Jew,” ben Ezra supplied.

“No,” Alaric said. “I wasn’t going to say that. Methinks you'd be as
strange were you a Christian. Don’t you?”

“If T were a Christian,” ben Ezra said evenly, “I should be stranger
still, for then I needs must be mad!”

Alaric frowned. But too many of his notions had been roughly
handled here of late; and who knew to which world his heart belonged
now?

“Why do you say that?” he said, and his voice was calm, with no
trace of anger in it.

Now it was ben Ezra’s turn to stare.

“You truly want to know?” he said.

“I do, truly,” Alaric said. ,

The physician sighed. “No,” he said. “We live forever on your suf-
ferance or the Moors’. So twould be a folly to—"

“No folly, good physician!” Alaric said, and put out his hand. “And
here’s my hand on it.”

Solomon ben Ezra hesitated, eyeing that fair young hand.

“Why?” he asked.

“A long tale, learned leech!” Alaric said. “Say that truth is a treasure
of many parts—of diverse jewels, coins, ingots, bars—of which no man
possesses the whole. Say, because upon a day not long ago, I lost my
dinner at the sight of a saint’s incorruptible arm. Or that—" his young
face went serious now—"my brother, who is nobility’s very self, is at death’s
door; while his assassins walk the world, and likely eat and drink and
enjoy fair maids. Oh, I know not how to put it! It is that—"

“You've lost your certitude of being right?” the physician said.
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“Yes,” Alaric said soberly.

:Then I take your hand, young lord,” ben Ezra said. “For by these
tokens you have joined humanity. . . . Strange . ..”

“ What's strange?” Alaric said.

“How oft wisdom—or at least humility—enters a man from betwixt a
woman’s thighs. Poor Zoé—you must have used her right royally, be-
cause she looked like death’s twin sister this morning. . ..”

It was late upon the third day that one of the Moors of their es-
cort sighted that dust cloud behind them. He called out sharply in Arabic:
“’Ware, Oh wise and noble lords!”

Alaric turned in the saddle, looking back; then his eyes sought ben
Ezra’s face.

“Better to make a stand my lord,” the physician said. “To outrun
them we needs must ruin these mounts we cannot replace. And from
that cloud they seem very few. Besides, who knows, mayhap they
come in peace—"

“At that speed?” Alaric said. “Tell the Moors to form ranks, Doctor!”

The physician barked out commands in the Prophet’s tongue. The
Moors drew their mounts off the road. Within moments they had taken
positions amid a broken jumble of rocks. Now the whole escort troop was
out of sight. Only he and the physician remained upon the road. Solo-
mon ben Ezra nodded toward the right side, then drew his own gray
desert Arab off to the left. Alaric bent his barb into a clump of bush.

He waited, while time crawled along his nerves like a host of migrat-
ing ants—until at last he saw that it was not a troop of marauding cavalry
that pursued them, but a single rider upon a single horse. The horse-
man drove into a little hollow in the road—and vanished. As far as Alaric
could tell, neither the horse nor rider came out again. The dust cloud
settled. Above the trail stood only the blue and limpid air.

“Good Doctor!” Alaric called.

“He has fallen, surely!” ben Ezra called back.

Alaric crossed over to where ben Ezra stood.

“You think he’s hurt?” he said.

“Or dead,” the physician said.

“What should we do?” Alaric said.

“I leave that up to you, my lord. To go back means a delay; and your
brother’s life hangs in the balance. 'Tis you who must decide—"

Alaric looked at that bare and pitiless desert sweep. Each day was
hotter than the last, now.

“We'll go back,” he said.
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When they entered that little hollow, afoot because the Moors had
dismounted in order to use their bows, which were, among them, an
infantry weapon, too long to be used from the saddle, each man already
had an arrow fitted, and his bow drawn; but when they saw what lay
there, they slackened their draw, and slipped the arrows back into the
quivers. For a pitiful little bundle lay in the road beside the fallen horse.
Alaric could see the animal’s sides heave, saw how foam-flecked it was,
saw the blood that flooded from its nostrils and its mouth. He moved to-
ward the fallen rider, but nodded to one of the Moors and pointed to the
horse. The Moor whipped out a knife and deftly cut the dying animal’s
throat.

Alaric turned that tiny, dust-covered bundle of cloth over. He saw the
veins beating behind those lids above the half-veil, saw that straight
brow that swept across her forehead without a break, whitened with
dust now; opened his mouth to cry out to say—then closed it again, hold-
ing her to him, rocking back and forth, in the excess of his fear, his
grief, murmuring brokenly, like a child: “Zoé—oh, Zo€, Zoé!”

Her eyes fluttered open. They were unfocused, blind; then they
cleared. She put up one dust-covered, trembling hand, and touched his
cheek, holding her fingers there while his tears spilled over them, turning
the dust to muddy streams; then with her other hand she tore away her
veil, and pressed those tear-wet fingers to her swollen, dried, cracked
mouth.

“God grant me nectar such as this in Paradise, my lord!” she said,
and fainted.

Alaric raised streaming eyes to the doctor’s face.

“Bear her over there, where there is a bit of shade,” ben Ezra said.
“Now lay her down—and straighten out her limbs—"

Alaric stood there while the doctor ran his big hands all over Zoé&’s
body.

“There are no broken bones,” ben Ezra said at last. “We think she
suffers from nothing more than heat, fatigue, and thirst. Not even sun-
stroke, for she has no fever. Here, give me your flagon, good my lord—"

Alaric passed over his leather water flask. The physician poured a
little on a cloth and bathed Zoé&’s face and throat. Then he dripped a
drop or two on her cracked and blackened lips.

Instantly she revived, and clawed at the flask.

“No, child,” ben Ezra said in Romance, “too much would kill you
now. A sip, no more. Promise me!”

Zoé nodded faintly. The doctor put the flagon to her mouth, drew
it hastily away.
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She opened those enormous doe’s eyes then. She smiled.

“My lord Alaric—" she said.

“—is here,” ben Ezra mocked: “The master of black, eastern, carnal
magic is here—and I would have his secrets! I'd know, fair Zo€, what
arts he practiced upon you that after one scant night in his arms, you
ride a horse to death to come to his side!”

Her eyes widened. She struggled to sit up.

“No, child,” ben Ezra said. “Later. Now you must rest—"

“No!” she got out. “No—time. The perverted one has paid those
Muladi brigands who lead the Berbers to—"

“Hush, child,” Solomon ben Ezra said.

An hour later, when the sun was down and the heat gone from
the day, she told them. Ben Ezra had got enough water into her by
then to restore her fully. She had gone to the market, which as a
Christian slave and the servant of a Jew she was allowed to. And there,
as was the custom, she had met with other servants, other slaves—
usually, when they belonged to Moors, old and ugly women, whom
their masters were sure could tempt nobody. But among them she had
encountered a special friend, Afaf, a young and strikingly beautiful girl
belonging to the Sahib Ahmad al Hussein.

“Which is why she can come to market,” Zoé said angrily. “What
other master in all Cérdoba would let a girl as lovely as Afaf come and
go as she wills? Often I have seen her with her face bared to the lech-
erous eyes of commoners and slaves, wearing not even a half-veil! Yet
she is true to her name. For, my lord Alaric, Afaf means chastity in thy
tongue. I think this is, master and my lord Alaric, because Afaf is in love
with her lord Ahmad. But he—as all the world knows—despises women
and the normal uses of the flesh. And, as there are no secrets safe from
slaves, she heard from one of those fat and pretty baby boys he uses to
gratify his lusts the news that he was cloistered in his chambers with
the terrible bandit and murderer, the Sherif ibn al Djilliki.”

“Not the banu Djilliki?” Alaric said.

“The same,” ben Ezra said. “Go on, daughter. What did the dainty
Ahmed want of that Goth renegade?”

“That he—capture my lord Alaric,” Zoé whispered. “That he bring
him not into Cérdoba himself, but sell him to ibn Ha’ad who is known as
a slaver. Whereupon ibn Ha’ad is to arrange a private sale, to which—
such is the Sahib Ahmad’s cleverness—two or three buyers are to be
invited, these innocently to provide more verisimilitude to the trickery,
but none of such wealth that al Hussein cannot outbid them easily. Then,
if by chance the matter should come to the Emir’s ears, the pederast
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can plead convincing innocence of wrongdoing—having at least enjoyed
my lord the while—"

“To which you have some small objections, eh, Zo&?” ben Ezra said.

“T'll kill him!” she flared. “Or turn him over to you, master—that you
may remove the repositories of the seed he wastes and the weapon he
dishonors!”

“A lioness!” Ben Ezra laughed. “But if you do not wish Lord Alaric
converted into ‘ism al-mafu’ul, the victim of a pederast’s lust, you must
find another solution than offering me the task for which you've so oft
berated me in the past. Besides, you have no claims upon me any longer.
I am not your master: I have sold you....”

Zo&€’s face went white. “Oh, no!” she wailed.

“But I thought you hated me,” ben Ezra said gruffly.

“No, no, master!” Zoé wept. “For you have always been kind—twas
not your fault that the old Emir forced you to do what you did to Alexis.
He would have killed you had you not obeyed—and you did not even know
me then. Why have you sold me? And to whom? Not to ibn Ha’ad? Oh,
no master, no!”

Solomon ben Ezra put one big hand under her chin. Very slowly he
turned her tear-streaked face toward Alaric.

“Behold your new master, child,” he said.

Zoé stood there. Her eyes were very wide. Seeing how she looked at
him, Alaric felt humbled to his very soul. “Oh, no!” he cried inside his
heart. “You must not Zoé! I am not worth, not worth—"

But he could not turn away his gaze. He stood there watching, rapt
and lost, as step by slow step she came toward him with what was, de-
spite her small size, the stateliness of the legendary queens of her own
race: of Iphigenia going to the sacrificial altar at Aulis; of Medea welcom-
ing Jason; of Clytemnestra watching the beacon fires that announced
the return of her loved and hated lord. When she was close enough,
she went down on both her knees, and bent forward until her face rested
in the dust at his feet. Then blindly, for she did not raise her head,
her two hands came out, closed about his ankle and lifted his right foot
with surprising strength, bringing it to rest upon her slender neck in
that age-old rite of absolute submission—which now to him was abso-
lutely and finally not to be borne. The sound that burst from young Lord
Alaric’s throat was not even a word, but had the feel of tearing. He lifted
his foot from her neck, and bending down, raised her to her feet; he
stood there holding her and staring into her small, perfect Grecian face,
or into what he could see of it through the shifting curtain of his tears.

Then, with that sudden inspiration, or that monumental folly, which
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comes only to the very young, he cried out: “Know all men by these
presents that this maid is free! I manumit her from this very hour, and
take her unto me—as my wife!” Then he bent and kissed her mouth.

Solomon ben Ezra smiled, but even his gray eyes were a little misty.

“A noble gesture, by my troth!” he said. “But, my rash young lord-
ling, just how do you propose to implement it?”

Alaric took his mouth away from Zo€’s long enough to stare at the
Jew.

“I bought her from you,” he said, “so I have the right—"

“—to free her, which no one questions,” ben Ezra said. “That is
simple, even easy, requiring only two documents which I shall prepare
this very night. The first, a receipted bill of sale from me to you; the
other, a declaration of manumission signed by you. And since our good
leader ka’id, Abdul here, can both read and write, he will affix his sig-
nature to them both as witness, and certify, moreover, the mark of one
of the common soldiers as another witness. I can, of course, witness the
manumission myself, since I am no longer an interested party—"

“Than I don’t see—" Alaric began.

“The young never see,” ben Ezra said with a sigh. “Look you, good
my lord. I have full oft wandered through the kingdom of the Goths; and
have been called upon, more than once, to treat the ills of noble Visi-
gothic families like your own. For though you label us Christ-killers, for-
getting that your Christ, if he lived at all, was himself a Jew, and sub-
jected to our laws, you, when the fear of death is on you, call us to your
cold, evil-smelling halls. So I know your customs, know, in fact how little
submissive your women are—"

“Go on,” Alaric said grimly, having already caught the doctor’s drift.

“How do you, Lord Alaric, propose to silence your lady mother’s
shrieks of rage and anguish when you appear at your castle with this
skinny dark-haired serving wench on your arm, proposing to wed her
forthright?”

“You yourself said she was highborn,” Alaric said sullenly; then he
burst out: “Besides, she’s not skinny! Slender, rather, and—"

“You should know,” ben Ezra said imperturbably, “just as I know that
pretty lads like you are always the apple of their mother’s eye. I doubt
not that were the Kings of the Franks, of Asturias, Aragon, Navarre, or
what have you, to appear at your father’s castle with all their fair princess
daughters in tow, my lady your mother would find some grave fault in
one and all. Am I not right?”

Alaric could feel the chill rising around his heart.

“You are,” he muttered, “but—"

“No buts about it! Our Zoé is a gentle creature, and likely, as she
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claims, highborn. But who can prove it? Is my lady of Tarabella the
Greater, or, for that matter, my lord the Count himself, like to take her
word for it? Or, for that matter yours—or mine? And you, young lord, I
doubt it not, are scarce of sufficient years to question their authority.
That’s one thing—"

“God’s death!” Alaric swore. “You mean there’s more?”

“Of course. There is the matter of the fact that while a Chris-
tian, our Zoé is of the Eastern rite, of a church that hath fought bloody
wars with your own, does not recognize your Pope, claiming authority
for their own long-bearded Patriarch. Though that’s a lesser obstacle, I
doubt not that to remain at your side, Zoé would embrace the worship of
Lord Satan himself, would you not, child?”

“Yes,” Zoé whispered, “although it damn my soul!”

“And,” ben Ezra went on, “there remains the other delightful cir-
cumstance, that if I know those renegade Gothic swine, the banu Djil-
liki, they are by now lurking on the trail with their Berber cutthroats,
waiting to return you to the joys of sodomy. As for you, Zoé, ’tis a pity you
have not more flesh on your bones, for now—"

“For now, what?” Alaric said.

“They’ll cut her throat, since she’d bring too poor a price on the
market. After—of course—having made use of her themselves in order of
rank,” ben Ezra said.

“God’s death!” Alaric said. “Not while I live!”

“Which won’t be long,” ben Ezra said, “unless we begin to consider
the future with less feeling and more sense—"

“Listen to him, my lord Alaric,” Zoé whispered, “for he is very wise.”

“I doubt it not,” Alaric said. “What do you propose, good physician?”

“That Abdul’s soldiers ring the camp about, their weapons in their
hands. That when they sleep, two and two watch by turns, making a
circuit of the camp. That way we may all stay alive until tomorrow, and
you, my lord Alaric, may escape playing a woman’s role in bed. Then we
draw up your documents which I will present to the head judge when
I'return to Cérdoba, if I live long enough to return anywhere—"

“You seem to be enjoying all this!” Alaric said tartly.

“I am. Life’s sardonic, satanic humor appeals to me. Now tell me one
more thing, young Goth. “Do you not know another route by which we
may reach your father’s stronghold?”

“Aye!” Alaric said eagerly. “Twelve leagues from here, we turn off to
the right onto a goat trail that climbs over the mountains. 'Tis much
shorter that way, but difficult for the horses. Still, with some care . ..”

“And could you find that goat trail in the dark?”

“Yes—I think so. Yes! I'm sure I could.”

85



FRANK YERBY

“Then let us break camp now and march!”

“But—but,” Alaric said, “the documents!”

“Dead men and a pervert’s slave have no need of documents,” ben
Ezra said, “while living freemen can make them tomorrow. Come!”

When day broke, they were high upon that mountain trial, follow-
ing Alaric where he walked and led his horse, lest the barb go over the
edge in the dark. And, when the sun had stood above them for an hour
or two, long enough to clear away the mists, they could see the main
road, winding far below. Alaric stopped suddenly and doubled in half with
laughter.

“What ails you, Lord Alaric?” ben Ezra said.

For answer, Alaric pointed. Like white mushrooms growing amid
the rocks below, clear in the sunlight they could see the turbans of the
banu Djilliki’s Berbers, hiding on both sides of the road.

“May Allah grant them patience!” ben Ezra said.

That danger passed, they rode until nightfall, and then made camp.
Under Zo€’s guidance, Alaric learned to form in Arabic his name, Aizun
ibn al Qutiyya, which was as close as one could get to Alaric, son of the
Goth, they having decided to use that form instead of son of Teudis,
since there existed no close Arabic equivalent of his father’s name. With
a right brave flourish, Alaric signed it in the flowing Moorish script to
those documents, and watched while the others affixed their signatures
in turn.

“Now you are free,” he said to Zo&.”

“Bless you, my lord and master,” she said, “but it does not lie in your
power to free me from you. Only God can do that—by granting me my
death. That it may be long in coming, tranquil, and at your side!”

“Amen,” Alaric said, and crossed himself. He looked a little uneasily
at ben Ezra.

“Oh, take her apart to a private bower!” The doctor laughed. “In one
way or another she’s yours, to do with her what sport you will. And you'd
better enjoy this night, and tomorrow and the next; for after that, ac-
cording to your reckoning we arrive, do we not?”

“Yes,” Alaric said; “Good physician, what then? You are wise. What
shall I say to my lady mother?”

“Nothing,” ben Ezra said.

“Nothing!” Alaric echoed.

“Exactly. Upon our arrival at your fortress, Zoé shall be once more my
slave girl, whom I brought along because of her skill at the art of nurs-
ing. You will treat her with indifference, indeed with contempt—"
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“God’s eyes—" Alaric said.

“—see all,” ben Ezra said, “but your lady mother’s won't, if you are
cunning. Then, when my task is done, I shall take Zoé back to Cérdoba—"

“God’s death!” Alaric said.

“Which He endured until the Resurrection, according to your faith.
So must you endure this parting. For shortly you will receive a summons
from the Emir couched in such terms that even the Count, your fa-
ther, will see the advantage of letting you go. By then, we’ll have made
a Trinitarian Nazarene of your Zo€, and you can wed her in the Church,
with my lord the Bishop himself performing the ceremony. Then if you
have aught in that fair head of yours, you will remain in Cérdoba in a
civilized land, and grow great and rich upon the Emir’s favors. When you
come, I'll have her dressed in bridal white, a lovely gown worked all
over with seed pearls, that is, if you have not pumped up her belly too
big to get into it, by then. ...”

“God’s—" Alaric began.

“—beard—or the Prophet’s—" ben Ezra yawned “—or any other non-
sense you want to swear by. Now get you hence, and let her draw the
temper from your weapon, till it grow prostrate like a Moor at prayer!”

Solomon ben Ezra’s advice as to how he should deal with the Lady
Godsuinta, his loved—and, he admitted to himself, feared—mother, was
perfectly sound, Alaric knew. The only trouble with it was the achingly
simple fact that he never got a chance to put it into practice. For he
had forgot one thing—or more truly, had never even taken into consid-
eration such a contingency—that on this very good track of a trail there
was a little chapel shrine to Our Lady, much venerated in all Tarabella
the Greater, and the Lesser, too, for that matter, in direct proportion
to the really great difficulty it took to reach it. Inside the chapel there
was an ugly and commonplace image, called by the Celto-Iberian Ro-
manized Spaniards who had placed it there long before Alaric’s ances-
tors crossed the Pyrenees into Spain, Our Lady of the Forsaken, which
had the reputation of having worked many miracles, particularly in the
cases where all other recourses had failed.

From the shrine, on a clear day, one could see Count Teudis™ castle,
tiny and insignificant upon its pimple of a hill, rising out of the plain far
below. So, when Alaric reached that place, he pulled up his barb, and
ﬁelped Zoé down from where she rode behind him. He pointed it out to

er.

“My father’s stronghold,” he said. “’Tis, God wot, a paltry thing,
yet—"

Zoé took one of his hands and raised it to her lips. Then she rubbed
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it against her cheek. Zoé was like that, full of small, unexpected tender-
nesses. She had suffered much, so now she lived both by and for her
love.

“I knew not that my master was so great a lord!” she said. “Too great,
I fear, to—"

“To what, Zo&é?” Alaric said.

“To grant this poor slave of his body and his heart—a kiss?” she
teased.

Alaric complied—with enthusiasm; with—be it said—considerable art,
as well. Zoé was of the East, and possessed all an oriental’s finesse in the
ways of love. On that long ride she had taught him much. So occupied
was he with his newfound joy that he did not hear the sudden gasp
from the doorway of the shrine.

Clothilde reeled back into the dark interior of the chapel.

“What ails you, sister?” Sor Fidela said—or tried to say, for before she
had it out Clothilde had clapped a hand over her mouth and held it
there, hard.

“Would God it were dark!” Zoé said. “Oh, good my lord, when I
think that this night, and for many nights to come, I must sleep apart
from thee, truly I could die!”

“And 1,” Alaric groaned. “But there’s no help for it, my Zoé. Come,
let us ride back a bit and meet the others, for we've drawn so far ahead
that I fear me they might miss the trail. .. .”

When the sound of his palfrey’s hoofbeats had grown faint in the
distance, Clothilde took her small hand away from her sister’s mouth.
Sor Fidela looked at her sister sorrowfully. Clo was white as death. Her
whole body shook.

“The villain!” she hissed. “The knave, the lout, the churl!”

“Methinks our Alaric is none of these,” Sor Fidela said, “but only a
man, given to a man’s venial sins. . ..”

“Venial!” Clo spat. “Why came we here, Goissuintha? Have you forgot
that Ataulf has not moved or spoke these three days gone? Venial! While
he dallies with his trull, his slut, his whore—"

“You are in God’s House, sister!”

“I know it welll And do but speak the truth, you whey-faced fool of
Christ! His lechery, his clipping and coupling with that foreign strumpet
are, God wot, his own affair, and mayhap no more than venial sins. But
if my Ataulf dies because of the delay, because of the nights entire he
has wasted in his sport; what then, Sister Faithful, Bride of God? Tell
me that!”

“Clo,” Sor Fidela said, reasonably enough, though, oddly, a tear stood
glittering in her eye, “one cannot ride day and night over a distance so
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great as Cordoba is from here. To do so would be to kill one’s mount, as
you well know. So if Alaric chose to forego sleep—"

“You'd excuse him!” Clothilde whispered. “You who are sworn to
chastity defend his lewdness!”

“I don’t defend it. I shall pray to Our Lady to incline his heart to-
ward purer ways. I say only that Alaric’s sins, such as they are, have
not occasioned much loss of time, if any. He loves Ataulf too well to have
forgot him quite, even in the heat of that sort of play....”

“Methinks you know a bit too much of what you speak, sister,” Clo-
thilde snapped, “for all your veil!”

“And 1,” Sor Fidela said gently, “think there is something unseemly
in your anger, Clo. Now, come, let us mount and be gone, before they
come back again. . ..”

But Clothilde stood there, eyeing her sister.

“Not until you say the thought I see behind your eyes,” she said,
“or explain what you think unseemly about my wrath. .. .”

Sor Fidel’s head came up. She was all woman still; her prayers, her
faith, had not yet quenched her pride.

“I think that upon the day of his departure, Alaric put a thought
into your head, Clo,” she said. “All unwittingly—by kissing you like a
man, instead of after the fashion of a boy. And as poor Ataulf has sunk
day by day, until by now there exists no hope at all beyond a miracle of
God, so has that idea grown. .. .”

“Go on,” Clothilde said, her voice dangerously soft. “What idea is
this, my sister, of which you speak?”

Sor Fidela smiled.

“That three winters are not too great a space to be bridged, Clo—no
matter on which side they lie....”

Clothilde’s arm made a white blur in the gloom of the little chapel.
The sound of her hand was loud, as it smashed open-palmed across her
sister’s face.

Sor Fidela bowed her head; when she looked up again her face was
very pale, so that the marks of Clothilde’s fingers stood out startlingly
across it.

“I pray God to forgive thee, Clo,” she said, “for I already have. Now,

»

come. ...

Alaric rode toward the portcullis. He was well ahead of Solomon ben
Ezra and Zoé, who, as prudence dictated, rode behind her former master
now. Alaric had forgot she existed. His eyes hurt, so hard did he stare at
those blank and silent walls. For long moments he forgot to breathe. His
lips moved in silent prayer. To God, to the Holy Mother. To all the saints.
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He even invoked Saint Fredegunda’s arm. His fear, his anguish vanquished
all his doubts; drove them completely from his mind. He rode on until
something caught his eye: his father’s banner, displaying the arms of
his noble house, whipping brave and bright on its shaft above the north
keep, under a cloudless sky.

And his heart expanded in his chest, until it was like to burst from
joy.

“He lives!” he exulted. “My brother lives—Oh, thank Go—"

He stopped short, the words sliding down a long, atonal scale into
what was less than silence. For there were figures on the north tower
now. They were—God’s death!—They—

He saw the flagstaff quiver, bend, slant downward, fall into the hands
of those pygmy figures. It lay there a while; then slowly, slowly it slanted
up again, stood erect. But his father’s banner of green and gold flew from
it no more. There in its place—in its place—

He sat looking at that inky banner. It seemed to him it grew and grew
until it filled up all the sky. Until there was no blue left. Until there was
nothing left, except that fearsome, screaming sound that ripped and tore,
gurgled and slobbered, beastlike, demented, wild—

Unaccountably, he lay on the earth, beneath his horse’s hooves. He
was pounding the earth with his fists, while that mad animal howl burst
endlessly from his throat with a taste of brine and blood, soaring up in a
series of ululant pulsations to affront deaf heaven, to assault the very ears
of God.

He felt soft hands tugging at his arms; through his blurred field of
vision he saw figures running from the portcullis, which was somehow
lifted now. A moment later, Julio and Sisberto had dragged him to
his feet, where hurrying him toward the courtyard, while Zo& clung
to his arm. She was crying too. For him. And for his grief.

They stood there in the courtyard. His father. His mother. His sister.
Clo. Sor Fidela. Then, as he stumbled toward them, they turned their
backs to him. One by one silently. His mother lingered longer than the
rest, her face a fair field wherein love for her son and duty toward her
lord warred visibly. Then she, too, turned. Only Sor Fidela was left, fac-
ing him still, her angelic countenance awash with tears.

There was no sound at all. The bucelarios, the servants, and the
serfs, weeping to a man in bitter grief for their lord Ataulf, for that big,
fine, lusty, strapping lad, so brave, so kind, so gay, cut off like this in the
heyday of his youth, the very flower of his manhood, followed their
gentlefolks” example, turning their shoulders to Alaric as they had seen
their masters do.
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He hung there. His eyes, all uncomprehending, moved like those of a
trapped beast from the back of one rigid head to the next—

Until Zoé found her voice.

“Who are you?” she cried. “Who are you that you dare treat thus
my lord? He who is as brave and noble as he is fair! He, whose very thumb-
nail outweighs you all upon the scales of God! I ask you, who?”

The motion Clothilde made, turning, was curiously graceful. Her face
was lovely, too; set, purposeful, and cold. She said not a word. Instead,
step by step she walked over to where Zo& stood. She stopped there,
staring into Zo&'s brown eyes from a hand’s-span away. Then coolly,
carefully, and with perfect aim, she spat into her face.
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It was dark now, so Zoé knew she had been in that little chamber a long
time. Ever since that gentle nun had led her there after publicly calling
for water and washing the spittle off her face before them all. That
had shamed them, Zoé& knew—except the blond one who had spat upon
her. Nothing would shame that one; nothing in this world.

She sat there listening to the night noises, and feeling her nerves
crawling just beneath the surface of her skin. It had not been so bad at
first, because her former master had been with her then. But some two
hours agone that great grizzled lion of a man whom Alaric had called
Father had come into the room without a knock or a by-your-leave, and
stood there eyeing her up and down as though she were some rare and
distinctly unpleasant beast.

Then, without a word to her, he had turned to Solomon ben Ezra,
and said: “Look you, ]ew—mayhap your skill can be of use after all, though
you come too late to save my son—"

“I came, my lord,” ben Ezra said evenly, “as fast as a good horse
could bear me, and remain alive to cover the whole distance.”

