


J: Qs ’““1 y
4 My ‘«“.u,////m%/’/
Sy, %
7

//’I :,I

VALLADOLID &

[]
\\“‘b N id “/
N Gy,

IN
AN .\uﬂ”"‘"“”””‘“ =2 \TWV’/ ”’
AN "Wﬂntm”m..u ""m’" AN

N \‘\\ X,
7\\“\\'\ \\§-'.-"’/ MADRID ? ’/o//,/% 4// ",/
SN ‘a_,’ '11/4,, //’””I’ /?,mll

oo i ¢ E///’/M//"/lﬂl\
—\’G""2 ALCAZAR, de .anuan,l | ﬁ“““‘m

o, S -“"’”’”””’Z“au,
0 N 'wlllj_"“w%\m‘ (il ”I[”ul[%/

W" Q ”/'7 v

\| \\
", mW’IlI /”'“\\m\ G{LINARES
6 »""”"’"“‘“‘ o CORDO BA ‘,‘\\“\\\“
Q f Evn.'féE \---z //-, z3 ﬁﬂ,

PALOS N <.

(«,’”’s’-

:mﬂ'\ﬂ 0
4 RANADA'E‘“ 6“

A
ll l//
’I
(4
% %
y2)
,/ /’/
‘4 /l;
9

"9 First routes followed by ||';
!4 Pedro deVargas and his |}

1000 T 1,7 9,0,0°708% %7 %7747 /"4;’ ’ r,f,d 4,'/1/’

"’”/m\\\“' il

w1/ |

.\lllll/

)

4’

,; /Jarel'll‘f"""""‘ '::',l

4 Router fo//owec{ by Pedro i

;’5 de 9/I:gaf on his return ;', ,

j, to Spain —-——-— ’,I’//j L ST

’
A
//II///II ’u;” ll'”z"’a 724 Yre Yl e
i 22 ‘e 7/0%4 ) s




35— — W

-
5

N\
AR T UL RO RO

"L/’a-"//l//l‘lé = "',.
1 MEXICO ||
Y Route ﬁ//owea/ éy@;fgé A

’
2 \“,/r/? ‘, ¥)
< C 1 a4 ” Y]
\/‘\J < vy, g # —.—./_—)c > - ‘l’

2 317 2 o G S 5 &
1Rk 4 Route followed by Redro del |’
3¢ " ;l '.O,{fl {9374 ealroae el

2 F 7. S ”

I = e g e ik ’

§z 2097 e Buntroll’

\ $E Y Vargasinto untry ||
-;g ’/’I = 4..03%.“’6..... - II'
3 E 5:’ — T T '; - - g7}

= = - AP T ’ 7y F T (]
RS P, 0, TV, 4 Y Tl s PV 1,7, ghat, Yy
% @ - ,I’I,'Illl’sflfl 0, e 00,0 70007, ’,’/,“’I ,",',
3% XX/ ' Y10 vt

9

J
N
N\

N

MITTIIRIA

while

",
M\
& S AP
EXICO CITY ££7 53 it
N S 5T 0 e
£ @5 3£°,.07¢ MY
K 338 L7
‘.‘ \;";\* o TLASCALA__.’@I”
R ‘?i’cuo LULA 75,%
3 o 1, S //"u.-
s 3 D& Orizaba

C 2

ey

NN
\4

J
\/

>

’\\\

»

SO
YA
N )

A
N

g
AN

b

NN

e

N

0
[

l
:
kalz in Miles
" 28 &0 I§5 ro0o

ruman

Yol.

7~

°
TACUBA
crmvunzes’g))}\:
/o

\

W ()
XOCHIMILC

o o

de Vargas
Coun gy

(Jenochtitldn)

AND SURROUNDINGS
Route Sfollowed by Cortés

C’czwewa‘y

Route followed by Pedro

|

S

into Coatl’s













CAPTAIN
FROM
CASTILE

by Samuel Shellabarger

Little, Brown and Company - Boston
1945







To my son

JOHN ERIC SHELLABARGER







“Part One

I

ON THE evening of June 28th, 1518, young Pedro de Vargas, aged nine-
teen, confessed his sins of the month to Father Juan Méndez. He took
them more seriously than the priest, who had been hearing confessions
for hours, and was ready for supper. Besides, Father Juan knew the
young man so well that he could have guessed beforehand what he
would tell him.

“I, Pedro, confess to Almighty God, to Blessed Mary . . .”

Though the wall of the confessional separated them, Father Juan
had as clear a picture of the penitent as if they had been face to face.
In imagination, he could see Pedro’s bronze-colored hair, short and
curly; the greenish-blue eyes set well apart; a sunburned face and
strong mouth; the high cheekbones with hollows under them. Pedro’s
folded hands, big and brown, though shapely, held a paper with a list
of sins in poor handwriting.

“I accuse myself of forgetting my prayers on the night when Cam-
peador came.” )

“Who is Campeador, son?”’

“My new horse, Father, a good horse, sired by

“You must not forget the Blessed Virgin because of a horse, my son.”

“No, Father.”

“What next?”

“I accuse myself of falling asleep during the Bishop’s sermon on St.
John’s Day.”

“Hm-m,” said the priest, overcoming a smile.

“I have disobeyed my father by frequenting the Rosario tavern in
the mountains.” '

“An evil place. There is none worse in the province of Jaén. The
resort of bandits and rascals.”

“Yes, I have sinned. Moreover, I kissed a certain girl there—a
dancer.”

39




“Amorously?”’

“Yes,” gulped Pedro.

“And afterwards?”

“Nothing, por Dios!”

“Do not swear.”

“I’m sorry. . . . No, there was nothing, Father.”

“Go on.”

“I accuse myself of drawing a knife over cards.”

“You did not use it?”

“No, Father.”

“What next?”

“I made fun of my sister, Mercedes, for reading saints’ legends. I told
her that they were not the equal of Amadis de Gaula.”

The priest muttered: “Woe unto them through whom offenses
come! It were better for them if a millstone were tied around their
necks.”

“Yes, Father. I repent. I have been impertinent to my mother.”

“Alas! What next?”

When Pedro had finished, Father Juan, struggling with a yawn, ab-
solved him. His penance consisted in part of reading five saints’ legends
that evening and of an interdict against Amadis for a month.

The next morning, therefore, on June 29th, day sacred to his name
saint and patron, Saint Peter, he was clean spiritually as a hound’s
tooth, and climbed up through the narrow streets of Jaén with his
family to take communion in the cathedral church under the castle.

From the side of the nave, Father Juan, who at that mass had no
duties at the altar, watched the procession of the de Vargases down the
center aisle. First, a page boy carrying prayer cushions; then Don Fran-
cisco with Dofia Maria on his arm; then Pedro with his sister Mercedes,
a girl of twelve.

As father confessor, the pricst knew them all well. An honorable
family, a credit to Jaén. His cyes followed them affectionately. Don
Francisco, tall, erect, lean as whip leather, with a hawk nose too large
for his face, and his lower lip jutting out. Though sixty and retired, he
still looked his reputation as one of Spain’s foremost cavaliers; a soldier
of the Marquis of Cadiz in the Moorish wars; knighted by King
Ferdinand at Granada; stirrup comrade of the Great Captain, Gonsalvo
de Cérdoba, in Italy; survivor of more forays and pitched battles than
anyone in the province. He was well known among the soldiery of
Europe. Even such a champion as the French knight, Bayard, called
him friend. With a head grown partly bald from the rubbing of his
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helmet, a stiff knee crushed at the battle of Ravenna, almost every one
of his features was a trophy of war. Even his wife, Dofia Maria, migh:
be considered a trophy. Florentine by birth and belonging to the great
Strozzi family, she had married Don Francisco twenty years before dur-
ing a lull between campaigns. She had since grown plump, maternal,
and forty; but her husband treated her still with scrupulous gallantry.
She walked beside him now like a dignified pouter pigeon beside 2
falcon.

Father Juan shook his head as he glanced at Mercedes de Vargas
Too slender and frail. Her delicate health gave concern to her family.
He liked Pedro’s manner with her, protective and smiling, as they went
down the aisle.

It was Pedro himself, with his reddish hair and scarlet doublet stand-
ing out in the dimness of the church, who most fixed the priest’s atter-
tion. A man of the world before he had taken orders, Juan Méndez
could not but admire the erect figure, narrow hips, and broad shoulders.
He realized suddenly that here was no longer the boy he had known,
but a young man on the threshold of his career as a soldier. Pedro’s
naive confessions the evening before contrasted strangely with the im-
pression he now made.

The Processional began; the priest turned to devotion.

Kneeling between his father and mother, young de Vargas did his
best to pray. His eyes rested on the huge, black, fearsome crucifix newly
brought from Seville. But his thought drifted to the crusades. There
were still infidels—in Tangier, in the Indies. Some of his father’s friends
had sailed with the Admiral, Christopher Columbus . .

He returned to prayer, but soon found himself gazing up at the votive
banners overhanging the nave. He tried to make out the quarterings.
There was Ledn, there Mendoza ; that was the banner Queen Isabella
left when she held her court at Jaén. Becoming too much abserbed,
and gaping upwards, he received a poke in the ribs from the gold knob
of his father’s cane. On Pedro’s other side, his mother frowned and
shoved a half of her book at him.

The Bishop took his throne, the celebrant bowed to the altar, ‘the
servers kneeled, puffs of incense rose from the thurible.

“Kyrie eleison. Kyrie eleison. Kyrie eleison.”

From now on, Pedro did his best to keep his mind on the service."On
other days some inattention might be allowed; but today he was re-
ceiving the sacrament after confession—if unworthily, to his eternal
loss; if worthily, to the fortifying of his soul—and he had been wasting
precious minutes, which should have been spent in preparation.
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Earnestly he followed his mother’s forefinger across the page of the
missal, as it accompanied the priest’s singsong.

A subtle anguish began between his shoulder blades. A flea, with the
cunning of its race, was attacking him in the most unreachable spot,
and he could do nothing. A cavalier did not scratch in public. He could
only wriggle his shoulders, which seemed to provoke the enemy. But a
sudden thought struck him. Was it an ordinary flea? Was not Beelzebub
himself the lord of fleas? Wasn’t it probable that the Fiend had sent a
familiar to attack the soul of Pedro de Vargas through the flesh? Vaya,
he defied the demon! As a result, he did not miss a word of the Epistle,
and the temptation passed, a fact which showed that he had gauged it
correctly.

Some late-comers took their places among the kneeling congregation,
but Pedro kept his eyes on the book. If the devil sought to destroy him
this morning, he must not be given another loophole. Only at the
munda cor meum, ac labia mea, Pedro happened to look up.

Por Dios! That girl who had just passed down the side aisle, wasn’t
she—? He stared intently. Yes, indeed! Satan still prowled. It was
Catana Pérez, the dancer at the Rosario. The wildest girl in the moun-
tains! She could dance a zarabanda to make blood boil, could throw a
knife like a gipsy, could swear like a man. Church was hardly the place
where he expected to see her.

He watched the sway of her hips along the aisle, then ducked his
head, glancing furtively at his sister, Mercedes, who knelt on the other
side of Dofia Maria, to see if she had noticed his lapse. And of course
she had.

“Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church,” in-
toned the priest. Pedro could hardly feel that he had been appropriately
named for the stanch apostle.

Then suddenly his eyes, again straying from the page, widened. Until
that moment he had not noticed the girl to his left near the side
column. From where he kneeled, he could see only the pcar-shaped
pear]l dangling under one ear, and the curve of her cheek. Madonna!
That Luisa de Carvajal appeared at early mass on his name-day was
indeed an event.

A year ago she had returned from her convent in Seville because her
father, the Marquis de Carvajal, was lonely and wanted her at home
after his wife’s death. For some time, Pedro de Vargas had admired
her at a distance befitting her rank and unapproachableness. Once he
had met her at the Bishop’s palace—an affair of ceremony, but they
had had a word or two. Another time he had passed her on the church
steps, and she had smiled and looked down.
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But this morning she seemed nearer, less forbidden. Watching her
at her prayers, he felt a delicious tenderness steal over him. That she
was here on his name-day seemed very significant. He could not take
his eyes from her. If he had admired her before, he now realized that
he adored her.

And at that point, a miracle happened.

To his glowing imagination, it could not be called anything else. A
ray of light, slanting through one of the narrow windows, rested on her
face, illumined it, and then, intercepted by a cloud, gradually faded.

He held his breath. It was a manifest revelation that here was his
destined lady of ladies, the mistress of his life. She had been revealed to
him on his name-day by a special act of heaven.

“San-ta Ma-ri-a!” hissed his father. “Will you attend to the service!
Do you have to gape at every skirt!”

With a sense of injustice, Pedro returned to the book. He had never
felt so religiously uplifted. He thrilled with a new zeal. In the spirit of
his hero, Amadis de Gaula, he now prayed:—

“Holy Saint Peter, gracious patron, I thank thee that by thy inter-
cession Dofia Luisa de Carvajal has been designated to me as the lady
whom I am ever hereafter to serve and honor as a Christian cavalier.
May it be to thy glory and the advancement of chivalry! And herewith
I vow to perform this day three deeds for her sake, if thou wilt deign to
provide me with the occasion for them. And this I swear by the blessed
Cross on the altar. Amen.”

They were story-book words, but he meant them. “Sanguis Domini
nostri Jesu Christi custodiat animam meam in vitam aeternam.” When
it came time to approach the altar, he trembled with emotion, and re-
turned to his place a new creature. Or so he thought.

“Dominus vobiscum.”

“Et cum spiritu tuo.”

Like a runner on the mark, Pedro had one foot under him. At Deo
gratias, to the concern of his family, he leaped up and hurried out, but
stood waiting at the holy-water font in the vestibule of the church.

Having followed the side aisle, Luisa de Carvajal, with her duenna,
was among the first to come out. Seeing her approach, Pedro stood lost
in admiration. '

She was not tall, but beautifully proportioned. In every detail, her
small person showed finish—in the arrangement of hair and mantilla,
in the modishness of her dress. She carried herself exquisitely. The arch
of her eyebrows, the bow of her lips, her pearl-white complexion,
were perfect. She had been schooled and polished to become the model
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of correctness which people expected from the daughter of a grandee.

Only her eyes had not yet been fully disciplined. Even in Andalusia
it takes longer than seventeen years for that. They were dark and clear,
innocent, angelic. They utterly confused Pedro, who kept just enough
presence of mind to dip his two fingers in holy water and present them
with a bow. His face was beet-red; he felt gawky as a lout; his saluta-
tion stuck in his throat.

“Gracias, sefior.”

She touched his fingers, made the sign of the cross, and once more
her eyes devastated him. He was privileged to read in them almost any-
thing he pleased.

Then she passed on, leaving a momentary breath of rose water. Hap-
pily dizzy, Pedro stared after her.

“Have you nothing for me?” said a voice at his elbow.

He had forgotten Catana Pérez. She confronted him now, chin up,
her eyes challenging. He could have sunk through the pavement—all
the more as at that moment his family emerged from the main body of
the church.

He hesitated a moment. Should he pretend not to know her? By God,
he couldn’t do that to a friend like Catana, whatever people thought!
It took high courage, though he wouldn’t have called it so, to grin
back at her under the eyes of his family, return the greeting, and dip
his fingers for her in the font; but he did it gallantly.

“As much for you as for anyone, querida.”

He was puzzled by the sudden change in her. The devil in her eyes
faded; her reckless, swarthy face grew gentle, and her lips tightened.
Looking down, she crossed herself quickly. And leaving him nonplused,
she hurried out into the glare of the plaza.

“What the deuce!” he thought.

“Who’s that trollop?” his mother demanded in a low voice.

“A country girl,” he stammered. It wasn’t necessary to be too
definite.

“I believe you know every wench in the province,” Dona Maria went
on indignantly. “No shame at all! No propriety! And after el San-
tisimo too! At least I thought you might be saluting the Lady Luisa;
but no, in the face of the town, you have to disgrace your family with a
trull!”

“She isn’t a trull, Madrecita.”

“What else is she?”

With her head in the air, Dofia Maria waddled out, followed by
Mercedes.
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Don Francisco’s lip drooped—a bad sign. But on the point of speak-
ing, he checked himself. Be hanged if he would correct his son in the
presence of the town gossips! Hadn’t he been young himself? Cémo no!
To Pedro’s relief, he drew himself up, pulled in his lip, and smiled.

“Hombre! A lively-looking filly!” He spoke in a voice for anybody:te
hear. And taking Pedro’s arm, “What’s her name?”

“Catana Pérez, sir.”

“Catana, eh?”

The old cavalier limped stiffly to the door, and adjusted his flat velvet
cap with the short plume, reserved for churchgoing.

A wave of affection for his father surged through Pedro. He would
have liked to squeeze the sinewy arm that rested on his. Por Dios, it was
good to be a de Vargas!

]

THOUGH it was still early, the sun already struck hard aleng the alley-
like streets descending from the church. As became their sex, Dofia
Maria and Mercedes rode, while Pedro, the page, and a mule boy
walked, leading the animals. Don Francisco, also mounted because of
his stiff knee, brought up the rear.

The odors of oil, garlic, wineé casks, and other ingredients, thickened;
breakfast was in the air; shutters opened, and voices clattered between
opposite windows. Now and then a cascade of slops from above splashed
the cobblestones. “Look out! Look out!” called the mule boy in per-
petual warning. Far off—an occasional vista through the chasm of the
street—extended the plain below with its groves of olive trees and, be-
yond that, the dark wall of the Sierra Morena.

Picking his way mechanically through the litter underfoot, Pedro de
Vargas walked in a dream. What did the fuss about Catana Pérez
matter! He didn’t even care to defend himself on that subject. He knew
that it would have pleased his mother if he had told her all that had
happened at the holy-water font, but the name of Luisa de Carvajal
and his new-found love were too sacred to be bawled out in the common
street. He relived his experience in the church: the miracle of the ray
of light, his exaltation. He ached with an unspeakable longing. Typical
of humanity, he walked with his feet among ordures and his head in
the clouds.

Downhill the town opened up, leaving more breathing space than in
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the crowded district around the castle. Small squares, with a tree or so
in the center, were lined with the fronts of newer houses. Upon enter-
ing one of these open places, within a stone’s throw of home, the de
Vargases came upon a considerable hubbub.

In front of the house of Diego de Silva, horses were prancing and
fretting under their riders, among whom were several of Pedro’s friends;
hunting dogs, held back by footmen, yelped and strained at the leash;
a crowd of idlers stood around. In the center of the throng, de Silva,
mounted on a fine sorrel, was just pulling on his riding gloves.

He was a clean-shaven, still youngish man, with large, reckless black
eves, shrewd and insolent. He had closely knit brows, forming an over-
hang to the bridge of his nose, with one of them tilting up at an angle,
which gave him a sinister, rather sly look. His large ears, pointed chin,
and the strips of hair creeping down from his temples reminded Pedro
of a bat, though he was otherwise handsome enough. He had soldiered
in Italy, had been at court, and was reputed the richest man in Jaén,
richer even than the Marquis de Carvajal. Still unmarried, he was a
beau with the ladies and the best catch in town. Pedro admired, with-
out liking, him.

At the sight of fine horseflesh, Don Francisco’s eyes lighted up, and
he forced his mule through the crowd.

“What’s this?’ he hailed. “It isn’t the hunting season, Sefior de Silva.
What are you out for?”

“The oldest chase in the world,” returned the other with a super-
ciliousness that galled Pedro.

“And that is?” Like all Andalusians, the elder de Vargas spoke with
a lisp, which was more marked in his case because he had lost his front
teeth. “It’s too early in the morning for riddles.”

“No riddle,” replied de Silva. “It’s a man hunt.” Noticing Dona
Maria and Mercedes on the fringe of the throng, he bowed with two
fingers on his heart.

“What man?”

“My servant, Coatl. I gave the dog some lashes yesterday for the
good of his soul, and he rewards me by running off. Hombre! When 1
get my hands on him, he’ll run no more.”

Coatl, the Indian, was one of the curiosities of the town, as yet un-
used to natives of the Islands, though savages, naked or in their bar-
baric panoply, were frequent enough spectacles in the retinues of home-
coming discoverers arriving at the main ports. He had been brought
over by a Cuban planter, from whom de Silva had acquired him—a
well-muscled, stately man of about thirty, and rather light-colored. His
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ears, nostrils, ana upper lip had been pierced for ornaments which he
no longer possessed. Though technically a servant, because of the edict
against the enslavement of Indians, he had no effective rights and was
virtually a slave.