“Oh,” Count said, “I do not lay this tarrying upon your head, Jew;
well do I know the cause of it! Now come with me—for if your alchemy
and black arts avail me not to ease the grief I suffer, yet might they re-
store some semblance of his former beauty to my son; so that when we
bear him forth the the sacred ground, those who watch by the road-
side will find him as fair in death as he was in life. "Twill be of some com-
fort to his mother. Come!”

But two hours had rolled by since then, grinding her heart between
the upper and the nether millstones of their passage. No more, she
thought, no more! I'll not endure it! I can’t!

She got up, walked to the door, tried the latch. The door was not
locked. She pushed it open, feeling the rusty whine of protest its hinges
made like a dull blade sawing across her halted breath. But no one came.
She stood there in the corridor, shivering. Here and there in niches in
the walls, rushlights burned, but they only served to drift the dark-
ness deeper in the shadows. It was dank and cold in the castle, despite
the spring warmth that flowered through Castilla; “twould be some
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weeks yet before the sun could thaw away the last of the chill in that
grim old pile. But the quivering of her meager flesh had a deeper cause
than the cold she was scarce conscious of, hardly felt; what made her
quake to the very marrow of her bones was fear.

She thought: I must find him! I must! He’s all unsettled by his grief.
He—he might harm himself. Oh, Holy Mother, no! Oh, Most Sacred
Mother, before thy icon I pray—

Then she saw the bobbing candlelight on those stairs. A serving
wench came down them, a scullery maid, by the looks of her. Now that
she was closer, Zoé could see the tears on her face. It was an uncom-
monly pretty face, round and plump, though, as Zoé saw from the white
furrows the tears had plowed through the dirt on it, it had not been
washed in many a day. Nor, Zo€’s nostrils told her now, had the rest of
the wench.

“One moment, child,” Zoé said. “Can you tell me where to find my
lord Alaric?”

The wench jerked her head toward the top of the stair.

“Up there,” she said; then—“Why youre—No, no, you can’t be!”

“I can't be what?” Zoé said. She thought: In this grim heap of
stones even the servants are mad.

“That Moorish maid my lord Alaric brought back with him. You—
you talk like a Christian! And—your skin is fair, not dark! And—and—Oh,
but youre—pretty! No, you're beautiful!”

“Thank you, child,” Zoé said. “Yet I am she. Tell me, what are you
called?”

“Turtura,” the girl sniffed.

“Good Turtura, go before me with your light, and lead me to your
lord.”

Turtura’s face changed. It grew more sullen still.

“That you may take him away from us?” she sobbed. “No! I can't!
I won’t! You keep away from him, you Moorish witch! You've put a spell
on him now and—"

Coolly Zoé put out her hand and took the candle fromn Turtura. “Now
stand aside, child,” she said in the same calm, dry voice she’'d used before.

Wonderingly, Turtura did so. Zoé went past her, and up those stairs.

As she neared the top of them the first thing she heard was the
sound of the knout. She stopped dead, listening to the sick, ugly, sodden
sound it made as it bit flesh. Again. And again. And yet again. And then
she heard him groan.

They dared! she raged; they dared! Because he tarried on the way
a little—so little. And that little not his fault, but mine!
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“Animals!” she shrieked. “Beasts! Have done! Or I-"

She took the rest of the stairs two at a time and burst into that
tower room, her fingers already curving into talons to rake from their
sockets the eyes of whoever it was that dared to touch—

—That fair young body, that was her body now, so that she felt in
her own outraged flesh those sickeningly cruel stripes from which his
warm red blood—equally her own blood since that hour of unquieting—
fleshly magic, of disturbing carnal alchemy when they had ceased to be
two entities, separate and apart—ran down. He knelt before a rudely
carved crucifix on the wall. There were no chains on his ankles or his
wrists; no whipping post to hold him bound; nor even any masked, ugly,
sweaty giant of a torturer to lay on the lash. He was alone. More alone
than any man in life has any right, or can bear to be. And the hand that
wielded the knout was his own.

“Zoé leaned against the doorframe waiting for the mailed fist clutch-
ing her heart to turn it loose; for the ice that filled her lungs to thaw.
She let out her breath—measured it out—upon the dead-stopped air.

“Oh, no!” she breathed. “Oh, Alaric, no!”

Then, as he brought that ugly whip whistling around to lay another
laceration across the ones already there, Zoé came alive. She put down
the candle carefully, crossed with dreamlike slowness to where he knelt.
She bent and put her full, warm, opened mouth upon his shoulders, let it
trail downward slowly, slowly across those ugly, brutal stripes, as if to
draw from him his anguish and his pain.

“No!” he shuddered. “Don’t! I am not fit! Not fit!”

“Alaric—" she whispered. “Look at me. . . .”

“No! Get you gone, Zoé! Leave me! "Tis for the sin we did together
that God took away my brother’s life! You hear me, Zoé! Get you gone!”

“I am yours, my lord,” she said gently, “and I will obey you—in all else
but this. For I cannot make a murderer of you in God’s sight. . . .”

“A murderer?” he muttered. “How—"

“My blood would be upon your hands,” she said, “since without you
I would die.”

“Then die!” he howled, whirling upon her. “Die, strumpet! Die,
whore! I care not! Get you hence and die!”

She stood there before him and her face was very white. She did
not move or speak. She simply stood still and let the great luminous tears
brim on her lashes in the candle glow, flash diamond-bright, then fall.
That sight was beyond his bearing. And because it was, because he knew
that in another instant it would unman him, he summed up his rage.

“Get you gone, Zoé!” he cried, his voice gone high and woman-
shrill, and swung that ugly, heavy whip with all his strength. It caught
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her across the face, slanting upward from the corner of her mouth to

her cheekbone. Under its impact her fair young flesh broke open like a
lum.

P Still she did not move. She stood there uncaring while her tears

rained down, joined now and mingled with that crimson flow. Head up,

erect, she faced him, crying what seemed to his sickened eyes great tears

of blood.

He opened his nerveless, gray, and trembling hand, let the knout fall
to the floor; took a stumbling, shambling step toward her, another, put
out his fingers and touched her whip-torn cheek, staring at the thick
red flow that covered them at once. Then he dropped to his knees and
wrapped his arms about her waist, burying his sick, hurt, baffled boy’s
face into the heavy yellow silk of the Moorish woman’s trousers that
she wore, clinging to her like that, shuddering, soaking her with his
tears.

She put down a slim hand, tenderly, and let her fingers stray through
his hair. Then she brought both hands under his armpits, tugging at him
until he got to his feet. She smiled at him, and going up on tiptoe clung
her mouth to his, so that he felt its wonderful warm tremble, tasted the
hot wet salt of mingled blood and tears.

She led him to his bed, forced him to lie facedown while she
dipped cloths in the cool water he kept in the stone jar by his window,
and bathed the whip stripes on his back.

“But, Zoé,” he groaned. “Your face! How it bleeds! You must—"

“Presently,” she said. “Is it not yours, like all the rest of me? And
have you not a perfect right to break the thing you own?”

Later she lay at his side, cradling his bright head against her breasts,
and talked to him gravely, tenderly, as a mother does a child.

“Tell me, my lord and master, how many days did it take you to reach
Coérdoba?” she said.

“Eight days,” Alaric said.

“And how many to return—with me, with the good physician, and
the Moors?”

Alaric frowned, reckoning in his mind.

“Seven!” he said. “By all the saints, Zog!”

“So then—" she smiled “—despite my lord’s sinful dalliance with his
strumpet and his whore—"

“Zoé! 1

“~he actually made faster time. Now do I crave that you explain this
thing, good my master and my lord! In what way, then, did your favor-
ing me in the night cause your brother’s death?”
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“The sin,” Alaric burst out. “To punish me for my lewdness, He—"

“—took your brother’s life. Odd. Methinks I like not this God you
serve. To punish one man’s sins, he takes another’s life. You are not
Christian then, Alaric? You worship some Gothic pagan god?”

Alaric raised up then, staring at her, seeing the thick crust of blood
that had clotted hideously into the lint and threads she had torn from
a cloth and packed into that cut to stop the flow. Her brown eyes were
filled with cool, amused tenderness.

“My God,” she said, “pardons sins, and slays no man. He healed the
ear of the high priest’s servant come to take him; said from the Cross
itself, ‘Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do.’ I cannot
imagine Him killing my lord Ataulf because you lay with me. I cannot
even imagine Him killing us, for such a joyous, pleasant little sin. At the
most, He'd say—"

“What, Zoé?” Alaric said.

“‘Go you, My children, to My house, and consecrate your bodies to
each other before My altar in lifelong faithfulness; and the living fruits
of your love, to My service.” Does this not seem reasonable to you, my
lord?”

“It does. God’s eyes, it does! I've been a fool! Oh, Zoé, how wise you
are! If only my father and mother could see things as you do—"

“They will,” Zoé said, “after I am gone. ...”

“Gone!” Alaric said. “Gone where, Zoé? You'll not leave my side! I'll
not let—"

“Listen to me, Alaric, listen, my pretty baby boy of a lord! For what
I'm going to say is wisdom—of the kind it cost me many a tear to learn.
I want us to be happy together. I want no shadows "twixt my love and
me. If I stay here, knowing my own sex as I do, you will never eam your
parents’ forgiveness; nor, by my troth, their consent to take me unto you
as your wife. Your mother will find me hateful, your sister more so—and
that jealous and vengeful Clothilde, whom greatly do I fear, will plow
up hell itself to win you for her own. I shall fear her even more being
gone from you; but as for that, I can only trust in you, in God, and in my
prayers. So upon tomorrow, I shall return to Cérdoba with my former mas-
ter; I shall dwell in his house until you come—bearing with you your fa-
ther’s forgiveness and his consent to our union—"

“Zoé, you ask too much!” Alaric groaned. “You do not know my
father!”

“Well enough, I think, to know how to overreach his pride. I will
ask of my former master a sum of money—and you, my dearest lord, must
pay him back!—which I will offer unto ibn Ha’ad, who will procure hell-
fire from Lord Saithan if the price is right, as payment for his bringing
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me from Constantinople proof of my lineage—before which even my
lord your father needs must bow! Because I am humble only to love, my
lord Alaric; your sons, if got of me, will have the blood of kings in their
veins. This I can prove. Now kiss me, and sleep; for tomorrow I must un-
dertake a journey and you—"

Alaric grinned at her suddenly, impishly.

“If I kiss you, I won’t sleep,” he said.

“Then don’t kiss me,” Zoé said gently. “For though all my body longs
for yours until I faint of desire, still your brother Ataulf lies below. That
would be sin, Alaric; such a sin as even the merciful God I serve could
scarce forgive. Now close your eyes, my young and lusty lord—and sleep!”

Though he knew it not, as he lay there in his mistress’s arms, young
Lord Alaric, Count Teudis’ son and heir, had another more potent advo-
catus diaboli arguing his case.

“Look you now, Teudis,” his gentle mother said, “they came back
from Cérdoba in just seven days! I had that of the Jew....”

“Hummmph!” Count Teudis snorted. “After having tarried in that
den of iniquity sufficient time to find himself a wench to warm his bed!”

“Which didn’t take him long,” the Countess snapped. “Is he not,
after all, your son, Teudis?”

The Count’s frown lessened; there was a thing in this strangely to
his liking. God’s eyes, he chuckled inside his heart, and me calling him
a little priest!

“Reckon it up,” Lady Godsuinta said. “He left here—let me see—he left
here—Look you, Teudis! The boy left here a fortnight and a day agone!
Eight days there, seven days back—that left him but a night in Coér-
dobal Scarce time enough to find the Jew, not to mention—"

“—this dark-haired skinny little wench.” The Count chuckled aloud
now.

“Oh—for her, he didn’t have to look! That strumpet found him,
you may rest assured, my lord! After all, my Alaric is wondrous fair; and,
mayhap, she saw him pass, and feigned some excuse to speak to him
and—"

“No,” the Count said. “She is a servant in the house of the Jew.”

“A servant! And a Christ-killer, herself, from the looks of her! I
thank the saints that she leaves here at dawn! God’s eyes, Teudis! The
boy is fair daft over her! Over this ugly little Jewish wench who—"

“One,” Count Teudis said, “she is not a Jewess, but a Greek. And a
Christian, after the Eastern fashion. Two, apart from needing to be
force-fed like a Christmas goose, she is not ill-favored. Three, that she
is a servant counts for little, since the Jew swears on the Holy Bible, the

97



FRANK YEKBY

Old Testament, which is sacred unto them as well as to us, that he
bought her of Moorish pirates who'd stolen her away from Constan-
tinople itself, where her lady mother is dame in waiting to the Em-
press. ‘My lord,” said he with that sly look of his, ‘when I procure you her
proof of lineage from the East, ’tis you and your lady who must bow to
her, for verily she is nigh onto a queen!”

“And you believe that?” the Countess snorted. “God wot but you
men have no sense at all! Don’t you see—tis all Jew lies and trickery?
He’d worm her into our bosom to his own advantage! I doubt not she’s his
own daughter! Why—"

“Godsuinta, by God’s Holy Breath, you try my patience!” the Count
said. “Now close both your eyes and your mouth if such a miracle is
possible. We have a hard day before us tomorrow—and a sad one, by
my troth. In your daft folly over the boy, have you forgot who lies
below?”

“No,” Lady Godsuinta whispered, and began at once to weep. “Still,
Teudis—Ataulf loved his little brother much—he’d have you forgive him,
of that I'm sure....”

“I have forgiven the lad,” the Count said, “already, Godsuinta. Much
do I prefer this sin to certain others. I'd feared he’d turn into a boy-
lover like the Moors, to say it out. Or cheat me of grandsons by turning
priest. T'll tell him so in the moming. God’s blood, woman! Where are
you going?”

“To tell him now!” the Countess exulted. “Or else the poor boy will
not sleep! He'll lie there weeping nightlong, and—"

The Count grinned at her wickedly.

“I should not do that, Godsuinta, were I you,” he said. “At least
not without passing by that little bedchamber down the hall to see
whether the wench is still in it. Or if she’s alone, if there. By so doing,
you, my dove, may save yourself both embarrassment and grief. . . .”

The Countess tossed her head.

“What an evil mind you have, Teudis!” she said. “Think you my
poor gentle Alaric would dream of such a thing with his brother lying
dead below?”

Then she flounced from the bedchamber, headed for the stairs.
Five minutes later, the only ears in the castle that had not heard her
shrieks of grief and rage were Ataulf’s. And, mayhap, not even his es-
caped; for my lady Countess’s voice rising scream-shrill at the sight of
her baby’s lying there in that Jew-Greek-Moor strumpet’s arms, rose
through purgatory to heaven’s very gate; and drilled down and through
sand and earth and rock to drown out the cries of the damned in hell.
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Need it be said that young Lord Alaric gained not his mother’s par-
don on that day?

He rose in the gray of dawn and dressed himself. What was in his
mind now was hot rebellion’s sting.

“T'll wait for Zoé and the Jew along the trail,” he raged, “for I have
neither sister, father, nor even mother, more! I'll not be treated like
a scurvy knave! Nor have my Zoé insulted thus! I-I'll embrace the East-
ern rite; become myself a Greek! Theyll never see my face again in this
filthy heap of stone! And the Counts of Tarabella will end with you,
Father! For you have no longer any son—"

Dressed now, and armed, he crossed to his window and looked out,
for from that vantage point high in the tower he could see with one long
sweep of his eye all of what had been, almost to that hour, his world.
He saw how the light slanted along the land of Castilla, luminous, limpid
clear, about its daily business of giving birth to form, sculpturing plains,
walls, the other towers or keeps out of the dark. He saw the portcullis
go creaking up, saw a cart drawn by two mules rattle out it. The cart was
driven by the Count’s oldest retainer, one Jacobo, a graybeard of more than
three score and ten winters, a little daft, garrulous, and half blind. In the
cart were the two aged nuns the Abbess had sent along with Sor Fidela,
not so much to guard a chastity in absolutely no danger at all, as to pro-
tect the young sister’s reputation—and the convent’s—from tongues too
prone to wag without just cause.

“Get you gone, foul hags!” Alaric stormed. “For not even the habit
you disgrace can hide the fact that witchcraft’s your true avocation,
and Old Cleftfoot, inky Satan, the Lord you serve! Aye, get you gone!”

He clattered down the stairs in his fine new Moorish armor, bearing
his target, lance, and bow. About his waist was belted both his new
poniard and his sword; his quiver full of arrows was strapped across his
chest, and hung down his back. Upon that morning with his blue eyes
blazing wrath, he appeared a young Mars, girt about for war.

But early as he went, he found his father up and dressed before
him. Above his somber funeral black, the Count’s face was grave and
sorrowing,

“Thus do you dress for your brother’s burial, my boy?” he said, his
voice curiously gentle.

Alaric stopped short. In his rage, he’d forgot quite what must be
done that day.

“I-TI'll go take them off, Father,” he said.

“No, don’t!” the Count said. “Moorish raiders have been seen in the
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mark, my lord Julian sends me word. Best you go armed, and mounted too.
I'll put the bucelarios at your command, since, God wot, I'll bear no arms
today....”

“But, Father,” Alaric said, “those two old nuns! I saw them sally
forth—

“I sent them away, much to their sorrow. They'd dearly have loved
to sniff and slobber above your brother’s bier. But since today Goissuintha
returns to her convent and Clothilde to her father’s protection, there’s
no further need of them; and by my troth they offend my eyes!”

“But if there are Moors in the mark?” Alaric said.

“Ha!” the Count said. “The Moors have no more use than any other
man for what rots unwashed betwixt their withered thighs. They're
safe enough, God wot. And now—"

Alaric sank down on one knee, took his father’s hand.

“Do you forgive me, good my lord?” he said.

“Of course,” the Count said gruffly. “A bit of wenching becomes a
man, though you chose your moment plagued ill, my son. I was upset
yesterday because I believed you'd put playing the beast with two backs
above your brother’s life—"

“Oh, Father, no!” Alaric said.

“I know you didn’t now. The Jew told me what speed you made,
and says he, the lass is gently born, though sadly reduced in station. Has
she proof of that?”

“No,” Alaric said, “but she can procure it within a twelvemonth!
Father, you don’t mean—"

“I don’t mean anything, son,” Count Teudis said. “Get you that proof
and then we'll see. I wed your mother for love’s pure sake, not for castles,
dowries, or to link together our domains. And, the truth is, I don’t mis-
like your lass. If she be what the Jew claims, I'll not oppose this match.
God’s eyes! These are modern times; and tyrannical fathers should be-
long to a ruder age. I-I've been happy with your mother, boy. I would
not less for you. Now, come—we’d best be about the preparations—"

Reverently, Alaric kissed his father’s hand.

“My lord,” he wept, “you have my obedience and my love. My life,
too, should you require it! For to God himself, now do I vow that I
have the best father in all the world!”

“Oh, stuff and nonsense, boy!” the Count said gruffly. “Now get you
up; there’s overmuch to do. . . .”

Among those things was to prepare Ataulf’s body for the long march
to the sacred ground. For one of the unexpected consequences attendant
upon Count Teudis’ having won—or bought, depending upon which
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version of those long ago events one cared to accept—the Black Duke’s
castle, was that the departed young lord’s ancestors lay in the church-
yard of Tarabella, some six good leagues away. When my lords of Tara-
bella the Greater had lived in their own castle just outside the town
itself, it had been logical enough to bury their dead there; but now, as
the Countess pointed out, it made no sense at all. But in this world of sin
and sorrow, seldom is it that sense wins out over sentiment. Count Teu-
dis was not to be budged from his stand. His son, too, must lie beside the
mighty of his father’s line.

So it was, that young Lord Alaric had time to kiss his brother’s cold
mouth and say a humble prayer for his soul’s repose—which, be it said,
required some excess courage on his part. For, despite the Jew’s best
efforts, poor Ataulf looked like the corpse he was now.

Shuddering a little despite himself, Alaric kissed his dead brother
once more, crossed himself, and came out into the courtyard—to find
his father talking amiably enough with Zoé and the Jew.

Hearing his footsteps, Count Teudis turned, and Alaric saw his father’s
face go red with sudden anger.

“Did you do that?” the Count roared, and pointed to the ugly, blood-
crusted stripe across Zoé€’s face.

“Yes, Father. I-" Alaric began; but that was as far as he got, for the
Count fetched him such a blow as to send him sprawling in the dirt.

At once poor gentle Zoé came flying to his side, knelt beside him;
wrapped her slim arms about his neck.

“Oh, no, my lord!” she said to the Count reproachfully.

“Knave!” the Count said. “Oaf! Lout! Churl!”

“My lord,” Zoé said, “he was right. I-I—provoked him! I-"

“Nonsense!” Count Teudis said. “You don’t have it in you to provoke
anybody, child! You're much too gentle for your own good. Besides, a
wellborn man doesn’t hit maids, no matter if they be of high degree or
not. I'll not stand for such behavior from a whelp of mine. We owe women
either our protection or our respect or both—never our brutality. Now, fair
Zog, turn that lout loose and get up from there! And you, you changeling
knave, get down on your churlish knees before her and beg her pardon
right humbly, or by heaven, T'll-"

“Gladly, Father!” Alaric said, and knelt before Zog, taking her hand
in both of his. “Have I your pardon, my lady and my queen?” he said.

“Oh, Alaric, I-” Zoé said.

“Or do you want Father to throw me in the dungeon for half a
year?” Alaric said with mock solemnity. “On bread and water, at that!”

“You've been cruel to me,” Zoé said, mischief lighting her eyes. “Still
I'll forgive you; but on one condition—"
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“And that condition?” Alaric said.

“That you get up from there and kiss me!” Zoé said.

Alaric looked at his father, fearfully.

“You heard the maid!” Count Teudis roared.

Alaric got up, took her in his arms, stood there looking down into that
little face.

“Zoé,” he began.

“Kiss me, my lord!” she said. “Then let me go, while I still can. Be-
fore my strength and my will both desert me. .. .”

Alaric kissed her. A long time. A very long time.

“Hmmmph!” the Count said. “She said kiss, boy, not devour! Besides,
I have a word or two to say to her myself.”

Alaric turned her loose.

“As my lord wills,” Zoé said.

“Look, daughter,” the Count said, and pointed. Alaric turned and saw
Julio coming from the direction of the stable, leading a dainty snow-white
palfrey. “ Tis my gift to you,” the Count said. “Some small recompense for
all you've suffered at our hands. For—God’s eyes!—I like you well, lass!
This whelp of mine shows more sense than I ever gave him credit for.
Besides, the distance from here to Cérdoba is overlong for you to ride
double behind the Jew—"

“Oh!” Zoé whispered. “You mustn’t, my lord: 'Tis far too much!
What a pretty beast! I'm sure I don’t deserve—"

“That and more,” the Count said. “Our good physician, this won-
der-working Jew, told me how you rode your nag to death to save the one
worthless son I have left. For that alone, my blessings on you, lass. Now
come here!”

Wonderingly, Zoé came to him. When she was close enough, the
Count stretched out his great arms and clasped her to his bosom. Then
he planted a fatherly kiss on her forehead; and, dropping his voice to
a bass rumble intended only for her ears, but which none the less carried
halfway to Tarabella, he whispzred: “Get you proof of your lineage, and
then well see. I'll tame the Countess down ere that day comes. And,
daughter—"

“Yes, my lord?” Zoé whispered, her eyes bright with tears.

“Eat you some solid food, four times the day, or five! A man needs a
bit 0" flesh beneath him to cushion his weight! And, God wot, no son
of mine will be overpleased to hear his wife’s bones rattle in bed!”

“I'll come back fat as a Moorish sultana, good my lord!” Zoé laughed;
then, upon sudden impulse, she kissed the Count full on his bearded
mouth,
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“Zoé!” Alaric roared in perfect imitation of the Count’s best bellow.
“You'll make bad blood ’twixt my father and me! Kissing him like that—"

“He’s handsomer far than you are, my lord Alaric,” Zoé teased, “and
bigger and stronger, too, I'll vow. Good thing your lady mother lives or—”

“You were of another opinion last night,” Alaric said, and took her in
his arms. “Zoé—"he said.

“Alaric—" she whispered. Then wildly, blindly, she went up on tip-
toe and clung her mouth to his for a small eon, a little age. She tore free
of him at last, her face not streaked but flooded; and stood there bent
over a little, her two hands doubled into helpless fists, her mouth not
quite closed, nor yet fully opened, trembling like an idiot child’s with the
wild, wordless sobs that ripped through it; until the sight of her grief
was not to be borne, becoming a kind of nakedness. Alaric took a step to-
ward her, but she whirled away from him, and hiding her face against
her palfrey’s rich caparison, wept silently, terribly, while her whole body
shook.

“Zog, pleasel” Alaric croaked.

“Oh, leave her be, boy!” the Count said gruffly. “For, by God’s eyes,
if your mother had wept for me just once like that in all these years, I
should have burst with pride!”

Then he, himself, put his big hands under her armpits.

“Up with you, daughter!” he said. “And don’t spoil your pretty eyes
over this worthless knave. For, if he means so much to you, have him
you shall, if I have to write you out your patents of nobility myself!”

Then my lord of Tarabella the Greater did another, stranger thing
—a thing that made Alaric afterward wonder whether or not some pre-
monition had not prompted him to greatheartedness and generosity for
the ultimate benefit of his soul. He strode toward where Solomon ben Ezra
sat, already mounted on his gray, and put out his hand to him. Wonder-
ingly the doctor took it.

“I bid you Godspeed, good physician!” Count Teudis growled. “For
Jew or not, by my lights you are a man!”

The funeral procession moved out of the gates of Count Teudis’
castle. At the head of it, bareheaded and clad in somber black, the
Count himself marched. Behind him came the bier, on which all that
was mortal of greathearted Ataulf lay. It was borne on the shoulders of
eight stout men at arms, who were followed by sixteen more; for six
leagues under that now blazing sun were not to be taken lightly, the Count
knew, so he had arranged for three full changes of pallbearers on the
way. Ataulf’s body lay covered with a great standard bearing his father’s
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coat of arms. Only in the churchyard itself would it be placed in one
of the immense granite coffins, which the Count had ordered long
ago for himself and each member of his household.

After the men at arms, the ladies came, riding in a cart, above which
an awning of white cotton cloth had been spread to guard their fair and
delicate skin from the sun. The cart was drawn by four night-black mules,
caparisoned in black velvet, with black plumes nodding from their ugly
stubborn heads.

And last of all, young Lord Alaric rode, armed cap-a-pie, at the head
of the bucelarios of the guard. Which was a signal honor, of which he
would have been proud had he been capable of pride on that day. But
nothing was further from his heart. He rode bent under a double grief:
the brother of his heart whom he had loved, and been loved by in
his turn, was gone from him, forever gone; and his Zoé had ridden off in
the company of the Jew to that strange, glittering, magic world, so beau-
tiful, so unquieting, so subtly perilous, which lay to the south. He won-
dered bleakly if he would ever see her again, for, even with his father’s
good will, the odds were against them, and he knew it.

Then he became aware of something—a thing so passing strange
that at first he thought that he imagined it. In the cart, scant yards
ahead of him, his mother and his sister rode, heavily veiled, bowed
down in tears, their fingers moving ceaselessly upon their rosaries. At their
side, Sor Fidela sat, head up, gently weeping, her pale lips murmuring
her prayers. But Clothilde sat behind them on one of the two seats that
ran, unlike the one on which Countess Godsuinta, Gelesvinta, and Sor
Fidela sat, not crosswise but lengthwise the cart. She, too, was veiled,
and dressed in black; but now, Alaric saw, with amazement, she had
thrown back her veil and was looking out at the countryside through
which they passed. She seemed utterly calm; of a certainty she was
not crying!

Alaric studied her with some care, knowing as he did that the Mar-
quis Julian and the Lady Ingunda, together with their men at arms,
servitors, and serfs, would join the funeral procession at the church; that
afterward they would bear both their fair daughters off; and God alone
knew when he would see them again. He was not conscious of any dis-
loyalty to his betrothed as he stared at Clothilde. It was only that—
God’s eyes—she was so wondrous fairl How a body and a face so lovely
could house so mean and spiteful a temper was truly beyond his ken. .

He was thinking that, when it happened for the first time. Slowly
Clo turned, and stared full into his eyes. A long time—a very long time,
until ‘twas he who dropped his gaze, not she. And, at the very last
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moment, before his renascent timidity overcame him, he saw—or thought
he saw, of that he could not be sure—her pale pink lips curl in a small,
slight smile.

He rode on behind her, confusion in his heart, at that snail’'s pace
at which the funeral procession needs must go. He had no way of know-
ing that from her casement window she had witnessed his tender part-
ing from Zoé€, and had he known, still would he have been incapable
of divining its effect upon her.

She had watched that parting with a slow, calculating smile. She
had displayed none of the anger or the jealousy her sister had accused
her of. She had made no effort to sort out her own feelings in the mat-
ter. She didn’t need to. All she thought, and even murmured to her-
self, was: “Good! He'll do, after alll”

For Clothilde, Julian’s daughter, was of those—by no means rare
among her sex—whose minds instruct their hearts. Ataulf, whom truly
she had loved, was dead. Too bad. She’d weep for him awhile—for the
exact short season the world considered due. But she’d enter no convent
nor surrender her life to grief. That grief she felt in the same small meas-
ure that she was capable of feeling any sensation not purely physical.
She’d not spoil her looks with overweeping; the roses in her cheeks must
bloom for another eye. What eye? That eye was here at hand. Since
the Moors had come, the frontier marks had been swept increasingly
bare of the people of her race; to which must be added the bitter fact
that she needs must wed a noble, if she wed at all. Which meant, if
she were to have any choice she’d have to leave the mark—very nearly
an unthinkable thing. She did not know that five hundred years before
her time, men sped from one end of the known world to the other over
paved, well-guarded roads, or sailed the seas in biremes, safe from piracy.
The Romans, whose tongue she spoke—sadly debased and corrupted
like all else in her world—thought nothing of ranging from Britain to
Palestine. But in Clothilde’s day, save for an infinitesimal fraction, men
lived all their lives within two hours” walk from the house where they
were born; with order, law, discipline, control gone from the world—save
as such burly brigands as her father and Count Teudis might impose a
limited local version thereof with their great two-handed broadswords
—to leave one’s valley was to court slavery, or death—and to a maid, cer-
tain ravishment. Now in that tiny fragment of Bardulia, Qashtalla,
Castilla—call it what you will—there had never been more than three
noble houses; and of those three but two survived, now that Duke Atana-
gild’s line was extinct before him, and the old fiend himself howling in
hell for his sins. Such arithmetic as this scarce required the use of
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her dainty fingers to count upon. Two noble houses in all the mark, one
of which was hers. The thought needed no extension: Ataulf dead, the
only man left within the few leagues that encompassed her world whom
she could marry without stooping considerably below her rank, was the
youth who rode behind her now, Lord Alaric, his much-too-pretty,
somewhat effeminate younger brother. Of course, her father could
scout about—travel beyond the mark to the upper end of Castilla—as
bare, God wot, as this part in which they lived. Nay, her lord father,
the Marquis Julian, needs must range farther afield: to Asturias, or Na-
varre, to Galicia, to Catalufia, and make some shrewdly bargained con-
tract for the son of some noble house—a man she’d never seen. Too
much of a bother! As a risk, far too great! How many noble maids had
~ lived to weep their lives out as they lay beside some battle-scarred,
gouty, smelly old warrior twenty years their senior to whom, for reasons
of interest, their fathers had seen fit to wed them.

None of that for her! Alaric was most wondrous fair. Not even his
three winters less than hers counted now. And he was rich enough,
though Clo was not one to put wealth too far ahead of beauty. She was
quite capable of being satisfied with Alaric’s moderate fortune, when it
was combined with the looks he had. Did she love him? That would
be scanned. Probably not. He was a sight too much of a milksop for her
taste—though, if this morning were any evidence, she might be quite
happily wrong about that. It troubled her not at all that he had lain
with that dark foreign strumpet—now that the strumpet was gone, that
isl—to her the intriguing thing about that affair was that pale, pretty
Alaric had acquitted himself so well in his first passage at arms that the
Moorish wench was like to die of her grief at losing him.

Clo remembered that day she had surprised him naked in the
river. God’s eyes, but his body was fair, and fair to look upon! And—for
be it said that the coldness of Clothilde’s heart didn’t extend to her
loins—nobody’s gelding! A young stallion, rather. .. .

She smiled to herself as she recalled her behavior in the court-
yard when she’d spat into the Moor’s face. How much of that occasion
had been honest emotion, and how much calculation, she couldnt
really say. But it was the feeling she feared, net the calculation. And
she had been uncommonly stirred upon that occasion, she had to admit.
Better watch that, my girll The die was cast; the battle joined; and
clear eyes and a cool head were the best weapons in this world.

So thinking, she lifted her eyes and saw that Alaric was staring at
her again. This time she didn’t even hesitate: locking her gaze in his,
slowly, warmly, invitingly, provocatively, she smiled at him-—after, of
course, having taken the precaution to bite her lips hard, so they would
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glow a deeper rose, designed to put the notion of kissing them into a
man’s head to the total confusion of all sense.

The confusion was greater than she’d planned, because it extended
beyond sense to delicate questions of loyalty. He had pledged his troth to
Zoé—whom he loved. God’s blood and death! Of a certainty he did—

et—

§ Yet he had loved Clothilde all his life, from the hour he’d seen
her first—his ninth birthday. She’d been twelve then. Strange, he'd
always been attracted by maids older than he. Or had he? What maid
his age or younger did he know? The answer to that was simple: none.

To ease his confusion, he took refuge in righteous anger—or tried
to. In my brother’s very funeral train she—she dares to smile at me!
Why, the highborn trull! They’re all alike! There’s no decency in them!
They—

Then his anger died. He'd been too recently happy; he no longer
had in him that soured bile of disappointment that makes a man a
critic or a reformer—if he had ever had, which was debatable. In a
strange way, Alaric Teudisson was not of his own age, but of another
yet to come or mayhap of some golden age long gone. His senses, his young
and healthy blood, taught him that life is indifferent to morality, for-
ever deaf to the carping of those who wear their lusts not in strong-
thewed loins but in their benighted heads. He was on the threshold
of a discovery: that words like trollop, strumpet, trull, slut, slattern,
whore, had no meanings of their own, and only reflect the state of
mind of those who utter them; that there was an endless maze of sub-
tleties between the words good and bad. Given time, he’d go on to some
useful, if inexact simplicities: that the only bad men were those who
were tight-fisted, unsmiling, ungenerous, hard; and the only bad women
those who were cold! g

Only, he was not to be given time. He had lifted up his head to
gaze at Clothilde once more; made up his mind that if she smiled at
him he’d smile back, when he heard the confused shouting at the
head of the column. Then he saw them: a double file of beturbaned
Berber horsemen, riding down upon them, and screaming like all the
fiends in hell.

The air in his lungs went solid; turned ice. His stomach contracted
like a knotted fist. In his middle a thousand loathsome furry things with
wings fluttered about and beat and beat. I don’t want to die! he wailed in-
side his fear-sick, quivering mind; I want to live! I want my Zog!

He yanked hard on the bridle to turn the barb out of line, to get out
of there, to fly; but then suddenly, appallingly, he saw Clothilde’s eyes.
Her face was white with the fear that as a maid she had some right to
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feel; but the expression that played about her mouth, causing it to curl,
the look in her eyes gazing at him, were pure, abysmal contempt. Seeing
her, he could picture how he looked, discern as if in a mirror the panic
written large across his face; and the shame in him was a mace blow to
the guts, shattering the ice, blasting the loathsome things, leaving him
empty until his blood raged back. He lifted up his head, opened his
mouth. What came out of it was a female quaver that carried not even to
where Clo sat.

He tried it again, his eyes bright with bitter tears. This time he hit
the proper note; the bull bellow that burst from his throat might have
been his father’'s own.

“Ho, bucelarios!” he roared, the fear gone from him now, to be re-
placed by a great and terribly joy. “For God and Saint Fredegundal!
Charge!”

Then he was gone, leaning forward on his barb’s neck, that light
wandlike Berber lance extended in his hand, slanting out and away from
the line in a long diagonal toward the Berbers, his swift descendant of
desert-bred nomad horses drawing away from his bucelarios” great war
changers at every stride. So it was that when he hit the head of the Ber-
ber column he was utterly and terribly alone; sufficiently far head of the
others to give Count Teudis an exhibition that caused that doughty old
warrior’s heart nearly to burst with pride. He took the leading white-
turbaned rider with his lance, lifting him dead or dying from the saddle
with a single thrust; sweeping over and past him, he dragged the point
free; caught the second in the throat so hard that the lance point parted
the vertebrae and protruded through the Berber’s neck behind, so that
Alaric could not free it and the Berber’s dead weight, falling, snapped
the shaft, leaving a yard of useless wood in his hands.

He hurled it into a swarthy, bearded face, drew his sword. Scream-
ing “For God and Saint Fredegunda!” he laid about him, emptying sad-
dles on every side; surrounded now, he hacked his way free, roaring
like a young lion, bleeding from a dozen cuts he did not even know he
had, the Teutonic berserker in him in full control, smashing into them
until now the bucelarios came up to him and lent their immense weight
and power to the fray.

Which should have ended it, but for the fact that they were fighting
Berbers, not ordinary Moors. For, against the swift desert horsemen, the
only effective tactics were their own; precisely the ones that Alaric had
used: speed, maneuver, dash—all of which called for light armor and a
fast horse, instead of the Goth’s great clumsy power. The Berbers whirled
around them in rings, cutting them to pieces. The turbaned marauders
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did not wait to receive a charge; mockingly they evaded it; fencers
against broadswordsmen, they let the Goths spend their ponderous fury
upon the naked air. Only one man, it was pitifully, terribly clear, was
any danger to them: young Lord Alaric, Count Teudis, sole surviving son,
like now to carry the line of the Counts of Tarabella the Greater down into
the dust with him, when those Berber horsemen did the only thing they
had to do to win the day, which was to cut him down.

Yet this, by a whole heart-stopping series of miracles, they failed to
do, until Count Teudis, standing unarmed and helpless by Ataulf’s fal-
len bier, began to allow himself to hope, to believe even that Alaric
fought under a special blessing—which, be it said, he did; but it was
Mammon’s, not God’s. What stayed the hands of those desert tribesmen
was the specific orders they had been given to take Alaric Teudisson
alive at any cost. What insured their obedience even in the heat of battle
was the added warning that the man who caused his death, even by an
accidental stroke, could be certain of perishing himself, inch by awful
inch at the hands of the torturer. Dead, Alaric would be but a lump of
useless carrion; alive, their master, the Sherif ibn Djilliki, could for all
this lithe male beauty to al Sahib Ahmad al Hussein ib Maliki name his
price!

So it was that a brigand’s greed, a pervert’s lust, and a maid’s ges-
ture of contempt combined themselves into accidental glory. Under
those peculiarly sardonic circumstances, Alaric’s feats of arms seemed to
his horrified, weeping watchers—struck dumb with astonishment at his
unexpected valor, with fear for his tender life—far more brilliant than
they really were. Be it said in sober justice, that the fight he waged
was very fine; be it remembered that he, too, believed it was his very
life he sold for this high and bloody price; but be it at the last admitted
in sad, inglorious truth that he would not have lasted thirty seconds if
those Berber swordsmen had dared disobey their orders and cut him
down. But they did not dare. So it was that time and time again they
ringed him about with gleaming steel; time and time again he won free.

For what his gentle mother had to endure, there are no words. She
was standing up in the cart now, screaming: “Fly! Don’t be a fool,
Alaric! Fly! You are the last! Save yourself, child! Oh, God, my son! My
son!”

Beside her, Gelesvinta knelt, shaking all over with a great gale-
storm of weeping, while Sor Fidela, crying just as hard, albeit she knew
it not, tried vainly to comfort her. But there was one among them who
showed her mettle: dry-eyed and mocking, the light of battle hard and
clear in her blue eyes, Clothilde climbed upon the seat beside the
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driver, stood fully erect there, tore off her black mourning veil and
waved it, her voice fluting above the battle din, triumphant, soaring,
like a Brunhild’s, like a Valkyri€’s.

“For God! For Saint Fredegunda! And, my brave and gallant lord
—for me!”

Below them, Count Teudis was roaring like a bull, tears in his
small eyes.

“A horse! A sword! For God and Saint Fredegunda!l A sword!” And
then, but little lower, his great and terrible prayer: “Don’t let them kill
my boy! You hear me, God? Don't let them kill this lion cub I've bred!
Whelp of my own loins, full fit to preserve my line! If he dies—if he
dies—I'll curse You and burn in hell!”

Then Julio broke from the press, and rode up to the Count. Leaping
from his charger, he passed over the reins to his lord; extended him his
sword, hilt first; gave him his shield.

“Take them, my lord of Tarabella!” he said, grinning through the
blood and sweat on his face, “for there are pressing matters that require
my presence elsewhere!”

“What matters are these, you knave?” the Count growled as he
armed himself.

“Swilling a skinful, my lord Count! Lifting full many a dainty skirt!
Singing a merry ditty in the tavern in the town! In short, my lordly
noble fool—staying alive!”

With that he took to his heels right briskly.

Try as he would, Count Teudis could not reach his son to aid him.
In fact, within seconds he had sore need of succor himself. In truth, he
was harder pressed than Alaric was, for no one had been ordered to
spare his grizzled head. But Count Teudis was a warrior born; with his
great height and reach and strength, he held his own, watching Alaric
out of the corner of one despairing eye.

But Alaric was not to die that day, nor under such warlike circum-
stances. He fought on grimly, tiring now, bathed all over with his own
blood from two dozen light cuts designed to bring him down alive. He
was aware at last there was no hope; that all he could do now was to sell
his life as dearly as possible. Slowly he gave ground before a gleaming
forest of swords; in another five minutes or ten, they would have taken
him.

But Eigebert ibn al Djilliki, the renegade lord of Tierraseca’s
renegade son, that Goth turned Moor for greed and gain, chose that
moment to make his mistake, that fatal error upon which fate hinged
in multiple, hideous irony, in senseless, extravagant cruelty, as is her
way. At the head of a flying column of horsemen he had so far held
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in reserve, Eigebert roared in and surrounded the cart bearing the
women.

Both the Count and Alaric saw it all, from where they fought on,
separately and hopelessly engaged, each fifty yards or more from each
other, and double that from the cart, each ringed about with six or eight
swordsmen to hold off with his single blade; they saw Eigebert’s lance
thrust take the cart driver in the belly, lifting him, spitted and clawing
at the death that held him, from his seat, to dump him in a spreading
pool of his own blood on the ground; the black-bearded horsemen swarm-
ing from their saddles into the cart; one of them taking the reins, and
whipping up the mules; the others, manhandling the women, snatch-
ing off veils and peering into their faces to decide their value as mer-
chandise, whether or not they were worth being carefully preserved in-
tact in hope of their bringing a rich price upon the slave markets in
Cérdoba, or whether they were such inferior goods as a man might
despoil at once, and afterward rid himself of by a knife slash across
the throat. Gelesvinta passed the test, but barely; there was some grum-
bling among her captors, by now from long experience connoisseurs.
They bore her down, binding her hands and feet, stuffiing a gag into
her mouth. Clothilde, fighting like a tigress, followed her, thereby raising
her asking price by her spirit; dearly did the sahibs and sherifs of
Cordoba love a fierce wench, offering them much sport in her taming;
and a beauty like this one, with sunset hair and Allah’s skies for eyes!
By the Prophet’s beard, they’d struck it rich! The Countess’ turn was
next; they ripped off the heavy black veil she wore in mourning for her
son, then seeing her fair face, tired, lined, the white of forty-seven
winters in her hair, their poniards flashed in the limpid air; and Alaric
heard his mother’s screams.

The Berbers had Sor Fidela by the chin, twisting her face this way
and that, debating her life in their harsh gutturals, not because she was
not fair, but because their own faith bade them respect a nun. Sell her
they could not without bringing down upon their own heads a terrible
punishment; free her they dared not, lest by some chance she be brought
to testify against them before the head judge, the terrible Kadi I'dja-
maa. So again their poniards flashed; but this time Eigebert cried out
to them.

“Have done, ye desert dogs! Long have I desired to enjoy a nun!”

So they bound Sor Fidela in her turn; and started off, dumping the
Countess’ poor lifeless body unceremoniously into the dust. But now
their greed proved their undoing; because there is in a man reserves of
strength he does not know he has until some great and terrible emotion
release them. So it was with the Lord of Tarabella the Greater now,
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and so, in equal measure, with his son. Not all the Prophet’s desert hosts
could have held them then, though aided by all Lord Saithan’s fiends
from hell. Count Teudis cleft a foeman from pate to naval, crashed his
war horse through the gap, won free; but to no further than the spot
where the mortal remains of his good and gentle lady lay; there hurled
he himself down, to gather her in his arms, cover her still warm dust-
caked face with great slobbering kisses, lift up his head and split deaf
heaven with his awful, wounded beast’s howls of demented grief.

So the rest was left to Alaric. He cut down all three Berbers who
barred his way, roweled his poor heaving, foam-flecked barb into its last
gallop, gained on them apace; then Eigebert of Tierraseca, Eigebert ibn
al Djilliki now, turned his own dappled gray Arab and blocked Alaric’s
path—which was like trying to block the path of an avalanche. Sitting
there with his wife’s head cradled in his arms, Count Teudis saw
Alaric’s barb crash at full gallop into the gray; there was a momentary
thresh and broil; a dying mount’s unbelievable scream; and both horses
went down into a man-made tornado, a whirlwind of dust that blotted
sight.

g Out of the dust cloud, the Count saw two warriors rise; two blades
were silver in the light, making lightnings, clanging, showering sparks,
two targets banged against each other, two poniards flashed in double-
handed play; then one man went down; boneless and supine, clearly
never more to rise. Count Teudis lifted his free hand doubled into Mars’s
fists, threatening the sky; then he saw it was his own lion cub who stood
above his fallen foe, so the Count brought his fist down, muttered: “For
this, at least, I thank thee, God!”

Afoot, breath gone, his mount down and dead, Alaric was not even
aware that the fight was won. Their leader slain, the Berbers had lost
both heart and head. At once they swung out on a long tearing line,
plunging southward, fleeing now, riding, going on. But Alaric noted
that fact with eyes alone, not with his mind; all he could see with clarity
were the mules, whipped on by a screaming Berber, curving across his
path in a wild gallop, dragging the careening, bouncing cart behind
them. The despair in his heart was a naked blade, until he saw his own
shadow slanting out across the barren mesa land toward the flying
mules; saw the light-sculptured image of the feathered shafts he bore
over his shoulder. Instantly he turned to his fallen mount. His bow was in
its sheath, and miraculously unbroken. He strung it in half a heartbeat,
whirled, fitted the arrow’s notch to the bowstring, drew, let fly, all in
one unbroken chain of motion.

The shaft leaped out, raced skyward in a long, long singing curve;
whistled downward. The lead mule screamed, high and clear, like a
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woman in pain; lunged, reared, bucked, went down. The ones behind
him piled into him in a thrashing, braying, screaming heap; the cart
went over on its side, the bottom wheel splintering into kindling, the
top one spinning free.

At once a swarm of Berbers were upon it; three of them lifted the
three maids out, tossed them like so many bundles across their saddles,
galloped off. Alaric drew his bow again, eased off without letting fly;
because at that distance he was as like to kill a maid as her abductor;
then turning he saw a clutch of Berber horsemen hurtling by; and draw-
ing, sped an arrow from five scant yards with such force that it trans-
fixed the nearest rider completely. Alaric was at the snorting, dancing,
maddened horse’s head before its dead master had time to fall; he
clouted him from the saddle with a mailed fist, swung up himself, and
flew after the three, who, doubly burdened, had already fallen behind.

Sitting there with the slow tears dripping into his beard, Count
Teudis saw him go.

When the rider appeared over the brow of the hill, at first Count
Teudis thought it was Alaric come back again. Then, when the rider
came laboring into their shattered, broken troup, the Count saw his
beard was gray, and saw too the Moorish arrow in his shoulder.

The man reeled down.

“My lord,” he gasped, “my noble lord—" Then he saw what Count
Teudis held, and swept off his helmet with his good hand.

“I see—I come too late,” he said.

“Aye,” the Count said, “that you do. But speak your piece, then let
my good Sisberto attend you—"

“My lord, the Marquis Julian begs your aid,” the rider whispered.
“He is besieged within the town where he waited to pay his final respects
to—"

“I know! I know!” Count Teudis growled. “Get on with it, man!”

“He is besieged within the town, my lord! My lady Ingunda’s with
him. And the Moors have both a mighty host—and siege engines!”

“Siege engines?” the Count muttered. “A mighty host? Whenever
have slave raiders—~

“I know mnot, my lord!” the rider wept. “But unless you come at
once, my lord and likely his lady, too—will die—"

“Aye, that she will,” Count Teudis said, “for God knows she has not
my poor Godsuinta’s beauty. They’ll cut her throat, too, right enough. . . .”

“My lord!” the rider cried.

. “Very well,” the Count said slowly. “Look you, my men, ride you to
g ="
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The men stood there, staring at him in pure disbelief. They could
scarcely stand; not one of them was unbloodied by a dozen wounds, and
yet this gray-beared madman of a lord was ordering them once more to
ride.

Then Julio pushed his way to the front. He was clad in a dazzling
Moorish scallop armor, at his side was a Toledo blade; all his fingers
were heavy with rings. While his fellows fought and bled; fine Julio ran;
but not so far as not to be able to creep back and rob the dead.

“Look you, now, my lord Count,” he roared. “We had enough!
There’s not one sound man among us! If you persist in this folly, well—"

“You'll what, Julio?” the Count said.

“Do your bidding, noble lord,” Julio retreated smoothly, “but in
great sorrow, knowing that our deaths will be on your head!”

“Aye, you're right, Julio,” the Count said. “Look you, my man—in
simple sense, would it change things if we come? If the Moors are as
strong as you say, what could the twenty-odd I have still on their feet
do?”

“Nothing,” the rider sighed. “That’s true enough. I-I'd hoped for
miracles; but now—"

“Sisberto, attend him!” the Count said.

Sisberto came up and looked at the broken arrow shaft protruding
from the rider’s shoulder. “I'll have to dig it out,” he said. “The Jew told
me never to leave an arrow in the wound. . . .”

An hour later, young Lord Alaric was back again, reeling in his sad-
dle, drunk with fatigue, with weakness from his really considerable loss
of blood, with pain. But with no such simple pain as his wounds caused
him. That he noted little if at all. The pain that tore him was interior.
And it would go on lifelong, this Promethean vulture’s beak in his flesh,
this Orestean fury in his mind. Because, behind him, the maid Clo-
thilde rode, while his own sister—and hers—were gone.

He reined in his captured mount before the Count, started to dis-
mount, would have fallen had not eager hands eased him down. He
looked his father in the face, but his own blue eyes were bloodshot, roll-
ing, wild.

“I bring—Ataulf’s bride—back—once again, my lord!” he grated.
“And once again—at great cost. I wonder—if—she’s worth the—price.
Father—

“Yes, my son?” Count Teudis said.

“I had—a choice. I-I must not lie. I could have—saved—Gele. Or
Goissuintha. I had time to save one. Just one, Father! So, I—saved Clo.
Let—my sister go—to warm—some swinish Moorish—lecher’s bed—let
Goissuintha—let Sor Fidela—go to—to be—"
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“Now, son,” the Count said kindly, “don’t blame—"

“~to be dishonored—in her person—and her faith. I could have put
an arrow through them—both. Only I-I couldn’t, Father! I hadn’t heart
enough! I-I—Father, I beg you, decree my death! I am not fit to live!”

“Son,” the Count said gruffly, “you talk rot! This day you've played
the man, and to spare! And I have need of you. Now sit you down and
rest, for we—"

“Yes, Alaric, dear,” Clothilde said. “You're tired and hurt, Come, let
me—

“Don’t talk to me, wench!” Alaric howled. “Or by heaven and hell,
-

Then he saw what lay at his father’s feet; saw that bloody, pallid
image of slaughtered virtue on the ground.

“Moth—" he began. “My lady Mother—" Slowly he sank to his knees;
but he could not maintain that posture; his whole body inclined, sank,
gave, until he stretched out full-length, his dust-caked head pillowed
on those breasts where so often while yet life beat in them he had lain.
He lay there a long time, crying very quietly, but his tears availed him
not, nor even his prayers—for, as he knew now, beyond the tender mercy
of a doubt, to this one hurt there was no cure at all.
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And one thing more: As they shouldered Ataulf’s bier once again, and
the improvised one they’d made for the dead Countess by lashing two
long shields between the shafts of two lances, and started back toward
the castle, leaving their baseborn dead, and their foes where they lay
in crumpled, dust-covered, butchered heaps, a wounded Berber cried
out to them in Romance—for among the Berbers, too, there was many a
man now who had his captive mother’s look and her native tongue,
learned at her knee long before, and with greater mastery than his fa-
ther’s harsh desert gutturals—"My lords, mercy! Do not leave me here
to die!”

The Count nodded to Julio.

“Cut his throat,” he said.

“With pleasure, my lord!” Julio grinned.

“Father, in God’s name!” Alaric said.

Count Teudis frowned. Then he said; “No, don’t. Let the whore-
son live. And bring him along. We might have useful information of him.”

Julio looked up. Alaric followed his gaze. High up, three black
specks scribed arcs against the blue. And farther out, against the mesa
land’s rim where the mountains sawed the sky with white and jagged
teeth, a line of others arrowed in, swift, purposeful, sure.

“He’ll take a Christian’s place, my lord,” Julio said. “The carts
smashed, y’know. So we have only the mules. Certain is that some might
walk, and lead their horses with the wounded laid across ’em. But—"

“But nothing, knave!” the Count said. “At the moment, this Ma-
hound’s fiend outweighs a Christian. Or what’s in his head does. You
heard me, pick him up! Put him on one of the mules!”

Julio shrugged, and turned to the wounded Berber. There was no
accounting for his lord’s ways, and well he knew it.

“My lord,” Sisberto said, pulling his own gaze down from that cir-
cling in the sky, “there are many of ours that I fear we cannot save. ...”

The Count looked at his chief bucelario. His mouth made a poor
imitation of its usual sardonic smile.

“Not even after having spent every minute you could, cloistered
with the Jew?” he said.
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“Not even after that,” Sisberto said; and his voice was grave and
sorrowing. “My lord knows too well my skill at curing wounds is but a
paltry thing; but who else among us hath any skill at all? The good Jew
gave me many a pointer; more, my lord, than this poor head could hold.
Well would I like to spend a six-month in his house, then truly might
I render services of value to my lord; but now—"

“But now what, Sisberto?” Alaric said.

Sisberto pointed skyward.

“Those birds of evil omen don’t care whether a man’s a Christian or
a Moor, my young and noble lord. Or even whether he’s truly dead or
not, so long as he cannot lift a hand to fend them off. I shouldn’t like
their scaly beaks and claws atearing at my eyes and tongue while yet I
lived—"

“Ohhh!” Clothilde said, and tightened her grip on Alaric’s arm. She
had not loosed her clasp upon him from the moment that he rose from
the spot where his mother’s body lay.

Alaric passed his tongue tip over his cracked, blood-crusted lips.
“Father—" he said.

Count Teudis stood there, his head thrown back, staring at the sky.
He lowered his gaze, looked at Sisberto. When he spoke, his voice was
very bleak. .