The young bloods of Jaén, with Pedro among them, liked to draw
him out. Though silent and brooding as a rule, he grew talkative with
drink, and would then relate a hodgepodge of marvels in his broken
Spanish. It appeared that he was not originally from Cuba, though he
was extremely vague on this point; but as nothing could be vaguer than
Cuba itself, the mystery did not trouble his audience. He told a tall
story about being cacique, or chief, in some fabulous country of the
West, whence he had been kidnaped by Carib Indians and finally
storm-tossed to the Cuban coast, a story which was accepted as credu-
lously as the tales of Prester John. He was an expert tracker, and Pedro
had borrowed him once for a wolf hunt, on which occasion they had
become friends. He regretted now that Coatl had proved himself a
rascal by running off.

“Join us,” remarked de Silva with a roving glance. He was evidently
impatient to start.

Don Francisco shook his head. “Too old for such pleasures on a hot
day. By God, I recall a chase we had once near Gaeta after a French
cavalier by the name of . . .”

“Excuse me,” interrupted de Silva, “but we have to ride. Your son
would like it perhaps?”

De Vargas stiffened. “Perhaps, sefior. He can decide for himself. As
I was saying when you took the liberty of interrupting me, the name
of the French cavalier was Lanoy.”

His eyelids drooped slightly. De Silva kept a patronizing smile.

“Vaya, sir, this fellow Coatl has a long start on us and will reach
Granada if we do not spur. I have no time for anecdotes. . . . Senor
Pedro, are you with us?”

Nettled at the slight which had been put on his father and about to
decline, Pedro caught himself. He remembered his vow to Saint Peter,
who was evidently putting him to the test. There could be no question
that it was a good deed to help a man recover his property.

“I’ll saddle in ten minutes.”

De Silva gathered his bridle reins. “Good! We'll follow the Guardia
Valley, and loose the dogs on both sides of the brook. He was seen
heading that way. Catch up with us when you can. . . . Sound the
horn, there.”

A huntsman blew the call; de Silva’s horse reared; the dogs went
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crazy; the onlookers made way, and the cortége headed out of the
square. One of Pedro’s friends, Hernan Gémez, paused a moment to
shout to him: “Don’t miss the ‘death.” De Silva swears he’ll give Coatl
two hundred lashes on the spot and cut his leg muscles. Ride hard.”

The sound of the horn and clatter of horses drifted back. The little
plaza became silent. Turning his mule, Don Francisco rejoined his wife
and daughter, who had been looking on from the background.

“Talk of modern manners!” he grunted. “It’s a degenerate time. I
can’t imagine myself at the age of that puppy cutting short an older
man of consequence who was addressing me. It would have been un-
thinkable. And the fellow wishes to buy my vineyard! He can whistle
for it!”

Preoccupied as he was, Pedro felt startled. The vineyard and its
pavilion were especially dear to his father. Until now a sale had never
been mentioned.

“The vineyard, sir?” he repeated.

“Yes, he wants to round out his property. He offers a good price, but
P’ll see him hanged first.”

“You wouldn’t sell the vineyard?”

Don Francisco exchanged a glance with his wife, which expressed
annoyance at having talked too much.

“Why, perhaps,” he evaded, “sometime. But not to him. And by the
way, son, I'm surprised that you’re riding with him.”

“Not with him, sir.” During the last minute, Pedro had been thinking
intently. “They’re following the Guardia. I don’t believe that Coatl
took that way.”

“Ha? And why not?”

“I’ve hunted with him and know his mind. He’s sick for the Islands.
He will head for the sea—for Cadiz, not Granada.”

“Hm-m,” nodded the other. And with a touch of pride, “Well
reasoned.”

“Besides, we hunted in that direction, through the Sierra de Jaén, not
toward the Sierra de Lucena. He knows the paths over there. I wager
he let himself be seen along the Guardia, and then cut west. He’s
shrewd as a fox. I'd like the credit of bringing him in alone.”

" It was the pretext which would most appeal to his father, a scrap of
honor in the offing.

Don Francisco approved. “Yes, it would be to your credit. By the
Blessed Virgin, I'd go with you except for this knee. Bring the fellow
in alone, ch, while de Silva scours the country with his men and dogs!
It would be a feather in your cap and a joke on him. I’m sorry for the
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Indian, but servants should not run away. Discipline must be kept.
You'll be doing a service to all masters, not merely to de Silva. Remem-
ber to take stout cords with you.”

“It may be dangerous for Pedro,” ventured Dofia Maria, “alone with
a savage.”

The old cavalier gazed proudly at his son’s broad shoulders. “Pooh!
The boy can take care of himself. He’ll never get forward if you coddle
him. . . . Hurry ahead, son. Saddle Campeador, and ride with God!”

i

FirTEEN MINUTES later, Pedro struck fire from the cobblestones under
the arches of the Puerta de Barreras, and waved at Ramoén, the gate-
man, as he passed.

“Hey!” shouted the old soldier, cupping his hands. “If you're fol-
lowing the Sefior de Silva, you're taking the wrong road . . . I say,
you're taking the wrong road.”

But as only a column of dust drifted back, and Pedro continued
obstinately to the left, Ramén shrugged his shoulders and returned to
the coolness under the tower. -

Outside, the heat of the day had begun in earnest. Pedro could feel
the burn of it on his shoulders through his long riding cloak. To spare
Campeador, he pulled in, when the path turned upward, and continued
at a moderate pace. Gradually the patchwork of orchards and gardens
and the simmer of the plain on his right, the Campina de Jaén, leading
to Cérdoba, were cut off by the first low ridges of the sierra. He
threaded a grove of cork oaks, dipped into the greenness of a valley,
clambered up again, and at last emerged among the naked mountains.

Meanwhile, the problem at hand absorbed him completely. With the
instinct of the tracker, he kept putting himself in the place of Coatl.
What would the Indian be likely to do under the circumstances? Ap-
parently he had escaped before dawn. If Pedro’s theory was correct, and
he had cut over into these mountains from the Guardia Valley, he could
not as yet have gone very far in the direction of Cadiz. Moreover, it was
hardly to be expected that he would travel by day. The heat, the
chance of being seen, his uncouth appearance, and the fact that he was
probably moneyless, were all against him. Therefore, he would be apt
to hide during the day and travel by night, relying on theft to keep
alive until reaching the coast. Once in the dives of SanlGcar, where the
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scum of the seaports gathered, he might lie hidden, though he had a
poor outlook from beginning to end. The immediate question was
where to search for him in these hills.

Breathing his horse at an angle of the road, Pedro thought it over.
On the face of it, the task seemed hopeless. Every boulder, every crack
in the rocks, might serve as a hiding place. He might ride within a yard
of the man without seeing him. But a couple of factors helped. In this
heat, Coatl must have water, and water was scarce along the uplands.
Pedro knew the location of every spring and runnel in the neighbor-
hood. Step by step, he tried to recall the route which he had followed
with the Indian during the hunting trip last winter.

Then, beginning with the nearer possibilities, he tried several places
without success. The air along the stony stretches had the hot bite of a
furnace. Now and then glimpses of the plain far below, with here and
there the campanil of a church or roofs of a hamlet figuring the green
carpet, offered relief; but for the most part it was only rock and glare.
Even Campeador, usually high-hearted, grew listless, hung his head,
and left the water holes unwillingly. Pedro reflected that he might
spend the day in this region to no purpose. On horseback, he could be
seen and heard too easily, provided indeed that he had guessed cor-
rectly, and that Coatl was still in this section of the mountains.

At last an idea flashed on him. There was one place of all places that
made an ideal hideout from the Indian’s standpoint. It was a narrow,
shallow ravine about a mile off, open at both ends, and with a good
spring of water. In one direction it gave a wide view of the country,
and was a favorite stop of Pedro’s on a day’s hunt. He and Coatl had
halted there. He remembered the Indian staring off into distance and
his homesick talk about his native country.

But to reach this barranca to the accompaniment of horse’s hoofs
over the loose stones without giving an alarm was impossible. Riding
at a walk, Pedro brought Campeador to within a quarter of a mile of
the place. Then, dismounting, he tethered the horse between two
boulders, and took off his cloak. The cords for tying up Coatl were
transferred from the saddle pouch to his breeches pockets. He made
sure that his dagger hung right and was loose in its sheath. That he
might prove unequal to the Indian in a personal encounter did not
enter his mind; for, without vanity, he knew his own strength and knew
besides that a Castilian cavalier was the superior of any savage. At the
same time dutifully he commended himself to the Blessed Virgin with
three Aves, and prayed to Saint Peter for help to fulfill his vow in honor
of Luisa de Carvajal.
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There was a low ridge to cross, and a slope to climb before the
ravine; but, from the outset, Pedro walked carefully to avoid displac-
ing any of the loose stones. Instead of proceeding in a straight line, he
took a roundabout way, moving from boulder to boulder and listening
at each pause. He had never stalked a wolf or bear with such intent-
ness. There was not a sound—only the emptiness of the hills, the blue
heat of the sky. In spite of the dry air, he ran with sweat.

Rounding the contour of the slope, which led to the ravine, he
stopped again, listened, and then, inching his way, he peered around
the corner. -

The place was empty. He could see the round hollow of the spring
and clear along to the opposite opening. All his precautions and
maneuvers had been unnecessary.

Disgusted, he now entered the place to take a look from the vantage
point at the other end.

And in the same moment two arms of steel closed around him from
behind; he was lifted clear off his feet and brought down with a thud,
while a heavy body pinned him to the earth. Quick as a cat, he arched
himself, but felt the prick of a knife through his doublet.

“Spanish dog!” hissed a guttural voice at his ear. “I kill.”

The knife prodded deeper, then withdrew; Pedro could sense that
it was poised. Convulsively wrenching his neck around, he saw the
granite face of Coatl six inches above, and the white of his bared teeth.
He caught his breath against the blow.

But all at once everything seemed to relax. He heard a surprised
grunt; the weight on his shoulders lightened.

“Sefior Pedro?”

Still half-dazed, he was aware that the Indian had got up. Raising
himself on his arms, he returned Coatl’s stare.

“I not know,” muttered the latter. “I think someone different; I
jump and not look.”

Suddenly a wave of feeling transformed the man. He flung his knife
down and lifted both arms. “Coatl kill Sefior Pedro, his one friend.
Sefior come to help. Coatl kill ’im. Sefior, forgive!”

Gradually Pedro’s brain cleared. It was evident that he owed his life
tc a misconception. He had been outwitted and downed, and his pride
felt the shock more than his body.

Getting up, he brushed himself off, finding it hard meanwhile to face
the quandary into which Coatl’s forbearance had put him. A mere
step, and he could plant his foot on the other’s knife, draw his own, and
carry out the purpose for which he had come. But he could not take
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that step. Shame forbade it; though, on the other hand, conscience
assailed him for shrinking from his duty as a citizen and Christian.
There could be nothing but scorn for such ill-timed scruples in the
case of an escaped slave.

He temporized by saying, “Why did you want to kill anybody,
Coatl?” .

“People follow me,” returned the Indian. “I kill. But not Sefior
Pedro. You-me eat together on hunt. I tell you of my country. Sefior
pity Coatl.” He drew closer; his hands affectionitely clasped each of
Pedro’s arms and lingered a moment. “Friend,” he repeated.

Now was the time to take the fellow by surprise. A sudden blow to
the jaw and a leap would do the trick; but the word “friend” cast a
spell.

“I thought you would be here,” Pedro said helplessly. “You came
across from the Guardia, didn’t you?”

The Indian nodded.

“Why did you run off ?”

In answer the man’s face became stone again. With a sudden move-
ment, he was out of his ragged shirt and, turning, showed his back. The
flesh gaped open in several long ridges with the blood clotted between
them.

To Pedro, the sight of a flogged back was familiar enough in view
of the public whippings imposed by the Inquisition. He had seen dozens
of such backs pass through the streets of Jaén. But he winced a trifle
because de Silva had apparently used a mule whip.

“Coatl no slave,” said a choked voice. “Coatl, cacique, lord, in his
own country. People, towns. De Silva a beggar beside him. He beat me;
I kill if T could. Run away, yes.”

“Do you think you can get back to the Indies?”

“My gods will help.”

Pedro’s scandalized conscience burned hotter than ever. His gods!
The man was not only a fugitive, but a heretic, an apéstata. He had
been baptized and had lapsed. After de Silva had finished with him, he
belonged to the Inquisitor. And here was Pedro de Vargas, a good
Catholic, fresh from mass, fresh from making vows to the saints that he
would perform deeds in his lady’s honor—here he stood, hesitating to
seize an infidel and hand him over to punishment! A moral weakling
because the dog had spared his life! He felt bewildered, bewitched.

Resuming his shirt and knife, Coatl now walked the short length of
the ravine, and stood gazing toward the southwest. Pedro followed him,
grudgingly conscious of his statuesque body and stately bearing.
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“Look, senor.” The Indian pointed beyond the mountains. “Over
there, Great Water take Coatl home. Where the sun set. Sefior Pedro
help?”

Standing behind him, Pedro could easily bring the heavy butt of
his poniard down on the man’s head. A moment later, he would be
securely tied. Young de Vargas’s hand stole te the hilt of his dagger.

“Help how?”

“Money. I reach Sanltcar.”

“It’s a long road to Sanlicar.”

Pedro intended to couple the words with a blow, but his arm failed
him. At that moment Satan—because no saint would have intervened
for a heretic—distracted him with a mental picture. It was the picture
of Coatl captured and strung up in front of de Silva. Two hundred
lashes! The flesh in strips, the bones showing. And what was it Hernan
Goémez had said? Cut the tendons behind the Indian’s knees? After
that he would be a cripple; his legs would wither; he would creep in *
and out of de Silva’s door, fair game for the street boys to trip up. It
was queer to think how his fine body would look by evening.

Pedro’s hand dropped from the dagger hilt. He had lost his chance,
for Coatl now turned with a look of entreaty.

“If I have money, I reach Sanlicar.”

Aware of his madness, but unable to resist, Pedro opened the purse
at his belt and fingered its contents. He had two gold pesos, which his
father had given him for his name-day. It was a dazzling present; he
had never had so much money before.

With an aching heart, he drew out one of the precious coins and
handed it to the Indian. “Here, Coatl.” But his madness was unap-
peased; he could not rid himself of the picture in his mind or of
Gémez’s words. His fingers crept back to the purse, lingered wretchedly,
then brought out the other peso. It seemed heavier than the first and
more freshly minted. As if no longer in control of his muscles, he
pressed it into Coatl’s palm.

And now, having made the plunge, he went on recklessly: “I wish I
had more. You’ve got to hurry, Coatl. You mustn’t wait here. Put
country between you and them. They may cut over from the Guardia.
Good luck! I hope you get to Sanltcar.”

The Indian stood silent a moment. Then he caught Pedro’s hand,
looking him straight in the eyes.

“Cloatl never forget,” he said hoarsely. Struggling to express himself,
he added at last one word that had the effect of an accolade. “Caba-
llero!” he said.
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And as if anything more would have lessened this title of honor, he
turned and disappeared through the mouth of the ravine.

v

THE RAVINE seemed very empty and silent. It was so quiet that Pedro
could hear the minute trickle of the spring. Little by little, the realiza-
tion of what he had done expanded in his mind.

Whether discovered or not, he felt disgraced. He had cheated a
gentleman out of his property, and had aided a heretic, whom he ought
to have denounced. Still worse, by failing to perform his vow when
the chance offered, he had been false to heaven itself. Yet meanwhile in
the unacknowledged part of his mind, the murmur persisted that if he
had given Coatl up to torture and perhaps to death, the memory of it
would have haunted him always. It was his first experience with moral
issues too complicated for the familiar rule-of-thumb, and he felt utterly
at a loss.

In this unhappy frame of mind, he rambled absently downhill to
where Campeador waited. How would he ever be able to confess these
sins to Father Juan? How could he ever expiate them? The horse whin-
nied and rubbed a velvet nose against his shoulder. Here was a friend
who would think none the worse of him. With the resiliency of youth,
Pedro decided not to think too badly of himself. He might have done
wrong, but Father Juan himself admitted that the flesh was weak.

The idea of breakfast suddenly occurred. He had eaten nothing since
last night’s supper and had taken no provisions for the ride. But it was
impossible to return home for a while, because he must give the im-
pression of having searched far and long for the Indian. The nearest
place to get a meal was the ill-famed and forbidden Rosario tavern
over toward the Guardia Valley. It struck him too, as an excuse, that
he might turn up in de Silva’s crowd and thus, so to speak, cover his
own tracks.

Cheered by thoughts of bread and cheese, he resumed his cloak, un-
tethered Campeador, and set out at as brisk a pace as the heat and the
hills permitted. It would be less than an hour’s ride to the doors of the
venta.

The landscape of Jaén is varied by bleak mountains and fertile val-
leys. The roads ascend toward heaven and plunge down to the lushness
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of earth. Perhaps on that account its natives are apt to be sometimes
among the stars, and at times in the mud, though, to be entirely fair,
one doesn’t have to be born in Jaén for that. By the time Pedro had
crossed the first sierra and reached the trees and thickets of the valley
beyond, the moral anxieties of the last hour were beginning to pale.
The thought of a cup of wine dispensed by Catana Pérez inspired him
to sing, and he started to hum catches of a popular romance.

The road spiraled up to the rocks again, then down in loops that per-
mitted glimpses of the next valley, in which the tavern was located.
From this point, he heard dogs and horses in the far distance, and
gathered that de Silva’s party had broken up into groups, following
not only the course of the Guardia, but combing the entire neighbor-
hood. The air was so clear that at one point, looking down, he could
see a narrow strip of high meadow flanked by thickets not far from the
inn. Then a curve of the road gave him a view in the opposite direction.

His ballad burst into full voice:—

“Rio Verde, Rio Verde

Tinto vas en sangre viva . . .”

Campeador pricked up his ears and put action into his trot. They
swept down into the tree line again, wound back and forth, crossed a
brook, and at last came out upon the strip of meadow at which Pedro
had been looking a few minutes earlier. Here Campeador, with his mind
on refreshment at the tavern, broke into a gallop, which his rider did
nothing to restrain.

“Rio Verde, Rio Verde [Pedro sang],

Dark with crimson blood thou flowest . . .”

But halfway along, the horse, shying to the left, cut the ballad short.

“Devil take you!” cursed Pedro, a little off balance. At the same
time, glancing back, he drew up with a jerk. Campeador had shied
at a peasant girl’s black and red dress lying in the deep grass. A couple
of yards farther off appeared the body of a dead hunting dog. It had
been newly killed by a gaping knife cut across the throat.

“Caspita!” muttered Pedro, staring.

A faint trail of bent grass toward the thicket at one side caught his
eye. Then for the first time he heard a confused sound from that direc-
tion; and, curicus to know what it was, he guided his horse into the
underbrush between the pine trees. As he drew closer, the sound became
more distinct. All at once, as if it had been pent-up and suddenly re-
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leased, came a woman’s cry, “Socorro! Qué me matan!” accompanied
by an outburst of oaths.

At this call for help, Pedro gave spur to Campeador and, regardless
of whipping branches, plunged through the thicket to a small clearing
beyond.

“Socorro!” v

A girl, clad in nothing but her shoes, stockings, and shift, stood knife
in hand, confronting a couple of burly, hard-looking fellows, who were
circling around and trying to close on her. They wore the badge of
de Silva’s household. One of them, evidently wounded, clutched his
shoulder. He was retching out oaths, while the other, grinning but
silent, waited for a chance to spring in. The girl’s hair was disheveled;
even her shift was torn; but she looked intent as a lynx faced by dogs.

Then, as she turned suddenly and drew back, Pedro saw that it was
Catana Pérez.

His view of the scene had taken no more than a second. With the
fierce pleasure of battle, he charged in. His riding whip opened the face
of one of the men. Campeador, trained to fight, reared and struck with
his forefeet. The man who had been grinning went down with a shriek,
but scrambled up and scuttled off into the bushes. His companion, with
Pedro at his heels, raced for the opposite thicket, but did not escape a
second dose of riding whip on his head.

Pedro turned back into the clearing just in time to catch sight of the
girl hurrying for the covert on her side. A glimpse of disturbing con-
tours, and the pine branches closed behind her.

“Hola, Catana!” he called, riding over. “Are you all right?”

An urgent, suppressed voice came out of the bushes. “Go away,
senor! Go away!”

“The devil! I call that gratitude!”

“Do you hear? Please go away!”

He backed off. “Don’t worry. Stay where you are. I'll get your dress.”

Returning to the meadow, he scooped up the garment and rode back.