“I pray thee—do what must be done, good Sisberto,” he said.

“Father!” Alaric said.

“We have not transport enough, son,” the Count said, “nor time, nor
skill. And if we tarry, we’ll have not even life. Get to it, Sisberto! Julio,
you and the others aid him!”

Alaric stood there, watching them move out among those dusty
bundles of bloody rags and broken chain-linked iron sprawling bone-
lessly upon that dry and pitiless ground. They’d bend above a man,
Christian or Berber alike, and hold a hand a scant inch from his mouth.
If breath stirred against the flesh, a poniard would rise glittering in the
light, flash down. There’d be no sound at all, for the most part; only a
sudden stiffening of the limbs and afterward a new, slow spreading
stain that the dry earth drank in thirstily. But now and again a moan, a
gurgling cough, a fearsome scream would come over to his ears, likely,
he guessed, when the wounded man was a special friend, and the hand
that drove the poniard home trembled, despite itself. And, as they went
on, it seemed to him their clumsiness increased. The screams were far
more frequent now.

“Stop it!” he cried. “Father—couldn’t we come back? With carts, I
mean? Mayhap that way—"

Count Teudis looked at his son.
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“Think you the carrion birds would wait for your carts, boy? Or the
Moors who besiege Julian and his lady in the town? Carts! Why they’d
thank their Lord Allah for so easy a slaughter! Besides—"

“Besides, what, Father?” Alaric said, hearing the curious note that
had got into Teudis’ voice; the uncertain way it trailed off into silence.

“I know not what credence can be lent to the word of Julian’s man,”
the Count said, “though, methinks, that Moor’s shaft in his shoulder is
certificate enough of verity. Look you, son Alaric, I've traded blows
with the Moors before; but up till this very day I've never seen them
count more than an hundred men. Yet, today, Eigebert alone had twice
that many at his command. And Leovigild—"

“—commands a host,” Alaric said, “and that host with gyns! Father,
that would be scanned. Wound fever plays strange tricks with the mind.
What need have Berber slavers of such great and heavy tools of war,
suitable only for taking fortified towns? Or of such numbers? Methinks
his hurt, his fear, the heat—"

“And not that the Emir’s taken it into his head to raise another
Holy War against Alfonso the Chaste?” the Count said.

Alaric stood there, reeling a little from loss of blood, and fatigue.
But bleeding, according to the learned doctors, clears the mind.

“Why should the Emir’s hosts detain themselves before Tarabella, Fa-
ther? Before that ruined and roofless town, offering them neither glory,
booty, nor even worthwhile slaves—since their raiders have carried off
every comely maid long since? If it’s the Asturians they’re after, why en-
tertain themselves with us—naked, poor, without populace and with
scant defense? All they need to do is smash King Alfonso and we’ll fall
into their hands like an overripe plum, having not even a refuge to fly to
anymore. They've left this mark alone—save for the raids because it
suited them—and the Asturians—to have a buffer zone between both
kingdoms. Why should they change now? Or use a mace to kill a flea?”

“God’s blood!” the Count muttered. “You talk sense, boy. Still,
there’s our messenger who—"

“~whose fear for my lord Julian and his lady caused him to count
each single Moor as ten! I tell you, Father—”

He heard, then, Clothilde’s choked-off sobs.

“Your pardon, Clo,” he said wearily, “but truth must be faced. To go
to your father’s aid now, with this battered handful that we have, would
mean—

“—that both your house, daughter, and mine would end,” the Count
finished for him, “while this way—"

“While this way,” Clothilde said, “my mother and my father die—
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if not of cowardice, then of lack of faith. My lord, I bid you look upon
your son! Look upon my lord Alaric and witness—~

“What, daughter?” Count Teudis said.

“A man with God’s special grace upon him! Know you how my fa-
ther found poor Ataulf and me? Did my father not tell you that, my
lord?”

“No—"the Count said. “I reckoned they’d followed your tracks—"

“No tracks, my lord of Tarabella! A goat path, too stony to admit of
them. But he—your son Alaric, rode straight as the crow flies to where his
brother lay, at a gallop, not even looking down! Stopped his horse at the
exact spot Ataulf took that fatal shaft, cried, ‘Here, my lord Julian, has oc-
curred some great and terrible thing!””

Count Teudis was looking at his son with something like unto awe.

“Is this true, son?” he said, “or is the lass daft?”

“It’s true—in a way,” Alaric said. “I-I didn’t look down. I seemed
to—to know—where Ataulf had gone, which way he’d turned and—"

“And today,” Clothilde said, “how do you explain that, my lord? I
saw his face when the Berbers struck, saw it go white with fear. Why,
even his lips were white! He turned his barb aside to fly. Then it seemed
to me the heaven’s opened, and a light—"

“God’s eyes, Clo!” Alaric said. “You’re mad!”

“No, my brave and gallant lord! The heavens opened and a light
came down and shone about your head! I saw it, I tell you! Then your
lips moved, as if in prayer—and your voice! Your voice was a whole
pride of lions roaring at one time! It shook the very ground. And after
that—my lord Count, would you tell me that even all his valor, which
no man on earth can gainsay now, is explanation enough for the fact he
lives? Can you deny that not one but twenty miracles occurred this day?
A host of angels fought at my lord Alaric’s side! Again and again those
beturbaned fiends aimed a fatal stroke, only to have a shield no mortal
eye could see ward it offl Again and again I could not see his face for
the forest of blades ringing him round about—half a score of swords-
men at a time; battle-scarred champions of many a fray, who cut down
your best men to get to him. And then, my lord Count? And then?”

“God’s blood, daughter,” the Count muttered, “you’ve a point. Still-~

“And this holy visitation of which your poor lady Countess was so
proud?” Clo said. “You'd deny that, too, my lord? You'd say to me that
if Alaric took three men or even rode alone, he could not save my
parents’ lives?”

“I say it, Clo,” Alaric said. “There’'ve been lies enough—and half
truths—and even some mysteries I cannot myself explain. But they have
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explanations. All things do. God doth not violate the laws he himself
made to govern the workings of his own creation, nor shed his grace
upon so miserable a sinner as I am. For whatever powers I may have
had, have gone from me, now. They dropped from me in that hour I had
not the heart to—to slay—chastity—before letting it—" He stopped, his
hands knotting into fists, his tears plowing furrows through the blood-
caked dust upon his face. “Oh Son of Purity Incarnate in Womanflesh,
why dids’t thou not let me die!”

“Alaric—" Clothilde said.

“He whirled upon her, his eyes bloodshot, rolling, wild.

“Aye, Clo!” he howled. “Tll ride to my lord Julian’s and his lady’s
defense! Julio, my horse! My horse, you knavish churl!”

“Son, I'll have you put in irons, first,” the Count said, mildly enough.
“Look you, daughter—your mother and your father are well along in
years. One day or another, they must die. So must we all, but our line,
our race, must live on after us. That, child, is your sacred duty—and his.
I sometimes think ’tis the only immortality we have—to live on in the
blood and thews of sons begotten by our sons. But ye go against life
when you send youth out to die for age’s gray hairs. I'll not permit it. I
should not were it I and my poor slaughtered Godsuinta who were be-
sieged. I hope you'll not hold this decision against me, or my son; but
though you do, I make it still. And in your filial piety, think on this:
would you a father—or a husband, lass? Mark me well-and mind what
you say!”

Clothilde stood there looking at him. Then she bowed her head.

“I would—both,” she said, “but since that cannot be—"

“It cannot, daughter,” the Count said, and turned his gaze toward
were Sisberto and the others waited. “Look you, son—" he said. “Say
Julian’s man is wrong. Say Leovigild has five hundred men; nay, two—
what difference does it make? We could not best fifty on the field now.
And that means—"

“—well be bottled up in our little heap of stone—with scarce food
enough to feed those who can draw a bow. That’s it, isn’t it, Father?”
Alaric said. The rage had gone out of him now, leaving only the tired-
ness, the slow ache of his stiffening wounds.

“Aye. And what we do here and now would needs only be done a
week or two hence within our walls. Moreover, we'd have to throw their
bodies like offal from the keep, having no place to bury them. .. .”

“We leave them to bait crows now!” Alaric said.

“And do ourselves the kindness of not having to watch their poor
carcasses being beaked and torn,” the Count said softly. “Whereas out-
side our walls that sight would assail our eyes all day. And the dogs at
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’em, too. And their smell. Nay, son, the dead I leave to God. "Tis life and
the future I would serve. Clothilde, daughter—~

“Yes, my lord?” Clothilde said.

“What think you of this whelp of mine now, child—aside from his re-
puted saintliness, I mean?”

Clothilde stared at the Count. Then she turned her eyes on Alaric’s
face.

“That he is worthy of any maid’s admiration—and her love,” she
whispered. “Is that the response you'd have of me, my lord?”

“It is,” Count Teudis said. “Sisberto! Finish your work! And you
others, bear up my lady and my son!”

They moved out in a long, weary line, crawling under that pitiless
sun, that brazen sky. The heat was on the day now. On that long march
back to the castle, they suffered the tortures reserved for damned souls
in hell. Alaric’s shirt of antelope to which the steel scallops were sewn
to make his light and flexible coat of mail, stuck to the self-inflicted
stripes on his back, to the multiple small wounds on his shoulders, chest,
and arms. And now Clothilde, who rode behind him, laid her head
against his broad back and tightened her arms about his waist. What this
tender gesture was meant to convey, he didn’t know; and cared less than
that, for what it did in truth was to almost intolerably increase his pain.

He bore that pain in silence. He endured the raging thirst that
parched his throat. He had himself given the order that the water in the
leathern flagons be reserved for those who bore his mother’s bier and
Ataulf’s; but it was not for honor’s sake that he accepted heat, thirst,
pain. Nor yet for Clos. His reasons were subtle things, lying in that
shadowy zone between mind, spirit, flesh. He opposed one hurt with
another; accepted—nay, welcomed—these simple comprehensible tor-
ments because they kept him from thinking too precisely on far deeper
hurts, festering where no balm could reach, beyond in fact, any physi-
cian’s skill.

So gained they the castle on the very edge of night. But not even
then could they rest.

“Find me Father Juan!” the Count called out. “Rouse me up the scul-
lions and the grooms! That they bring crowbars, picks, and spades!”

The bearers laid the biers down. The worst wounded sank to the
paving stones and lay there.

“Let me down, my lord,” Clothilde said. “There’s work for my hands,
too, now—"

Alaric helped her down. She went into the hall. After a time she
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came back with Turtura, Florinda, Maria, and one or two other serving
wenches, all of them bearing water from the well. They moved among
the tired, broken men, while highborn Clothilde gave to drink to each
in his turn with her own gentle hands.

She came to him now, with a silver chalice in her hands. But instead
of merely extending it to him as she had to the others, she knelt before
him with such a show of reverence, of respect, that somehow it angered
him.

“God’s death, Clo!” he croaked. “Get up from there! What mean you
by this folly?”

“I-" she whispered. “Nothing, good my lord. 'Tis your august fa-
ther who hath made his meaning clear.”

“My father?” Alaric said; but then he saw what the scullions and the
grooms were doing now. Under the flickering light of the torches, they
were prying up the stones in the center of the courtyard with iron bars.
He looked at them uncomprehendingly and at Father Juan’s pudgy form.
The priest was kneeling beside two covered bundles on the ground. Alaric
could see his hands flying, now making the sign of the cross, now peak-
ing in the attitude of prayer. But for the life of him Alaric couldn’t
understand what the little priest was doing; his unfocused mind, retreat-
ing along an oblique tangent away from horror, away from pain, drove
his eyes upward toward the torches. He saw how they flared, saw the
great clouds of sooty smoke they sent up.

“Pitch!” he muttered. “There were some tuns of it below, methinks.
And pitch hath its uses in defense. It seems to me San Isidore in his
Etymologies—the ‘Book of War and Games'—Pitch! To be sure! You heat
it and—or dip the heads of arrows—And gyns! There’s some smaller
ones that our smith could at my directions make—Khinsvilda!” His voice
roared out suddenly, “Get me Khinsvilda! The smith! For I-"

“My lord,” Clothilde’s voice came over to him, “take this and drink.
And don’t roar so! "Tis unseemly. You disturb your father and the cura
at their prayers—"

He looked down and saw her again now. In the light of the torches,
her young face was ghastly, her eyes blue-ringed, deep sunken with fa-
tigue. He took the cup from her and drank, or tried to. Most of the water
spilled down over his chin and neck. It was cool. The feel of it was
pleasant.

“Come, my lord,” Clothilde said, “come with me and rest. "Twill
be some time yet, before the graves are ready. ...”

“Graves?” he said, peering at her owlishly. “Graves, Clo?”

“Your mother’s—and my poor lord Ataulf’s. Now, come—your mind
wanders, methinks. You've suffered much, and borne you bravely, so—"
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“No!” he got out. “No! I'll not leave them till theyre safe abed. I'll
not—" He reeled drunkenly toward the place where Count Teudis and
Father Juan knelt; sank down beside them and folded his hands in
prayer. But no prayer came, nothing came to his mind at all. No higher,
pious thoughts, no supplications, nor any vows. The sound of the picks
biting the earth. The scrape of the spades. The flare of the torches send-
ing up their dense inky clouds. He tried to gather his mind inward, to
concentrate his thoughts. And now he saw his mother’s face. It was much
younger and fairer than now, and was smiling at him.

“Look you, my son—how he dances!” she said.

And he, the nine-year-old boy, shrank against her as the great
clumsy bear pirouetted on its keeper’s chain. Jugglers tossed balls in
the air, earthen plates, knives. Acrobats walked on their hands, their
heels in the air. He could hear his father roar with laughter.

“God’s death, Godsuinta, you've put to great expense to make the
fiesta for your puling baby boy! But ’tis worth it, I think! God’s eyes,
look at that smirking knave!”

And the maids: the elder, Clo—already flower-like and slim at
twelve; and Goissuintha, ten, round and rosy and utterly delectable.
Gele, standing there with them. So plain, poor thing! Smiling in her
matter-of-fact way. But Ataulf, of course, great and tall and already
sure of himself at fourteen, laughed and teased his fair guests, and
whispered in their ears, while the Lady Ingunda and the Marquis
Julian—

Besieged within ruined roofless Tarabella now! And brave Ataulf is
that long shape under my father’s banner. That yellow, shrunken parch-
ment, bound tight o’er gristly bones. She smiled at me—my lady mother
smiled. Lifelong she smiled, whose smile is no more. For those Berber
fiends hath—say it, say it—cut her throat. And she lies there now beside
my brave and noble—long bones rotting hulk—my brother. While Gele—
Gele. Gele. Goissuintha. How they scream! Those swart hands rip off
their clothing now. Their fair limbs—are bare. See how those turbaned
Mahound fiends drag their legs apart. See—

God! I pray to you, who visit the sins of the father’s upon the chil-
dren’s heads, who let me inherit my father’s lewdness and his lust. And
to punish me—But you do not, Zoé& said. Zoé! Gone from me! And I—

The bucelarios were lifting those wrapped figures now. Bearing them
toward that mound of damp, clotted earth, that gaping hole.

“No!” he screamed. “Not yet! Not yet! Oh, Mother! Oh, Lady Mother
mine!—"

His clumsy, feverish hands tore at the cloak that swathed her head.
And now she stared up at him with terrible eyes. He bent and kissed
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her mouth, his lips rolling away from coldness, the dry leathern feel, un-
til the earth and sky upznded themselves, and the torches flared high
above his head. He lay upon the stones, his chin resting on his mailed
forearm and stared—at moving feet and legs, and bending backs. He
heard Clo’s muffled sobs, his father’s deep-throated groans. Father
Juan was saying things: “In nomine patris, filii, spiritus sanctis—
requiescat in pace—" and making the sign of the cross. The spades
scraped again. Clods of earth thudded down upon—

Her face. His mother’s face. And Ataulf’s. Dust unto dust. All that
love and tenderness and gentle pride. That bull-roaring lust for life; that
gusty laughter. Dust. Clod of muddy earth thudding down. In a little
while putrefaction, rot, the pallid, blind crawling things—

To deny which we postulate heaven. Invent God.

Hands were tugging at his arms. He looked up into Clo’s face. She
was crying. There were tears in her eyes.

“Alaric,” she said. “Oh, my love! My poor, poor lost and broken—"

He lurched to his feet, shook her off. He reeled toward the door-
way of the great hall. Behind him now the grooms and the scullions were
fitting the stones back in place. To hide those graves. So that if the castle
fell, no heathen hands might profane—

Inside the hall, the wenches had laid the table. There were great
flagons of wine, and cold meats, and loaves and—

He seized a flagon between two hands, lifted it high. The wine ran
red and hot and sweet down his throat in long, long pulsating gulps. It
pooled in his belly, making a warmth. He clawed a joint of mutton
from a trencher, bit into it, chewed wolfishly. But it wouldnt go down.
He spit the half-masticated mess out on the floor, and lurched toward
the stairs.

Up them now, reeling from wall to wall, his mailed shirt making a
clanging. His room. His monastic, tower room where he’d lain nightlong
and sinlessly with Zoé. How his mother had screamed—“Jew witch! Moor
strumpet! Whore!”—who'd scream no more now for any sin of his. Nor
weep. Nor mourn. Nor pray.

The tower was high. Some faint residue of light spilled into it still.
He could see the rudely carved crucifix on his wall. Slowly he sank to
his knees before it, folded his cut, bruised, dirt-caked hands, began to
pray. Or tried to. But what rose to his lips was not prayer. It was closer
to blasphemy.

“I cannot blame you, can I, O Savior, Redeemer, Lord? Savior of
what? Who could not even save Yourself! Who cried out from the tree—
‘Why hast thou forsaken me? Thirty pieces of silver and a traitor’s kiss.
Is life ever more than this, O Son of God? Ever more than death and
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pain? Zoé said that Your Father doth not punish the innocent for an-
other’s sins. And I—I called her wise! But what sin, what sin at all hath
my lady mother done? The fond folly of loving me too much? You count
that sin? Does Your—Your Father’s awful jealousy extend to so small a
thing? ‘For I the Lord thy God am a jealous God visiting the sins— Upon
my sister’'s head. Upon Gele—as virgin as thy Holy Mother! Upon Gois-
suintha, as faithful and as pure! What had they done? I ask you, what? I
—I've sinned right enough! And my father, too, God wot! Yet we live,
while they, the innocent, the chaste, scream now in lecherous hands. O
Great and Vengeful God! You bade me worship You, to pray, believe—
and I've kept my vow! But when are You going to keep yours? To succor
the hurt, the defenseless, the good, in their hour of need? To show Your
face in comfort to them, in wrath toward their enemies, to—"

But the tower room was drifted deep in night now, and he couldn’t
see the crucifix anymore. He knelt there before it while the hurts in his
bruised, cut, striped, abused young body deepened, moved inward to-
ward his heart. He peered toward that rude wooden carving on his wall
but he couldn’t see it. Then, for the first time, he posed that question:
“Are You—there?”

It would not be the last.

In the silence, thick, unbreathing, he got clumsily to his feet. Taking
flint and steel, he struck sparks to tinder, blew them into flame enough
to light a candle. The crucifix reappeared upon the wall. He stood there
staring at it. His cracked, blood-crusted mouth twisted into a grin.

“Count Rabi of Cérdoba, Head Tax Collector, I salute you!” he said.
“Or any other madman, criminal, thief! Or murderer. Who lets the
guiltless die is himself a—~"

He put down his hands and caught at the bottom of his shirt of mail,
began to draw it over his head. But he couldn’t. It was stuck to all his
wounds.

“Turtura!” he howled. “Where are you, you worthless slut? I have
need of you! Come—"

He heard the whisper of footsteps on the stair. Waited until they
were close.

“Fetch water, slattern!” he said over his shoulder. “This accursed
shirt is stuck to all my wounds, of which I have God’s plenty, it would
seem. And heat it, mind you! Or else—"

“As my lord and master bids me,” that voice said.

“Clo!” he said, and whirled.

She leaned against the doorframe smiling at him.

He stared at her. Weary as he was, the sight was pleasing. God’s
eyes, but she was fair!”
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“Get you hence, Clo,” he muttered. “’Tis not meet that a highborn
maid come to a man’s bedchamber. Go call me Turtura, for I—”

She shook her head, still smiling.

“No, Alaric, I'll not call that trull. She has too fond an eye for y'ou
now, methinks. I'll attend your hurts myself—and gladly. What boots it
now what men call meet or ill? Now lie you down till I come back with
water, cloths, and balms. I have some skill at this. Mine own good mother
taught me. Besides—"

“Besides what, Clo?” he said.

“There is no highborn woman to company me. in your house, Alaric.
Your lady mother’s dead, your sister, and mine, taken. Those two ancient
fools of God have gone back to their convent. Is not all this so, my lord?”

“Yes,” he got out, “but I don’t see—"

“Then,” Clo said, “permit me the immodesty of pointing it out to
you: When these troubled days have passed—and my poor father—if he
lives—comes for me, I needs must have taken you—or your father—unto
me as husband, before God, and at the hands of his Holy Representative,
Father Juan, or else be branded strumpet in the eyes of all the world. . . .”

She looked at him then, seeing his face drawn beneath the dirt
and blood upon it, his eyes appalled.

“Which shall it be, good my lord Alaric?” she mocked. “Shall I be-
come your lady mother—or your wife?”

“Clo—in God’s name: I

“Which, Alaric?”

“I am pledged to—to Zoé. I-I cannot—"

“That Moorish wench? That swarthy little bag of bones? Small ob-
stacle, Alaric! Forget her. For I, God wot, prefer youth to age. Your fa-
ther’s a handsome figure of a man, but he has his fifty years and more,
while you—"

She came toward him now. Stood there, her mouth inches from his
own.

“While you, methinks I could learn to love. "Twould cost me some
effort, that I will avow—strange as you are; troublesome and strange. But
certain is I could. I've known that from the day I surprised you in the
river with your trull. I wept bitter tears that night—the more bitier be-
cause I knew not why I wept. I was already pledged to your brother,
and yet—and yet, my vagrant heart kept shaping your image in my
mind. I called myself fool, reminded me that you were more than half a
priest, given to study, prayer, and meditation. I invented new epithets
to hurl at you; milksop, puling babe, maid in boy’s clothing, coward,
knave—none of which you were, methinks my heart knew, even then. So
now—
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She went up on tiptoe, and kissed his mouth. The touch of her lips
on his drove pain into him like a knife. Screaming, crippling pain.

“Now lie you down, my husband soon to be!” she whispered. “For I
shall not be long!”

She whirled and left him there. He stumbled toward his bed, fell
sprawling across it, burying his face in his hands.

“Zoé!” he wept, “Oh, Zoé, Zog, Zoé!”

Then, quite abruptly, his body vanquished him, conquered pain,
terror, sorrow, grief. He swooned. Or slept. Or both.

He came awake to the great red ball of the sun blazing full into his
eyes from just above the Sierra’s rim. "Tis dawn, then? he thought; then
horror rode in upon him. His tower window faced due west, so that
the dawn light stole into it as a gentle glow. This great and bloody blaze
was a setting sun! He’d slept not only the night, but the day through as
well! He tried to leap from the bed; but he could not. A weight lay on his
right arm. A soft, warm weight. His arm had gone to sleep. It tingled
and ached and itched, all at the same time. He looked down, half know-
ing what he must see.

“Clo!” he said. “God’s death!”

She opened her eyes. They went a little startled, staring at his face.
She swept the chamber with her gaze. A tiny frown knitted her fair
brows. Then she shrugged.

“What boots it now?” she said.

“God’s blood and death, Clo!” he said. “My father—"

“—has forgotten I exist,” she said. “All that occupies his mind now is
keeping his belly filled. And mayhap ours as well. Get you to your win-
dow, good my lord, and you’ll see how a herd of goats drops their ex-
crement upon your lady mother’s grave. Victuals for the siege. A needful
thing, right enough, still-"

He lay there, staring at her.

“Don’t look at me that way!” she flared. “Think you I planned this
bootless folly? Why, good my:lord! You do yourself too much honor, for
all that beauty of yours that so ill becomes a man! And though, God wot,
I often find my maidenhood a burden, I'd trick no man into relieving
me of it—least of all, you! . ..”

He went on looking at her.

“Yet, last night you said—" he began.

“—that I could learn to love you. I could, and can, and now me-
thinks T must—though the lesson’s scarce begun and taught plagued ill.
If you want explanations, here they are—though, by my troth, you insult
me by asking them. I came, my lord Alaric, with the water, and those
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cloths—look you! see them there—to remove your shirt of mail and treat
your wounds. I tried to wake you; but, by then, not even the final trump
of judgment could have accomplished that. I am but a maid—and though
I took no blows, I endured heat and thirst and terror and fatigue, and
those black swine’s manhandling my poor flesh. I know, I know you
saved me from them at great cost, for which you reproach me, and
yourself, now. Which hurts. No matter. The point is, Lord Alaric, I am
not made of iron. I was sick of weariness when I came to minister unto
you. And since sweet sleep’s contagious, I laid me down for forty
winks, and here I am-—compromised, dishonored, and with no joy
of it!”

“Clo, in God’s Holy Name, you—"

“I am a vixen, my father says. Poor Father! That your foes have not
come means he still holds his own.” Her eyes were blue ice suddenly.
“I'll have my vengeance upon you and upon your father—doubt it not—
for failing to succor him. Oh, I know! Your reasons are most sound! But
I am a woman, and all women know that reasons count for nothing in
this world. Nothing, my sleepy lover, my poor bedeviled husband yet
to be, has been accomplished by reasonable men since the dawn of time.
The world belongs to madmen, poets, prophets, Saints—and most of all
to warriors, like my father who holds the breach against a host awaiting
the succor that will ne’er come, holds it without reason, Alaric, with his
good broadsword, and his pride! Now wait you here while I bring newly
heated water for your hurts. For that I brought last night is too cold
now. . ..

He waited, puzzling over her words; but the tiredness was in him
still, and once again he slept. He came awake to the feel of her hands.
They were wondrous soft and warm. She had rolled up his mailed shirt
an inch or two, reaching the place it had stuck to the first of those self-
inflicted stripes. Now she applied a hot wet cloth to it, and tugged
gently at the shirt. It clung to the wound. She ceased to pull it, and ap-
plied the cloth once more. Still it stuck.

“God’s blood, Clo, have done!” he cried. Then, with one great lurch,
he got to his feet, clawed at the tail of the shirt, and yanked it over his
head. It tore the crusts from all his stripes, his wounds. He stood there
swaying a little, all his upper trunk bathed in blood.

“Oh, Alaric!” she whispered. Then she dipped the cloth in the
basin, and proceeded to bathe his hurts. She clotted them with lint
rubbed in balm. With gentle insistence she pushed him down upon the
bed, bathed his face, his mouth. She was, as she had said, quite skilled
at such ministrations. He lay there, looking at her.
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“I know not, Clo,” he said, “whether you are a devil or a saint.
There is much of both in you, I think—"

“And more of woman,” she said. “Alaric—"

“Yes, Clo?”

“You—don’t want me, do you?”

“Clo—"he groaned.

“No matter. I'll go far away, where no one knows me. Or I'll enter
the cloister in my turn. Or—"

“Clo, for God’s love!”

“Cease to torment you, you mean? Nay, Alaric; this torment will go
on lifelong. I'll have my vengeance of life, what it hath done to me—for
robbing me of father, sister, mother, lover at a stroke—"

“Clo, you can’t say; you don’t know—"

“Oh, yes, I do, my lord Alaric! By now my father and my mother
both are dead. I am orphan and alone. Having only you whom I love—
and hate—”

“Hate?” Alaric said.

“Hate. For being nothing like my dreams. For being so much less,
and so much more. For being too tender, where I would have strength.
Too brave, where I'd save myself from you by calling up contempt. For
being the roaring lion of a man I could adore; and the indrawn mystical
saintly fool I must, being me, despise. For being nothing simple, whole-
some, lusty, sound. For lying there now, looking at me with those great
sorrowing eyes, instead of dragging me down beside thee and soaking
thy sheets with the blood of the virtue I'd preserved—against many a
temptation, doubt it not—for a man less complex than thou art, more my
own, in a way youll never be. Yes, Alaric Teudisson, hate! I hate you,
you hear! I hate, hate, hate—

Her small head, arching downward, was like a serpents striking. It
crashed into his face, teeth bared. She seized his lower lip between
them, and sank them in until his blood spurted, hot and salt into her
mouth., Her hands made claws digging into his back that scarce had a
single inch left whole to tear; and she rolling against him now, grinding
her body into his until he could feel the whole of her against him through
the cloth, panting, sobbing, wild.

Then, terribly, they heard that scream.

It echoed through the whole castle. The walls multiplied it, threw it
back. It died. The silence rode in upon them. Then it came again.
Louder now. More anguished.

Alaric hurled her from him, so hard that she fell to the floor. She lay
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there, sobbing, hearing his feet thundering down the stair. Then she got
up and followed him.

She found him in the dungeon, unused up until now, at least since
the Black Duke and his sons had departed this life, to receive heaven’s
vengeance for their crimes. He was facing his father and their mingled
roars shook the very walls. On the rack, the wounded Berber moaned,
and Julio stood there grinning, the knout, the pincers, the irons glowing
red in their brazier of coals, the thumbscrew, the spike-lined boot, and a
host of other implements upon which the race of man throughout the long
chronicle of history has expended more care, more science, and more art
than upon any other, lay ready to his overwilling hand.

“God curse thy bloody soul to hell!” Alaric roared. “T'll have this
not! You doom us from the outset, Father, when you stoop to this! Julio,
release him! You hear me, churl!”

“Good my lord Alaric—" Julio grinned, but Alaric whirled upon him
and brought the back of his right hand across his mouth in such a blow
that measured that whoreson knave’s length upon the dungeon’s floor.
Then he turned to his father.

“God wither the hand I raise against thee, Father,” he grated, “but
raise it I will, unless—"

The Count stood there, staring at his son. Then very slowly he in-
clined his grizzled head.

“I would but know what plans they have,” he muttered. “Besides,
it's no good. This Berber swine will die before he’ll speak. Julio, get you
up from there, and turn him loose! You hear me, knave! Do as my son
says.

The Berber’s eyes were on Alaric now. They glittered like a wounded
beast’s. Julio came up to him and began to release the manacles that held
his wrists.

“May Allah the Compassionate shower blessings on your head, my
young and noble lord,” the Berber whispered. “Now ask me what you
will, and I will speak. For the Prophet bids me recompense mercy shown
us. Though not to yield to—"

Alaric stood there staring at that poor broken body. Fortunately Julio
had not been at him very long.

“T'd not have you betray your Emir,” he said, “who dealt well and
kindly with me, sending even his own physician to try to save my broth-
ers life. Which is what I do not comprehend—why should he order this
attack? The banu Djilliki had to have his consent to command so many
men, and yet—"
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“Nay, Sahib, not the Emir—" the Berber got out. Then his voice died.

“Water,” Alaric said, and turning, saw Clothilde standing there.
“God’s blood, Clo, fetch water!”

She whirled, already running. When she came back again, she was
bearing a flagon.

Greedily the Berber drank. When he spoke, his voice was stronger
now. “We rode not at the young Emir’s command,” he said, “but in rebel-
lion against him. His uncle, Abd Allah al Balansi, who holds all the Va-
lencian lands in fief from the departed—Allah grant him rest—al Hakam,
would make himself Emir in place of his nephew. 'Tis folly all men
know. Al Balansi is very old, and cannot prevail against al Rahman. But
those Muladi Demons, the banu Djilliki, obtained of his senile idiocy
money, arms, and men, upon their promise to take the frontier marks for
the old fool. They’ll take them right enough; but theyll keep them for
themselves, make themselves lords over territories of more extent than
those that wild ass Alfonso holds—"

“God’s death!” Count Teudis swore.

“They—they had some—scores to settle hereabouts—tis said. Against
two petty lords—"

“Petty!” the Count Teudis roared.

“Father, be quiet!” Alaric said.

“And commands to take one young lordling—you, my lord, surely
you—for you're as fair as they said—as slave for—"

“I know about that,” Alaric said. “Get on with it, Berber!”

“And what maids they could steal to sell in Cérdoba—"

“How could they, if they’ve risen in revolt?” Alaric said.

“They deal with ibn Ha’ad,” the Berber said, smiling tiredly, “who’d
trade twixt heaven and hell, if he can catch an angel and a demon’s ear.”

“All right. How many men have they?” :

“Two alam. That is, two thousand men. . . .”

“God’s death!” the Count swore.

“Engines?” Alaric said.

“A ram. And a great machine for throwing stones. They had more,
but they left them by the way in their haste—"

“You’ve more to say?” Alaric said.

“Nay, good Sahib—except my blessing and my thanks—"

“And you have mine, Berber. Julio!”

“Yes, my lord Alaric?”

“Take him to Sisberto. See that his wounds are dressed. And handle
him gently now, or I'll double the stripes I'm going to lay on your churl-
ish hide when I have time. Father—”
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“Aye, son?”

“Let us take council together. And food, too, if there’s any left.
God’s blood, but I am faint!”

The Count bent a little, staring at Alaric’s mouth.

“You should be,” he roared, “who fornicate above your mother’s
grave! Clothilde!”

“Y—yes, my lord?” Clo said. Her voice was very low.

“Was that in self-defense?”

Clo smiled. She looked at Alaric, a long, slow time.

“What would my lord have me say to his august father?” she said.

Alaric glared at her.

“The truth, if you have it in you, you trull” he said.

She bowed her head. Looked up again, completely mistress of her-
self.

“No, my lord Count, it was not self-defense,” she said.

The Count stood there. His face was gray with weariness. He looked
very old.

“Willing or no, the harm’s been done,” he said. “So now to remedy it.
Come!”

“Where, Father?” Alaric said.

“To the chapel, knave! Where else can ye be wed? You heard me,
come!”

What to say now? What word at all? Ataulf had said it: “God’s eyes,
boy! Never admit to a living soul you refused the favors of a maid, high-
born or base, or else the world will think—" Refused? That would be
scanned. Would I have not in another moment betrayed my Zoé had not
the Berber screamed? Oh, traitorous flesh! Oh, quarter ell of dangling
gut that only rises to confound me! Clo is—a witch. So fair, so fair. Fairer
far than Zoé. And yet—and yet she wept not at my brother’s bier! Should
I die in this siege, she’ll hie her to another before my funeral meats are
cold! As dry-eyed as now, as much mistress of herself. What would sons
got of those fair loins be? Monsters, surely. Ice cold, and cruel and—No,
not cold. Not ever cold. For had not the Berber screamed—God’s blood!

“Father,” he said, “I have a thing to say.”

“Then say it, boy!” the Count said.

“A man who breaks his pledged word is a whoreson knave.”

“Meaning?” the Count said.

“I pledged my troth to Zoé&” Alaric said. “T'll not break it while she
lives.”

The Count stared at his torn mouth. Upon his flesh the marks of
Clothilde’s teeth were clear.
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“You'd tell me you've not already broken it, whelp of mine own
loins? Ha!”

“I'll tell you that. More, upon my mother’s grave, I swear it!”

The Count looked at his son. Then at Clo.

“Lass—" he rumbled.

Clothilde smiled at him, right impishly.

“You chose that moment to put your irons to the Moor, good my lord,”
she said. “His screams distracted us.”

Alaric stared at her. Right wondrous was this art of hers: to tell the
exact truth, and yet give it the shape and coloration of a lie. And here
she had him: the simplest rule of courtesy forbade his saying out that
she had been the aggressor, not he. More, "twould be to cast affront upon
his own manhood. The net was closing around him, his struggles futile.
And yet, God wot, they must be made.

“Father,” he said, “you said you’d not oppose—"~

“—your match to the little Greek? True. I said that, son. But on con-
dition that she obtain proof of her lineage. For which, now, there’s no
time. I am like to die, son. I'd see you wed, and this lass with child ere
I go. Come now—enough of silly scruples. You'd have me believe that
you mislike the gentle Clo?”

“No—" Alaric faltered. “Still—"

“Still,” Clo’s voice rang out crisp now, sharp, “there’s another thing,
good my lord! I'd force no man to wed me! I am not yet bereft of pride.
But, my lord of Tarabella, consider this: there is no highborn female in
your house, save alone I, myself. I pointed this out to Alaric, but it would
seem that this one thing he prefers to forget. Is the gentility of the
Counts of Tarabella such that they permit a maid to depart dishonored
from their house?” .

“God’s eyes, child! I hadn’t thought of that,” Count Teudis said.

“Then think on’t, good my lord. Think very precisely on it. For if
your son—or you, my lord, gives me not his name—dishonored I shall be
before all the world. It matters not at all that I depart as virgin from
your house as I entered it. Should I go to my lady Abbess, submit myself
to examination by a midwife before her, obtain a certificate—" she
paused now, crying from pure exasperation “—it still would not matter,
my lord Count! You know the world. ‘Hal’ they’d say, ‘with gold enough
all things can be bought, even an Abbess’ compassion for an erring
maid.””

“God’s death!” Count Teudis said. “That settles it! Not another word
from you, ungracious churl! Now, come!”

“Father,” Alaric said, “you have no wife, yourself, now. .. .”

“God’s eyes, boy! I know that all too well! And just as well know I
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that I have two score and fifteen years! No more of this! You heard me,
come!”

They knelt before Father Juan. Alaric stole a glance at Clothilde out
of the corner of his eye. God’s eyes, but she was fair! Especially weeping
the way she wept now: hot, rebellious tears of injured pride and grief.
He wept a little too; said a silent prayer: “Zoé, forgive me. Oh, eternally
lost love, your pardon, for I-"

It was quickly done. He slipped his dead mother’s ring upon her
slender finger. But when he tried to give her the nuptial kiss, she turned
aside her face.

“Till 'tis given with love, my lord, I want no kiss of thine,” she said.

“I'll play Lord Alfonso to your Lady Berta lifelong, if you will,” he
said. “For God wot this wedding was not of my doing! Father—”

“Oh, get you to your chamber, boy,” the Count said wearily, “and
enjoy your bride, if you have strength enough left after yesterday. . ..”

“No,” Alaric said. “First things first, Father! You and I had take
some thought to our house’s defense or court the risk of perishing one
and all amid its ruins. And first of all are those tuns of pitch we have be-
low. They should be heated nightlong, and then transported to the keep
above the gate. Then when Leovigild comes with his ram—"

Clothilde stood there, her small hands making fists.

“Good night, my lords!” she said.

“Good night, daughter,” the Count said, and kissed her. “Tll send
you up this churlish groom of yours within the hour.”

“Don’t trouble yourself, my lord!” Clothilde said; and fled.

Count Teudis listened while Alaric explained it to the smith. A
great bow of flexible steel, with five times the span that a standing man
could draw. Cogwheels like unto those used to raise the gate. Orders to
the carpenter to make a wooden winch, this sort of framework; the legs
so; the channel thus; the bedding for the great crossbow cunningly
wrought.

“And this hook, mark you, Khinsvilda!” Alaric drew rapidly on the
parchment with a bit of charred wood from the fireplace. “This hook
you make me thus! Tis to release, or trigger, ye ken? When ’tis pulled
here, it lets the great bow fly and—"

“God’s blood, my lord!” the smith said. “ Tis a cunning marvel, for a
fact! How come my lord to know such wondrous things?”

“This wonder, as you call it, Khinsvilda, is a Greek Ballista, these
thousand years and more lost to men. And I know these things from the
books that you—and my lord father—despise—Saint Isidore, for one. Now
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get you hence, and work nightlong, mind you! I'd have my engine ready
to oppose them when they come. And tis hard upon midnight now—and
I, God wot, would sleep. . ..”

“Ho!” Count Teudis laughed. “See that you do, boy—at least an hour
or two, before the dawn!”

Alaric swayed there, drunk with fatigue, albeit the meats and wine
had somewhat restored his strength. Then he bent and kissed his father
on both cheeks.

“God guard thee, good my lord,” he said; and walked out of there.
But not to his tower room where Clothilde waited with the door locked
and barred, ready to savor nightlong his cries and entreaties to be ad-
mitted; rather he went to the little bedchamber off the hall, reserved for
the occasional pilgrim friar who was that age’s only source of news.
There laid he him down; but he did not sleep. Nightlong he groaned
and twisted, tormented by sorrow, loss, grief, folly, love and lust, but
held there by his egregious, outrageous, erethismic pride.

So passed he the first night of his honeymoon.
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The crash made by Leovigild ibn al Djilliki’s battering ram as it slammed
its iron head against the portcullis almost threw him from his bed. He
leaped to his feet and stood there trembling. Outside in the courtyard he
could hear the bleating of the goats, men shouting, the clangor of arms,
a woman’s shrill, almost demented scream. The crash came again. God’s
blood, but it was great! It seemed to Alaric the whole castle shook. He
turned to take up his arms; but then sickeningly, he remembered where
they were—they and all his clothes save alone for his woolen stocking
tights.

Which will serve enough for modesty’s sweet sake, he thought, while
I pay a moming call upon my lady wife. She'll mistake my intent, God
wot; but that cannot be helped now. For I must arm myself and take
command. Father’s worse than useless in this sort of fight, where a man’s
thews count for naught—and his head for everything!

He dragged his tights up over his legs, belted them about his waist;
sat down and cross-gartered them; slipped on his shoes, opened the door,
raced half naked through the halls and up those stairs. The crash of that
ram punctuated his every step.

“God’s death!” he muttered. “That the gate hold till I come!”

Then he stopped short, staring at the door to his tower room. He
tried it, finding it—as he knew it would be—barred.

“Clo!” he said. “Open! For God’s love, Clo, I-"

Her voice came over to him, thick and sullen with feigned sleep.

“No,” she said. “Get you hence, Alaric. Go you back to your fat
trull!”

“Clo, in God’s name! The place’s besieged! I must arm myseif! My
weapons are—"

“Get you hence, my tender, loving lord!” she mocked. “Think you I
am to be taken in by such trickery?”

“Use your ears, wench!” Alaric howled. “The ram! Listen to it, you
silly fool! Employ your eyes, if they have other uses than luring a man!
Look out the window, Clo! Then talk no more of trickery, or of dalli-
ance! For, by God, there is no time!”
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He heard her bare feet thud against the floor, their skip and scamper
as she crossed to the window. The ram crashed again, terribly.

And now she came to the door. He heard her hands working at the
heavy crossbar. The hinges groaned. The light broadened the dark. Alaric
took a backward step. His jaw dropped. His breath caught in his throat;
made a strangling. For his bride stood there before him, clad only in the
long, light-washed shimmering of her own pale golden hair.

“God’s eyes, Clo!” he said.

“Come in, my lord husband,” she said. “I bid you good morning.
Did you sleep well? I hope so, for well it seems you will need your
strength today—"

“Clo—"he groaned.

She looked down at her fair young body, as though his gaze had
called her attention to it.

“I always sleep thus,” she said. “Don’t you? Does my nakedness of-
fend my lord? If so, I'll cover it—though a wife’s nakedness is her hus-
band’s, I've been told. One moment, then. Ah, now. Is this better, good
my lord?”

It wasn’t. The shift was of the finest, thinnest linen, molded to her
form. It exercised imagination and memory both.

“I know not,” he muttered. “Better or worse—'tis all the same to
me. ...
He bent to pick up his shirt of mail.

“Wait,” Clothilde said. “ Twill only stick to you again. Sit you down,
my lord husband.”

He sat down on a low stool. She dipped her hands into one of the
fragrant balms she’d brought to treat his wounds, and rubbed it all over
his shoulders, back, chest, and arms.

“There,” she said. “That should do. . . .”

He put his arms around her waist. She stood there looking at him.
Her eyes were very wide and soft. Then she laughed.

“Oh, get you gone, Alaric!” she said. “You've more pressing bouts,
God wot, this day!”

He could hear Count Teudis roaring like a bull.

“There! There! God’s eyes, have I not one archer among ye all?
There, you asses, you churls, you whoreson knaves! Can’t you hit a butt
at this range? God’s eyes!”

Alaric came up to that section of the wall above the portcullis,
stringing his great Mooris bow as he ran. He reached his father’s side,
looked down, studying that gyn. It was a fearsome engine: a mighty
beam of oak, tipped with an iron head, cast to resemble that of a living
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ram. It was suspended between a long scaffolding of beams but little
lighter than it was itself, upon great hempen ropes. The scaffolding ran
on wooden wheels, some twenty of them all told, by which means it had
been pushed up to the gate. Its size, weight, and complexity explained
more than any presumptive heroism on poor Lord Julian’s part, just what
had delayed the attack so long. A hundred men were working it now,
pulling it back against the tension of the ropes, then slamming it forward
with all their strength, aided by its own great weight and the pull those
thick ropes gave. Its force was a terrifying thing. A few more smashing
blows from it, and even so stout and iron-studded a gate as their port-
cullis was sure to give.

But gazing on it now, young Lord Alaric laughed aloud. For he had
already seen its weakness, upon which he looked with savor, for in a
curious way it justified his whole life. Ataulf had laughed indulgently at
his bookishness; but his father had despised him for it, holding it un-
manly. Yet now it was his scholarly ways rather than his father’s brawn
that was going to save them. Because he knew the history of such weap-
ons, knew moreover what defense might be employed against them;
how, even, they might be undone. Which was a definite possibility with
this one, since Leovigild of Tierraseca, whose contempt for human life
was the toxin of his evil fame, had failed to provide it with what now it
needed most; a simple thing, God wot, but as fatal as simple things often
are.

For in the days when Caesar strode the world—nay, further off than
that; even in the days when young Alexander ruled in Macedon—this
ram would have been built exactly as it was now, but it would have been
covered with a tentlike, long, peaked roof, made of bull's hide usually,
or even of thin plates of copper, to protect the men who worked it from
the slingers, javelin throwers, and archers on the walls; but more to pro-
tect the engine itself from one of several ways it could be destroyed.
But Leovigild’s ram was unroofed. And now Alaric could see the bodies
of five or six Berbers that Count Teudis archers had been able to cut
down even with the inferior weapon at their disposal.

“Alaric!” the Count roared. “Now, ye clumsy knaves! Now ye’ll have
a lesson in archery! Shoot them! Shoot them, boy—for God’s love!”

Alaric bent his bow. The shaft leaped out. The Berber nearest to the
head of the ram crashed back into the man behind him, the arrow
driven into him so hard that only its feathered butt protruded from his
chest. Then the man on the opposite side of the ram took an arrow
through the throat; and the one behind him reeled out of line transfixed;
the next, and the next, and the next; until the Berbers broke away from
their vast engine and fled.
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The Count brought his mailed hand down on his son’s shoulder.

“God’s blood, boy!” he boomed. “That’s shooting right enough! Look
you, ye churls! Not one of them has risen. Dead, every man of ’em!
God’s death!”

“Father,” Alaric’s crisp voice cut through Count Teudis’ roars; “if
you'll delegate me command in this, I'll wreck that engine for you.”

“Wreck it?” the Count said. “God’s eyes, boy! Are you daft? It can’t
be wrecked! All we can do is what you've done: make it too costly to
operate. But wreck it—how?”

“Wreck it,” Alaric said. “Have I your leave to try?”

“Well-" the Count said. “God’s death! Why not? There’s something
in what the lass said—something of the soothsaying sorcerer about you.
Or God’s favor, mayhap. Look ye, you churls! Do what my son com-
mands!”

“Get me Khinsvilda,” Alaric said to Julio, “and Wifredo. I'd have a
word with them.”

Julio came back with the blacksmith and the carpenter. The two
skilled workers stood there before Alaric. Wifredo had wood shavings in
his hair and beard. His leathern jerkin was covered with sawdust.

“Look you, my lord Alaric,” he groaned, “that engine you com-
manded is plagued hard to make. "Tis nearly finished now. But I was de-
layed—the drawings, my lord—I have no eye for such; and this sweaty
animal of a smith only came to explain them to me after he’d forged and
tempered that steel bow. So I'll need another day. . ..”

“Leave it for now,” Alaric said. “Rig me a pivot beam above the
gate. Great enough to support a heavy weight. To be swung out above
that gyn. You get my meaning, Wifredo? A pivot beam’s a simple thing,
for which you need no designs. Can you do it?” .

“Yes, my lord!” Wifredo said. “And I can make your engine, too, now
that this black-stained churl hath explained it properly—"

“Khinsvilda,” Alaric said, “how goes the pitch?”

“Well—" the blacksmith said. “Good my lord, I-”

“You didn’t heat it!” Alaric said.

“Aye, that I did; but it got so plagued hot that I thought—The
smell, you know, my lord—"

“God’s death!” Alaric roared. “So now ’tis stone cold again?”

“Nay, good lord! "Tis hot enough—so hot that by the time this lout
ruins half the wood about the place I'll have it to a boil.”

“Get to it, then!” Alaric said.

The moming passed. Wifredo and a dozen men were busy above the
gate. First they fitted in place the sawed-off bole of an entire tree. In the
exact middle of this stump Wifredo hammered in a mighty spike, leaving
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it protruding from the center of the sawed-off tree trunk some thirty
inches high. Then he and his helpers lifted the beam into place. It had a
hole bored through it about one fifth of its length from one end. When
the hole was lowered onto the spike, the whole beam could pivot about
it, swinging the long end out over the Berbers’ battering ram.

“God’s eyes, boy!” the Count said. “What good is this? You mean to
perch yourself on that pole to get a better aim? They’ll kill you sure! This
accursed thing makes no sense! Dismount it! Wifredo, take this fool thing
down!”

“Father, my respects!” Alaric grated. “But if you dont close your
mouth all men will see through it to the emptiness of your head! Now,
good carpenter—rig me a block and tackle from the long end; and coun-
terweight the short. Hop to it, man, for here they come!”

The Berbers came on sullenly, being driven by their ka'ids with
whips and the flat of their swords. Alaric waited until they were close
enough before letting fly. He transfixed the three ka’ids driving them
with as many arrows. The Berbers broke and ran.

“’Tis wondrous skilled you are with weapons,” that dulcet soprano
cooed. “At least those you choose to use, my lord! Is it that you have
sheathed the one over which you have no mastery? Or is it poorly tem-
pered, its metal base, so that it doubles at the first blow?”

Alaric turned and glared at her. Then he grinned.

“Good morrow, my lady!” he said. “Now get you down from these
walls before you tempt a Moor’s barbed shaft. And quickly, before I in-
voke my husbandly privileges here and now!”

Clothilde’s face made a small sunset.

“You—you’'d not dare!” she said. “I-"

“Not dare?” Alaric said. “Tell me, Father, what says the law? Is it the
size of my thumb or my wrist—the stick I now have the right to beat my
lady with?”

“Your thumb.” The Count laughed. “And you do well, son of mine, to
apply it early! For the minx hath need of it, methinks. And a woman’s
like a slab o’ beef; the more you beat her, the tenderer she becomes. So
lay on, boy! And do not stay your hand!”

“Oh!” Clothilde gasped. “Men!” Then she turned and left them then,
walking away very slowly, her young back stiff and proud.

They could see the Berbers coming on again. But this time neither
Alaric nor any other archer let fly. Sullenly the Berbers took their places
at the ram. Swung it back, slammed it home. The portcullis shuddered
under the impact.

The Count’s grin almost decapitated him.
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“Now!” he roared. “Now, good lads, now!”

The beam swung out over the ram; but now from its long end
dangled a huge black iron caldron. The Berbers looked up at it wonder-
ingly, a moment too long. Alaric yanked on the rope with all his strength.
The caldron tilted, tilted. A thick, ropy sheet of black poured down.

And now they could hear the Berbers’ screams.

“Bring it back in!” the Count boomed. “Bring it back, Wifredo!
Swing it, good lads! We'll affix another pot. Ho, Moors! Ho, Mahound’s
fiends! How like ye the kiss o’ boiling pitch?”

Alaric was looking at the havoc he had wrought, and even his lips
went white. "Twas one thing to read it in a book, but another to see men
twisting in that scalding muck, the flesh dropping from their very bones.
He could taste the vile green of nausea in his throat; but manfully he
fought it down. Those—men, with blood in them, and dreams and love,
and sorrow—those insects twisting in that boiling pitch—those fiends—
hath cut my lady mother’s throat. Companions of theirs hath ravished—
my sister—and—

His father’s great hand crashed down upon his shoulder.

“God’s death, boy! But youre a living wonder! When this is done,
you'll fetch your books and read me out these marvels! For, by my troth,
this craft of yours is a thing of value. Who wars thus with his head, hath
scant need to draw his sword!”

“Father—” Alaric said; then he straightened his back; what must be
done, must be done. "Twas not enough to kill the men who worked the
ram, however cruelly. He'd run out of pitch long before the Galician ran
out of men to replace the black, scalded corpses that he made. No, the
ram itself must be destroyed. “Father, give them three more caldrons of
pitch—well laid on—from one end of the ram to the other. I must go be-
low to prepare another thing. . ..”

When he came back, Khinsvilda was with him, bearng a brazier of
live coals. Alaric had a bundle of arrows in his hand. The Count stared
at them. Instead of points, their heads were shapeless blobs of rags
soaked in pitch. Alaric fitted one to his bow.

“Now!” he said; and the smith took with his tongs a coal from the
brazier, touched it to that strange arrow’s head. It flared. Alaric drew the
bow, let fly. The arrow whistled downward into that pool of pitch, trail-
ing a sooty banner of smoke behind it. In one enormous crackling roar,
the whole pool exploded into flame. Those of the fallen Berbers who still
lived, began to scream in good earnest now. Alaric sped one fire arrow
after another until the ram sat there in a lake of fire, burning all along its
length. The ropes upon which it was slung coiled like snakes, as they
burned through one by one. The great ram dropped into that man-made
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hell. The tongues of flame stood skyward like a banner of orange, fringed
with clouds of inky smoke. They leaped and crackled, making a noise like
demonic laughter. That was the only sound. No one was screaming now.

Count Teudis turned to his son. His big face was gray. His mouth
trembled a little under his mustachios. All the triumph had drained out
of his eyes.

“An awful way to die,” he muttered. “Still-look you, my young and
noble lord—are you—truly my son? Or hath some witch with cunning
spells introduced—a changeling into my house? For, my Alaric was—a
gentle lad. Tender as a maid. And now—"

“—he hath become an assassin,” Alaric said, his own voice bleak and
dry. “Such a one as delights in cruelty, in death. Nay, Father, "twas no
witch, but life, itself, which has changed me. I but return it the blows it
deals! Well, there’s your ram. I told you I could wreck it. Now what
would my lord father more of me?”

“I know not—" the Count said; then he frowned. “Now look you,
daughter—" he began.

Alaric turned. Clothilde stood there, smiling at him. There was some-
thing in the way she smiled that—

“Accept my homage, good my lord,” she said, “for by my troth,
you've borne you well and bravely. And now—"

Alaric stood there, looking at his bride. The slow, deep sickness
coiled inside him, still. And her voice, the tone of it, increased that sick-
ness. My sister—and hers, he remembered suddenly—wept at the sight
of men being slain. They prayed for my salvation. But she—stood up in
the cart, and waved her veil—that veil she wore in mourning for my
brother!—and screamed with joy—delighted at—at horror—intrigued by
blood and pain—

“And now?” he said. Because he couldn’t believe it, yet. He wanted
to deny the evidences of his eyes and ears.