“Hang it on that branch in front,” came the voice. “Then turn
around.”

Dismounting, he obeyed instructions. There was a quick snatching
movement, followed by rustling sounds. A minute later Catana
emerged.

She had put up her thick brown hair after a fashion, and was now
at least covered; but she held a long rent in her skirt together with one
hand, and a patch was getting dark above her cheekbone.

At her best Catana was not beautiful, and she was certainly not
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beautiful now; but since her attraction at no time depended on good
looks, it was not affected by the torn dress and the beginnings of a black
eye. Indeed, if anything, these features harmonized with her peculiar
personality.

Her angular, tanned face still had the undercolor of embarrassment.

“That was a close call, sefior. You came in the nick of time.”

“Caramba qué suerte, Catana! What on earth happened?”

She explained that on her return from church she had been sent by
Sancho Lépez, the innkeeper, to look for a strayed goat. While crossing
the upper meadow, the two men had accosted her.

“Do you know them?” he asked.

“God forbid! They’re strangers. I could tell that by their talk. They
said they belonged to the Sefor de Silva, and were after some poor
servant. I hope he gets away.”

This was balm for Pedro’s guilty conscience. He reckoned that the
men had probably followed de Silva from Madrid.

“Go on. What happened then?”

“One of them started to get fresh. I slapped the bastard.”

The huskiness of her voice sounded hot.

“And then?”

She shook her head. “Believe me, there’re some very bad hombres in
this world! These devils set their dogs on me and laughed.”

“Diantre!” growled Pedro.

“They didn’t laugh long, I can tell you. I lost my dress, but cut the
throat of one dog, and sent the other off in a hurry. I think he will howl
a long time.”

She added that the men, furious about their dogs, sprang on her,
wrenched her knife away, gagged her with a scarf, and then hustled
her through the thicket. She pretended to faint, but watched for a
chance. When it came, she snatched a dagger from the belt of one of
the men, stabbed him, and in the confusion got rid of the scarf.

“I was praying harder than ever in church. Then you and Cam-
peador dropped from nowhere. It’s a misery to think what they said
they would do before killing me.”

“God’s blood!” de Vargas muttered. “I wish I’d had a sword.”

“No, it’s better this way. I’ll speak to Manuel about them.”

Pedro stared. “Who’s he?”

“My brother. Don’t you remember? He works in the prison. We have
friends, gentlemen of the night, who will oblige us.”

She did not enlarge on the point. It was beneath Pedro’s rank to
carry out vengeance against two lackeys. They should be left to cut-
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throats. But for a moment de Vargas regretted it. It recalled the dis-
tance between the girl and himself. He liked Catana. She was just a
wench of course—but fascinating. He would have been glad to man-
age this for her.

Suddenly she raised her hand to her mouth. “Holy saints! What
about Sefior de Silva!”

“Well, what?”

“He’s a rich lord,” she said in a hushed voice. “I killed one of his
dogs. We wounded his men. Blessed Catherine! What will he do to us!”

She had indeed good reason to fear; but this was more along Pedro’s
line. “By God,” he exclaimed, “there’s such a thing as the King’s law!
You're just as much his subject as Diego de Silva. The men and dogs
attacked you. If he says a word, appeal to the Corregidor.”

She looked amused. “Ay Maria! What do you think that a girl like
me can get out of the law except hard knocks? The law protects people
who are born in big beds. Can’t you see me accusing Diego de Silva
before the Corregidor! Me, Catana, maid of all work at the Rosario!
Why, a good hunting dog is worth three of me. I only hope that Sancho
Lépez doesn’t catch it on my account. He’s been good to me—like a
father.”

On second thought, Pedro had to admit privately that she was right;
but he couldn’t resist showing off a little.

“Call on me then. I'll look out for you. If de Silva wants satisfaction,
he can have it.”

She smiled at him. “Thanks, caballero.”

All at once the girl’s lips seemed irresistible, and he drew her close to
him.

“No,” she said, avoiding his kiss.

“Why not, Catana? You've kissed me before.”

“Yes, but not now.”

A strange note in her voice set his blood tingling.

“Why not?”

“Figure it out for yourself, sir. If you can guess, I’ll give you one if
you want it—then.”

“Is it because you don’t like me?”

“NO.”

“Because you’re betrothed?”

“NO,,"

“Because—" God in heaven! The curve of her lips, the feel of her
body against his arm, set him on fire. “Devil take it!” he said. “I can’t
guess.”
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He kissed her anyway, full on the mouth. She did not resist, but she
did not return it.

“Please,” she said at last.

He let her go, wondering at the ways of women. It did not occur to
him to wonder at the ways of men.

“I've got to get back,” she said, “and tell Sancho Lépez what
happened.”

“Then we’ll ride together on Campeador.”

“Do you mean it?”

He couldn’t account for the excitement in her voice.

“Of course.”

Mounting, he gave her his hand. Light as a cat, with one foot on the
toe of his boot, she sprang up behind the saddle and held on with an
arm around his waist. Campeador danced to show that riding double
meant nothing to him.

“Steady!” commanded Pedro. “Sorry, Catana

“I’'m all right.”

Glancing down as they rode, Pedro warmed to see her hand with a
couple of fingers linked in his belt buckle. It was a strong, capable hand,
but smooth and well-shaped.

Then suddenly he remembered Luisa de Carvajal. As if from far
below, he now looked up toward her, toward the heights of his experi-
ence in the church. He saw once more the ray of sunlight on her face.
By contrast, what a spectacle this was! Riding double with a mountain
hussy in a torn dress, whom he had just been kissing—a half-wild
tavern girl, companion of rogues and boors! With her arm around him!
And there on her summit stood Luisa, daughter of the Marquis de
Carvajal! Sancta Trinidad! What a day! First he connives with a run-
away heathen; then he gets mixed up with this. Evidently Saint Peter
liked practical jokes.

He could not see the tranced, adoring look on Catana’s face. It could
not possibly occur to him that this was the supreme moment of her life.
She wanted to lay her cheek against his shoulders; her arm pressed
tenderly around his waist, she sat with her lips half-parted in an
impossible dream.

It was a trait of hers to invent future conversations. She knew that
years from then she would be telling people how once she had ridden
behind Pedro de Vargas on his war horse, Campeador. . . . “You
mean the great Don Pedro, Catana—maestro de campo of the King?”
.« . “Surely, who else? I felt like a real lady that day. It was almost,”
she heard herself saying, “almost as if he were my cavalier.”

132
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Much too soon for her, the whitewashed walls of the Rosario came
in sight. They turned into the smelly courtyard with its assortment of
travel-worn mules and donkeys. Pedro reined up.

“Gracias.”

Catana slipped back to earth.

v

IT was A srack hour at the Rosario. The guests of the night before
had pushed on, and the guests of that evening had not yet arrived.
Several muleteers were drinking at one of the long tables in the cavern-
like room, and a gipsy trio—a man and two women—babbled their
own language in a corner. The place was dark, smoky, and had a stale
stench of cooking. It served as kitchen, dining room, and sleeping
quarters combined; for, though a loft upstairs provided pallets, wise
travelers, valuing their sleep, preferred to stretch out on the tables.
Coming in from the outside glare, it took Pedro a minute or two to
distinguish anything, and to adjust his nose and lungs.

“Sefior Pedro, at your service!” said a gruff voice from the dark. And
to Catana, “It’s good time you got back, long-legs. Did you find Bepé?”

Gradually the squat figure of Sancho Lépez, who had been serving
the muleteers, became visible.

“What misery!” Catana burst out. She shook her two clenched hands
above her head. “Qué inmundicia!”

Discovering her torn dress and swollen eye, Lépez stared. “What do
you mean?” he demanded.

“Pigs of men who attack girls! Except for Senor Pedro, you would
have seen me no more.”

Her voice filled the room. She gave an account of the action with
spirit and pantomime. Now and then she remembered to clutch the
rent in her dress that showed too much thigh.

A growl] of indignation greeted the report. Since no one could boast
of possessing Catana’s favors, she was a potential sweetheart to every-
body, and an attack on her became an injury to all. If her two assailants
had been there at that moment, their chances would have been poor,
for the Rosario had a bad name for bloodletting. And yet at the men-
tion of de Silva, silence descended upon the room. He was a rich lord
with a big following. Sancho Lépez looked thoughtful.

“Antonio,” Catana went on to one of the muleteers, “when you reach
Jaén, you will see Manuel and tell him what has happened.”
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Antonio, a quiet, flint-eyed fellow, looked proud to be appointed. He
answered with a swagger, “I will do so, Catana. But if I meet one of
those cabrones first, it may not be necessary for Manuel to concern
himself. . . .”

“Bah!” interrupted Sancho Lépez. “You let well enough alone, my
friend. Tell Manuel from me that sparrows don’t make war on hawks.”

The innkeeper had a close-cropped, bullet head and a dark stubble
of beard around his face. He was a man of clipped, but weighty words.
Half-leaning against a table with his arms crossed, he dominated the
group. After a pause he went on:—

“Forget it! The girl wasn’t raped, so what’s the fuss? I knew de Silva
when he wasn’t cock-a-hoop, and he knows what I know. He’ll leave
Catana alone, but you and Manuel leave his men alone, d’you hear?
The score’s settled.” 4

He unfolded his arms and started to move away, then stopped.
“Besides, lightning doesn’t strike cabbages. But aren’t you planning to
travel, Sefior Pedro?”’

“Not on his account.”

“Then be careful.” Lépez stood fingering his rough chin a moment,
as if in two minds about adding something. But he thought better of it,
and said to Catana, “You’ve got a black eye, long-legs.”

“Does it look awful?” She appraised the swelling with her forefinger.

“It is a very black eye,” said Lépez frankly. “You can’t dance for the
patrons until it fades. It does not look feminine. We’ll get Dolores
Quintero.”

“No you don’t!” flamed Catana, who was proud of her exhibitions
in the evening. They were the chief attraction of the tavern and her
main source of income.

“By your leave,” came a heavy voice out of the dimness in a corner,
“there’s nothing like raw meat for a black eye. I have often used it. Beef
is best, but goat or pig will do. Bind a good hunk over your eye at once,
sefiorita, and by tomorrow, with the help of God and a little flour, you
will dance. Only do not delay.”

Attention now centered on the speaker, whom Pedro had not yet
noticed. The bridge of his nose was extremely wide, though not at all
flat. This feature, combined with the truculent squareness of his face,
and bold, large eyes, gave him a bull-like cast. He had a thick neck and
huge shoulders. He was clean-shaven, and had a big, purposeful mouth.
His hair, bulging from under a round cloth cap, sprayed out in a mop.
He might be thirty-five; and, though he spoke with the accent of Jaén,
Pedro couldn’t remember that he had ever seen him.
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“There is much in what the sefior cavalier says,” agreed Lépez. “It is
a good remedy. Cut a slice from the newly killed goat, Catana, and bind
it on with a clout. I’ll serve Sefior Pedro. What'’s your pleasure, sir?”

Pedro ordered bread, cheese, and wine, then walked out to see per-
sonally to Campeador. When he came back, the big man in the corner
greeted him.

“Do me the honor, sefior,” he boomed. “Join me. Juan Garcia at
your service.” And after Pedro was seated, “The son of Don Francisco
de Vargas?”

“Yes, sir.”

“A great cavalier, Don Francisco. I have seen him—I mean, I have
heard of him often. As who has not? Your health!”

He raised the cup to his mouth, but Pedro noticed with surprise that
he did not drink.

“In the Indies,” Garcia went on, “I have known soldiers from the
Moorish wars and several from the Italian. They liked to talk about
him.”

“The Indies?” Pedro’s eyes quickened. Except for Coatl, he had
never happened to meet anyone from the New World, and Coatl’s
broken Spanish did not give a clear picture. Jaén was an inland town
and off the beaten track, but rumors of the western seas filled the
imagination of every boy. ‘“The Indies?” he repeated. “You have been
there, sir?”’

“Many years—sixteen, to be exact—and landed two weeks ago on
St. Anthony’s Day.” Garcia paused to slice an onion with his case knife,
laid the section on a piece of bread, and stuffed it into his mouth. It
did not keep him from talking, but the words came out muffled. “I was
around your age when I last sailed from Cadiz with Cristébal Colén.”

“The Admiral?”

“Aye,” nodded Garcia. “It was his last voyage—and a very unprofit-
able one. There was promise of gold at Veragua, but the cursed Indians
drove us off. Two wasted years. We flopped around, discovering useless
land, and got back to the Islands no richer than scarecrows. Thank
God, I’ve done better since.”

Pedro leaned forward. “Tell me about him, sir—about the Admiral.”

“Don Cristébal?” With his fingernail, Garcia dislodged a morsel
wedged between his teeth. “Well, sir, to be fair, he was an old man,
when I knew him, and full of ailments. But from what I’ve heard, he
had his faults at best. No hand with men, d’you see? And he had a fuzz-
buzz of a brother, Don Bartolomé, who got under people’s skins. You
can’t expect Castilian cavaliers to take orders from Genoese foreigners.
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A seaman, yes. None like him. How he could smell his way around the
ocean like he did, nobody knows. But when you’ve said that, you've said
about everything.”

Garcia rolled a pellet of bread between his fingers.

“To tell you the truth, Don Cristébal wasn’t of my kidney. I mean he
was too cursed strange. I’ve seen him at the rail by the hour, staring at
nothing but the skyline. If you spoke to him then, he didn’t see you; he
had the look of a sleepwalker. Lived in a dream. Give me practical
men!” '

Garcia broke off, sat ruminating a moment, then shook his head.
“Still, you’ve got to admit what he did. I guess a practical man
wouldn’t have put out across the ocean. Takes everybody to make a
world.”

Pedro’s mind was on Columbus’s dream. Garcia’s disparagement did
not lessen the tall, bent figure of the old man, gazing out to sea. What
was he dreaming of? Glory? Cathay? The Great Khan? That is what
Pedro de Vargas would have dreamed. Or was he thinking of his chains
and disgrace, the tragedy that had stirred even heartless Spain? Or was
it something else beyond everything, his dream—some grand horizon
that only he could picture? Pedro thrilled at the thought of him. He
did not share Garcia’s enthusiasm for practical men. At the same time, -
Garcia did not make an ordinary impression either.

“Sefior,” Pedro asked, “do they still expect to find Cathay on the
other side of the Islands?”

Garcia smiled. “You’re behind the times, sir. Ever heard of Vasco
Nunez de Balboa?”

“No, sir.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t. He was a good friend of mine, a brave
gentleman. Too bad he was executed. The old comrades keep dropping
off.” Garcia sighed thoughtfully. “But that’s neither here nor there.
Four years ago, being a man of enterprise and in charge of the new
settlement of Santa Maria de la Antigua, he crossed the mountains of
Darién and sighted the great South Sea. Until then, people weren’t
sure, but that proved it. Big new lands—the Great Khan has nothing to
do with them. Belong to nobody but His Majesty. How far Cathay and
the Spice Islands are across the South Sea, God knows, but it doesn’t
matter. It’s a new world, my son.”

Pedro sat looking at Garcia, his imagination leaping like fire in a high
wind.

“Listen!” the other rumbled. “I’ve stood on the water front of the
Habana de Cuba and looked north. You could feel the great land over
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there like a cloud, the land Ponce de Leén found. Endless. Then I’ve
looked west. Land beyond the horizon in that direction. Hernan de
Coérdoba coasted it last year. Country of towns and gold. Then south
there’s Honduras, which the Admiral discovered—and south of that
God knows what! Balboa heard of a country on the Southern Sea
where gold’s cheaper than iron, where the Indian dogs live in palaces
and eat their victuals off of gold. And all of that is waiting—kingdoms,
empires, mountains of gold—to be taken by the first cavalier that has
the guts to venture. Hombre! The smell of a strange land when you’re
putting in! But young fellows like you stick around Spain! God, it’s a
queer world! Slaves, women, pearls, jewels . . .”

“Your bread and cheese, sir,” interrupted Sancho Lépez, thumping
the plate down, “a su servicio.”

But for an instant Pedro forgot his appetite.

“Father says that Italy’s the true school of honor. He plans to send
me over there next year. My mother’s Italian. I don’t intend to stick in
Spain. Father says a man gets more reputation by fighting against the
French hommes d’armes and Swiss pikemen than any other way.”

For a moment Garcia looked puzzled. Then his eyes lit up like a man’s
who recalls something which he had forgotten.

“Por Dios!” he grinned. “Doesn’t that bring back old days! Spain
hasn’t changed. You see, sefior, I'm just a common man, without crest
or ancestors. I was born in a garret and have had to hustle. But I
remember that that’s the way hidalgos should talk.”” He smiled fondly.
“Well, put it on that score. With all respect to Don Francisco, Italy’s
old-fashioned. You’d get more honor, I should think, converting
heathen Indians to the Faith and winning provinces for the King than
in scuffling with the French. But I may be wrong.”

With the look of having said his say and not wishing to intrude upon
another’s business, he now finished in several huge bites, and sat eying
Pedro, who began making up for lost time opposite him. When their
glances met, they both smiled unconsciously like people who under-
stand each other. Gradually their talk became more personal, but at
the same time Pedro was struck by a queer reserve in Garcia. His birth-
place in Andalusia, why he had returned from the Indies, his plans and
business, remained cloudy.

“Ho, senorita!” Garcia called to Catana, who had returned to duty
with a bandage over one eye and her dress stitched together. “Another
cup of wine for the caballero, if he will honor me.”

Meanwhile, his own wine remained untouched. To Pedro’s amaze-
ment, he quenched his thirst from a cannikin of water.
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“To the New World!” said Pedro, bowing his thanks across the table
after the wine had been brought.

“To the New World!” answered Garcia warmly. But again he no
more than touched the brim of the cup with his lips.

The boy’s curiosity overflowed. “You do not drink, sefior?”

“No,” answered the other, “I do not drink save like a donkey. It’s a
heavy cross. Please do not let it disturb you. I buy wine for the good of
the house.”

“I see,” nodded de Vargas—*‘‘a penance.”

“Something like that.”

Garcia fell into black silence, hacking the edge of the table with his
knife. Pedro wondered what sin he was expiating. The man’s reserve
became a wall. Then suddenly he clapped the knife down in front of
him.

“By God, I'll tell you how it is. I'm an ordinary man, when sober;
I’'m mad, when drunk. And a taste of it gets me started, d’you see?
When I’m drunk, I want to kill. That’s the story.”

For an instant, his bluff face turned ugly; a gleam showed in his eyes.
Then he relaxed.

“Born that way. Probably I have a devil, though God knows I’ve
done what I could to get rid of it. Spent a pile of money on priests and
candles. But it never worked. So I don’t drink.”

Pedro felt sympathy and showed it. It was hard on a big, companion.
able man to be cut off from wine, he thought.

Another silence followed, while Garcia seemed to be noting the effect
of his confession. He looked as if he were in two minds about some-
thing, glancing up and then down.

Finally he said in a low voice: “I think I can trust you. You have a
straight look.”

Pedro said nothing, but glanced a question. :

“I’'ve been told that hidalgos keep their word, though I've known
several who didn’t. How about you?”

“I do my best.”

“Gad, I believe it,” said Garcia finally.

He dropped his hand to his belt and shoved the cross hilt of his
poniard over the table. “Hold that and swear that you’ll keep what I
tell you to yourself.”

Their eyes met. It was quict for a moment in the room, so quiet that
Pedro could hear the scamper of a rat across the floor.

“I swear.”

The noisc at the other table burst out again.
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Garcia cleared his throat. ““The fact is, I was born in Jaén. I killed a
man there sixteen years ago—Xkilled him, being drunk. Plain murder,
not fight. That’s the curse of it. My mother’s still alive, and I’'m back
to see her. If I'm taken—" Garcia gave a jerk of the neck, then added,
“I may need a friend. Does it happen that you are riding into town?”

“Yes, sir, at once.”

“T’ll ride with you, by your leave. We can talk better on the road.”

It was evidently not Garcia’s style to do things quietly. He now
roared for the reckoning, paid it with a flourish, and tried to pay
Pedro’s as well. There was an altercation over this with Sancho Lépez
and Catana, who clamored on their side that they did not choose to be
dishonored by allowing Pedro de Vargas hereafter to pay for anything
at the Rosario. Then, heaving himself up, and with a clumping of his
huge riding boots, Garcia betook himself to the door, carrying his
saddlebags over one arm. When his mule was brought, he tipped the
stableboy with silver, smote Sancho Lépez between the shoulders,
wished him good custom, and finally thrust a coin into Catana’s hand.