Her voice descended a full octave from its usual clear soprano note.
It was husky, throaty, warm. There was—God’s blood—a hint of pulsation
in it. He remembered the Emir’s parchment with its receipts for stirring
the laggard blood. But this one you did not include, did you, oh ancient
sage? That a woman can be awakened to lust by the sight of men twisting
in the fire!

“And now,” Clothilde purred, “come you to your chamber my hus-
band, and—rest. I have prepared a crust for you, some meats, a sop of
wine—

Count Teudis threw back his head and roared with delighted
laughter.
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“Well spiced, I doubt me not, eh, daughter?” he guffawed. “Laced
with many a cunning potion to—"

Clothilde crinkled her short, straight nose; made an impish pouting
with her mouth. But her eyes were utterly serene.

“Now you do insult me, I think, good Father-in-law.” she said. “You
hold me so little woman that I have need to spice his wine?”

“No!” Count Teudis boomed. “God’s blood, daughter, no! Methinks
you could make a holy image descend from his cold niche in the church
and do a dance! Of womanly charms and devilish ways you have your
share, and more!”

Clothilde smiled at him, her eyes alight with mischief.

“Then, good my lord, why did you not take me unto you as wife in-
stead of leaving me to this ninny?” she said.

Alaric felt anger stirring in him. Anger—and another thing. His
mind, as a man’s mind will when confronted with temptation, arranged
not materials for defense, but what terms of capitulation it could call up
least bruising to his pride. I am wed to her—before God, and in the
sight of men. Thus I have already betrayed my Zoé. For even should I
find her again, I can offer her no honorable estate. Concubinage; whore-
dom—the black bar across the shields of all our sons. The scruple’s use-
less. I must have legitimate heirs to preserve my father’s line. Besides—

Besides, this morning when she opened up that door! God’s eyes! In
all good truth—Zoé hath not—such—such globes of milky fullness, with the
palest rosebuds thrusting toward my lips. That slenderness which yet
doth not reveal a single bone; that golden cloud of hair shimmering
about her form—so rosy white except for the tiniest pale wisps here and
here and there! God’s eyes! I—

He took her arm, moved with her away from his father. He didn’t
say anything, because he did not trust his voice. A yard away, he slipped
an arm about her waist. She leaned her bright head upon his shoulder.

“Alaric,” she said, “Dost thou—love me?”

He stared at her. His eyes were very black.

“Yes,” he groaned. “Yes. God help me, but I do!”

And then, of course, at that precise moment, so rich in future prom-
ise, they heard the crash of Leovigild ibn Djilliki’s first stone.

It came soaring from a little rise a good five hundred long clothier’s
yards away, hurled by an engine that under other circumstances would
have delighted Alaric’s intellect and even, mayhap, his heart. A great
beam made of the entire trunk of a huge tree, some seventy feet and
more in length, pivoted about a fulcrum, its short end weighted down
with two huge baskets containing tons of stone, its long end dragged
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down by a team of mules against all that weight, until the two enormous
basket counterweights were lifted high. The long and hooked down
with a cunning triggering device, a stone of sixty pounds and more was
placed in a leathern sling attached to it. When the lanyard was jerked,
freeing the trigger-hook, the long beam flew up to describe a perfect
half arc until it crashed against a stout, leathern padded crossbeam
with sudden force, causing the sling to whip, the stone to fly free.

So occupied had young Lord Alaric been with his love, that he failed
to see that missile come. But he saw it strike. It landed among the herd of
goats his father had brought into the courtyard to provide them with
fresh meat against a siege; and disemboweled three of them.

“God’s death!” he heard his father roar. “Get me those beasts to shel-
ter! Or else that sorcerer-fiend will slaughter us more meat than we can
eat in a month of Sundays!”

Alaric took his arm from around Clothilde’s waist. He raced for the
stair. Clothilde stamped one dainty foot.

“Alaric!” she cried.

The goats were milling about in a circle, racing about the courtyard.
Their cloven hooves thudded over his mother’s grave. Over Ataulf’s.
Another stone crashed home. It shattered. The pieces of it ricocheting
off the paved courtyard broke the legs of two more goats. And now the
scullions and the grooms poured out, and began to herd the goats, or
tried to.

Alaric felt something tugging at his arm. He turned. Stared into Clo-
thilde’s eyes. They seemed to be afire.

“Come!” she said. “Let others attend to goat herding, my noble lord!
I tire of being a maid! A wife hath some right to her husband’s favor me-
thinks! So come!”

Then he saw his father staring at the sky. He lifted up his gaze. The
two balls had lifted very high—higher than any stone. They were tied
together, and whirled about their common axis. From the great height
they reached, Alaric knew they were very light—and likely hollow. He
wondered what evil substance they contained. Pitch, or boiling oil—or,
God’s death! Who knew but what the Moors had rediscovered the secret
of Greek fire. Then they whistled downward, to land not two yards from
where Clothilde stood. One of them broke like a melon, and splattered
her from head to heel.

She stood there. Then she thrust both hands into her mouth. A shak-
ing got into her body; arose along her limbs until she was quavering like
an aspen, jerking like St. Vitus. Slowly, she sank to her knees, still with-
out making a sound, put out her hands, and picked up the nearest of
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those balls. And now, broken, battered though it was, Alaric could see
what it was she held.

Her mother’s head. Its eyes were open. Its mouth. It was tied to—
what was left of Lord Julian’s, by her own long, gray-streaked hair, which
was doubly knotted into his beard. The Marquis’ skull had been smashed
when it struck the courtyard. The thick clotting substance dripping
down Clothilde’s gown was—his blood and brains.

Alaric opened his mouth, tried to say, “Clo—" But her name drowned
in the explosive rush of nausea bursting out of him. He bent in half, spew-
ing out a flood of greenish bile. He felt a tearing in his middle; a sharp stab
of pain. He retched again, long and terribly. But what spewed from his
throat now was blood.

Still he mastered his spasms after a time. There was a weakness in
him so great that he wondered if he could stand. Yet he had to. He must
stand, offer her what comfort that he could, say—

“Clo—I1—"

“Don’t touch me!” she said. “Not now. Not ever in this life. For now,
God wot, I shall die a maid before being husbanded by the coward who
lifted not a feeble hand to prevent—this!”

“Daughter—” Count Teudis began; then he stopped and stared;
dropped to one knee, and drew forth the roll of parchment that was
thrust into Marquis Julian’s poor shattered mouth. He unrolled it, stared
at it. His grizzled brows knit together.

“"Tis written plagued ill-” he muttered. “God’s eyes, what a crabbed
hand. It says, it says: ‘My Lord of Tarabella, greetings! I send you by
these presents— God’s Holy Death!—I cannot make heads nor tails—"

Alaric took the scroll from his father’s hand. Leovigild’s Latin was
more than vulgar, it was villainous. But he could read it right enough.
“I send you by these presents my terms for an honorable surrender. You
need but give into my hands the whoreson churl who cut down my son
Eigebert on the field, and I'll withdraw my hosts. But if ye do not this,
may Allah the Compassionate have mercy upon thee—as well as the
Lord Jesus and his mother—for by my troth, when—as ye must—you fall
into my hands, each man jack of ye shall beg me *fore I'm done, the boon
of death!”

He read it aloud. When he’d finished he looked up, met his wife’s
eyes. What was in them now was a strangely disquieting thing. Ice-cold
abysmal hate for one thing. And—a kind of speculation, as if some dim,
barely formed idea was struggling to be born behind those eyes. An idea
so monstrous that he saw them reject it, saw them clear. But it would be
born again. "'Twas that he did not know.
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Leovigild’'s great catapult was, of course, powerless to carry their
walls. But what it could and did do was to make life utterly miserable.
Every day it killed or maimed a man. A scullion. A stableboy. A groom.
A splinter from one of the stones laid open poor Florinda from naval to
crotch, as she bore water to the men who manned the walls. And among
the various things that spilled out of her was a man-child, still tiny, but
fully formed. She named Julio as its sire before she died.

To make it worse, they had no means of replying to that rain of
death showering down upon them from the sky. Because Wifredo had
got Alaric’s engine wrong. It had to be torm down and rebuilt again from
the beginning. Alaric got out the great military work of art Epitome Rei
Militaris, and explained in detail to Wifredo what was required. During
the week that passed before Wifredo finished the ballista—mounting the
great steel bow, the winches used to draw it, the trigger lock—Alaric did
what he could, which was to send extralong flight arrows whistling down
upon the men who worked Leovigild’s trebuchet. Even at that distance,
he managed to kill one or two.

But he was weakening fast. Nothing would stay on his stomach.
Whatever he ate came spewing up, mixed with thick, ropy blood. Now
he could scarce drive his arrows out to the range where the great gyn
sat, endlessly hurling huge stones down upon them. To make matters
worse, he underwent a nightly torment which threatened to cost him
what reason he had left.

For, when he proposed to sleep in the little cloister room off the hall,
Clothilde smiled, and said to him: “Nay, good my lord. Why should we
trouble your poor father with what he need not know? You will share
my bed, as a husband should. Do not fear—I'll see that you have naught
but rest!”

So nightlong throughout that week, she lay there at his side, naked as
a naiad new risen from the foam. Sat nude before him, combing out her
long silken hair. Bathed and perfumed herself in his full sight. But when
he reached out to take her in his arms she brought that dagger out from
the coverlet, and plunged it into his ribs so that its point sank in an inch
or more,

He sat up, his hand pressed to his side, the blood escaping between
his fingers.

“Now you have killed me, I think!” he groaned.

She smiled.

“Nay, but rest assured I will, my husband—should you try to make
use of me. Now lie you down, and let me cure that scratch. For, by my
troth, I do not want you dead. Do you know why, good my lord?”

“No, why?” Alaric whispered.
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“The dead don’t suffer,” Clothilde said.

Yet he suffered less from that cause than she might have hoped.
His strange illness deprived him of even that little strength needed to
feel too keenly, not to mention accomplish the consummation of his de-
sire. He was steadily wasting away, which she attributed to her treat-
ment of him. But no pity showed in her pale blue eyes. Only now and
again that oddly speculative look.

Then Wifredo and Khinsvilda appeared before him wreathed in
two enormous grins.

“’Tis finished, my lord!” they said. “And by St. Bartholomew’s Holy
Fire—certain is it works!”

Alaric stood there staring at the huge crossbow. They very sight of
it made him feel strangely better.

“Wind up the elevation screw,” he said to the smith. “No, no, you
ass! That one there! That’s it! Higher. Higher. Now—a trifle more. An
inch, say. That’s it. Now you, Wifredo, crank it up!”

Wifredo put his huge paws to the windlass of the winch. But the im-
mense steel bow was beyond even his great strength. Khinsvilda had to
help him. Inch by stubborn inch they dragged that stout cord of twisted
and oiled cowhide back, back, until the great bow was bent into its full
arc. Alaric dropped a dart as big as a horseman’s spear into the slot, fitted
its notch snugly to the cord. Put his hand on the lever. Took it away.

“Go call Father,” he said.

The Count came and stared. He said “God’s eyes!” twenty times.

“I offer you the honor of the first shot, my lord Father! Alaric said.
“You need but pull this lever. . ..”

The Count put his hairy paw on the lever. Yanked it. ,

The great bow twanged like the lute string of the demon. That great
spear whistled skyward, scribed an arc against the blue, grew tiny in the
distance. When it passed over the gyn it was meant to strike, it was still
two hundred feet in the air. Its range at the full exceeded one thousand
yards.

“God’s eyes!” the Count roared. “What a shot! Wind it up again,
lads, and T'll spit the Emir in his palace in Cérdoba!”

“No need of that, Father,” Alaric said. “Look you, Wifredo, crank it
down again. To almost level. It has more range than I thought. That’s it.
Now wind it up again. Father—there you are!”

Crinning mightily, Count Teudis shot again. This time the dart
buried itself to its feathers in the earth, fifty yards short of Leovigild’s
catapult.

“One and a half turns of elevation,” Alaric said, and waited until the
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bow was cocked. This time when the Count let fly, they heard the cries
from the crew working Leovigild’s gyn. The great spear stood and
quivered in the crossbeam of the catapult.

“That’s it,” Alaric said. “We have the range. Now, Khinsvilda, get
you below and prepare the fire arrows. . . .”

“You mean to burn this one, too?” Count Teudis said.

“Yes, Father,” Alaric said. “If God wills, with any luck, we'll take no
more stones of theirs. ...”

The Count stood there. He was remembering, doubtless, the fear-
some holocaust Alaric had prepared to wreck the ram. Much he misliked
this style of warfare. Yet, what could a man do? Leovigild was making
the courtyard and the walls all but untenable with his gyn.

“So be it, son!” he growled. “Aim you right well!”

Before Khinsvilda came back with the special darts, Alaric saw Clo-
thilde walking atop the wall with Julio. She often did that now, stones or
no stones; even upon the not too rare occasions when the Berbers dashed
in close enough to send a rain of arrows whistling in. When Alaric had
spoken to her about it, she shrugged.

“What boots it if I die or no, my lord?” she said. “T'll give you no
sons, that I've sworn my solemn oath. So, wed to you, my life is over. Un-
less you feel magnanimous enough to get yourself killed and free me. . ..”

“For whom?” Alaric said. “For Julio? It seemeth me that—"

She put back her head and laughed right merrily.

“Now have you put a thought in my head, my lord husband!” she
said. “I had no idea you could be jealous of a baseborn churlish knave.
And I don’t mislike Juli for a fact! He’s a most amusing villain. I have
need to laugh betimes, God wot. . ..”

Out of pride he’d reproached her no more about that. Yet, well did
it seem that Julio wore a most complacent air. The whoreson! He'd always
been sadly wanting in respect for his betters. And with Clo treating him
like a familiar . . .

“Here you are, my lord!” Khinsvilda said.

The darts that the smith held out were of two kinds. A dozen had
their shafts rammed into the necks of earthen jars—of some considerable
size, the Count saw. When Khinsvilda held them out, he could feel the
heat from them.

“Pitch?” he said.

“Aye, my lord,” Khinsvilda said.

The rest were tipped with tarred rags like the ones Alaric had used
to burn the ram.

Now Alaric heard Clothilde’s voice behind him.
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“Come, Juli,” she said. “Let us see how sorcerers and magi fight—
without danger to themselves, doubt it not!”

“My lady,” Julio said with a grin, “a man who risks his skin when
he doesn’t have to is a fooll”

It wasn’t easy. The earthen jars changed the flight characteristics of
the darts. The first two fell far short. The third went over. Then Alaric
found the range. He lobbed jar after jar of pitch into the catapult. They
could see the Berbers flying out from under it. They’d well learned their
lesson from his destruction of the ram.

But when he switched to the fire darts, which looked like huge
meteors flaming down the sky, again he overshot. The fire darts were
much lighter than the ones which bore the jars. They were lighter even
than the normal darts with their heavy iron heads. They had to lower the
elevation to a quarter turn above point blank before the fire darts
stopped arching over. Now when they hit among the pools of pitch laid
down by the bursting jars, they made a fearsome blaze. The catapult
burned all day. The Berbers dared not approach it to put it out.

“And now, my lord magician?” Clothilde said.

“And now—we wait,” Alaric said.

“For what, my sorcerer husband?” she mocked him.

“To see if they tire before we starve,” Alaric said.

In none of the many books that young Lord Alaric had read was
the truest maxim of military life set down: that when war is not terrible,
it is a terrible bore; and it is often both at the same time.

So was it now. Their rations had been cut, then cut again. In the
courtyard now, no single goat was left to bleat. Quite early after they
had begun to feel the pinch, good Sisberto’s son, Theodor, disobeying
Alaric’s explicit orders, put himself at the head of five other hardy youths,
and climbed down the walls of a night to raid their foe’s supplies. The
Berbers caught them all, quite easily and at once. And Leovigild had
them crucified at all four points of the compass, so that for a whole
month the defenders, no matter which way they turned their gaze, saw
them there: caught, from whatever quarter the wind came, their putrid
stench; could not so much as lift their gaze without having to watch the
ravens beaking those poor gaping mouths to tear out rotting tongues, or
probing in sockets that once had held young eyes.

Small wonder that poor Sisberto went mad, and had to be put in
irons, where he died, screaming out his rage and grief. And not until
they had been reduced to skeletons and had fallen into a whitening
heap about the bases of their crosses did it occur to Alaric to do what
he should have done at once, to burn those crosses down with pitch and
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fire arrows. With those same terrible weapons he harrassed his foes, ig-
niting their tents and stores until they moved them out of range of even
his great ballista. After which he could do no more, but wait, and starve.

And study. He read everything he had on war, strategy, tactics.
But it was history itself which gave him his next idea. In his day, men
fought on horseback with lance, shield, and sword, and sometimes, rarely,
with the mace. But the arm with which he was most skilled, the bow,
was purely a foot soldier's arm among Christians and Moors alike. Yet
now he learned that the Mongolian hordes, specifically the Huns under
Attila in their sack of Rome, had used the bow as their principal weapon
from the saddle. He studied that, reached two conclusions: the great
Moorish bow was too long for a horseman’s use, the puny Christian
weapon far too weak. Was needed then a special horseman’s bow, both
short and strong, with a terrible pull to make up for its lack of length.
With Wifredo, he experimented and finally hit upon a combination of
blackthorn, horn, and sinew, glued together in layers to make a bow
twice as thick as his long Moorish bow, but short and double curving. At
first he could scarce draw it at all; but then mounted on his captured
Berber horse, he galloped around the courtyard shooting at a dummy
clad in stout chain mail. At close range his arrows pierced the mail twice,
entering, transfixing the dummy, and protruding from its back. But he had
no occasion to use it against his foes. Pitched battles were now a thing
of the past.

The siege went on. Alaric’s internal wound seemed to have cured
itself, or had been cured by the diet to which he limited himself, in
order to give his rations to his father and his wife, a little watery goat’s
milk from the one she-goat they had saved. And even that poor beast
was drying up for lack of freshening or fodder. Soon they’d have to
butcher her as well.

And, at widely separated intervals, a series of strange happenings.

The First: He came through the dark hall toward the little bed-
chamber where now he slept, because Clothilde had grown so thin that
she doubted her skeletal figure could torment him anymore. Or so she
had said, when she bade him leave their tower chamber, adding in bit-
ter contempt: “A man would have taken me by force, ere now! But
youre no man, are you, Alaric? At least not unless one of your spells or
holy visitations is upon you! So leave me now, for by God’s eyes, you
sicken me!” But, before he had reached his chamber on that day, he
heard the sound of a mighty slap; and Julio burst through the door, hold-
ing his hand to his jaw, and fled as though he were pursued by all the
fiends from hell. Alaric entered his room and found Clothilde there, sit-
ting on his bed.
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“Might I know,” he said, “for what offense you deigned to slap that
Churl?”

“For no offense, truly.” Clothilde shrugged. “The fool was trying to
cheer me; and I, somehow, am in no mood for japes. He told some comic
tale of a nature no more lewd than those I've listened to a thousand
times, and even told myself, God wot. I suppose 'tis because I am with
this monthly affliction of women that I took it ill. Alaric, tell me—what
chance have we?”

Alaric looked at her. He decided only truth would serve.

“Barring a miracle—none,” he said.

“And when the castle finally falls?” she whispered.

He studied her another while before answering.

Don’t worry, Clo; I'll see that you do not fall into their hands—alive,”
he said.

She got up from his bed, went to the door. In the doorway, she
turned. “Oh, don’t be a fool, Alaric! I don’t mislike the idea of being
slave to some lusty Moor,” she said.

The Second: He went upon a day to the chapel to seek out Father
Juan, at his father’s request. The Count was ill abed, and felt the need of
prayer. But he found Clothilde kneeling before the image of the Holy
Virgin. And of all fair sights his eyes had yet beheld, there had been
none one tenth so fair as this. She might have posed as model for an
image of a Virgin or a saint, so had hunger reduced her face to perfect,
aching purity. Her eyes were enormous, filled with light. So moved was
Alaric at this vision that he closed the door very quietly and left her
there.

The Third: Turtura came to bring him his usual now hard crust, and
a bowl of wine to dip it in. Like everyone in the castle, she was pain-
fully thin. But her thinness hadn’t affected her little round belly; in fact,
as the rest of her had shrunk, her belly seemed to have grown. He stared
at her with increasing conviction, said at last the single necessary word:
“Who?”

“Julio!” she sobbed. “Oh the knave, the whoreson, the churl! Oh,
how I hate him, good my lord! He hath not left a maid—nor for that
matter, a goodwife—in all the castle!”

“Your hatred, methinks, is but of recent date, Turtura,” Alaric said
wearily. “For some little time agone you could not have found him ill
if your belly’s any indication—"

“My lord—he—he tempted me! With food, ye ken! Me and all the
rest! Have you not noted how fat and fine he is, when all men else—even
you, my poor lord, are down to skin and bones?”

“God’s eyes!” Alaric said. “I knew that there was something right
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rare about Julio these days! That’s it! The knave has not lost an ounce.
And—"

“And here of late, your lady wife hath put on flesh!” Turtura said
bitterly. “Look to her, good my lord! For hunger hath a way of reducing
all conditions to but one, and that one base! Look to her, good—"

But that was as far as she got, for Alaric’s hand brought hard against
her mouth, broke her lips against her teeth. She fled from his chamber,
blubbering.

After she had gone, he considered her accusations, measured them
against what now he knew of female jealousy, malice, spite. He decided
surely that she lied. For even disregarding all the motives impelling the
wench to mislay sober truth, her story could not withstand one major
flaw: where in a castle where even the dogs had now disappeared,
would Julio have been able to find food enough to tempt one woman,
let alone them all? For surely that cowardly, clownish miscreant would
not risk his precious hide by climbing down the walls—not after having
seen what had happened to brave Theodoro and his band—or even be-
fore having seen it. Julio, God wot, was nobody’s hero. Nothing would
cause him to take a risk like that, not even his gluttony or his lust.

The Fourth, the last, the greatest of them all: Alaric took council
with Count Teudis, trying to persuade his father to allow him what
seemed to him now their final hope.

“The Moors, God wot, accept our custom of letting a single combat
between champions decide the fray,” he said, “but whether the Berbers
can be trusted to hold to it, I do not know. Still, Father, ’tis our only
chance. I can beat Leovigild, of that I am sure. Whatever his strength,
I am faster far than he, and—"

“Hal” the Count said. “Such as you are now, boy, the carrion crows
would scorn you! Much do I doubt you could even lift a lance. Thats
one thing. The other is, what under heaven and above hell makes you
think that merciless swine would keep his word? That fiend who hung six
brave lads on cross all about us? What’s to prevent him, should he see
himself bested in the fight, from raising his hand and calling a cloud of
savage horsemen down upon you? His word? God’s death! He hath no
word! A renegade against the True Faith; a man who leads those Berber
dogs against his own people, against, as it were, his own flesh and blood.
And in such a case, whelp of my loins, we could not save you. For though
we sallied forth, still would they outnumber us twenty to one, and that
twenty—Satan take them—full well fed!”

“All that I know,” Alaric said, “but I mean to see that he doesn’t live
long enough to raise his hand. For this, Father, is the weapon I mean to
use against him—"
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Count Teudis stared at that short and powerful bow.

“From the saddle?” he said.

“Yes, Father,” Alaric said.

“They’ll complain that tis not fair—" the Count began.

“What's fair about me having to ride with a lance against a man
who outweighs me by eight stoneP” Alaric said. “The object is to kill that
swine, Father, not to dance a pretty measure! He tops me by a head, his
reach is double mine. And all our horses which remain uneaten are so
weak that I doubt one of them could keep their feet against that monster
of a Flemish steed he rides! This bow can send an arrow through chain
mail, I've already proven that and—"

The Count shook his head.

“Nay, lad, better that I meet him, with the usual weapons,” he said.
“For if you down him this way, they’ll have excuse to break their words.
I, at least, have both his height and reach; and though I am sadly re-
duced in flesh, yet can I overmatch him blow for blow!”

“Against which,” Alaric pointed out, “all your own arguments as to
his treachery hold good, Father. That’s one thing. The other is that he'll
but refuse you. "Tis my head he wants. By now he knows "twas I who cut
Eigebert down. Another is, we'll make a cunning defense against treach-
ery. I'll have Wilfredo set up again that pivot beam we used to shower
pitch upon the Berber’s ram, but this time with a ladder of rope attached
to it. Should they ride out to take me, my lord Father, I'll dash for
the place we have the beam. Whereupon you swing it around to me, I
seize the ladder and climb up, leaving them as booty one rack of bones of
a horse, which I took from them in the first place! Oh, Father, let me try!”

The Count frowned.

“Say—that your trickery wins,” he said slowly. “God wot, I've seen
you perform miracles enough—or black arts enough, I know not which to
call it—to believe you can do this, too. But say you kill Leovigild, climb
back up that ladder, gain the walls, where are we, my son? What have
we gained? We're still starving within these walls, still besieged—"

Alaric smiled.

“Father, how long do you think those Berber horsemen will hold,
once that swine is dead? How long will they keep to their bootless busi-
ness of besieging this rude heap of stones, with a whole mark to raid,
maids to rape, cattle to run off? Were it not for Leovigild, they'd have
gone long since! They fear him; but they love him not. Methinks they’ll
reward me for ridding them of him!”

But still Count Teudis held his way, out of love and fear for the
safety of this his one remaining son. In the end they decided upon a
sort of truce. The great dart from the ballista which would bear their chal-
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lenge into Leovigild’s camp would offer both of them as champions for
their cause; but leave the election of whom he'd choose to fight to
Leovigild; both sides to abide by fate’s—or God’s—decision.

An hour after Khinsvilda had wound the ballista up and Alaric’s
trembling hand had sent the great dart whistling across the sky, a rider
rode out from the Berber host. He had a white pennant affixed to his
lance. He pulled up his barb within bow-shot of the castle, and lobbed
a headless arrow into the courtyard. Julio picked it up, came running to
his liege lords, to drop on his knees in a great and clownish show of
reverence.

Alaric took the arrow, unrolled the parchment from around it,
scanned the message in Leovigild’s own crabbed and villainous hand. He
could feel his father’s eyes upon him.

“I,” he whispered.

The Count bowed his head.

“So be it,” he said, “though God knows if one can trust this dog.
When?”

“Tomorrow at dawn,” Alaric said.

At dusk, itself, he retired to rest, hoping thus to regain some slight
measure of his strength. What he needed most of all was food; that, he
knew, was the one thing he couldn’t have. He sat there staring at that
stone-hard crust of bread and the bowl of wine. The wine was good
enough—a trifle sour; but even if he soaked that bread all night, it was
still like to break his teeth when he bit into it and it was useless to try to
cut it. He was sitting there like that when he heard the knocking on the
door. He got up, went to the door, opened it.

Clothilde stood in it; she was smiling at him. But that wonderful
odor that came from behind her almost made him swoon.

“God’s blood, Clo!” he said. “What in heaven’s name—"

She stood aside. Then he saw Julio standing there behind, holding a
tray, on which there lay—a whole roast suckling pig!

Alaric’s brows crashed together above his eyes. Turtura had said
that this lewd and villainous wretch had used food to—

He took a backward step. Julio marched into the room, set the tray
down on the table. On it, too, Alaric saw now, was a richly omamented
silver flagon. Julio made a sweeping bow.

“Compliments of ylady, good my lord! And, if you'll permit me—of
y’humble servant!” he said.

“One minute, rogue!” Alaric said. “Before you fly, I must know—"

“Oh, Alaric, sit you down and eat!” Clothilde said. “ 'Tis all for you,
for tomorrow we must all depend upon your strength!”
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“Still, Clo,” Alaric said, “we’ve suffered hunger these several
months, and now with a wave of your hand, you provide me with a
feast. Methinks I have some right to know how you obtained this
bounty. ...”

“Full easily, good my lord,” Julio said, laughing. “I fished the piglet
on a line. And not just this one. I've taken others, that I will avow. Well do
I know what that silly trull Turtura accuses me of! But how can she
know the brat is mine? She who sheaths a different weapon every
night—"

“Julio!” Clothilde said severely.

“Y’pardon, m’lady.” Julio grinned.

“I'm still waiting,” Alaric said, “for an explanation that hath a head or
tail, or that a simple Christian can believe. Look you now, Julio, no tricks!
How came you by this pig?”

“First, Julio said, “I'd have my lord observe it is a pig. That’s the im-
portant part. . ..”

“Why?” Alaric said.

“Because those Mahound fiends don’t eat ’em,” Julio said. “’Gainst
their superstition, I'm told. Am I right, my lord?”

“You are,” Alaric said grimly. “Go on, Julio.”

“Oh, Alaric!” Clothilde said. “ "Twill grow cold.”

“No matter! Get on with your tale, Julio!”

“Very well, my lord. The Moors don’t eat them, so, unlike sheep and
cows and goats, they run loose. And since, whatever be my faults and
sins, a fool no man can call me, it came to me that my dry crusts made
better bait than food. So I dangle them from the walls o’ nights, on a stout
line, with a great fishhook hidden in them. Comes friend porker, takes
the bait, and starts to squeal, and I let fly with my bow and arrow.
You know I've some skill as an archer, do you not, my lord?”

“Like all cowardly knaves—even I—" Alaric said bleakly. “Go on,
Julio—"

“With another stouter cord affixed to the arrow. Betwixt the two I
manage to haul him up. Except once when the pig turned out to be a
full-grown hog, upon which occasion I went down the walls on a rope,
and risked my hide for my belly’s sake. The sentries, please my lord for-
give them, are in on my tricks because I share with them. Now does my
lord see?”

“Right enough, you no-good churl!” Alaric laughed. “Still this time
I cannot fault thee, for your trickery has served me well. Clo, I beg you
that you partake—"

“No, my lord husband,” Clothilde said. “Julio hath a cold ham below
for your august father and your humble wife to dine upon. We'll leave
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you now. Fall to with a will, good my lord, so that you may face that
renegade swine with some strength—"

“Stay, Clo—" Alaric said. “I-"

“Nay, Alaric,” she whispered throatily, “for I-"

“For you what?” Alaric said.

“I-I find myself in—far too complaisant a mood—" she laughed
“—which would contribute to neither your rest nor your strength!”

Very lightly, for the first time since her parents’ bloody heads had
crashed down at her feet, she turned and kissed his mouth. Then, laugh-
ing gaily, she scampered out of there. With another clownish, mocking
bow, Julio followed her.

Alaric sat there, staring at the pig and the wine. It smelt most won-
drous fine; and yet—

And yet there was something that would be scanned. This sudden
change in Clo; Julio’s exaggerated buffoonery. Still-the simplest expla-
nation for it all was that they wanted him to win; since their very lives
depended on it.

He put out his hand to pick up the dagger lying on the tray, in order
to cut himself a slice of pig; when once again, that knocking sounded at
the door.

“Yes, Clo?” he said. “Come in—the door’s not locked—"

But then the door swung open, and not Clothilde, but Turtura was
standing there.

“Come in, child,” Alaric said, not unkindly.

She fell on her knees before him.

“The wine, my lord!” she wept. “Beat me if you will, but by the love
I bear you, do not touch that wine!”

Alaric stared at her.

“Why not, wench?” he said.

“’Tis poisoned, good my Lord!” Turtura said. “I heard them plot it!
I wanted to warn’you afore now, but I didn’t dare. Julio’s been watching
me all day. And when he wasn’t she was. Your Lady; I mean. I think
they suspect I know something. Mayhap they recognized my voice. I
couldn’t help but cry out a bit, when I heard them say that. I had my
ear pressed to the keyhole of the tower room’s door and they—~

“The tower door!” Alaric grated.

“Aye, good my lord, where these many nights foul Julio hath shared
your lady’s bed!” Turtura said.

Alaric got up from the table. From the wall he took down a small
riding whip. Still on her knees, Turtura moved crabwise till she’d turned
her back to him.

“Beat me, if you willl” she sobbed. “Shred all the skin from my
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bones; but I'll say it still: Your lady hath dishonored my lord’s bed with
that—"

The whip came whistling down. It cut through Turtura’s dress like
a knife. Brought blood. She moaned. Then she said very quietly: “My
life is my lord’s. Beat me to death if you will, but I speak the truth: Your
lady hath—"

This time she could not hold back a little choked-off scream. But as
he raised the whip again, she whispered: “Please, my lord—"

“Speak, wench!” he raged.

“May I not have a cloth—or something—to—put in my mouth—so that
my cries will not—attract their notice? Whipping’s a cruel way to die—
and I-I have scant strength—now that I'm with child—"

“God’s death!” Alaric swore. “I'd forgotten that! Get you up from
there, wench, and get you gone from me afore I forget it for the second
time! For by God’s Holy Blood, your filthy lies—"

“I do not lie, my lord,” Turtura said.

“Turtura, by heaven and hell, I'll-"

“And now I know how to prove it to you! That and the other thing
youve never believed, my lord Alaric—that I love you more than life!
Now, watch this!”

In one great bound, she came up from her knees, and seized the
flagon. She raised it to her lips, drank it down. Alaric made no move to
snatch it away, so sure was he she would but disprove her own mali-
cious idle fancies.

“Now,” she whispered, “now I'm going to die. And the dying speak
the truth. They have betrayed you, good my lord! Theyd sell you to the
Moor in exchange for lifting the siege, as ibn al Djilliki promised in that
note he stuck in her dead father’s mouth. They lied about everything—
even the pig—”

“Is it poisoned, too?” Alaric mocked her.

“Nay, my lord, the pig you can eat. But I was fool enough to tell
Julio about—about—"

“About what, wench?”

“How I w-w-walk—how I w-w-walk—through—throoough w-w-
walls—"

Then she loosened all over, went down like a stone.

“God’s death!” Alaric whispered. He bent over her. She was not
dead. Nor, he saw at once, was she like to die. From her full lips there
came a healthy snore.

He pushed her, none too gently, beneath the high canopied bed,
pulled one side of the coverlet down to hide her form. Then he sat down
and devoured that pig. For come what may, now he needed strength.
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The wine—drugged. That much was sure. And proof beyond his
heart’s denying of the truth of Turtura’s words. He fought back the black
nausea that flooded him. He could not afford to lose that life-giving meal
on the eve of his trial by combat. Slowly he sank back down into his
chair. The rage that tore him was a dreadful thing.

Craft for craft, ye villains! he raged. Trick for trick, lie for lie! And
yet have you o’ermatched me, for I have no way of equaling your swin-
ish adulteries!

He laid his head down on the table, with his right hand extended so
that it rested on the handle of the knife he’d used to cut up the pig. It
was very sharp, as sharp almost as the razor-edged dagger he wore at
his belt. Well might it serve to dismember still another swine.

He lay there a long time, so long in fact, that his very bones had
begun to ache, before Clothilde came through that door.

She bent over him, peering into his face. Unsure still, she moved
around him cautiously, while he lay there, fighting his screaming nerves
with all his strength, holding himself motionless, closing his throat against
the explosive rush of nausea foaming at the back of it, while this woman
whom he’d loved longer and more deeply than any other proceeded to
kill his insanely stubborn, slow-dying hope, smothering it terribly out of
life with her every gesture.

Now she grew bolder. Leaning her elbows on the table, she lifted
one of his eyelids with her finger. He did not move. She shook him,
slapped him with considerable force, dug her nails cruelly into his cheeks.

“He sleeps like dead! she laughed. “Come, Juli, mine, and bring the
ropes!”

Julio came through the door, assaulting Alaric’s nostrils with his usual
stench compounded of sweat, garlic, and sour wine. He was, Alaric could
tell from the thickness of his tongue when he spoke, more than a little
drunk.

“With that potion, we have no need of ropes.” He chuckled. “Be-
sides, we have all night. That great bed seemeth me inviting. *Twould
add a fillip to our sport, if, while he lies here asleep—"

“Julio, don’t be a fool!” Clothilde said.

“Aye, God, but I have such envy to stretch again this dainty sheath
with my huge weapon!” Julio said. “ Tis so soft, so silken, so—"

Alaric heard the sharp intake of her breath.

“Take your filthy paw off me!” she hissed. “Or else!”

“Else what, my dove?” Julio said, and pushed his other, unoccu-
pied hand inside her bodice.

She slapped him then, hard.

“You whoreson churl!” she said. “Do you not know by now that Ala-

158



AN ODOR OF SANCTITY

ric’'s no ordinary man? I've seen him do things that—no matter. The fact
is, you randy billy goat, I cannot enjoy even your great lust, unless I
know he’s bound—"

“’Twould be wiser, for a fact,” Julio said, and turned her loose. He
bent, picked up the coil of rope from the floor, laid it on the table. He put
both his hands, palms down beside it, and leaned forward, peering
clownishly into Alaric’s face.

“Sleep well, my young and noble lord,” he said grinning, “while I put
your cuckhold’s rope of hemp about ye!”

Abruptly his voice died.

“What ails you, Julio?” Clothilde said; then terribly, she heard him
scream.

Alaric rose with one slow, easy motion. But Julio didn’t. He couldn’t.
He hung there staring at his right hand, where the knife stood and quiv-
ered, pinning it to the table.

Clothilde stood there. She did not move. She saw Alaric’s hand go
to his belt, come out with his dagger. Even her lips were white. But
when he was close to her, she put her hands to her own bodice, stretch-
ing it apart. He could see the soft rise of her breasts, see the pulse beat-
ing at the base of her throat. It seemed to have an independent life of its
own. He raised his gaze to her face, saw her eyes. They were very wide
and soft; but there were no tears in them.

“Strike true, my lord! For well I have deserved this death,” she said.

Alaric looked at her, and the sick rage in him was absolutely bot-
tomless. But now it was directed at himself. Because he could not. He
lacked absolutely what was necessary to strike her down like that. He
saw her lips curl into a slow, inviting smile.

“What do you wait, good my lord?” she mocked him. “I am an adul-
tress and a whore. I have defiled my fair body with that filthy lump of
dung. So now, my lord must kill me, must he not? Or—"

“Or what, strumpet?” Alaric said.

“Or perhaps my lord is wise. Perhaps he realizes that a woman’s
hardly spoiled, by loaning herself to a hardy, virile churl—particularly
when her lord husband has been guilty of—neglect. If—if—" and now
right artfully she began to weep “—you’d dare take that blade away from
me, any time during that week, I should have devoured you with
kisses, my lord Alaric! If, at the beginning you had not spurned me, left
me, slept alone, surely by now I should be great with thy son! But even
S0, even now—"

“Even now, what?” Alaric said.

“Come to that bed, and I will show you what you propose to waste
upon grave rot and worms! What can be yours lifelong, in utter servi-
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tude, in total fidelity. True, you had not the dubious privilege of the tak-
ing of my maidenhead; but, believe me, my lord, the honor’s slight; and
the pleasure’s nonexistent! After all, ’tis a paltry thing: a little blood, pain
enough to spoil a night—while now such ripened fruit as you’ll enjoy will
make you forget this silly ritual so falsely prized of men. Oh, Alaric, I-"

She came very close to him. Her mouth was slack, parted, a little
wet, inches from his own. But, in a sudden elongation of his vision’s
scope, he saw Julio’s face, saw the greedy leap of hope in those little pig’s
eyes, the expression of mocking triumph about those slack lips, twisted
though they were now with pain. A tidal wave of rage came surging back
—ice cold now, a black, polar, glacial, completely controlled flow. He re-
membered her own mocking phrase: “The dead don’t suffer!” It rang in-
side his head like a doomsday drum, hollow, booming.

“And he?” Alaric said, nodding toward Julio.

Clothilde shrugged.

“Kill him, or leave him there—it matters not! No, let him live—and
watch. "Twill be the greater punishment!”

Then she took Alaric’s hand, led him toward the bed, sank down
upon it, put out her arms to him.

But, instead of stretching out beside her, he raised up, put one knee
against her breasts, knelt upon her with all his weight, pinning her there.
Her eyes leaped open in her face.

“You—you mean to—to slay me still!” she said.

“Nay, good my lady, nay, gentle Clo,” Alaric whispered then. “I
mean only to reward you for your fidelity—your love. Much have I
treasured them—"

“Youre mad!” she wept. “Mad!” Then, for the first time, she screamed.

“You've cut me!” she moaned. “You've cut my face!”

“Such a little cut, dear Clo—a mere nothing; now, let me see—"

She screamed, and screamed again, and went on screaming now.
Her head thrashed about on the slim column of her neck. He caught her
chin between the fingers of his left hand, held it still. Her hands came
up, clawing at his wrists. He brought the point of the dagger down.
Moved it now this way, now that. Her screams were awful to hear.

Count Teudis came pounding into the room.

“God’s blood, Alaric: What—" Then he saw Julio. Saw what held him
there. “God’s death,” he said, so low, the words were scarcely sound.

“This churl, good my lord Father,” Alaric said, “hath been making
the beast with two backs, in mine own bed, with this highborn strumpet
you forced me to take as wife. By our laws, my lord, the punishment for
adultery is death. But I, as you have often said, am too tender of heart to
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be your son; so now I pardon them. God grant them joy of each other.
And now, my lord Father—”

“The Count stood there staring at that moaning, writhing figure on
the bed. His face was as gray as his hair.

“Have the goodness to give me that hand mirror over there,” Alaric
said. “Methinks my lady hath need of it. Her hair is in some disarray.
Please, good my lord—"

The Count picked up the mirror and handed it to Alaric. His great
hand shook.

“You have the right,” he said, “to mete out what punishment you will
in such a case. But this—this is the work—of a madman—or a fiend. I don’t
know you anymore, my son. What manner of man are you, Alaric?”

“A rogue. A knave. A jackanapes. A buffoon full of sunning jests, of
sports, of gambols, of japes of most infinite variety! Who knows?” Alaric
whispered. “Or, mayhap—a poor, afflicted dreamer fool, who now hath
proved that not even he can escape his age’s, or his own, barbarity. Or is
acquainted with even one quarter of the devils that dwell within his
heart. Still less with the angels who dwell there, too; for I, good my fa-
ther, have heard their voices very clear, betimes. Or, mayhap, cruelty’s
the very stuff of life, for certain ’tis the only lust we have that grows and
grows in the very heat of play and doth not fail nor satiate even upon
an excess of consummation. My lady, gentle Clo, your mirror! Look you
into it—long and lovingly and well; thus making a rite, both sacred and
profane; for as oft as you lift this burnished silver to your gaze you must
remember me. Here, fair Clo, take the cunning device, which hath the
power to repeat a face—to call up beauty’s self, or the foul image of adul-
tery. What one sees in it, I'm told, is what one hath thhm his heart. I beg
you, good my lady, take it up!”

She took the mirror from his hand, lifted it, peered into it. Then she
threw it from her, so that it clanged against the wall; for, being silver, it
could not break. She got up from the bed, and knelt before Alaric.

“My lord,” she said, “kill me. I beg of you. Slay me for my fault. For,
if God’s thy judge, and thou hast aught of mercy in thy heart, thou canst
not let me live—like this!”

“I can—and do,” Alaric said. “Now get ye all apart from me! I have
some need of rest!”
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VIII

First in the moming after he had armed himself, Alaric started toward
the chapel to say a prayer. But when he had reached the door, he
stopped. How many times had he prayed to God now, to no avail? And
always before, he’d knelt in a state of relative purity of heart and spirit.
Not sinless, God wot; but guilty only of such sins that his Savior and his
Lord in His days on earth had always gently pardoned. Unhallowed car-
nal knowledge of a maid; a troubled doubt or two about the basic tenets
of his faith: these were the furtherest limits of his guilt. But now—could a
man kneel before an altar, could he, dared he pray with such a black and
urgly burden on his soul as now he bore?

I should have killed or forgiven her, he thought. Either of those
could I have in honor done, while what I did hath neither honor, excuse,
nor pardon, on earth nor under it! Oh, Blessed Savior, I—

Then he raised his eyes and saw her standing a little way off. She
was heavily veiled, after the Moorish fashion; but he could see her eyes.
What was in them now was not easy to decipher or divine; for it was
none of the things he would have expected to encounter there; no slight-
test response to all the motives compelling her to vengeance which
now in all good truth she had: neither blood lust, nor rage, nor hate. But
what it was, he could not then decide, because he had never seen her
look at him precisely this way before.

“Nor could I enter it,” she said. “That door, methinks, Alaric is for-
ever barred to us both. ...”

“Yes,” he sighed, “I fear me that it is, Clo. And now—"

“And now,” she said, “dare I ask of you a boon, my lord?”

He looked at her. When he spoke, his voice was very low.

“Aye,” he said, “ask what you will, Clo; and if it lies within my power,
I'll grant it; for much do I repent me of this thing I've done.”

“Do you, Alaric?” she said; and her eyes, gazing on his face, were
very wide and soft. “If I retained the power of feeling joy for aught, I
should be glad of that. But no matter. Take this—if you will, my lord—
and wear it on your helmet or your sleeve as you ride forth to meet the
man who killed your brother, and thus first distilled venom in my heart.
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And, afterward, my father and my mother both fell surely at his orders or
his hand. Yet ’tis not revenge I crave. . ..”

“Then what is it, Clo?” Alaric said.

“I-I don’t know. Mayhap—justice. A lessening of the evil that be-
strides the world. To forestall future sufferings to the innocence he preys
upon. And, good my lord, before you strike—"

“Yes, Clo?” Alaric said.

“Forgive him. And commend his soul to God.”

He stood there, staring at her.

“Clo—""he said.

“Yes, my lord?”

“Julio. So clownish and so foul. The very definition of a knave, a
churl. Could I but understand that—"

“You’d pardon me? Nay, Alaric, pardon does not exist for me now,
neither at your hands nor God’s. And could you grant me it upon my
mouthing some excuse, still am I lost, for I have none. Oh, he made me
drunken on a day, with wine that where and how he’d got, I know not
even yet. But to impute my fall to drunkenness would be to lie; and I
have done with falsity, my lord Alaric! Not even to save my life would I
employ it, more. Say that all the terror and the pain new heaped upon
my heart awoke in me my till then well-hid perversity. Say that to as-
suage hate too deep for any balm, I needs must punish the sinful inclina-
tions which called down heaven’s stern recompense upon my head, by
greater sin; degrade this fair and shapely form that caused Ataul’s
death, and nigh caused thine; by wallowing with that nauseous filth in
seamy lechery. Say that, and what have I said? Where stands—or lies
prostrate—what men call truth? And where is God to witness it? Both
forever absent from this world, Alaric! So let me humble myself still
more, exceed even my newborn want and need of pain; let me confess
I enjoyed that baseborn villain, churl, peasant, knave, lout, oaf, swine—
these are not epithets enough, my lord!—to the very full. Enjoyed him,
garlic, sour wine, rotted teeth, greasy hide unwashed of water since the
baptismal font, if then, stable stench and all. Tell you that I screamed
with delight while impaled upon his huge and hurtful weapon. Still, de-
spite all this—ugliness, yet dare I ask you, because I must: Will you wear
my gage, my lord?”

“Methinks,” he sighed, “I've forfeited the right to deny you aught,
Clothilde. So wear it I will, though it be a pair of horns to affix to my
helmet in the sight of men. For now, by my troth, am I as insensible to
ridicule as to pain. And you might have asked me more. "Tis but a little
thing. . . ” He looked at the cloth she held still in her hands. It was a silken
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kerchief, snowy white save for its center where she’d traced a single
word “If” in what was surely her own blood.

“If?” he said.

“Yes, my lord. The saddest word in any language. If I had known my
heart from the very first. If I had not been capricious, filled with pride.
If I had not hated you for being what you are—most utterly unattainable!
Oh, I should have surely had the loan of your body upon a day—you have
your lusts like any other man—but you, or what there is in you of the
eternal, deep hidden within this fair and pleasing fleshly temple, from
whence you allow to shine forth such sweet, wild, strange glimpses now
and again as must madden all the female world; that awesome, awful be-
ing, all compact of angel, devil, saint, lover, man—so wondrously, fear-
somely combined, that you, that real you and not this pale abstracted
mask you show to men, I could not have, Alaric! For with that quiet
serenity that was a prick, a lash, a goad to mine intemperate blood, you
—that special you—moved always just beyond my—or, methinks, any
woman’s reach; bidding me by inference to curb my instinct for greedy
possession, be grateful for what small coins of favor you might let fall un-
thinking from your pockets; what crusts and crumbs of affection—when
her piteous, hungry whines brought the matter to your attention—you
might throw your she-dog. But I desired more of you than that. Being
me, I would not less than all! Not even with your mystic guiding voices,
your ghostly holy visitors out of the tomb return'd to council you, the
rays from the sky that shone about your head, protecting you from a host
of murderous blades—not even with all these, I tell you now, was I pre-
pared to share you. Nor could I accept—because, no less than heaven’s
favor, it, too, freed you of whatever carnal enthrallment I might have
used to bind you—the dark and terrible powers of magic in you, enabling
you to slay your enemies from leagues away, hurl fire through empty air,
erase the night with flame, burn up the world. So if, my lord! If I had
been content with some infrequent use of your fair flesh; if I had not
been born with the sluttish appetite of a common trull; if I had had
more of tenderness, less of lust, or even the imagination to see past my
acts to their consequences—in short, if I had not been I, but such a one
worthy of your love, I should not now have to live out my days con-
demned to death in life; and you—"

“~would not have hurled this unpardonable affront to mercy into
the teeth of Him who died to teach us it,” Alaric said.

“Unpardonable?” Clothilde whispered. “Nay, good my lord—for I
forgive you freely—if my forgiveness has aught of worth to you. And
God will, as well, knowing your repentance sincere, and how gross the
provocation offered you. So now there remains the hardest part of all; the
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lesson that the arrogant pride, girt round about by the beauty you
robbed me of—thus ending pride and beauty both!—would not let me
see; the cruel teaching that all of this one last sleepless night, I've tried
to get by rote—"

“Which is?” Alaric said. “Of what consists this lesson, Clo?”

“Of knowing what you are; and being thereby hourly appalled; of
living on, though sore stricken by the wounds no man can see, hurts got
in the war between the good and the evil in you; yet having in the end
the courage and the magnanimity to forgive yourself. Because there’s no
one else to, Alaric. No one else can. Even the chapel’s door is closed—if
it were ever open to any effect that hath meaning to us here below. Can
you, Alaric? Can you forgive yourself, and become once more whole of
heart?”

He looked at her, and his eyes were very bleak.

“No,” he said.

“Nor can I pardon me—ever,” she said. “And that, not my scarred
face, my lord, is the death in life of which I spoke. A veil can hide the
A for adulteress you cut into my brow, the strumpet’s S you carved into
my cheeks; the whore’s W on my chin; but what cloth exists that can
swathe the fiery letters branded on my soul?”

“Clo—"he said again.

“Oh, ride you forth, good my lord! And bear you bravely! For—for
lost honor’s sake. In the name of unredeemable sin. For no reward. On
behalf of cruel necessity. I-I am a little mad, I think. Or else, why else
should I-”

“What, Clo?” he said.

“Have the gall to—to ask of you a kiss. In parting, my lord Alaric!
Knowing what you are, and what I am, how grave the presumption; how
close it approaches insult—yet do I ask it! One touch ‘of tenderness, my
lord! To heal me a little, to—"

“Now do you honor me, I think, for the first time in your life, and
mine,” Alaric said, and took her in his arms. But when she lifted that
veil and he saw her ruined face, his eyes went blind behind a scald of
tears.

“May God, in his infinite mercy, forgive me, Clo, for I-I never
shalll” he said; and bending, kissed her tenderly.

He had got scarce two yards beyond the portcullis when he saw
Leovigild ride out from amid his cloud of desert horsemen, no more than
fifty long strides away, upon his moving mountain of a horse. The Goth
renegade was heavily armored, and held in his high saddle by leathern
straps which hooked into iron rings sewn into his belt, making it all but
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impossible to unhorse him. The lance he bore was made from the fair-
sized bole of the white ash tree; and his shield was stout enough to
stop a ballista dart, not to mention so light a thing as an arrow. He drew
up the hugh Flemish charger, and stared at Alaric in obvious puzzle-
ment. Because by then he had seen that his young opponent carried no
lance at all, no shield beyond a simple leathern target; was armed
only with a slender curving sword, a poniard, and a silly Christian bow,
stuck in a saddle sheath that was wide enough to carry it already strung;
and bore, slanting diagonally across his back, a quiver full of arrows.

“When you are ready, my lord of Tierraseca!” Alaric called out to
him.

“Now, whoreson!” Leovigild roared back, and charged.

Alaric spurred his captured barb, and charged in his turn. At the
last possible instant, when it seemed to the watching on the walls that
mighty beam of a spear must lift him from the saddle, he pulled left rein;
and went by and under it, slashing at it with his Moorish sword. That
princely weapon of the very finest Toledo steel, cut through the tough
ash shaft with one stroke, leaving Leovigild with a yard and a half of
useless wood in his hands. His bellows of rage split the sky apart.

“Churl! Whoreson! Coward! Lackey! Knave!” he roared. “If it’s
swordplay you will, then I'll oblige you! For by my troth, I'll cleave you
to your skinny arse or know the reason why!”

Alaric didn’t answer him. He reined in his barb, and sat there, study-
ing the situation. Not only Leovigild, but his elephantine horse, wore a
shirt of mail. But unlike the rider, the steed had no shield, and the un-
derpart of his huge corded neck as well as his red flaring nostrils were
bare.

Small targets, Alaric thought. “Still, sir fiend, let's see how skilled
you are at managing wild horses!”

He waited there unmoving, until Leovigild started his second
charge. Then he leaned forward, brought forth his bow, reached back-
ward over his shoulder and whipped one arrow from his quiver, fitted
it to the string, drew that bow, held it drawn against its some fifty pounds
of pull, until he was sure he would not miss. Nor did he. The arrow
whistled, blurring sight, so swift it sped; it took the Flemish warhorse in
the nose. The great beast went wild. He screamed in that awful way that
wounded horses will, and went back on his broad haunches, pawing the
sky.

o Even strapped to the saddle as he was, Leovigild had all he could
do to keep his seat. Like most of the Christian warriors, and be it said
their enemies the Moors, he was but an indifferent horseman. Not even
his long association with the finest riders in the world, the Berbers, who
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held both their Arab allies and their Christian foes in just contempt on
this score, had taught him anything; for his native arrogance made him
despise what he could not comprehend. When that great Flamond
reared, Leovigild did precisely what Alaric had hoped he would: he
dropped his mighty two-handed sword, and clung to the pommel of his
saddle with both hands.

So it was that the people on the castle walls and the Berber hosts,
both of which had thought to see a fight, witnessed an execution. Before
Leovigild’s charger had brought his forefeet down again, Alaric had
sped three arrows to the feathers into the great beast’s unprotected
chest and belly. The Flemish war horse plunged in good earnest now.
Leovigild had all he could do to hang on, having no hand even to man-
age the shield that might have saved him.

Coolly, Alaric rode circles around the plunging, dying horse, and
sped arrow after arrow into Leovigild. What was terrible, even to him,
was the number of shafts that evil giant took and yet remained wildly,
roaringly alive. Perhaps the renegade’s chain mail was extra stout, lim-
iting the barbed shafts’ penetration; but by the time the great charger
sank finally to earth, drowning in the hemorrhage two of Alaric’s arrows
had caused in his lungs, Leovigild resembled nothing on earth so much
as a huge porcupine. But still he lived. His hand came out, clawing at his
dagger. Four quick slashes and he was free of the strap holding him
to the saddle. He struggled to his feet, while wonderingly, Alaric stayed
his hand.