“Buy yourself a new dress, sweetheart,” he boomed, “and to hell with
Dolores Quintero!”

“But it’s gold!” she gasped. “It’s a gold ducat. I've—I’ve only seen
one before—once, the time Sancho Lépez showed it to me. It’'d buy ten
dresses.”

“Then buy a trousseau. And if you can’t find a husband—which isn’t
likely—call on Juan Garcia. I like your mettle, girl. We need your kind
in the Indies.”

They left amid benedictions. Pedro wondered whether this free-
handed breeziness was peculiar to Garcia, or whether life in the Islands
had something to do with it.

But once in the glare of the empty noonday road, Garcia’s exuber-
ance dropped off, and he jogged somberly along with his gaze on the
distant walls and turrets of Jaén.

“It’s the right hour to pass the gates,” he observed. “Siesta time.
They won’t be thinking of the boy that cleared out from there with the
help of Saint Christopher sixteen years ago. The town hasn’t changed,
from the looks of it. But I hope I've changed. Maybe I can get by if I
look sharp and lie low. It’s a risky business.”

Once again that day, Pedro was floundering morally beyond his
depths. He remembered his father’s injunction against the Rosario, and
admitted that if he hadn’t turned in there, he would not have become
involved in the present quandary. He must keep his word to Garcia of
course; but friendship was different. Like Campeador, who snobbishly
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eyed the mule askance and kept as far away as possible, the young
hidalgo had reservations about the man from the Indies. And yet there
was something simple and winning and heart-warming about Garcia.
Pedro couldn’t help feeling drawn to him.

“Do you know Sefiora Dorotea Romero?”’ Garcia asked abruptly
after a pause.

“You mean the old”—Pedro caught himself and changed “witch”
to “midwife”—“who lives on the Calle Santo Tomés near the Castle?”

“The same, I guess, though she used to live on the Calle Rodolfo—
there wouldn’t be two of the same name and profession. Yes, she must
be old, though I can’t think of her that way.” After another pause,
Garcia added with a certain pride, “She’s my mother.”

“Holy Virgin!” thought Pedro. But after all he didn’t know for sure
that Mother Dorotea was a witch. There was always talk about ugly
old women who practised the trade of midwife.

“Is she still beautiful and stately?” Garcia asked.

“Well—I haven’t seen her for some time.”

“She was very beautiful. And a good mother to me—the best anyone
could have. By God she had a thin life—poor Madrecita—and what
I did was cruel hard on her. But from now on she’ll go in velvet like
the best of them. She’ll end her days on roses, Madrecita will. I’ll move
her to another town where she can have a house of her own, and a
servant and a mule. She’ll eat meat every day. Man, I lie awake nights
thinking of it. . . . Which reminds me.”

Garcia stopped, but then, swallowing his last hesitation, went on. “I
haven’t done badly in late years. I had a nice little property in Santo
Domingo that I sold out for a fair sum—two thousand pesos.”

Pedro felt impressed.

“Some of it’s here,” said Garcia, slapping his saddlebags. “Some of
it’s in a bill of change on the Medici house in Cidiz—as good as gold.
Now, if I'm taken in Jaén before I get Madrecita away, the game’s up
as far as I'm concerned. But she’ll get the money, d’you see? Her name’s
on the bill as well as mine. Will you look out for her? That’s what I
wanted to ask. She’ll be robbed otherwise, being a woman and ignorant.
I’ll tell her about you.”

He read the demur in Pedro’s face.

“I’'ve got no friend here. Lord, man, I'm not asking for myself—
though, believe me, I've done penance for that madness sixteen years
ago. I’'m asking for her. If the son of Francisco de Vargas gave his word
to help—"

He broke off with a note in his voice which Pedro could not resist.
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“I’ll do what I can.”

“Your hand on it.”

The two gauntlets met.

“Compaiiero! Comrade!” said Garcia. Evidently he could think of
no higher tribute.

Some spark passed between the two men, one of those spiritual
currents that are forever contradicting the materialism of life. Pedro
felt warmer and stronger for it—strong with the strength of the big,
bluff adventurer who had suddenly become his friend.

“I can hang now with an easier mind,” Garcia added—if it comes
to hanging. But let me show you something.”

Reaching into one flap of the saddlebags, he produced a small cloth
package, and opened it on the pommel of the saddle. It contained a
false reddish beard, which did not look false, Pedro thought, when
attached to the contour of Garcia’s broad face. A lump of wax, in-
serted between gum and upper lip, altered his mouth. A streak of what
might well be dust of travel changed the character of his nose. Several
touches gave a new look to his eyes. While Pedro gaped, the overseas
rover shrank step by step into an elderly merchant with round shoul-
ders.

“Ay Maria!” he exclaimed.

“Neat, isn’t it?” mumbled Garcia, as yet unused to the lump of
wax. “There’s a rascal I know in Sanlicar who makes a specialty of
such tricks. He tips you off what disguise to use and trains you how to
put it on. He’s been schoolmaster to the ablest rogues in Spain. I paid
him a fat price, but anything that saves your neck is worth money.”

It seemed to Pedro that Garcia’s chances of survival in Jaén were
much increased. Even if the constables remembered Juan Garcia after
sixteen years, they would hardly identify him in this disguise with the
elderly man of affairs, provided that he didn’t forget his role.

“Don’t worry about that, my son,” declared the latter, when Pedro
mentioned it. “If your life’s at stake, you don’t get absent-minded.”

The Moorish battlements of Jaén drew closer, sharp and clear-cut,
with the slope of the town behind them. At last the two riders reached
the gate and passed through without challenge. At the first cross street,
they separated.

“Everyone knows the Casa de Vargas, if you want to reach me,”
Pedro said.

“And you know the Corona Inn,” answered Garcia. “It’s a new
place since my time. I’ll put up there. If all goes well, you won’t hear
from me until 'm out of Jaén. Meanwhile, think about the West,
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companiero. If you decide for a venture overseas, let me know; I can
advise you.” Garcia hesitated. “I may even go with you. Adids!”

He turned the head of his mule. Pedro raised his hand. “Adids/
Good luck! Qué vaya bien!”

“Holy Saint Peter,” he smiled to himself on the way home, “there
are my three deeds! I’ve befriended a pagan heretic, saved the virtue
of a barmaid, and given comfort to a murderer. If this was thy will,
hold me excused, for I am only a fool.”

On his heavenly throne, it may be that the impenetrable saint an-
swered with a smile. For at that moment a soberly dressed serving-
man, without badge or livery, approached Pedro in the narrow street
outside the de Vargas house, and doffed his cap, while the other reined

up.
“Sefior Pedro de Vargas?” he said. “A message for Your Worship.”
It was a small letter with a dainty seal. Pedro stared at it incredu-
lously. The impossible had happened. He knew without opening it that

the note was from Luisa de Carvajal.

Vi

DoNa AnToNiA HERNANDEZ, duenna and cousin to Luisa de Carvajal,
was considered too young a chaperon by conservative matrons of Jaén.
At the age of thirty, a woman has not yet sufficiently forgotten her
own youth. There was a certain amount of gossip about her in the
miradors of the town, and perhaps with good reason, for she was lively,
pleasure-loving, and resourceful. Though now a fortuneless widow, she
had had a taste of court life and knew a great deal about the world.
A love affair, even at second hand, especially when it concerned her
young charge, Luisa, thrilled and stimulated her.

At the holy-water font, Pedro de Vargas, handsome and vigorous,
had made a vivid impression on Dofia Antonia. When they were back
in the airy gallery, or mirador, overlooking the Marquis’s Italian
garden, she understood perfectly why Luisa stood dreaming, with her
eyes on the far distance of the campifia. And at last, coming up with
a smile, she slipped her arm around the girl’s waist.

“I like him too, Cousin.”

Luisa blushed, then leaned her head against the duenna’s shoulder.

“He’s better-looking than Juan Romer, don’t you think, Cousin?
Did you notice how his eyes light up when he smiles? And I love red
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hair! They say he’s going to Italy. They say he’s the best swordsman
in Jaén, that his father taught him.”

“They, who? You seem to know a great deal about him, Primacita.
I hope you didn’t forget yourself and ask questions.”

“Of course not, Cousin. I heard some ladies talking at the Bishop’s
the first time I met him.”

“Did you hear anything more?”

“NO.”

“Then it’s my duty to tell you, little Cousin. He’s young and poor.
Your father could not possibly consider him. You know how it is. The
Marquis plans a suitable match for you.”

“I know.”

The words and tone of voice expressed Luisa’s attitude. She knew,
without resenting the fact, that she must be given to some great lord
whom her father chose for her. He might possibly be young and at-
tractive, but the chances were against it. He would probably be years
older than she, with a stout beard and bad teeth. He would exercise the
authority of a father and the rights of a husband; would possess her
body at his pleasure and beget children by God’s will. She would be
respected for her birth and rank, would go in front of most women at
court; she might even, if she married a grandee, be called prima by the
King. That part of it, from Luisa’s standpoint, was most desirable. And
then perhaps, according to Cousin Antonia, she might fall in love with
a young cavalier, who would risk his life to keep trysts with her. It was
a great sin, of course, but exciting and romantic, and women were
naturally weak, Cousin Antonia said; they couldn’t be expected to
resist every temptation. But romance, if it came at all, came after mar-
riage, not before.

“I know,” she repeated.

Pedro de Vargas’s eyes hovered in her mind like candle flames on
the retina after the candles are blown out. They were more green than
blue, and they had a queer fascination. She had felt almost a shock
when he raised them to hers. It was still more of a shock when sud-
denly now she imagined him in the place of Cousin Antonia with his
arm around her waist—a wicked thought, especially after mass. It
embarrassed her and at the same time made her tingle all over, though

her saint-like face revealed nothing.

“Pedro de Vargas means nothing to me of course,” she said in her
schooled, limpid voice to cover up the burn of her cheeks.

“Nothing?” smiled Antonia. “That’s perfect then. A little flirtation

32

’



would do you no harm, Cousin. It’s taking young men seriously that
hurts. In marriage, some experience beforehand is a great advantage.
You know better how to please your husband—and manage him.”

Luisa, more sophisticated than she appeared, asked innocently, “Ex-
perience?”’

“Yes, chance meetings at church, unsigned letters, a word or two
through the grille of a gate. No harm at all. He swears eternal troth.
He thinks his heart is broken when you marry. You sigh a little. It’s
the spice of youth.”

“It must be fun,” Luisa agreed, careful to keep the eagerness out
of her voice. And then, betraying herself, “Do you think he likes me?”’

Antonia gave her a squeeze. “Vdlgame Dios! He’s mad about you!
Any dunce can see that. If you lived in an ordinary house, you’d find
him posted tonight under your window. But the poor boy can’t besiege
the Carvajal Palace. You’ll have to give him a lead.”

“HOW?”

“We’ll think it over.”

Antonia’s eyes danced. Whatever happened, it was at least a pastime
for an empty summer morning, usually so dull and hot behind the
curtains of the mirador. As for Luisa, brand-new ideas were popping
in her head like roasted chestnuts. She was being actually permitted
by her duenna to think about a boy—not an imaginary boy such as she
pictured before going to sleep at night, but a real boy with green-blue
eyes and curly, bronze-colored hair! She might be allowed even to talk
with him. Perhaps he wasn’t so poor after all. That was the one fly in
the ointment, because instinctively Luisa did not think much of poor
people. Still, he was the son of Francisco de Vargas, and that partly
made up for it. Luisa’s heart raced under the strait jacket of her stays.

“What fun! May I call Sancha to unlace me? It’s rather hot.”

Antonia consented. “Yes, she can put me at ease too. The Marquis
will not visit us this morning. They told me he was joining a man hunt
for one of Diego de Silva’s servants. There’s an attractive man—Diego
de Silva.”

“Father says he has great holdings,” commented Luisa absently.

“Rich as Croesus,” Antonia nodded, “and of the first fashion. A
relative of the Bishop of Burgos.”

With scraping of brocade and creaking of laces, the ladies were
divested of their church attire and of numerous petticoats. Luisa’s trim
figure expanded only slightly, but the duenna’s a good deal. Ex-
asperated, Sefiora Hernindez cuffed Sancha for pinching her at the
unlacing. They then slipped into the long, negligee gowns of the period,
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and at the same time, without knowing it, slipped forward in costume
several hundred years. Sancha, kneeling, pulled the cruel, tight shoes
from her mistresses’ feet and replaced them with Moorish slippers.
Then, at Antonia’s direction, she brought a plate of candied fruit,
placed it on a tabouret within reach of the couch, and retired.

Antonia, reclining, sclected a fig and toyed with it a moment. A
faint, flower-laden breeze stirred the window curtains. Luisa, seating
herself on a cushion near by, looked up expectantly.

“That’s better,” Antonia sighed. “What were we talking about? Yes,
de Vargas. In stays, one can’t even think about love, can one?”’

She nibbled the fruit. Her eyes deepened.

“We’ll send him a letter, Primacita.”

“What kind of letter? I could never write one.”

“We’ll do it together.”

“What fun!”

Sefiora Hernéndez gazed at the ceiling. Her lips moved. She smiled.

“Let me hear, Cousin,” urged Luisa.

“Just a minute. Get the inkhorn and paper. Write down what I say.”
And when Luisa was ready, Antonia dictated, while the girl, who was
not too handy a penman, labored with the tip of her tongue between
her lips.

“Serior Cavalicr, It is said that the deuvil dislikes holy water, which
proves that Don Cupid is no devil, because he appears to thrive on it.
If you would know more of the matter, you might apply at the gate
of a certain garden tomorrow evening at nightfall. Which garden? Oh,
sir, let Cupid instruct you.”

“Why not tonight?” Luisa let slip before she could catch herself.

“For many reasons, my dove,” Antonia instructed. “In the first place,
you must not let him think that you are in too much of a hurry. In the
second place, you must let him languish. In the third place, the Mar-
quis de Carvajal is invited out tomorrow evening, and we shall be
undisturbed. Know, my child, that the art of love is extremely subtle.”

“You are very clever,” Luisa admired. “But how can we send him
the letter? Whom can we trust?”’

The duenna nodded. “You're learning. Of course the chief point of
love is secrecy. Don’t worry, though. I’ll send my servant, Esteban. He’s
carried messages to gentlemen—" She coughed. “I mean he knows me
and knows what side his bread is buttered on.”

“Thanks, darling Cousin!” Forgetting decorum, Luisa threw her
arms around the other’s neck. “And you’ll teach me what I should say
tomorrow night?”
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“Yes.” Antonia was enjoying herself.

“No girl but me has such a darling duenna.”
“I’m probably very weak, little rose.”

She gave Luisa a long kiss.

VI

Peace after toil, port after stormy seas. No words could better describe
Francisco de Vargas’s retirement from active life. Though at times—
especially after a visit or letter from some old comrade—he still dis-
cussed the possibility of returning to the service of king and honor in
the arena of Italy, and cast yearning eyes on his weapons, he was be-
coming happily reconciled to the comforts of home and garden.

In this disposition, Dofia Maria warmly encouraged him. She pointed
out that since their marriage in Florence twenty years ago, he had
spent little more time with her than was enough to beget their children.
She doubted, indeed, whether they would have had children at all,
except for the fact that she had passed some of those years in her
father’s house, and had thus been available between campaigns.

“Honor, sir,” she declared with Italian good sense, “‘is all very well
until it becomes an excuse for travel and junketing. You have had all
you need of it. A man of your years with a bad knee should not be
elbowing young fellows and roaring Santiago in a charge.”

“Do you call sword thrusts and wounds junketing, my love?” he pro-
tested, for she had put her finger on the weak point.

“Yes, sir, I do,” she answered frankly. “But wounds and sword
thrusts aren’t the whole matter. In the service, you meet your friends;
there’s gossip and drinking, dicing and wenching, as you know very
well.”

“You talk as if I were a young dog like Pedro,” returned her husband
with a half-smile. “I trust®that I have outlived such sins. As to my
knee, you must admit that, once on horseback, I can hold my own
against most gentlemen with lance, sword, or mace, as I proved last
year in the tournament at Cérdoba.”

“And my heart was in my mouth every second,” interjected Dofia
Maria.

“Even on foot,” continued the other, “I can still match our Pedro,
though I grant it costs too much breath and sweat. He’s very prom-
ising.”
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At that point, Dona Maria always clinched the argument. “Yes, and
what becomes of his promise if you return to the wars? We certainly
cannot afford to keep more than one of you in the army. What becomes
of honor for him? What becomes of the dowry for our daughter if she
is to be married? What becomes of me who love you, querido mio?”

But in truth he did not need much urging. It was pleasant to be
one of Jaén’s most respected citizens, to be called on as judge in matters
of sport or punctilio, and to be the idol of his wife and children. He
gradually became almost as proud of his vines and orchard on the
western slope beyond the city as he had once been of the Great Cap-
tain’s favor; and a bumper of his golden wine, the envy of the district,
or a salver of purple plums from the orchard, was nearly as close to
his heart as the earlier drums and trumpets of fame.

He had built an open pavilion on a terrace, overlooking his trees and
vines, and spent many spring and summer evenings there. If at times
the approaching obligation of fitting Pedro out for the wars in a worthy
fashion counseled the sale of the property, he kept putting it off, as a
man who clings to a final luxury. That he might have to sell it was
plain, for accouterments and traveling expenses came high, and his
small revenue could not meet the charge; but he would not sell this
year perhaps. He had won much from ransoms and from the intaking
of cities during the Italian campaigns; he had also spent much, as
befitted his rank, and he had a casual attitude toward money. Perhaps,
after all, a loan rather than a sale might tide things over until Pedro
could win a ransom or prize for himself.

On the terrace or within the pavilion, he liked to take the air with
his family and eat supper from the generous baskets carried by Mouse,
the donkey. At times his twelve-year-old daughter, Mercedes, who had
a gift with the lute, would sing favorite ballads; Dofia Maria busied
herself with needlework; while often the old cavalier would discourse
on campaigns and captains, pedigrees and heraldry, fine points of man-
ners and the code of honor, which formed an essential and fascinating
part of young Pedro’s education.

In front and slightly below them stretched the plain, rich in olive
groves; a neighboring brook grew loud toward evening; the crimson
sun withdrew beneath the horizon. Often they lingered until the moon
came out and the shrilling of the cicadas filled the night. So the after-
noon of Don Francisco’s life drew to a leisurely and reminiscent close.

It was only fitting that Pedro’s name-day should be mildly cele-
brated at the pavilion. In their next best, if not their very best, clothes,
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the four members of the de Vargas family sat on three sides of the small
table so that everyone could look out over the landscape. Sefior de
Vargas was fastidious in small matters. He liked good plate on the
table and fine linen. There must be a servingman prompt with ewer
and napkin for fingers greasy from the handling of meat. Everyone
must have his or her appointed silver cup.

“Like good tapestry,” he used to observe, “a noble life is the result of
small stitches.”

This afternoon, he was richly dressed in black velvet, and he wore a
heavy gold chain with a medal of Saint Francis about his neck. Be-
cause of the heat, he had removed his cap and sat bald-headed, though
a fringe of hair still resisted time. Pedro had resumed his scarlet
doublet. Dofia Maria, as became her age, wore purple; and Mercedes
had put on her saffron gown. The rays of the setting sun added color
to the clothes and a gleam to the silver.

When the last bones had been tossed to the dogs, and when wine and
fruit were brought, the old gentleman raised his goblet to Pedro.

“Long life, my son, and fame!” After drinking the health, he added:
“Do not be depressed about your failure to bring in de Silva’s servant.
Not every enterprise succeeds. You laid your plans well, but finding a
man in the sierras is difficult. As a matter of fact,” he went on, “I'm
not too sorry, because I have no great fondness for his master.”

Pedro flushed. His pensiveness had nothing to do with Coatl, but
concerned a letter, the stiff edges of which he could feel at that mo-
ment through his shirt. He was thinking how long it seemed until
tomorrow night.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Probably,” the other continued, “we will not be having many more
of your name-days together. Next year, if God wills, we shall drink
to you abroad and, I hope, in the field. After beating the Swiss at
Marignano, it isn’t likely that the young French King, Francis, will
rest too long on his laurels.”

“They say his court at Fontainebleau is the gayest anywhere,” Mer-
cedes put in.

Her father nodded. “Creo que si. There are no higher-spirited or
better-bred caballeros anywhere than the French. And apparently
young Don Francis is most accomplished. The more I think of it,” he
went on hopefully, “the better your prospects look, son Pedro. We have
three young and valorous monarchs in Europe today: Henry of Eng-
land, Francis of France, and our own King, Don Carlos, whom God
cherish. Where youth is, sparks will be flying.”
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Pedro roused himself. The subject was almost as absorbing as Luisa
de Carvajal.

“You know, sir, coming back today, I met a man” (it was not ex-
pedient to state where) “who has spent many years in the Indies.”

“And I have no doubt he’s a notable rogue,” grunted the older de
Vargas.

It was so near a guess that Pedro felt startled.

“Why do you think so, sir?”

“Because it has been that way from the beginning. When the Ad-
miral made his first voyage twenty-four years ago, he took the prison
scum of Palos and Cadiz with him. Even my good friend, Alonso de
Ojeda, who went along and was a young man of promise, became cor-
rupted in the Indies and behaved, I understand, no better than a pirate.
So it has been always. Rascal seamen, deserters, lawbreakers, gold
hounds, young cadets on the loose, and rabble. There are a few ex-
ceptions, but not many. . . . What about this fellow?”

“He spoke of new lands, empires, gold.”

The elder de Vargas stuck his lip out. “That proves he was a rogue.
They found some islands with a lot of naked savages on them. I'm told
they also found leagues of swamp land further west with more savages.
What gold and pearls they found haven’t paid for the good ships
wrecked or the funds wasted, let alone birought in a return. For a while
there was grand talk of treasurec from this evil country, but it has
amounted to nothing. Empires? Pooh! What has Spain ever got out
of the New World but the French Sickness, the cursed pox, that the
Admiral’s ne’er-do-wells brought back with them!”

“And yet, sir,” Pedro argued, “the man said that he left Spain poor
and has now two thousand pesos.”

“Probably a lie. Make it fifty. Those I have met from across seas
are always big talkers.”

Pedro clung desperately to his new enthusiasm. “It was only, sir,
that I thought it might be possible—it might be interesting—"

“Oho!” said his father.

“To look into the matter.”

“What matter?”

“As an alternative to Italy, sir. We have peace with France—"

Don Francisco slapped his palm on the table so vigorously that Dofia
Maria jumped. “Exactly! I thought that was in the wind. Every boy
in the two Castiles is cracked on the subject of picking up gold and
Indian slaves for nothing, not to speak of an empire or so. Listen. I

38




had a friend in Estremadura, Martin Cortés de Monroy, as good a
captain of foot as any in the army, a poor, but honorable man. He
raised his son—I believe the name was Herndn—to be the support of
his old age. He headed him for Italy under Don Gonsalvo himself.
Well, the boy, who was an idle scapegrace, got moonstruck about the
New World. Empires and mountains of gold or what-not. So he took
the bit in his teeth and sailed for the Islands. He was just about your
age.”

Sefior de Vargas cooled his ire with a draught of wine.

“You must not excite yourself, my love,” soothed Dofia Maria. “You
ought not to accuse our son—"

“I am not accusing him; I am instructing him,” returned her hus-
band. “That was thirteen or fourteen years ago. What happened?
Well, this Hernan Cortés, after being in and out of jail a couple of
times, gets mixed up with a trashy girl in one of the Islands, whom
he is forced to marry. He runs a farm there, so his father told me, and
has worked up to the wonderful position of alcalde in a twopenny
village called Santiago. That’s what his empire amounted to, and a
deuced scurvy one. I could give you a dozen other examples. No,”
Sefior de Vargas concluded, “let this be understood once and for all.
You are not going to the Indies. Get that nonsense out of your head
this instant. You will follow the regular army carcer. It means work,
but it means solid advancement.”

Silence followed this outburst. Dofia Maria half smiled, because she
knew that her husband’s rough voice covered up a very gentle heart.
Mercedes, excited to hear the discussion of such weighty matters, sat
with her lips parted. Pedro accepted what he had been anticipating
all along. Italy might not be so exciting as the Western World, but it
had advantages.

Almost at once Don Francisco’s irritation died down. He fingered his
gold chain and cleared his throat a couple of times. Then, with the
look of a man who has been keeping a pleasant surprise up his sleeve
and decides that this is the moment to spring it, he said with attempted
casualness:—

“You’re right about the present peace with France. I’ve had a plan
for some time which I didn’t want to tell you of until it ripened. No
use raising false hopes. I had a letter yesterday from the Sefior de
Bayard in Grenoble.” :

The stir that greeted this announcement equaled Don Francisco’s
expectation. Maria de Vargas lowered her needlework, and her round
face became an O of interest. Pedro forgot momentarily about Luisa
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de Carvajal. Mercedes’s dark eyes, already too big for her small face,
became still larger.

“Sefior de Bayard!” echoed Pedro. “A letter from him?”

The name of the French chevalier “without fear and without re-
proach” was one to conjure with in military circles of that day. It was
already legendary, though Bayard himself had not passed the middle
forties. From the marches of Flanders to the mountains of Navarre,
from the Alps to Naples, there was hardly a battlefield of the last
twenty years which had not seen his pennon. He had slain the Spanish
knight, Sotomayor, in one of the most famous duels of the age; he had
taken a leading part in the day-long, bloody combat at Trani; he was
one of the heroes of Fornuovo, Ravenna, Marignano; he had been
selected as the only one from whom the young King of France would
receive the order of knighthood. If Gonsalvo de Cérdoba was the most
distinguished general of the period, Bayard was its most illustrious
single champion. Around his crest blazed the glory of departing
chivalry.

He and Don Francisco had fought each other with mutual admira-
tion for ten years, and his name was a household word in the de Vargas
family. It was one of the old cavalier’s titles of distinction that he had
lost his front teeth from a blow of the good Chevalier’s mace at Ceri-
gnola, but had given as good as he got by unhorsing the beloved enemy
in a later melee. He liked to describe the charge of the French horse
at Ravenna.

“There was a forest of pennons. I knew most of them and in front,
as always, I could pick out the Sefior de Bayard’s. It looked like an
old friend. I said to Pedro de Paz, ‘See there! We’ll have hot work.’
He laughed and tossed his lance up and caught it, vowing that no day
had ever promised better. We faced the Duke of Lorraine’s lances,
whom the Chevalier commanded. They came on like a wave, six
hundred of them, yelling ‘France!” and ‘Bayard!” We met them with
‘Santiago!” Holy Virgin, what a crash! But I kept my seat and headed
toward the lion pennon. Everybody wanted the honor of engaging
Pierre de Bayard, and he was hard to reach. All at once I saw a great
black horse rearing up on me and heard Bayard’s war shout. My horse,
El Moro, met him with teeth and hoofs. We could get in no more than
a couple of blows before we were swept apart. But he recognized me.
He raised his sword and called, ‘Ha! Monseigneur de Vargas!’ I have
never seen him since.”

That a letter should have arrived from such a personage was more
than enough to stir the family of a retired soldier in southern Spain.
A letter from the King would hardly have been so exciting.
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“Bayard!” exclaimed Dona Maria. And lapsing into Italian, “Che
cosal!”

“I wrote him four months ago,” said Don Francisco, “and he has
given an immediate answer by the hand of his clerk. The good gentle-
man never learned to write, I believe, though he can sign his name. He
is now governor of the French city of Grenoble, a place most con-
venient to Italy when the next war breaks out. I have given great
thought to your education, son Pedro, because a good schooling is
worth more than treasure, and I could think of no cavalier under whom
you could study the profession of arms with as much profit.”

Pedro’s eyes were glowing. Mercedes caught her breath.

“I asked him whether he would graciously receive you into his
household while peace lasts.”

Having worked his audience to a pitch, Sefior de Vargas now
tantalized it by removing a travel-stained letter from his pocket with
great deliberation. A blob of red wax, stamped with a signet, showed
on the outside.

“It’s in French, of course,” said Don Francisco, pleased with his
knowledge of that language. “Au moult preux et moult valoureux—"

Pedro could no longer contain himself; he leaned across the table.
“What does he say, Father? Does he say yes?”

“Steady, son. Everything in its order. The noble gentleman is kind
enough to recall with pleasure our meetings on various fields. It is like
him to overvalue my merit, but he was always generous. He remarks
truly that we are growing old and that we will never see such pleasant
days again.” Don Francisco’s finger crawled down the page. “He re-
grets the injury to my knee, but hopes (note this, how gallantly put!)
that it will not deprive him of the honor of encountering me in the next
campaign. He kisses your hands, Maria.” De Vargas paused for effect.
“And he will be happy to welcome our son to his company of lances.
He will give him every opportunity in his power. . . . Well, Pedro,
how’s that? Where’s the New World now!”

It was nowhere—blotted out by this magnificent prospect. France,
the patronage of the Great Cavalier, the prestige of having been trained
by Bayard! Pedro sat with his fists clenched and his cheeks red.

“Pedrito, querido mio!” exclaimed Dona Maria. “How proud I am!”

Mercedes slipped around to her father’s side and gazed at the sig-
nature on the letter, bold and rough as if it had been cut in wood.

“Look, Pedro,” she said, “look!”

At that instant the dogs burst into an explosion of barking and
dashed for the path leading up from the road to the pavilion. Sefior
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de Vargas called them back. An unhurried footstep could be heard ap-
proaching. Then, around the corner, appeared a tall, handsomely
dressed figure.

It was Diego de Silva.

Vill

PEDRO ONCE MORE had the impression of a large black bat transformed
into a man, though nothing in de Silva’s appearance, except his small
chin and big, pointed ears, accounted for it. He was dressed in the
latest fashion, with gold points to his doublet, a touch of lace at the
throat, elegant riding boots, and a beautifully hilted sword. As he
fondled the latter with a long, tapering hand, the last ray of sunset
struck fire from a diamond on his forefinger. His scornful, unquiet
eyes looked darker and larger than they actually were by contrast with
the pallor of his skin. He moved and spoke with the grace of a finished
courtier. But in spite of his glitter, something furtive and deformed,
something nocturnal, clung to him.

Civilities were exchanged. De Silva raised Doiia Maria’s hand to his
lips—she made him as low a curtsy as her plumpness permitted; he
confused little Mercedes with a couple of compliments; greeted Don
Francisco with respect and exchanged bows with Pedro. He explained
that he had been inspecting his vineyards, which bracketed the de
Vargas property, and couldn’t resist the temptation of dropping in.

“We are honored, sefior,” bowed the elder de Vargas, overlooking
his irritation of the morning. “If we had been warned of your coming,
we would have provided a suitable reception. As it is, we can offer only
meager refreshment. Pedro, fill a cup for our guest. The fruit, sir, is
not bad, if I may presume so far.”

“Your kindness embarrasses me,” returned de Silva.

He drank to his hosts, then took the chair which had been placed
for him on Dofia Maria’s right. He observed that the weather, while
excellent for the crops, was much too warm for riding, and that he felt
slightly tired from his hunt for the Indian servant.

“You did not get on his traces, then?” said Don Francisco.

De Silva shrugged. “No, but he’ll be picked up. A savage from the
Indies won’t get far in these mountains. I've sent word to Granada and
Cadiz.” His black glance rested a moment on Pedro. “You didn’t join
us.”
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Perspiring under his doublet, Pedro explamed his idea of searching
in the other direction.

“Ah,” said de Silva.

There was a chilly note in his voice. Pedro thought he knew the
reason for de Silva’s call and braced himself to meet a complaint about
the two huntsmen. But surprisingly the subject was dropped.

“Excellent wine!” continued the other, smacking his lips. “Which
recalls something very close to my heart, Don Francisco. Have you
considered the offer I made you for your vineyard?”

So, that was his object. It annoyed the elder de Vargas that his guest
should bring up a business matter in the presence of the family, a topic
that ought to be discussed in private.

“Yes, I’ve considered it.”

“You see,” de Silva went on, “except for your land, I own this
entire slope. I have acquired it piecemeal over several years. It would
greatly convenience me if you sold, so that I could round out my prop-
erty. And the price offered seemed to me fair.”

“Entirely.”

“Have you reached a conclusion?”

The de Vargas family held its breath.

“I do not wish to sell for the present, sir.”

“Oh, come, sir!” de Silva urged. “The price is no great matter. We
won’t split hairs. I offered you five hundred ducats; suppose we make
it seven hundred. It’s an absurd figure, but I've set my mind on the
thing. You can’t say no to seven hundred ducats.”

Hot waves began pulsing along the old cavalier’s veins. The fellow
seemed to think that all he needed was to jingle money—as if a de
Vargas were a tradesman. He not only intruded on a family’s privacy,
but sat there parleying like a Jew. Saucy malapert! thought the old
gentleman.

On her side, Dofia Maria gave him a disturbed glance. With Italian
realism, she could see what the proposed sum meant. It would entirely
cover the rest of Pedro’s education and add weight to Mercedes’s dot.
Then, with the royal pension and the couple of benefices they held,
life would be comfortable enough. Even if it meant sacriﬁcing——

“I do not wish to sell for the present, sir.’

“Ah,” said de Silva. He looked bewildered a moment; then his eyes
kmdled and a white band showed across his forehead. “Ah Well, we’ll
drop the matter, sefior, for this time, though I'll be cursed if I under-
stand.”

He was quite honest. He moved in a world where every value has its
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price in gold. When that yardstick failed, he was bewﬂdered angry,
and scornful.

“Someone told me,” he went on, “that you planned to send your
son abroad.” His voice had a patronizing drawl that stirred the roots
of Pedro’s hair. “Which is costly, as no one knows better than I. It
seemed to me that perhaps a sale would accommodate you.”

Don Francisco was doing his best to remain civil, but he felt the
surges of wrath gaining on him. He tried to shut his mind to them. Be-
cause de Silva had no manners, it did not discharge him from his
obligations as a host. He clung to that.

“As it happened, we were discussing the matter when you came,
sir,” he answered with more of a lisp than usual. “In view of the
peace, I plan sending my son to France. The Senior de Bayard has
graciously consented to give him a place in his company.”

“Ah?” De Silva did not seem impressed.

“It might interest you to see his letter. We were in the course of
reading it.”

De Vargas proudly handed over the sacred document, but the other
gave it no more than a perfunctory glance.

“Hm-m,” he said. “Yes, quite so.” And having returned it: “Why
Bayard? The choice amazes me. With all respect to the Chevalier as
a stanch old war dog, isn’t he a good deal of a relic? We're living in
modern times. Why not send your son to one of the fashionable courts?
I should think the household of Monsieur de Bayard would be as out-
of-date as my grandmother’s coif.”

De Vargas’s mouth felt fever-dry. With a shaking hand, he raised
his cup and emptied it. Pedro’s face was rigid. Dona Maria looked
appealingly at her husband.

“Ha!” choked Don Francisco at last, his head swimming. ‘“The
Sefior de Bayard is my friend.”

“No offense, of course,” said de Silva airily. “It’s no business of
mine. I was only surprised. Or if not a court, why not the Indies? A
youngster can pick up experience and perhaps money there. As a mat-
ter of fact, I intend to make the voyage muyself fairly soon.”

Pedro exchanged a glance with his mother. The look on his father’s
face would have made him laugh at any other time. It implied that
of all places in the world, the Indies was where Diego de Silva best

belonged. :
“Naturally I shall not remain there,” the latter continued. “My

friend, Diego Velasquez, Governor of Cuba, has promised me a bargain
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in land and Indians. It ought tc be a sound investment. Besides, as
you may know, I am a familiar of the Holy Office and will make a
survey for the Suprema. The Inquisitor of Jaén, our good Father
Ignacio de Lora, has been chosen to accompany me. We fear that
heresy needs investigating in the Islands.”

At this reference to the Inquisition, a shadow, an almost palpable
chill, descended on the pavilion. It happened in any company where
the dread name was mentioned. A kingdom within the kingdom, a
power greater than the King’s, a despotism more complete than any
vet invented, it paralyzed the human soul with terror. It did not repre-
sent the Catholic Church. Indeed, it represented the very reverse of
Catholic, a peculiar Spanish development, narrow, local, fanatic; a
parasite repudiated by traditional Catholic thought then as well as
since. Not until four hundred years later would the world again be
visited by a similar curse. Secret denunciation—friend against friend,
child against parent, enemy against enemy—the thought of dungeon,
torture, whip and stake, beggary and infamy, were the ideas which
the name conjured up. No one was safe; no one was too innocent to
be proved guilty. In view of the menace, many noblemen and others,
who could prove the purity of their blood, their limpieza, free of
Jewish or Moorish taint, joined the ranks of the Inquisition. These
were the familiars of the Holy Office. The affiliation was valuable for
many reasons; above all it gave added power and relative security.

Don Francisco cleared his throat. “Yes, I remember hearing that
you are an intimate of the Inquisitor’s.”

Suddenly de Silva’s restless eyes, forever mocking and probing,
stopped as if a new thought had occurred to him. He half-closed them
and nodded. ““A great privilege. By the way, sir, it seems strange to me
that a man of your name and fame should not be one of us. All good
Christians ought to unite in defense of the Faith.”

“I’'m not a theologian,” snapped the other.

“Nor am I. It’s an honor merely to serve the Cause as a humble
soldier.”

De Vargas said nothing.

“Of course I regret that the Holy Office must at times use severity,”
de Silva went on. “But what would you have? If bloodletting and
dosing are often necessary to save the body, one cannot object to
medicine that saves the soul. The reverend fathers are heavenly
physicians. It is wonderful, sir, to watch their patience and skill in
discovering and treating the devilish disease of heresy—the worst of
diseases, as you must admit. They trace the slightest symptom to its
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roots until the cancer is laid bare. I take it, you have not attended
an examination?”

“No,” grunted de Vargas.

The other leaned back reminiscently with the tips of his long fingers
together.

“It’s a valuable experience. I recall the last examination I had the
privilege of watching. It was of a woman, Maria Oqueda. Note how
alert the reverend fathers are. It was brought to their attention that
she did not eat pork and that she bathed on Saturday. You and I
would have made nothing of this, but not so the learned friars. They
scented disease; the woman was arrested. Before the tribunal, she
maintained, of course, that pork disagreed with her and that she
bathed for reasons of cleanliness. Such excuses did not hoodwink the
Inquisitor. She was stripped bare as my hand—"

“Remember that there are ladies here,” de Vargas growled.

“No offense, my good sir. In the treatment of this ailment, the
patients are stripped—a plain fact. She was then placed on the ladder,
and the cords were tightened. What an outcry, sefior! You’d hardly
have thought it human. But obstinate? My word! Except for screams
and babble, they could get nothing from her. I spare you details which
may offend the ladies. This lasted more than an hour. She was then
moved to the bench and given the water torment, a curious operation.
Time passed, but the zeal of the reverend fathers did not slacken. For
the sake of this woman’s soul, they even postponed their dinner.”

Dona Maria was white to the lips, and Mercedes, getting up, had
hidden her face against her mother’s shoulder. Pedro, disgusted,
glanced at his father, whose sallow cheeks were flushed.

“They got results in the end,” de Silva continued easily. “The woman
confessed everything they suspected. She admitted practising Jewish-
ness in secret. No one would have imagined such a crime, for she was
born Christian. You can see by that the astuteness and patience of the
Inquisitor, whom God must have inspired. The woman’s goods were
confiscated, and you may recall that she was burned in the last auto-
da-fé. God forgive her sins!”

There was a bleak silence. De Silva suppressed a smile.

“And one can never tell,” he added, ‘““at what age the disease will
strike. I remember the examination of a boy of twelve. He refused to
bear witness in the case of his parents and was hoisted on the strappado.
They then—"

“One moment, sir,” interrupted de Vargas, lisping ominously. “We
have had enough of this talk. It is unpleasant.”
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De Silva looked amazed. ““Unpleasant, to know that there are cham-
pions of the Faith who spend themselves to uproot the detestable sin
of heresy? Don’t you approve of the methods of the Holy Office?”

“I told you that I wasn’t a theologian, and I have never been a
hangman’s valet. It ought to be unnecessary to point out that certain
things aren’t discussed in mixed company—details of the lazaret, the
jakes, or the torture room.”

“Pretty squeamish for an old soldier,” de Silva sneered. “I didn’t
think you were so lily-livered. I’'m sure the ladies enjoy it—don’t you,
Doria Maria? As for the Holy Office, it hardly seems to me that you
are overrespectful.”

The dike burst. Francisco de Vargas straightened up in his chair,
his nose like a beak, his mouth grim, and the light of battle in his eyes.
But in contrast, when he spoke, his voice was very gentle.

“Look you, sir, I’m not used to being reproved by young popinjays.
Lily-livered? Before you were born, I was fighting the Moors. I have
~ given more blood for the Faith than you have in your body. But I
have fought men. I haven’t stood slavering in a jail over the torture
of women and children. Humble soldier of the Holy Office, indeed! As
to manners, you seem to forget where you are and who I am. Do I
make myself plain?”