Tottering like some great spiny prehistoric beast, Leovigild lum-
bered toward his fallen sword; picked it up, turned; and hung there,
heaving, the blood trailing down out of his nostrils and his mouth into
his mustache and his beard, dyeing them a thick and ropy red. Stricken
though he was, he was still dangerous. Every instinct of prudence and of
sense told Alaric to speed an arrow through his throat at point blank
range. But something, the feel of a pair of wide, soft blue eyes he dared
not turn his head to see, peering at him above a heavy veil; the white
flicker at his elbow of a silken kerchief bearing a device dyed into it with
blood, would not let him take the easy course. Instead, he sheathed his
terrible bow, dismounted, drew his sword.

“Oh, Alaric, no!” he heard her cry; but then Leovigild’s mighty
blade flashed down, bit earth on the exact spot where half a heartbeat
before he had stood; but now that slender, graceful figure was not there.
So went the battle on—but now upon nearly equal terms; for though
Leovigild had still twice Alaric’s strength, Alaric had three times and
more his giant foe’s agility. He allowed no single blow to touch him,
while his own blade constantly bit through the links of Leovigilds chain
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mail, drawing blood at every stroke. Grimly the butchery went on, until
the Galician leaned there on his sword, heaving and vomiting blood.

“Own yourself vanquished!” Alaric cried. “Swear upon your son’s
grave to lift the siege—and I-I'll spare your life!”

“Strike and be damned, whoreson!” Leovigild got out. “I'll ask nor
give you quarter!” Then he lifted that two yards of heavy steel as though
it were a wand, and brought it down in a stroke that Alaric leaped away
from almost too late. The whole of his left arm, from shoulder to elbow,
chain mail and all, was opened by that blow. Though, as he ascertained
at once by doubling his fist, raising the arm, moving even his fingers, the
gash had too slight a depth to injure any muscle, it bled frightfully.

He heard Clo’s almost voiceless wail from the wall, his father’s de-
spairing groan. Then, in his extremity he did what must be done: Lifting
his leathern target with that bloody arm, he went under Leovigild’s
guard and drove the point of his own wonderfully tempered blade
through the chain mail covering the Muladi’s belly, until it protruded-
from his back.

Leovigild dropped his sword, clasped that blade that had found his
life with both his hands. When Alaric yanked it free, it cut them to the
bone. But still the former Count of Tierraseca hung there on his feet,
while his life pumped out of him with every beat of his great, evil heart.

“What—art—thou—Teudisson?” he gasped. “In—heaven’s name—or
hell's—what manner of man—art—thou?”

Then, as a great tree goes when it is cut three quarters of its thick-
ness through, Leovigild of Tierraseca, Leolchijad ibn al Djilliki, bowed
to what he could not, would not now ever understand; and gathering
speed as an axed oak does, crashed to earth at last, measuring his great
length, his towering ambition, his black, thwarted rage, and his now, at
long last, drained-of-anguish heart, at the feet of—intelligence, skill, com-
plexity great enough to, in that moment, envy him.

Fighting the weakness that threatened to drag him down beside his
fallen foe, Alaric bent and dragged off Leovigild’s helmet. Then with
one might stroke, he decapitated the dead brigand, picked up that gory
grisly prize by its long hair, walked with it in his wounded left hand un-
til he reached the place where his barb stood trembling. He mounted
one-handed, and with some effort; then held he his awful trophy high, so
that the Berber host might see it.

They stared at it with somber eyes. Then, to a man, they touched a
doubled thumb to their hearts, and lips, and foreheads, and called out:

“Qismah! Ya Allah!” “ "Tis fate and Allah will it!”

And turning their swift barbs about, they rode quietly off and left
him there, left Alaric, son of Teudis, in possession of the field, of their
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master’s severed head, of his own bleak, weary, savorless, joyless future,
his more than half unwanted life.

The knocking on his door awakened him. He opened his eyes, saw
from the quality of the light that it was long past dawn.

“Come in,” he said.

The door pushed open. Turtura stood there. She had a tray in her
hands. There was a bowl on it. A big loaf of bread: another object cov-
ered with a napkin. Raising his gaze to her face, he saw that what
leaped and sparkled in her dark eyes was joy.

“Look what I've brought you, good my lord!” she said; then she
whipped the cloth away.

“God’s eyes!” Alaric said, staring at that whole roast chicken lying
on the tray, filling the whole chamber with its succulent aroma. “Turtura,
how on earth—?” Then: “Don’t tell me they have gone!”

“No, my lord, the Moors are still there, if that's what you mean,”
Turtura said. “But theyre beginning to leave! From the walls you can
see parties of them riding off. Your august father says that by tomorrow
or the day after, he’s sure they’ll all be gone—"

Alaric lay there looking at the scullery wench, at that chicken.

“Turtura—""he said.

“Why should I let Julio have the best of all the tricks? I said to my-
self: ‘If he can do it, so can I!" After all, "twas me who taught him how!
So last night I went out and scrounged around. Oh, ‘twas most fearsome
dark, I can tell you, good my lord! I was so afrighted that my hair stood
on end and the cold sweat—"

“Who lifted the portcullis for you, Tura? By heaven and hell, T'll
have his hide! To take a risk like that—"

“Nobody, good my lord! And hence no risk at alll How many times
do I have to tell you I can walk through walls?”

“Turtura—" Alaric said again.

“One day I'll prove it to you! But now will it please my lord to eat?”

“Where'd you get this fowl, Tura? And are you sure it has no cun-
ning potion in it? Or in the wine?”

“Of course I'm sure, my lord Alaric! I cooked it myself. Fact is, I
caught it, too. There’s a whole flock of them running loose on the farm
poor old Sisberto held in fief from my lord the Count. The Moors missed
them somehow. Mayhap the chickens were out afield when they passed
through. Most likely that, ’cause they killed all the pigs and left 'em to
rot, the devils! Ran off the sheep and goats. Anyhow, please eat it, my
lord. You're so pale and sick looking and—"

“You went to Sisberto’s place, which is more than two leagues and
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behind the Berbers’ lines! You got out of the castle without anyone’s lift-
ing the portcullis for you. You caught a chicken, brought it back and
roasted it for me. All this between last night and dawn. God’s eyes,
Turtura! Are you a witch, in truth, or am I mad?”

Turtura stood there grinning at him.

“A little of both, my lord!” she said. “Tll make a bargain with you:
You eat that chicken all up, and tonight I'll demonstrate to you my mystic
powers—take you for a little stroll right through the walls—through the
Mahounds’ camp, too. ‘Cause I can do it in the daytime, but night’s bet-
ter. Agreed, my lord?”

Alaric looked at her—a long, slow time. Then he sighed. What mat-
ters it now? he thought. Even if this gravid trull can flap her arms and
fly, what care I?

“Agreed,” Alaric said; and sat up in bed. Turtura’s black eyes be-
came very round and soft.

“Ohhh!” she wailed.

“What ails you, wench?” Alaric said.

“Your—your body, good my lord; the Moors have ruined it now!
And ‘twas so very fair. Now it's—too thin, and all striped and scarred. It
gives me pain to see you thus—"

“And me,” Alaric said, “to see you bulging with unhallowed fruit!
Now get you gone, and fetch my lady—"

Turtura stood there. Quite abruptly all the joy drained out of her
face.

“Your—your—lady, good my lord?” she said.
“Aye, wench, my lady! For well I know you’ve not thought to bring
her aught to break her fast—"

“But—good my lord, she—"

“You heard me, wench! Go fetch her!”

“My lord,” Turtura said, “I cannot. For she—she’s not here. She left
last night—a little before I did—With—with Julio. I-I thought you knew!
The Count, your father, said—"

Alaric stared at her.

“What said my father, Tura?” he whispered.

“That Julio was to be released—at your orders.”

“That is s0,” he said impatiently. “And—?”

“So when I saw him start away, leading your poor lady by the hand,
naturally I thought—"

“You thought! God’s eyes, wench! I suppose youre going to tell me
that Julio and my lady Clothilde also went blithely strolling through the
walls!”
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“To be sure, my lord! That’s just what they did! I-I told you. I
taught him how—"

“God’s death! Alaric said. “Now surely am I mad!”

“I-I thought you'd sent her away, my lord! She—she was crying so!
Almost I pitied her despite—~"

“Despite what, Tura?” Alaric said tonelessly.

“The way she treated you, oh, good my lord! But now—"

“She—was crying, you say?” Alaric said. “Crying, Tura?”

“As though her poor heart would break. I doubt me not now that
Julio worked some trickery upon her, some cunning deceit to make her
think you’d put her by. Or else—"

“Else what, Tura?” Alaric said.

“Why would she consent to lower herself to the kind of life Julio can
give her? And why else would she cry?”

With that mask of ugliness I left upon her, Alaric thought, what hope
has she? Or what choice, either? Julio or the convent; for certain is no
man of quality would have her now. Her choice, however reluctantly
made, is made. And made, ’tis base! To no nunnery will my Clothilde
hie, for in the cloister one needs must sleep alone. Between her orisons
and Juli, Juli. Between the matinal bell, the silent prayers, the peaceful
service of Our Lord; and its opposite, that opposite: the beast with two
humped, furious backs, the seamy bed, panting lechery! Fie on her! Devil
take her! For she—"

—Was crying. As if her poor heart would break. Sinner forgive thy-
self! For this is the last and greatest of the commandments but one. And
that one—forgive the offender. As I do. And would have her back again.
Would take her unto me and heal and comfort her. What boots it, the
mockery of men? What boots any consideration of this world except to
arm ourselves against loneliness, to—

“My lord—" Turtura said.

“Oh, get you hence, Turtura!” Alaric said. “Begone!”

But when she had left him and he got out of bed, he staggered diz-
zily, so weak was he from hunger and loss of blood.

Out of grim necessity, he sat down and ate the chicken, drank the
wine, though the bile of sorrow in him destroyed the wine’s sweetness,
the meal’s savor. Still, they restored him greatly, which was what was
needful.

It cost him great pain to dress himself, his left arm had stiffened so.
But he managed it at last, to find that he’d got some advantage from the
delay. For it had thrust upon him time for thinking; and what he’'d
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thought was that some use might be made of Turtura’s witchcraft, or her
tricks. So he lifted up his voice and called her name.

Almost at once he heard her footsteps in the hall. She came into the
room and stood before him. When she saw the clean bones on the
trencher, her eyes lit up.

“You ate it!” she said. “I'm glad, my lord! Now—"

“Now,” Alaric said, “you’ll show me how to walk through walls.”

“My lord, I-" Turtura said. “ Tis far too perilous by day! The Moors
would hear or see us, sure and—"

“Now!” Alaric said. “For by tonight even on foot they’ll get beyond
my overtaking—"

“But they’re not afoot, my lord! Juli hath that mule of his cousin Ur-
bano’s. You know, the one that holds his lands in fief from a noble Moor.
That’s where they went. And there they’ll bide. So there’s no need for
haste, my lord Alaric—tonight will do as well-"

“God’s eyes, wench!” Alaric said. “Now mean you to tell me that
Julio rode a mule through our walls?”

“Oh, no, my lord! A mule’s too big by far! Only people can do it. And
they have to know the magic word. I had it of old Jacobo. You know, he
was in the service of the Black Duke, when this castle belonged to
him. Was he ever the lucky one!”

“God’s blood! Was ever who the lucky one, wench?”

“Jacobo. The Count sent him to take those two old nuns back to the
convent, afore the Moors came. And he never came back. Stayed there,
eating rich and fat, and performing some little services for the lady Ab-
bess like—"

“Hell and death! God deliver me from idiocy! What care I about
Jacobo, wench! Come and show me the business of walking through the
walls, and now!”

She stood there looking at him; and then she began to cry.

“As my lord wills,” she wept, “but I am sore afraid! Oh, gentle Lord
Alaric, they’ll take us and—"

Alaric picked up his short horseman’s bow, a quiver full of arrows;
buckled on his sword, his poniard, slipped his arms through his leathern
shield.

“They’ll not take us, Tura,” he said. “Now come!”

They went up the stairs toward the tower room. At a certain place,
a little before they’d reached the top, she halted, put her already lighted
candle down, knelt upon the step, folded her hands in the attitude of
prayer.

“My Lord Satan, Father of Night and Darkness!” she whispered,
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“And ye, Old Lord Warlock, King of Sorcerers! And ye, Lady Melusine,
Queen of all Witches! I invoke ye! I call upon ye all!”

Alaric stared at her. Her voice had changed; it had become hoarse,
shuddery. That she believed implicitly in every word she said, was
abundantly clear. God’s death! Alaric thought; suppose ’tis true? Sup-
pose she hath those powers? After all, there are witches in the world.
All the learned fathers say—

“Give me strength!” Turtura crooned. “Grant me the powers! For
now will I say the awful words!”

Alaric waited, holding his breath.

“Eko Eko Azarak!” Turtura cried: “Eko Eko Arada! Open, walll 1
bid thee let us pass!”

“Now will T strike thee in they secret place! You hear me, wall? I
bid thee let us pass!”

Alaric didn’t move. Nothing happened. Nothing at all.

She put out her tough little fist and hammered at a stone. Before
Alaric’s startled eyes it turned smoothly, silently, as though it had been
oiled. Turtura put her hand inside the cavity, caught an iron ring, pulled
it. Just as smoothly, and as silently, a whole section of the tower wall
turned inward, revealing another pair of narrow steps going down.

“It used to creak and groan like the very devil,” Turtura said matter
of factly, as she bent to pick up the candle, “but Julio oiled the hinges.
Follow me, my lord—"

Alaric repressed his wild impulse to laugh, for it struck him now
that this was no simple thing, but a confusion that lay at the very heart
of this his world. That Turtura knew not where fact left off and fancy
or folly began, was to be expected. But are her betters any wiser? he
thought. We reject simplicity; we have a need of the wondrous. Duke
Atanagild, of course. Being the black-hearted fiend he was, he’d provide
himself with this cunningly worked means of escape against the day of
reckoning, when all the gentlefolk and the base he’d wronged came to
take him. But praying to the powers of darkness, mouthing nonsense,
what connection hath all that with a simple mechanical device? Surely
none. Yet both my father and Clo impute to me the powers of sorcery
because I warred with engines known to our ancestors a thousand years
and more agone; and which the Moors use right handily to reduce our
strongholds. My poor lady mother called me saint because I'd dreamed
or lied, or both, and this foolish strumpet had befouled my room with
cheap perfume. And yet—I did know where to find Ataulf without tak-
ing thought, and in that fight I should have lost my life a hundred times.
Clo swears the heavens opened and a light—hell and death! I am as bad
as they! I-I want to believe! I have a hunger after marvels, a thirst for
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wondrous things! I have a desire to be a favored one of God, such a one
as angels watch over, invisible shields protect. As they did! They must
have or why else—

“My lord!” Turtura said. “Why do you tarry? Come!”

—do I live? Because— And now the sickness is in me like a host of
cold and slimy crawling things—because that Moorish lord—that Sahib
Ahmad—offered them so much for me—as object of his twisted loves,
his perverted lusts, that they—

“Oh God, God!” he said aloud. “Is there aught but ugliness here be-
low? Hath Thou taken away all wonder and all beauty from the world?”

“My lord?” Turtura said. “Are you unwell? If so, we'll wait—"

“No, trulll Lead on!” Alaric said, and started down that stair. But
now, irremediably, all things had changed for Alaric Teudisson. For
though he clanked in armor, bore terrible weapons in his hands of which
he had the practice and the use, still went he naked and defenseless to
meet his foes. Because what had departed from him now was faith. And
that, not Turtura’s nonsense, was the magic word.

The tunnel went on for a long, long way. But now he could dimly
see daylight up ahead. They moved on until they came to that opening.
It was thickly shrouded with blackberry vines. Alaric pushed them aside
with his target, came out. When he saw where he was, he swore aloud.

“The treacherous dog!” he said. “And I—I let him go!”

“What ails you, good my lord?” Turtura said.

“Were beyond the Berbers’ lines,” Alaric said. “We could have re-
victualed the whole castle but for your fine Julio! Or for that matter, but
for you! Why did you not show me this before, you worthless trollop?”

“I-1 dared not, my lord! Juli would have beat me to death. ‘Cause
then he’d have lost all his advantages: the pigs he got off his cousin Ur-
bano—cause Urbano’s master, being a Moor, let him raise them to his
own profit; and the wine and fresh bread he sold to the men for all the
money they had; and when that ran out, he buckled down to what he
was really after: making them bring their wives and daughters to his
bed!”

“God’s eyes!” Alaric said. “They stood for that?”

“Hunger’s an awful thing, my lord Alaric. And Juli said he wasn't
asking ‘em for the right of the first night like a lord. Said what with the
used and shabby goods he took in recompense for all his risks and
trouble, "twas he who was getting cheated, not they. “Sides, he said—oh,
no! I'll not tell you that!”

“Out with it, wench! Or by heaven and hell, I'll-"

“He said—he said—please, my lord, forgive me, for *twas his words,
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not mine—he said: Why should they be so stiff-necked when you
weren’t! That certainly your fair lady’s sweet favor was worth more than
anything their sluts and slatterns had to offer—oh, good my lord!”

“And I-I let the whoreson live!” Alaric whispered.

“Which you can remedy tonight,” Turtura said. “Come, my lord—tis
a long walk, and afore long the heat will be upon the day. ...”

“Walk!” Alaric said. “I mean not to walk, wench. Our Berber friends
will provide me with a mount. Now wait you here, below the river bank
amid the vines. I'll come back for you.”

“My lord! My lord!” Turtura wailed. “Please don’t leave me. I'm
afrighted! I-"

“Oh, hold thy tongue, Tura!” Alaric said.

When he came out of the ravine, he could see the horses. They all
had their forelegs bound together so they moved about in queer, stiff,
plunging jumps. The Berbers hobbled them that way to keep them from
straying too far afield. Only one man guarded them. He was mounted on
a magnificent white Arabian mare.

Alaric made up his mind at once. Not only was the guard’s mount a
superb example of the world’s finest breed of horses, but she was already
saddled and bridled. He had scant time to consider his European preju-
dice against riding a mare; besides, he already knew the Berbers favored
them over either stallions or geldings. From what he'd seen of those
desert dogs’ prowess in the saddle, he was by then perfectly willing to
follow their example in anything pertaining to horseflesh. And he’d
have to kill the guard in any event. No other course was open to him. He
got down on his belly, crawled from clump of brush to bare rock, to
dwarfed, gnarled tree. When he was sure the guard had his eyes turned
in another direction, he ran a yard or two.

So came he close. Then he moved closer still. For a man possessing
such a horse might have on a shirt of mail under his tunic. That he was
guarding the horses meant nothing: the way the Berbers loved their
mounts, they well might set one of their ka’ids to watching them. So
closer yet, to make sure that his arrow would reach its target with force
enough to pierce stout chain mail. He’d have no time for a second shot.
The very first must kill.

He drew his bow, held it drawn until his wounded left arm jerked
and trembled, let fly at the very last. The shaft was blinding in its speed.
The Berber let out one great, terrible cry, and reeled from the saddle, the
arrow in him up to the feathers. He was dead before he struck the
ground.

Alaric was in his saddle almost as soon as he vacated it. The mare
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trembled, then answered to the bridle. Alaric started off at a slow trot; if
some of them had roused themselves at the Berber’s dying scream,
they'd see a horseman moving about his rounds, not galloping madly
away. Done in that cunning fashion, he might escape cleanly without
having to engage in a fight he had neither heart nor stomach for, God
wot, this day. So moved he off, unpursued, until he came to the river
bend. There was no sign of Turtura, which was strange. She would have
come rushing out to meet him; and yet—

“The silly wench!” he thought. “She’s wandered off, just when—"

He dismounted, let the bridle trail, knowing that a trained barb
would stand at no more than that. Then he scrambled down the bank;
and stopped. A dozen curved Berber swords thrust for his throat. He
leaped backward, clapping his hand to the hilt of his own; but their
leader, a black-bearded, aquiline hawk of a man, said in aljamia:
“Wouldst sacrifice thy wife and unborn son, O infidel dog? Or willst thou
surrender quietly?”

Then they parted, right and left, and Alaric saw Turtura. Saw and
realized in one giddy instant of bitter, silent laughter that the Berbers
might well believe her his lady. For among them, such a stocky, broad-
hipped wench as this, big-breasted, fecund, round, fit to drop a foal
yearly, would be a pearl beyond price. They had neither the delicacy
nor the taste of the Moors. And because they knew not that their utili-
tarian concepts of beauty differed from his own, they were sure they
had him. One of them held a knife across Turtura’s throat. Another held
her arms twisted cruelly behind her. A third had the point of his curved
poniard pressing into a spot high on her swollen belly. As Alaric watched,
slowly he pushed it in until a swell of scarlet rose about the point.

“Nay, Berber!” Alaric said. “Withdraw your blade. Slay me if you
will, but spare her life.”

“Slay you?” the Berber chieftain laughed. “Why thou, Sahib Aizun,
friend of princes, art worth thy weight in gold! We'd have thee alive,
and guard thee right tenderly! For if ibn Ha'ad pays us one half what
he promised those swine the banu Djilliki-may Allah reward thee for
ridding us of them, for, verily, they were fiends from helll-well be
well repaid for all we've suffered at thy hands. Now throw down your
weapons one by one—"

“And the maid?” Alaric whispered.

“She’s not thy wife, then?” the Berber chieftain said.

“No,” Alaric said, “nor is the life that swells within her of my
making.”

“Good!” The Berber laughed. “Then think I to take her unto me, if
thou doth not force me to disembowel her before thy eyes! For, from
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her build, she is one of those who run to luscious fat. Is this not so, my
lord Aizun?”

“Itis,” Alaric said. “ "Twas your siege that starved it off her.”

The Berber looked at Turtura, and his teeth flashed in the blackness
of his beard.

“And thou hath proved that thou canst foal, canst thou not, O Chris-
tian mare?” he mocked. “Speak to thy lord, that he force me not to make
carrion of so sweet flesh as thine! For by the Prophet’s beard, I'll have not
only this issue of thee without so much as a night’s labor, but a fat and
winning wife, who'll serve me welll What say thee, O little she-goat rich
in milk, whose udders bulge most cunningly?”

“Spare me!” Turtura wept. “Spare my lord!”

“As Allah the Compassionate bids us show mercy, I'll grant thee thy
boon, O moon of my delight! That is, if thou, Lord Aizun, willst be so
kind as to throw thy weapons down. Or wouldst force us to butcher
this little ewe?”

Alaric stood there, looking at the Berber chieftain. I should chance
it, he thought. I should hang my poor, miserable existence upon the toss
of even such weighted dice as these, for what they’d sell me into is not
only slavery but abomination. Against that, what’s this poor strumpet’s
life to me? Or her bastard’s, either?

But the weariness was in him like a weight, pressing intolerably
upon his heart. What, in this world of ours, is not an abomination? he
thought. I have myself of late been abominably cruel or abominably be-
witched—or mad, which is the father and mother of all abominations.
And life—even this poor witless whore’s, and more, even this bastard
churl’s kicking now right lustily amid her coiling tripes—is none the less
sacred even when, as now, ’tis sired by an abomination upon two legs
who still walks the world in such happy pursuit, enjoyment, and use of
abominable knavery as to insure the continued begetting of abomina-
tions in his image down to the end of time. And—

Clo. To entwine her long, sweet, pliant limbs with his scales and
scabs and crusty dirt, open her thighs, her body, her life to his brute
male probing thrust, impaling not only her own pledged honor there-
upon, but mine as well-but mine as welll—what was that if not an—

He threw back his head and laughed aloud.

“Art mad, Aizun? Or wouldst thou play the fool?” the Berber chief-
tain said.

“No—" Alaric said wearily. “I've worn that habit lifelong, now; and
by God’s Holy Blood, I tire of the cap and bells! I've no more stomach
for war, which is but another jape, a louder jest, a sillier gambol, is it not
O Ka'id? My weapons you may have of me. My life, too, which is the
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emptiest buffoonery of them all. I leave unfinished business, but then,
what man doth not? I am at your disposal, Sahib! Strike—or bind me—as
you will—"

“Bind him!” the Berber chieftain said. “Veil her—for truly I mean to
take this delicious roundness unto me—and ’tis not meet that her beauty
inflame other eyes than mine! Thou, Hixim, go fetch the horses! For before
those other desert dogs get wind of our luck, we must ride!”

“Where, good my lord?” the one called Hixim said.

“To Cérdoba, O flea up a cur dog’s arse! To Cérdoba! For as sure
as Allah’s the one true God and Muhammad is his Prophet, there we'll
have our fortunes made! Now get you gone about your task; and tarry
not, or I-"

“Ya, Allah! I go, Sahib!” Hixim said, and whirling like a dervish, fled
toward that herd of hobbled horses.
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IX

Alaric lay on a pallet spread out across a corner of the tiled floor
and stared up at the window of ibn Ha’ad’s slave jail. He ran his fin-
gers through the heavy blond beard that had sprouted on his face during
the months of the siege. He had scarcely noted its appearance then, so
occupied had he been with great and terrible deeds. Yet here it was,
grown fine and thick, as if to give visible confirmation to achieved
manhood. He stared up at the bars in the window. They looked fragile,
but they probably werent. And even could he break them, he still
would need some fifty good yards of stout rope to descend to the level
of the street. Yet he owed it to his sister Gele, and to Goissuintha—Sor Fi-
dela no more by now; of that he was sadly sure—to escape and try to suc-
cor them.

Escape? he mused. Escape where? And from what? Our bonds are
forged upon us whilst we sleep still in our mothers’ wombs; we bear our
dungeons about with us as do the terrapin, the snail. And what Gele and
Goissuintha suffer now is but the common destiny of female flesh. If—
the mocking thought stole unbidden into his mind—indeed they suffer.
Have I not learned what base appetites a slender, graceful form can
house? God’s death! I'll think no more on it, for I—

Then he heard the great key turn in the massive lock. The door
opened, and three men came into the room. Two of them, Alaric saw at
once, were merely the rude, muscular brigands who guarded the slave
pens; but the third was ibn Ha’ad. He knew at once though he had never
seen the trader before that moment; for although the Berber had de-
livered him into the hands of the trader’s agent and ridden away with
Turtura and their reward two days agone, ibn Ha’ad for reasons of his
own had not deigned to come until now to inspect his new lot of slaves.
Alaric studied him with curiosity and some care, for the renegade mer-
chant was surely the strangest, most richly comic sight that ever Chris-
tian gaze feasted upon.

He was monstrously fat, poised upon slippered feet so tiny that he
seemed to walk on tiptoe. And he was far enough below middle height
to seem wider than he was tall. He had taken off his high Persian bon-
net, and Alaric saw that his head was bald save alone for a fringe of
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bright red hair that bristled about his ears and oddly grew so copiously
on the back of his neck and the underside of his skull that he’d—proudly,
Alaric was sure—made a thick red plait of it, which he wore in a little
bag of silken net, falling artfully across one shoulder. In the lobes of his
ears he wore enormous golden earrings. In one nostril, a surgeon had
made a slit, enabling him to set a huge and glittering diamond in that
most unexpected place. All his pudgy fingers, including, be it said, his
thumbs, flashed with precious stones. His globelike bulk was swathed in
acres of yellow silk, gathered about his quite nonexistent waist by a sash
of brocaded green velvet, from which hung a huge drawstring purse.
Into the sash was stuck a curved Moorish dagger, sheathed and hilted in
gold, encrusted with brilliant jewels.

He passed with a jiggling step among the slaves, tossing back over
his shoulder remarks to the guards in Arabic. Alaric had no idea what
these remarks were, but they convulsed the guards with laughter. As ibn
Ha’ad moved about, pausing now and again to examine an especially
likely boy or youth, the fat man never ceased to take sweetmeats from
that bulging pouch he wore attached to his sash, and pop them into his
mouth

And now Alaric could see his face clearly. His round, pouting little
mouth was ringed with a sparse hairline mustache that descended past
the corners of his lips and joined the ridiculous little red spike beard
that sat on the topmost of hi