Dofia Maria tried to speak, but could not get a word out. Pedro
leaned forward, intent and prepared. But de Silva seemed unimpressed,
though his black eyes danced.

He got up carelessly. “Not quite plain, Don Francisco. Later perhaps
we can clear matters up. For instance, I'm not sure why you wish to
pick a quarrel with me. Though injured by this young ruffian of a son of
yours, I came here peaceably and alone. It was a mistake. I should
have brought witnesses.”

“Injured?” exclaimed de Vargas. “Injured?”

“If I attacked two of your servants, opened the face of one and
broke the arm of another, wouldn’t you call it injury?”

Don Francisco stared. “What do you mean, por Dios?”

Pedro’s time had come. He stood up a little flustered, but with his
eyes level on de Silva. “Add that your men set their dogs on a girl
and then assaulted her. It makes a difference.”

“Oho!” interjected his father.

De Silva nodded. “Yes, I forgot. The rogues were amusing them-
selves with your son’s sweetheart, a tavern slut from the Rosario, a
notable whore named Pérez. Call it assaulting if you like. She lives by
assaults.”
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“It’s a lie.” Pedro drew closer with his fists clenched.

“And having ridden down my men, he fondles the strumpet, puts
her on his horse, and so back with them embracing to the privacy of
the Rosario. Is that a lie too? Or did my fellow see wrong? At least
the town will be amused to hear about it.”

In the stricken quiet of the pavilion, Pedro was aware of his father’s
glazed look, his mother’s distress, the pumping of his own heart. He
remembered the scene with Catana at church, and how that clinched
matters against him.

““So you didn’t know of it?’ de Silva went on. “I suppose he gave
you to understand that he was hunting my slave. A fine story! I wish
I knew the real truth of that part of it. And yet he calls me a liar!”

Pedro wished desperately now that he had told his parents about
Catana. He would have told them, except for the ban against the
Rosario and the fuss his mother had made at the church. The worst
of it was the blow to his father’s pride.

Francisco de Vargas got up.

“I did not know,” he said coldly. “My son failed to inform me. He
and I will settle that matter between us. If your men were innocent,
I shall pay any proper claim. I shall report the affair tomorrow to the
Corregidor and leave it in his hands. So much for that. It has nothing
to do with what we were discussing—the subject of your manners,
sir. If anything I said displeases you, I shall be glad to give you satis-
faction at your pleasure.”

“And 1,” said Pedro.

De Silva walked to the threshold of the pavilion and stood there a
moment, a dark silhouette against the evening outside.

“I do not fight with striplings about their doxies,” he answered
with a half-laugh. “Or with cripples.”, '

“Be careful,” said Don Francisco.

“As to satisfaction,” smiled the other, ‘“leave that to me.”

His footsteps died away before anyone spoke.

“I’m afraid,” faltered Dofia Maria. “What will he do?”

“Do?” retorted her husband. “Nothing. The man’s a coward. He
can do nothing against me.” Then, turning to Pedro, “Did you hunt
that slave?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you an affair with Catana Pérez?”

“I have not.”

“Did you visit the Rosario inn today against my orders?”

“Yes, sir.”
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“Very well, my son, for that I shall give you a sound flogging when
we return to the casa.”

IX

StripPED TO THE WAIST and kneeling at his father’s prie-diev in front
of a gaunt crucifix on the wall, Pedro de Vargas braced himself to
receive punishment. If he lived to be an old man, he would never
forget that particular crucifix, which he had stared at on many such
occasions. Other details of the severe, bare room that served his father
as cabinet and study would remain vivid: the narrow, high-backed
chairs of black oak; the table with its tall candlesticks, where Pedro
had sweated at his lessons; the half-dozen leather-bound books, which
constituted the family library; the rack of weapons and stands of armor,
which were more interesting than anything else. But the crucifix was
stamped on his mind more intimately and unforgettably.

He felt no resentment at being whipped, nor did Don Francisco flog
him with any passion. It was more like receiving and administering
a dose of bitter medicine. Pedro knew that he had disobeyed orders by
visiting the Rosario, and that, if found out, he must pay for it. His
father knew that discipline must be taught; it belonged to Pedro’s
military apprenticeship. It belonged also to that training in fortitude
and scorn of pain which toughened the Spanish soldier.

Riding whip in hand, the elder de Vargas glanced with pride at his
son’s strong back, the ridges of muscles along the spine, his powerful
shoulders and biceps, the small waist.

“I must attempt to make you remember that orders are orders,” he
said. “Have you any excuse?”

“Only, sir, that the Rosario inn was close at hand, and that I was
more than hungry after hunting for the Indian. I had had no break-
fast.”

“Pooh!” said Don Francisco. “My dear son, reflect a moment. Often
in your career you will be called upon to stand thirst and hunger for
days at a time. Suppose you are sent on a foray by your captain. You
must carry out the directions, food or no food. But in this case you
could not even resist appetite for a few hours. I hope you understand
how unmanly that was.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Moreover, in this case, you deliberately disobeyed. I have often told
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you that you can never expect to command unless you learn to obey.
Is that clear?”

“NYes, sy’

Pedro shifted uneasily on the knee piece of the prie-dieu, which was
ridged in order to make the act of prayer an act of penance at the
same time. The skin of his back prickled. He wished that his father
would get on with it.

“Now,” Don Francisco continued, “I wish to explain once more why
I will not permit you to frequent the Rosario. Remember, when you
become an officer, that it is always unjust to punish a man unless he
knows why he is being punished. I forbid the Rosario because it is
the resort of low company, muleteers, vagabonds, and bandits. It is
unbefitting your name to be seen there. In such a place, you acquire
bad manners and bad habits. A bad habit formed in youth is no small
thing. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Finally, I wish to ask whether this girl, Catana Pérez, is such as
Diego de Silva described her. I am not a hypocrite. I have had sweet-
hearts in my time; but for the most part they were obliging wenches
and not professionals.”

Pedro turned to look up at his father. “On my word, sir, de Silva
lied. Catana is a strange girl and wild. More than that I don’t know;
but she is not a trull.”

“I’'m glad to hear it,” said the other. “I take your word for it. De
Silva has every mark of a liar. . . . And now, my son, I shall give you
twenty lashes.”

Pedro clenched his teeth, and the blows were laid on with clock-
like regularity. They brought the water to his eyes, but not a murmur to
his lips. To have cried out would have been shameful. He clamped
his arms about the prie-dieu and stared at the crucifix.

Meanwhile, the door, which Don Francisco had locked as usual,
was under siege from the other side by Dofia Maria. If Pedro was
silent, his mother was not. The punishment went on to a running ac-
companiment of knocks, demands to be let in, entreaties, and threats.
Don Francisco might be at present in the saddle, but he could look
forward to a bad half hour later. When the lamentation changed from
Spanish to Italian, and he was compared to Nero of Rome and Attila
the Hun, he knew that the situation was dangerous.

“Patience, my dear,” he called, hastening execution; “we have al-
most finished.” And to himself, “Heaven help me! What a nuisance
women arc in education!
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“There,” he said at last—“twenty. It grieves me to flog you, son.
My compliments, by the way—you stood your punishment well.”

Then, with obvious misgiving, Don Francisco opened the door to
a torrent of maternal sympathy.

Mercedes de Vargas always cried when her brother was beaten. Still
catching her breath, she now stood in his upstairs bedroom, holding
the pot of goose grease which Dofia Maria gently applied to Pedro’s
welts. In the flare of the candles, her sallow child’s face looked swollen
and miserable.

“On your name-day too!” she repeated.

“Cheer up, hermanita,” he smiled. “I’ve had a wonderful name-
day-”

Dofia Maria’s mouth worked as she spread the grease. “Your father
seems to forget that he is no longer in the army,” she said in a pinched
voice.

“It was nothing,” Pedro boasted. “I could have stood ten times as
much.”

“Of course there was that strumpet,” mused the other, as if some-
thing had to be conceded. “But we will not speak of her. I know you
will not break my heart. . . . Now you must go to bed, darling, and
rest.” '

“I don’t want to go to bed.”

“Please, dear.”

“No! Caramba! 1 couldn’t sleep at this hour.”

Worse than his father’s blows was his mother’s babying. It was only
nine o’clock. The wakeful Andalusian night had just begun. Through
the open window came a babble of voices from the street, a snatch of
song, the stir of the town reviving from the sun-afflicted day. Pedro had
plans for the evening. He wanted to reconnoiter the walls of the Mar-
quis de Carvajal’s garden; not that he did not know them perfectly,
but he had to haunt them. He had to stand in the moonlight by the
gate and dream of tomorrow night. Perhaps another miracle might
happen, and he would catch a glimpse of Luisa; or she might see him;
or at least he could peer through the gate and try to imagine which
window of the palace was hers. Anyhow the purlieus were sacred, and
he was drawn to them like a moth to the candle.

“I’d only slap mosquitoes and sweat,” he went on. “And I can’t lie
on my back.”

“Very well,” Dona Maria yielded. “Then you must wear my lawn
shift. Your shirt is too coarse against the skin.”

-
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“It isn’t too coarse. Men can’t wear women’s shifts.”

“Mercedes, fetch my lawn shift—the old one.”

“Oh, Jesus Maria!” he fretted. “I won’t wear it, Madrecita!” And
springing up before the shameful garment could be brought, he slipped
into his shirt and doublet though they scratched abominably. “There—
you see, it’s all right.”

“Stubborn!” said his mother.

“Thanks all the same,” he answered, kissing her; and then escaped.

The little patio, with the diminutive arcades around it, was dark
except for a slanting shaft of moonlight and the faint glimmer from
his father’s cabinet. He stole across toward the passageway leading to
the grilled entrance of the house. But at that moment one of the dogs
barked, and Don Francisco appeared on the threshold of his room.

“Quién es?” he challenged.

“It is I, Senor Father.”

“What are you up to?”

Pedro cursed his luck. “I thought I would take a turn in the fresh
air with your permission.”

“Or without it,” teased de Vargas, who now felt completely recon-
ciled with his son. “Well, at night I suppose young tomcats must be
roaming. Only, come here a minute.” And when Pedro had joined
him, “You’ll be careful. You’ll wear a sword—I see you’ve got your
dagger—and keep to the middle of the street. I didn’t want to alarm
your mother, but Diego de Silva won’t leave things as they are. If I
read him right, he’s a coward and won’t send a challenge; but he has a
big household. A thrust in the dark’s easy, d’you see? That’s the satis-
faction he’ll look for. Come in here and pick out a sword.”

With a tingle of pride, Pedro entered the room and selected a blade
from the rack of weapons. When he had buckled it on, his father
added: “I suppose some men would keep you at home under the cir-
cumstances. But be damned to it! You’ll never learn to take care of
yourself if you skulk indoors. Now, one more thing. I’ve had a look
from the window a couple of times. There’s a man lounging up and
down across the street—maybe a beggar, maybe not.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Taking down his hat and long cloak from their peg in the passage-
way, Pedro let himself out and turned right in the direction of the
Carvajal Palace. A group of young fellows whom he knew passed with
holas of greeting. When they were gone, his footsteps on the cobble-
stones were the only sound for a moment. Then, like an echo, he
heard other footsteps behind him. Walking more quickly, he turned
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left at the next crossing; but the footsteps still followed and sounded
closer.

In the middle of the road, he made a sudden about-face, his dagger
in the left hand, his right hand on the sword hilt. A bulk in the dark-
ness stopped.

“It’s all right, compafiero,” came a hushed but unmistakable voice.
“Juan Garcia. By the saints, I’m glad you came out! God knows I’'m in
need of you.”

X

EvEN THOUGH the street was little more than three yards wide, there
was enough diffused moonlight to see that Garcia still wore the beard
and make-up which he had purchased at Sanlicar. But from the
desperate urgency of his manner, it looked as if the watch were on his
traces.

“What’s happened?” Pedro faltered. “Are they after you?”

“No, it isn’t that—it’s worse. We can’t talk here. I've got a room
at the Corona. Come along.”

Moonlight meditations at the gate of the Carvajal garden had to be
postponed. Pedro was swept on by the man’s intenseness.

“I’'ve been hanging around for an hour,” Garcia continued in a
whisper. “I thought perhaps you’d come out. If you hadn’t, I don’t
know what I’d have done. I couldn’t send you a message or call myself
without somebody’s getting curious, and it wouldn’t do to run the
chance.”

They climbed uphill, threading the maze of alley-like streets and
occasional groups of loungers, until a lantern showed the sign of the
Crown over a broad arch, and they turned into the courtyard of the
inn. An outer stairway led them up to the rooms of the second floor,
which opened on a balcony running along two sides of the courtyard.
At Garcia’s heels, Pedro entered a bedroom, where his guide fumbled
impatiently with a tinderbox and lighted a candle. It was a barnlike,
raftered chamber with an alcove for a bed at one end and with the
minimum of furniture. Garcia locked the door.

“We’ve got to talk low,” he said, his eyes haunted.

“For God’s sake, what’s wrong?”’

“I’ll tell you. After taking this room, I waited until evening before
looking up Madrecita. No use showing myself in the daytime. Then I
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went over to the Calle Santo Tomas and asked a beggar where she lived
—those fellows know everybody. He gave me a queer look and made
horns with his fingers, as if I had the evil eye. ‘It must be this make-up,’
I thought. But he took a coin I handed him, and pointed out the house
—said she lived on the third floor. I climbed up the stairs, thinking she
must be cursed poor. Dirty as a dunghlll it was. Brats and htter I
thought to myself how happy she was going to be . . .”

Garcia broke off and stood staring at the candle.

“I knocked at the door on the third landing. A woman opened up.
When I asked for the Sefiora Romero, she acted scared like the beggar.

‘“ ‘She isn’t here,’” she said. ‘I live here now.’

“I said, ‘You mean she’s moved?’

““Yes, moved.’

“I said, ‘Can you give me her address?’

“The woman looked as if she had a chill. She said, ‘The prison’s her
address.’

“Then I got it out of her. They took Madrecita a month ago—the
Holy Office—as a witch. People accused her—"

His voice died out. As if suddenly at the end of his strength, he took
a step or two to a chair and sat down, his shoulders slumping, his big
hands limp on his knees.

Though shocked, Pedro was not completely surprised. He had heard
that old Dorotea Romero was a witch. Perhaps that accounted for the
devil in Garcia that took him when he was drunk. But in spite of super-
stition, his heart bled for the misery in the other’s bull-like eyes, and he
would have helped him if he could. Only in this case there was nothing
to do. Garcia might just as well have told him that his mother had
died. What the Inquisition seized, it kept.

“A witch?” the man repeated. “Hell! She’s no more a witch than my
foot! Being brought up by her, don’t you think I'd know? Regular at
mass; prayers night and morning. Taught me the Pater Noster, Credo,
and Ave. Used to hold me in her arms when I was sick. Used to starve
so I could eat. Many’s the time these hard years that I've dreamed of
her. And now, because she’s old, because some woman she was tending
died—"

The horror of the torture room flamed in his eyes. He pressed both
hands against his head, as if it were bursting.

“Perhaps they’ll let her go,” Pedro suggested in order to say some-
thing.

“I’m not fooling myself,” returned Garcia. “When I heard it, I hoped
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she might be dead.” Brokenly he explained that by the grapevine
method he had bought the information that she was still alive. “They’l]
burn what’s left of her,” he added. And then, desperately, “But there’s
one chance.” He stretched his arms out. “Comrade, you've got to help
me! If it was your mother, I'd do the same for you. You're the only
one who can help.”

Garcia’s distress excused his reference to Dofla Maria, though Pedro
winced at it—as if his mother could ever be on the same level with
Dorotea Romero!

“How?” he asked.

The man leaned forward, dropping his voice to a mutter. “Listen.
The Holy Office may be as holy as it pleases, but money talks every-
where. People’s houses and property aren’t confiscated for the sake of
their souls. Believe me, the reverend fathers have the gold itch like
anybody else, and I’ve known more than one poor devil who’s bought
his way out. Well, I’ve got money, d’you see?”

Low as Garcia spoke, Pedro glanced nervously around. It was im-
pious even to hear such things. It did not savor of respect for the sacred
tribunal.

“But I’m hamstrung,” Garcia went on. “I’d hang to save Madrecita,
but my hanging won’t save her. Odds are I wouldn’t even have sight
of her in the prison if I was taken there. I can’t go to the Inquisitor.
You could.”

Cold chills ran down young de Vargas’s spine. He was ready to do
anything in reason, but the idea of approaching Father Ignacio de
Lora, Inquisitor of Jaén, with the proposal which he could see Garcia
working up to, paralyzed him.

“No, listen,” begged the other. “You could. I'll wager you know him,
don’t you?”

“I’'ve met him.”

“You see! Then it’s all the easier. And he knows you. Son of Don
Francisco de Vargas. No better blood in Spain. Beyond suspicion.”

Reading the refusal in Pedro’s face, Garcia clasped his hands to-
gether. “Hark you, son, for God’s sake! When I saw you in the inn, I
said, “There’s a lad of mettle’—the way you stood by that wench, the
straight look of you. ‘There’s a bad-weather lad,’ I said, ‘that you could
count on by sea or land, in march or fight.” My heart warmed to you.
I felt we were born friends. You’re the only one who can help save
my mother. You won’t turn me down!”

He saw that he was making headway, and pressed his point. The plan
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was that Pedro should present himself to the Inquisitor as the agent of
Sefiora Romero’s brother, a merchant of Valencia—"‘which is true
enough,” Garcia explained, “only he’s dead.” The merchant, Juan
Garcia, offered eight hundred ducats in atonement for his sister’s mis-
deeds, if the reverend Inquisitor would mercifully deign to consider
the sum sufficient. In view of the fact that she had confessed to witch-
craft under torture, her punishment might be considered enough. Pedro
should explain that he had met Garcia at the Corona; that the
merchant, a humble man, had besought his good offices and entrusted
him with the money. His responsibilities stopped there; he was acting
simply as a messenger, and should disclaim any further knowledge of
the merchant whatever.

«He’ll know well enough why I didn’t come myself,” Garcia rea-
coned. “He’ll know that relatives of condemned heretics keep under
cover. And he’ll know why I picked out a young man from a family
like yours to act for me.”

“Suppose he wants to see you?’ :

«T wasn’t born yesterday. Refer him to the Corona, but his men won’t
find me here. You can bet that he won’t be surprised when they don’t.”

“Couldn’t he make me hand over the money anyhow?”

“Yes, but not without risk of scandal.”

“Suppose he refuses—’

“Iombre!” exclaimed Garcia. “Suppose! Suppose! You can suppose
anything. I’'m simply taking the chance that he’ll accept eight hundred
ducats of easy money, where he expected no pickings at all. It’s risky
enough, but it’s the only thing I can do.”

Pedro shook his head. “It won’t work. Father Ignacio’s a man of
God. People call him a saint, even though he has to be hard. He won’t
take a bribe.”

«“Call it a fine,” put in Garcia. «It’s the half of all I’ve earned in six-
teen years.”

“He won’t be influenced by money.”

A wan smile broke through Garcia’s concern. “Boy, you've got a lot
to learn about men and money. But you'll do this for me, won’t you?
With your name, you aren’t running any risk. I wouldn’t ask you if you
were.”

Though young, Pedro was by no means a complete fool. The Inquisi-
tion was a hot fire to meddle with. If Dorotca Romero had been proved
a witch, she ought justly to be burned in expiation of so hideous a crime.
What did he know about her, or about this brawny man from the
Indies? Well, he knew one thing at least, that an absolute scoundrel
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would hardly be risking everything he had, his life included, to save
somebody else, even if it was his mother. Of course, the devil might
have something to do with it, but Pedro couldn’t judge of that.

As for witchcraft, he wondered whether he wouldn’t confess to it
himself under torture. He remembered de Silva’s anecdotes.

But above all, he was young. He felt no little flattered by Garcia’s
dependence on him. And he had not yet learned to stifle pity in the
name of common sense.

“Bien,” he said.

For a moment Garcia was silent. Then he got up and laid his hands
on Pedro’s shoulders.

“Maybe God’ll let me repay you some time.”

“When do you want me to see the Inquisitor?”

Garcia’s hands tightened a little. He drew one of them across his
eyes.

“Night’s best for that kind of an offer. So tonight. We haven’t much
time. I had word that Madrecita’s hardly alive after their handling of
her.”

He drew out a small but heavy bag from the pocket of his cloak and
gave it to Pedro.

“Here’s the money. I’ll go with you and wait outside.”

XI

TuE HOUSE of the Inquisitor of Jaén was situated on the open square
of Santa Maria facing the cathedral, and therefore not far from the
castle prison above it. Out of wholesome respect for the great man,
people gave it a wide berth on summer evenings, all the more because of
an armed servant of the Holy Office outside. Indeed, with the Bishop’s
palace not far off on the square, the entire plaza enjoyed a dour tran-
quillity. Its atmosphere chilled and sobered. Since the gothic outlines
of the church shut off most of the moonlight, the place lay in a sort of
ecclesiastical shadow.

Having left Garcia beyond the corner of the nearest street, Pedro
walked with increasing trepidation toward the guarded door of the
Inquisitor. It was now well after ten and, though probably Father
Ignacio had not yet retired, it was an unusual hour to call. Pedro was
torn between hope that he would be refused admittance and desire to
get the thing over with. More than ever, he cursed his ill-omened visit
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to the Rosario, which had got him into the pickle. Though he wanted
to help Garcia, he would have been glad at the moment if he had never
met him.

The retainer in front of the door turned out to be an acquaintance.
It was Sebastian Reyes, owner of a famous fighting cock, upon whom
Pedro had won ten reals the week before in the cockpit behind the
Corona.

“Sec His Reverence, sir?” the man answered with a stare. “Well,
since it’s you, I'll ask, though the hour’s late, as Your Worship knows.”

“On business,” Pedro added in a strained voice.

“Ha?” said the man curiously and turned to communicate with an-
other guard behind the lattice of the door.

Several minutes passed. Reyes discussed the next cockfight day after
tomorrow, while Pedro sweated nervously. Finally the door opened.

“His Reverence will see Pedro de Vargas.”

Like all the better houses of Jaén, the residence of the Inquisitor was
built around a small inner courtyard, which contained in most in-
stances a fountain or at least some greenery. But here the patio looked
as bare as a guardroom, and as a matter of fact it served that purpose,
for several armed men were on duty. Although any right-minded
Christian appreciated the value of Father Ignacio’s services, one coul
never tell when some heretic, as yet unarrested, might seek vengeance
for the torture and death of a relative. It was prudent, therefore, to take
no chances. Besides, in order to avoid scandal, the Holy Office con-
ducted many of its activities at night, and the men were at hand for
any sudden call.

At the end of a corridor flanking the patio, de Vargas was ushered
into a long, high, naked room, with a straight-backed chair or two and
a table at one end. It was lighted by a couple of sconces and a candela-
brum on the table, behind which Ignacio de Lora was writing. The
scratching of his pen lasted a full minute after Pedro entered. Then,
rising, he held out a negligent hand to his caller, who dropped to one
knee and kissed it reverently.

The Inquisitor wore the white robe and silver crucifix of the Domin-
icans. He was a tall, somewhat stooped man of middle age, though his
short, square beard as yet contained no mingling of gray. On the other
hand, partial baldness had overtaken him and left a high, domelike
forehead, beneath which the low arch of his eyebrows stood out. He had
a masterful nose, a severe mouth, and shrewd but unrevealing eyes. The
impression he made was of cool efficiency and vigilant suspicion.

In this dampening presence, Pedro felt more ill at ease than ever.
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It made it worse that for some reason Father Ignacio seemed to be in-
wardly amused. His grim mouth twitched in a secret, frosty smile.

“Well, young man, to what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

“If I am inconveniencing Your Reverence, I could put it off,” Pedro
faltered. It was hard to keep his teeth from chattering.

“No, I have a moment of leisure.” De Lora sanded the page he had
been writing and folded it. “How can I serve you?”’

“Not me, Your Reverence. I mean, I didn’t come on my own ac-
count. Matter of fact, I don’t know much about it. It’s somebody else
I met at the Corona. His m—, his sister’s a witch by the name of
Dorotea Romero. He wanted me to ask Your Reverence—I mean his
name is Juan Garcia, he says, from Mélaga—no, I mean Valencia. He
wanted me to ask Your Reverence—he’s a merchant, you know—he
wanted me to ask—" _

“Just a minute.” De Lora raised his hand. He was doubtless used to
stammering people. “Compose yourself, my son. What are you trying
to say? I take it that you met a merchant from Malaga or Valencia—"

“Valencia, Your Reverence.”

“Good. Valencia. Who is related to a Dorotea Romero, now detained
by the Holy Office on certain charges. Is that it?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Very well. Go on.”

Pedro tried again and this time was able to finish on a fairly even
keel. He remembered to refer to the eight hundred ducats as a fine, be-
cause the Holy Office, whoever it arrested, was never wrong; and in
justice to himself, he stressed the fact that he was serving merely as an
intermediary for a stranger in Jaén, whose distress had touched him.

When he had finished, the Inquisitor repressed another smile; but his
eyes looked as sharp and impenetrable as before.

“Does your worthy father know of this visit to me?”

“No, Your Reverence. I have just come from the Corona.”

“Hm-m. Why did not this Juan Garcia come to me himself?”

“He is a man of humble station, who has not the honor of being
known to Your Reverence. He feared that he might not secure an
audience.”

“Hm-m. Where is he now?”

Pedro’s heart sank. “He is staying at the Corona.”

“And of course you plan to meet him when you leave here?”

“Yes, Father—to give him Your Reverence’s answer.”

This contingency had been foreseen by Garcia. Upon leaving the
Inquisitor’s house, Pedro was to return to the Corona, where he would
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not find the merchant from Valencia. Indeed, the latter would not
appear at that tavern again. Having waited a suitable time, Pedro was
to leave a note with the landlord, stating briefly what Father Ignacio
had decided. This note itself was a blind in case Pedro had been fol-
lowed. It would serve as proof that he had carried out his mission and
washed his hands of the affair. He was then to return home by a pre-
arranged route through the blindest part of the town. Somewhere on the
way, Garcia promised to meet him.

The Dominican’s hard eyes probed an instant.

“It seems to me that you become intimate with strangers on short
acquaintance, my son. IHlow long have you known this man?”

“I met him today while returning to Jaén from the hunt for the
Sefior de Silva’s slave. He was at the Corona this evening.”

“And these eight hundred ducats—he has them, I suppose?”

“No, Father, he entrusted them to me, I have them here.”

This time de Lora almost laughed. Pedro caught a glint of white teeth
behind the beard.

“It’s a tribute to your honest appearance, my son, and to your father’s
reputation, when a complete stranger entrusts you with eight hundred
ducats.”

“He is much concerned for his sister, Your Reverence.”

Pedro by now had little hope for his mission; but the purpose of his
visit no longer chiefly concerned him. More than anything else, he
wanted to escape from this man and from his scornful amusement. He
felt like a small mouse between the paws of an enormous cat. Though
essentially true, his story, as reflected in the Inquisitor’s manner,
sounded like a childish lie.

“So you were to offer me eight hundred ducats—for what?”

“That it might please Your Reverence to dismiss the woman,”” Pedro
faltered, “unless her crimes are too great. Of course I don’t know—I'm
only speaking for Sefior Garcia.”

De Lora now actually laughed—a short bark of a laugh. It was
natural, Pedro thought, that the idea of a bribe (for call it what you
pleased, bribe it was) should amuse him. Bribe the drawn Sword of
God! Bribe this holy man devoted to maintaining undefiled the Catholic
faith! Bribe the saintly Ignacio de Lora with eight hundred ducats!
More than ever, he saw how vain, how impudent the offer was, and re-
gretted bitterly that he had a part in it. All that he could expect now
was to be blasted out of the room.

But de Lora said amazingly, “Let me see the money.”

Somewhat puzzled, Pedro drew the heavy pouch from the inner
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pocket of his cloak and handed it to the Inquisitor, who poured a gush
of gold coins out on the table in front of him. It was a great sum,
greater, Pedro reflected, than Diego de Silva had offered for his father’s
vineyard and orchard. He had never seen so much money in his life. It
was probably the reflection of the gold that lent a gleam to de Lora’s
eyes. Then the Inquisitor leaned back in thought, while his hand
absently, perhaps scornfully, scooped up the coins, letting them trickle
through his fingers.

At last he straightened up again; but instead of returning the money
to the pouch and rejecting it, as Pedro expected, he set about stacking
it up with the speed and skill of a business man.

“It is true that Dorotea Romero has been guilty of terrible crimes.”
(Ten, twenty, thirty. He examined one gold piece but found it good.)
“She has confessed to witchcraft and to a compact with Satan.”
(Fifty. He crossed himself and Pedro did the same. Sixty, seventy . . .)
“It is true, however, that she repents of these horrible sins . . .”
(Eighty, ninety, one hundred. Father Ignacio swept the ten piles into
a heap.) “And the Holy Office desires not the death of a sinner but
rather that he should turn from his wickedness . . .” (thirty, forty,
fifty) . . . “and live. Mercy must ever go hand in hand with justice.”

A queer change was taking place in young Pedro de Vargas. It was
not only that a glimmering of hope with regard to his mission began
to dawn; but beneath this, and almost in opposition to it, he felt a
strange confusion. Could it be that Father Ignacio was accepting the
money, that the Sword of God was for sale, that eight hundred ducats
could free from the stake a woman who would otherwise have been
burned? Without knowing it, Pedro was getting older second by second,
while de Lora stacked up the coins—older, less innocent, aware of
money’s barefaced power.

Two hundred. Another sweep of the hand. “It is only right that the
Holy Office, having labored for the salvation of a sinner, should rejoice
in it and release this same sinner into life.” (Fifty, sixty.) “It is only
just that the Holy Office should profit from the worldly possessions of
evildoers, using them for pious works and thus . . . (eighty, ninety)

. “transferring them from the service of Mammon to the service of
God. Repentance is thereby more clearly shown . . .”

Father Ignacio now fell silent. Only the clicking and occasional ring
of the coins could be heard. When the eighth heap had been formed,
there were five gold pieces left over, but he added these carelessly to the
last heap. Then he restored the whole amount to the pouch, opened
a drawer of the table, and put it inside with a golden thud.
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“What can I tell Sefior Garcia, Your Reverence?”

“Ah, yes.” The Inquisitor reflected. “Tell him I give my word that
his sister will be released from prison day after tomorrow morning.
There are certain formalities. He should be a happy man that Dorotea
Romero is now in a state of grace.”

“Thank you, Father.”

The Dominican extended his hand. Pedro, kneeling, kissed it and
prepared to leave.

“One moment, my son. It would be well to keep this transaction
secret. You would incur my displeasure if you spoke of it to anyone but
the Senior Garcia. The clemency of the Holy Office might be miscon-
strued. I hope you understand.”

“Yes, Your Reverence.”

“You and I will discuss the matter sometime when I have greater
leisure. It is not always wise for young men to be too obliging in the
case of strangers. Meanwhile, go in peace.”

Once again Pedro read a cold amusement in the other’s eyes. As the
door closed, it seemed to him that he heard an abrupt laugh. But at
least the ordeal was over, and he had good news for Juan Garcia. If
he had lost something of his naive youth in the house of the Inquisitor,
he did not notice it at the time.

Faithful to the prearranged program, he now returned to the Corona,
waited a suitable time for the merchant from Valencia, and left the
prescribed note for him with the landlord. It was a ticklish business. If
for any reason the Holy Office wished to lay hands on Dorotea Romero’s
rich relative, Pedro might be followed. But so far as he could tell, this
did not happen.

Having left the tavern, he plunged into a maze of crooked streets

and headed for home, keeping very much on the alert. At a dark corner,
a beggar suddenly loomed up, asking for alms in the name of God and
calling him compafiero. He stopped.

“Juan Garcia?”

“What happened?” came the whisper.

“It’s all right. He took the money and promised to free your mother
day after tomorrow morning.” Pedro gave a brief account of the inter-
view.

“God bless you, friend!”

“What’ll you do when she’s released? How’ll you get her out of Jaén
and keep hidden yourself?”
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“I’ll arrange it somehow. You forget me whatever happens. You've
more than done your part.” The deep voice shook with feeling. “I’l}
always remember it. I'd give my life’s blood for you. Hurry on now.”

There was a warm handclasp in the darkness; Garcia vanished, and
Pedro, with a light heart, regained his house.

XH

TroucH 10 Luisa de Carvajal next day time seemed to stand still, she
concealed her impatience. Even so shrewd an observer as the Sefiora
Hernindez might have gathered that she was not especially excited by
the prospect of the evening. Actually, however, she tingled with antici-
pation, and more than once in the course of the day she managed to
slip out into the garden and follow a bypath, screened by oleanders, to
a point where she could gaze speculatively at the grille of the side gate.
Walls of laurel, forming a bay, half-concealed it from the rest of the
garden. Here she would dream for a while before turning back to the
palace.

At long last, the obstinate shadows of the cypresses, which had
seemed nailed to the ground, began to lengthen. The sundial, with its
absurd motto about the flight of time, showed that at least time moved.
And the two ladies, who had been observing it on the terrace, went
indoors to dress for late afternoon supper.

At the foot of the main stairway inside, they encountered the Marquis
de Carvajal with a lackey bearing his cloak and sword. He was on the
point of departure for an evening gathering at the Bishop’s and wore
his usual somberly rich dress, which set off the magnificent cross of the
Knighthood of Santiago.

He was a middle-aged man with a square, gray beard that had the
proper uptilt of distinction. His prominent dark eyes were languid with
authority. Long ago, perhaps, he had been an individual; but as time
passed he had become simply the Marquis de Carvajal, an incarnate
title which had absorbed its owner. If he loved money and display,
as people said, these were hardly characteristic traits: they went with
his position.

Antonia Herndndez and Luisa curtsied; they received his bow and
Luisa, in addition, a kiss on the forehead.

“Good night, my daughter. I am always chagrined at not seeing you
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of an evening—but there are social duties. Tomorrow night I shall ask
you to attend me with your lute. Meanwhile, practise an Italian song
or two, and you will not miss me.”

“I cannot help missing you, my lord,” she answered with perfect
modulation.

“That is only natural. Be sure you pray for me. She is regular in her
prayers, Dofia Antonia?”

“Extremely devout, my lord.”

“Muy bien! Good night.”

He dismissed them with a graceful movement of the hand and passed
on. Luisa continued upstairs, hardly conscious, because so used to it,
of the empty feeling that her father left with her. Besides, it would be
sunset in an hour; the thought eclipsed everything else.

Dressing took a long time that evening. It did not matter that it
would be night when she and Pedro de Vargas met and that the grille
of the gate would separate them. She selected one gown, then changed
to another, reflecting that silver brocade showed best in moonlight. She
plucked a rebellious hair from the perfect arch of her eyebrow, applied
a touch of rose water to her cheeks, throat, and hands; again consulted
the mirror. Her mantilla looked most becoming this way, as if it had
slipped by chance, revealing the fillet of gems in her hair. The approach
of evening heightened the soft pallor of her face and brought out in
contrast the darkness of her almond-shaped eyes.

When she had finished, the sunset notes of birds sounded from the
garden. She stood awhile at the window, half listening, gazing far off
at the deepened sky. Then she rejoined Antonia.

The Marquis de Carvajal, like many Spanish noblemen of the time,
had been profoundly influenced by contact with Naples, and he had
laid out his garden with Italian or Sicilian models in mind. Something
of Capri, something of Palermo, mingled in its general atmosphere and
pattern. There was the same use of terraces, to which the hilly character
of Jaén lent itself; the same billowing darkness of foliage—laurel and
rhododendron, ferns and ivy—forming a screen that surrounded and
isolated 1t. Along the center, an occasional pool reflected the guardian
cypresses, and there were side paths leading to green bays, over which
a moss-grown Pan or satyr presided. The small dome of a pavilion, half-
glimpsed from the palace, rose among the trees; the walls of the terraces
were draped with vines, so that masonry, softened by vegetation, gave
an impression of luxuriant age.

In the hour after sunset, the garden released its fragrance on the
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cooler air—the haunting fragrance of crange blossoms mingling with
other flowers—as if it wooed the descent of night. Color faded from
the sky; dim stars became suddenly visible; and the moon, which had
already risen, proclaimed itself. The lonely diapason of frogs in the
remoter pools grew louder.

Sefiora Hernandez and Luisa lingered awhile on the terrace, leaning
against the marble balustrade, then strolled down the steps, and so
gradually farther on between the cypresses. It was the usual proceeding
after supper. No palace servant, however inquisitive, would pay heed
to them.

“Just when is nightfall?” asked Luisa, trying to keep the tremor out
of her voice.

“When it gets dark,” replied Antonia, “like it is now. . . . Why?”

“We wrote him to come at nightfall. »

“Yes, and I’'m sure he’s here already.”

They were approaching the far end of the garden. Luisa stopped

“Already? Then oughtn’t we—?"

“Certainly not. You wouldn’t have him think that you were count-
ing the moments, would you? He must be kept waiting. He must begin
to wonder, despair.”

Antonia was more than a little thrilled herself. Gallantry was ex-
citing; it was the one really exciting thing in life. As an expert, she
enjoyed all the finesse, all the strategy of love.

“In an hour will be time enough.”

“A whole hour?”

“Not a minute less.” Antonia slipped her arm around the girl’s waist.
“I know how it is, Primacita. But trust me, nothing helps so much as to
keep a man in doubt—never quite sure. Besides, we must wait for the
moon if you want him to admire you. We’ll go to the pavilion and you
can practise your Italian songs. That’ll pass the time.”

“I couldn’t!”

“For two reasons, you must practise them,” Sefiora Hernindez added.
“You’ll be heard in the palace, and they’ll know what you were doing
if the Marquis should happen to ask. He’ll remember about the songs.
Then too, someone else may hear you, my rose. You sing quite well.”

The lane outside the garden wandered between high walls covered
with moss and overtopped by vines. It was unfrequented at this hour,
and silent except for the rustle of an occasional lizard. Darkness came
on more rapidly here than elsewhere, but even so it was not entirely
dark when Pedro de Vargas posted himself opposite the gate.
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He too was uncertain as to what had been meant by nightfall—per-
haps late afternoon or dusk or night itself—and he took no chances.
After the endless, languishing day, it was a relief to get to the lane as
soon as possible. Now, muffled in his cloak, like a shadowy projection
of the wall behind him, he stood consumed by a slow fire of expectation
and impatience.

Though he did not realize it, his state of mind was partly conven-
tional. It was the proper thing for lovers to wait and pine, to haunt the
night, discreetly muffled in their cloaks. Tradition demanded it. But
there was more to his vigil than this. Youth’s vague idealism, colored by
desire, had been brought for the first time to a burning focus. He might
act like any one of a thousand lovelorn cavaliers; but yesterday morn-
ing’s experience in the church, the ray of light, the upflaring of his
heart toward the beauty and grace of Luisa de Carvajal, were personal
and uncopied.

Twilight became night—so dense a blackness that even his cloak was
indistinguishable. Between the walls of the lane, the air lay close and
heavy with the cloying perfume of flowers. As long as he lived, the scent
of orange blossoms would immediately recall that hour to him. Once
or twice people with lanterns entered the lane, and he strolled to meet
them so that they would not find him opposite the Carvajal gate. More-
over, he had not entirely forgotten his father’s warning or the events of
yesterday. But for the most part, he stood motionless in a waking dream.

Not until the darkness faded and moonlight silvered the top branches
of trees beyond the gate did he begin to have misgivings. This was cer-
tainly nightfall, and he had been waiting a long time.

The moon grew brighter until, through the ironwork of the gate, he
could see the path and space of lawn surrounded by the laurels. It
had the mystery and suspense of an empty stage. Perhaps the letter had
only been sent in fun. Perhaps Luisa had no intention of appearing.
Perhaps she was amusing herself at this very moment with the thought
of him and his foolish expectation. After all, he had been guilty of too
extravagant a hope that the daughter of a grandee would condescend to
unworthy clay like himself.

And now the minutes crawled past, each one emptier and more dis-
quieting. The moonlight spent itself in vain. She would not come. He
was a pathetic fool.

Suddenly a distant lute broke the silence with ripples of sound, and
a voice rose somewhere from beyond the trees. By contrast with the
preceding quiet, it was abruptly sweet, like the tones of a nightingale.
Pedro recognized the melody as an Italian air which his sister often
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sang. He knew it so well that he could distinguish the words. They
were by his mother’s countryman, Lorenzo de’ Medici.

“Quant’ ¢ bella giovinezza
che si fugge tuttavia!
chi vuol esser lieto, sia . . .”

The recent blankness was gone. Her voice! It must be hers . . .

“Youth is sweet, a fount upwelling,
Though it slips away!
Let who will be gay:
Of tomorrow there’s no telling.

“Bacchus, Ariadne, playing,
Lip to lip and heart to heart,
Make the most of time a-Maying,
Never roam apart.

“Nymphs and other silvan creatures
Frolic at their play.
Let who will be gay:
Of tomorrow there’s no telling.”

Silence again, but this time vibrant; the rhythm of the song con-
tinuing soundlessly after the music had stopped. He waited breathless,
the refrain echoing in his mind—*“of tomorrow there’s no telling.”

Perhaps this was all he could expect: she could find no other way to
keep the tryst with him—her voice in the night, a song, a greeting. Or
was it more than that—a half-promise “Of tomorrow there’s no tell-
ing”? If that was her meaning, he would return here and wait to-
morrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. He stood with one hand on the
gate, peering into the moonlit circle beyond.

So tranced he was that Luisa de Carvajal had crossed halfway be-
tween the laurels and the gate before he was aware of her. Or rather,
she seemed at first'a thought picture, vague and steeped in moonlight,
out of which she appeared to take form. The silver brocade of her dress
and the pallor of her face against the black of the mantilla helped this
effect. Then he recovered his senses only to lose them again completely.

She was here; it was not a vision.

He had prepared and rehearsed a fine opening speech, which seemed
to him polished and poetic; but he could not recall a syllable of it.
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Mental panic seized him. He could only stare hypnotized througn tiac
grille of the gate.

Luisa felt equally confused. Being a girl, she could have acquitted
herself well enough if he had spoken; as it was, she came to a helpless
stop a few feet off. The dim figure of Antonia Hernéndez in the back-
ground did not relieve matters.

At last desperately he whispered, “Buenas noches, sefiorita.”

“Buenas noches, seiior.”

Then nothing. She expected eloquence, romance. He knew that she
expected them. What had happened to him? It wasn’t the first time he
had met a girl. Usually he was as fluent as the next man.

In his embarrassment, he straightened his arm against the bar of the
grillework, which he was holding, and was startled that the gate swung
open. Evidently it had been left unbolted. More dashed than ever, he
closed it again sharply between them and muttered an excuse.

“I didn’t know it was unlocked.”

“I didn’t either.”

In the shadow of the laurels, Sefiora Hernéndez smiled. She had done
what she could. If the two young dunces didn’t take advantage of the
gate, there was no help for them. But giving them every chance, she
now recklessly moved from sight, though remaining close enough be-
hind the shrubbery.

“I heard you sing,” Pedro faltered. “It was beautiful.”

She murmured something, and he cast about for the next remark.
Appalling as had been last night’s interview with the Inquisitor, it was
easy compared to this.

“Very beautiful.”

“Did you really think so?”

“Yes.,’

In his prepared speech, there had been references to Cupid and holy
water and Luisa’s letter; there were flowery compliments and passionate
avowals. That was all in ruins. He couldn’t piece any of it together in a
way that wouldn’t sound sillier than his present woodenness.

“I know the song very well. You see, Mother’s a Florentine.”

“Really?” ‘

“Yes. My sister, Mercedes, sings it.”

Why, in God’s name, was he talking about his mother and sister now!

He staggered on. “But not like you—nothing like.” And on the point
of running down again, “Quant’ ¢ bella giovinezza!”

“Do you sing?”

“No—that is, pretty badly. A ballad sometimes.”
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At this point he became aware that the duenna had disappeared.
Somehow it made a difference. His tenseness relaxed, his blood warmed
again, and thought began flowing. But he did not want to revive the
speech he had rehearsed so often that day. It did not seem to fit in now.

“You were kind to send me the letter,” he said, a new ring in his
voice. “I never dreamed . . . It was like a miracle. After seeing you in
church. I had been praying to San Pedro and the Blessed Virgin. But I
never dreamed . . . Since then I’ve been thinking of you every min-
ute.” His hand strayed to his doublet. “I have it here,” he went on,
pressing the paper against his heart. “I know every word of it as well
as the Pater Noster.”

She drew a step nearer, her own shyness melting a little. This was
what she had imagined it would be—not quite, indeed, because Cousin
Antonia had said that he would talk poetically, and his words were very
simple, but she had never heard any like them.

“San Pedro and the Blessed Virgin, sefior?”

“Yes.”

Forgetting himself, intent only that she should feel what it had meant
to him, he told her about the ray of sunlight. She listened with parted
lips.

“And then I knew. I knew, whether you cared for me or not, that I
would always be your cavalier. It was the will of heaven for me; it
meant heaven for me. I shall always serve you, always adore you, seek
honor in your name. And perhaps sometime I might be worthy . . .
No, not that, but still you might care for me—sometime.”

Yes, now it was everything that she had imagined it would be, and
more—much more.

“Why?” she breathed. “Why do you care for me?”

Why! Blessed saints! As he looked at her, the answer to that question
was inexpressible. She was incarnate moonlight; she was desire and
worship and beauty, ethereal and yet warm and living.

He could only answer, ‘“Because I love ycu.”

The benevolent gate once more opened under the stress of his emo-
tion, but this time he did not close it. Antonia Hernidndez need not
have worried: he and Luisa were learning fast without a tutor.

Amazing that a girl like her should forget decorum at such a mo-
ment. Instead of showing alarm or displeasure that the gate remained
open when propriety demanded bars between them, she moved closer,
so that they stood face to face.

“But you don’t know me. How can you be sure?”

Approaching footsteps sounded in the lane, a murmur of voices.
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“Ay Maria!” she whispered. “Quick! Come inside—they’ll see you.”

He shut the gate softly behind him, and they stood close together
within the wall, while the footsteps passed. Her nearness, the fragrance
of her dress, the silence as they waited, set his pulses throbbing. Her
mantilla, slipping a little, showed the sparkle of her jeweled hair net in
the moonlight and the wave of her hair.

When the passers-by were gone, he kneeled suddenly and raised her
hand to his lips.

On a low stone bench within the bay of lawn and to one side of the
gate, she listened while he poured himself out in the high-flown style
of Andalusian lovers. The words flowed of themselves, urgent, vibrant.
She listened, but was conscious too of a strange fermentation in her own
mind, as if a new order of life and thought were beginning. It struck
her that until now she had never possessed anything of her own; that
she had been like a doll in the hands of other people. But now the doll
in the silver brocade and jeweled hair net was coming to life, was tak-
ing possession of herself.

He told her about France, the invitation from Bayard. He would not
have her think of him as a local stay-at-home. He would make himself
worthy to be her cavalier.

“When do you go?” she asked, trying to keep the droop out of her
voice.

“In autumn, Madonna.” He added gallantly, “With your leave.”

She counted rapidly. Two months of evenings—evenings like this.

“My father says that Monseigneur de Bayard loves tournaments,” he
went on. “The thought of you will give me strength. If I win, the credit
and prize will be yours.”

“They say that French ladies are beautiful,” she put in lightly, though
all at once she hated the thought of them.

“Perhaps.” He had become an adept in the last ten minutes. “How
shall T be able to tell? You have made me blind to them.”

Half-seated on the bench, he slipped again to one knee.

“Will you give me a token, Madonna, some favor to wear? It would
be my saint’s relic and bring me fortune. Forgive me for asking. I know
that it is too much to ask.”

Even Antonia Hernindez could have found nothing to improve in
his manner. The hour had changed him as well as Luisa; he was not
the same youth who had entered the lane.

Luisa felt caught up and swept along by a current too swift for
coquetries and delays. Somehow his earnestness did not permit them.
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Without hesitation, she gave him her handkerchief, a tiny scrap of
cambric edged with Venetian lace. It was perfumed with rose water
and had the softness of a rose, as he pressed it to his lips.

“I wish I had something better to give you, Pedro de Vargas.”

Better? If he had received the Golden Fleece at the hands of the
King, it would not have meant half so much. His brain reeled with
happiness and pride. She had accepted him, she permitted him to
call himself hers. Now there was no difficulty on earth so arduous that
he could not overcome it for her; no prize so lofty that he could not win
it for her. The hot blood pounded in his ears; his imagination soared
like a released falcon. To express himself was impossible. When he
spoke, his voice seemed strange to him.

“I will give my life for you. I would give my soul for you.”

A discreet cough sounded beyond the laurels, and he regained his
feet as the Sefiora Hernandez reappeared.

“Tomorrow night?”’ he whispered. “Every night, I’ll be in the lane.”

He could barely hear the answer. “S?, cuando puedo.”

He bowed to Antonia.

“Vaya!” she said archly. “Is it the custom of gentlemen to enter gates
and to forget the proper distance?”

He appeared startled. “It is enchantment, sefiora. I did not know that
I had passed the gate.”

“Not bad!” she approved. “I see that you’re a charming liar.” And
to Luisa, “We must go in, Primacita. There are lights moving in the
palace. Your father must have returned.”

Still dazed, still half-incredulous of his happiness, Pedro wandered
back through the town, heedless of the cobblestones and turnings of the
streets. The years stretched before him in a haze of gold, a limitless
horizon. With love inspiring him, he could do everything—everything!

Not far from his house, a dark figure detached itself from a doorway,
and at once he was on guard.

“Pedro de Vargas?” hissed a voice.

‘CYeS',’

“I am Manuel Pérez, Catana’s brother—he of the prison.”

It took an instant’s effort to remember.

“Yes?’,

“You saved my sister from de Silva’s men. I am not one who for-
gets. I have been here for an hour, hoping to head you off.”

What was the fellow driving at?

“Head me off? ”
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“You must not go to the Casa de Vargas. It’s a trap. They’re waiting
for you.”

Clearly the man was crazy. “Who’s waiting for me?”

“Those of the Holy Office. They have taken your father, mother,
and sister to the Castle. With my own eyes, I saw them brought in. 1
heard the talk about you. Then I got away, though it would cost my
head—"”

“The Castle? The Holy Office?”

“Yes. Get out to the Rosario. Catana will help. You must take to the
mountains. It’s your only chance.”

XHI

IN THE HOT DARKNESS, Pedro stared at the almost invisible face close
to him. His mind, suddenly numb, refused to act.

After a long moment, he stammered: “I’'m sorry, friend. I don’t
understand. What did you say about the Holy Office?”

Manuel Pérez repeated the incredible news. Even on a second hear-
ing, it filtered but slowly into Pedro’s consciousness. His father, Fran-
cisco de Vargas, arrested! One of the town’s leading citizens, a famous
man, dragged to prison! Pedro’s mother and sister taken! The family
house seized and already occupied by strangers, who were waiting to
lay hands on Pedro himself! At a single blast, the solid world of his
entire experience seemed to be blown to fragments.

Pérez gripped his shoulder. “Your Worship has no time to lose. You
can get down by the east wall. Come on. Hurry! I’'m due at the Castle.”

Docilely, as if in a trance, Pedro suffered himself to be led on for a
short distance, until at last the complete realization of what had hap-
pened struck him and he shook off the other’s grasp.

“By God, no!”

“Qué pasa?”

Pedro clenched his fists. The monstrous absurdity of the thing beg-
gared language.

“Why?” he demanded. “Why? What reason? They must have given
a reason. What did they say, in the name of God?”

“Say?” echoed Pérez. “Is it for the Santa Casa to give an account of
itself? Sefior, no! It isn’t in the habit of answering questions; it asks
them.” And with a touch of gallows humor he added, “I wouldn’t
advise Your Worship to wait for the question. Come on.”
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De Vargas squared himself. The thought of his family behind the
walls of the prison shut out every other consideration.

“I’m going to the Alcalde, to the Bishop. They’re Father’s friends.
They don’t know about this. It’s a mistake. They’ll act at once . . .”

“Don’t be a fool,” put in Pérez, forgetting rank. “What mistake? His
Honor, the Alcalde, was at the Castle when Don Francisco and the
ladies were brought in. Do you think the Bishop could raise a finger
against the will of the Santa Casa? I tell you once more, sefiorito, you
have no time to lose.”

His call last night on Ignacio de Lora crossed Pedro’s mind. Could
that have anything to do with it? Had his connection with the ill-
omened business of Garcia brought him and his family under suspicion?
Was the Inquisitor taking that way to cover up the bribe he had ac-
cepted? The Holy Inquisition! They were impious, ugly thoughts which
two days ago would have been impossible.

“I’ll see Father Ignacio himself.”

“Oh?” said Pérez. “In that case, I'm a fool for my pains.”

The dry note in the man’s voice spoke volumes. Pedro stood shifting
from one foot to another in a sweat of indecision. To whom could he
turn? Among his father’s friends, who would be able to take his part
if the highest officials of Jaén were excluded? Had he not better head
for the mountains, as Pérez counseled, until influence could be brought
to bear and public sentiment force a relcase? Perhaps, indeed, the arrest
was only a mistake.

But the walls of the Castle were thick, and even more insuperable
was the fear of the Inquisition. Greater men than Francisco de Vargas
—much greater—had disappeared from the friendly world into the cold
shadow of the Holy Office, and no one had dared to ask too many ques-
tions. The King, perhaps, or a grandee—

The Marquis de Carvajal!

On Pedro’s anguish, the name flashed like a beacon. Here was the
one man in Jaén who might help. He was not an official, but his word
had immense weight. He stood at the summit of the social scale in the
district. His power would impress even the Inquisitor. Best of all, he had
served with Francisco de Vargas in Italy and called him by his first
name. That he was Luisa’s father did not occur to Pedro at the mo-
ment. e was simply the natural refuge in this case.

“The Marquis de Carvajal!” Pedro exclaimed aloud. “I’ll go to
him.”

Pérez drew back a step; he said nothing for a moment. Then hesi-
tantly, “Yes, the Marquis—he’s a big nobleman. If Your Worship has
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credit with him, perhaps— That’s out of my line. Perhaps big noble-
men stand by their friends against the Santa Casa. Your Worship
knows best. I’ve got to hustle, or it’s a twisted neck for me. Sefior
Cavalier, go with God.”

He was on the point of hurrying off when Pedro caught his arm.

“Thanks, friend. I won’t forget your kindness.”

“Forget or remember,” said the man gruffly. “I did it for Catana.”

“You'll tell my parents how matters stand?”

“T’ll do that. Adids.”

A great emptiness descended on Pedro when the other was gone.
The fellow had at least represented human helpfulness and good will.
Now de Vargas found himself in an almost unbearable loneliness, like
a swimmer at sea, left to his single efforts.

With a heavy heart, although painfully alert, he retraced his way
uphill through the narrow, winding streets toward the Carvajal Palace.
The familiar town had suddenly become alien and hostile. Every
passer-by, fumbling towards him in the darkness, every beggar loitering
under the overhang of a house, was a possible enemy. The scurry of
rats in the gutter, the racing of scavenger dogs along the alleyways, the
hunting scream of a cat, was enough to set his pulses racing.

As he approached the palace, his first confidence in turning to the
Marquis faded. What if he could not obtain an audience at this hour?
What if the great man had retired? Pedro knew him only formally. He
was not old or important enough to insist on seeing him. But if that
were impossible, where could he hide for the night?

The palace garden occurred to him as a possibility—if the gate was
still unlocked. No one would think of searching for him there. And
with that came the thought of his recent happiness. A half hour ago
he had everything, now nothing.

He emerged at last on the quiet square in front of the palace. It was
shaded from the moonlight by a few plane trees. Rounding them, he
stood looking up at the stone facade, massive and formidable, its occa-
sional windows covered with thick bars like the front of a prison. It had
nothing in common with the garden behind it but seemed as detached
from that place of enchantment as the Castle itself. Not a light showed;
the building was wrapped in a ponderous, austere silence.

Desperation goading him, Pedro at length summoned courage enough
to approach the main door and lift the heavy ring that served as
knocker. The crash of it broke the stillness of the night like a musket
shot. It seemed to him that it must rouse the neighborhood, and he had
the sense of an echo resounding in the hollowness of the palace. But

74



nothing stirred. It took still more courage, after waiting a long while,
to ply the knocker a second time.

Continued silence. Then, without warning, a sliding panel of the
door jerked open, and he could make out dimly a patch of face and
two eyes through the grating. »

“Caramba!” hissed a voice. “Who are you and what do you want?
Vaya una hora de venir! Can’t you see that lights are out?”

“It’s a matter of life and death,” returned Pedro recklessly. “I must
see His Grace.”

“Whose life and death?”

“A friend of the Marquis—my father, Francisco de Vargas.”

The porter gave an unconvinced grunt. “Cdspita! His Magnificence
has retired.”

“Just the same, inform him. He’ll not thank you if you don’t.”

Slowly, doubtfully, the panel closed, and Pedro remained in the
moonlit stillness. He did not know whether the man intended to carry -
his message or not. Somewhere an owl shrilled; a watchman from one
of the near-by streets called the hour. Pedro stood with his heart thump-
ing. In due time, the watchman would reach the square, would want
to know who it was in front of the Marquis’s door. No doubt orders
had been sent out for Pedro’s arrest. Standing in the glare of the moon,
he was perfectly visible.

The monotonous call came nearer.

Then unexpectedly bolts were drawn, and a section of the door
opened.

“All right,” grumbled a voice. “Come in, but I warn you that His
Grace does not care to be disturbed for trifles.”

A dim lamp, held shoulder-high, lighted the servant’s bearded
features and showed an expanse of stone walls. Pedro followed, as the
man led the way through a cavernous hall and then to the right up a
curving staircase to the second floor. Here a confusion of corridors
branched out.

“You're Pedro de Vargas, ¢h?” said the porter, turning into one of
these. “Don Francisco has only one son.”

“Yes, Pedro de Vargas.”

He had an impression that a door on the left closed suddenly, as if
it had been slightly ajar, and it seemed to him that he heard a low
exclamation. But he was too absorbed by the approaching interview to
think twice of it.

His guide stopped finally at the end of the corridor, parted some

75



hangings, led him across an antechamber, and announced his name to
the candlelit twilight of a large room. Then he withdrew.

It was a moment before Pedro could distinguish the huge four-
poster bedstead in an alcove facing him at the end of the apartment.
Some pieces of richly carved furniture, a vague portrait, the oaken mass
of a wardrobe against the wall, were details barely noticed as compared
with the bust of the man propped against pillows within the curtains
of the bed and visible in the flare of a couple of tall candles.

The Marquis had drawn a brocaded robe over his shoulders, but he
had not yet adjusted his nightcap, which remained at an angle. His
eyes, still blinking at the light, his square beard and hooked nose, gave
him a solemn, owl-like expression. He did not, however, permit the
unexpected to roughen the perfection of his manners.

“Draw near, young sir,” he invited. And when Pedro stopped with
a low bow and flutter of excuses outside the alcove, “No—here, if you
please. The son of Francisco de Vargas has always the bedside privilege
with me. That’s better.”

Pedro entered the alcove, bowed low again, and repeated his apolo-
gies. The Marquis gave a slight wave of the hand.

“Do not mention it. I was not asleep, and even if I had been, I am
always at your father’s service. There is no one whom I more affection-
ately admire. What is the matter that concerns him? I gathered from
my servant that all was not well. It is an honor that you turn to me; it
will be thrice an honor if I am privileged to help. Speak quite frankly
and be at your ease.”

Relief at this gracious welcome made Pedro’s eyes smart. For the
first time in the last hour, life seemed normal. He was once more the
son of an eminent gentleman, and no longer helpless or friendless.

As form required, he sank to one knee, though the Marquis made a
gesture of protest.

“Vuestra Merced is too good, too generous! God reward Your Grace!
When my father hears of Your Grace’s kindness, he will express his
thanks better than I can. Vuestra Merced, the trouble is this.”

Confidently, he now told what had happened and poured forth his
bewilderment. Naturally the Marquis, knowing his father, would realize
that this arrest was all a preposterous blunder. No one was a more de-
voted son of the Church than Francisco de Vargas—a fact of public
knowledge. That he should be accused of heresy made neither rhyme
nor reason. But it was not his father who concerned Pedro at the mo-
ment so much as Dofia Maria and his sister. The shock to them might
be serious, especially to a young girl like Mercedes, who had always
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been frail. He did not know what to do, implored the Marquis’s counsel.

The light of the candles turned one side of Pedro’s hair to red flame,
and Carvajal, who was an amateur of art, reflected that a portrait
painter would have been pleased with the effect—that Venetian fellow,
Titian, for example, whose work he had admired in Italy. Aesthetically
interested, he looked more owl-like and benevolent than ever. When
Pedro had finished his plea, he half-expected the warmhearted noble-
man to rise from bed, summon his lackeys to dress him, and set out at
once to effect the release of the prisoners, or at any rate to make his
influence felt.

There was a long pause, during which Carvajal fingered his beard.

“My dear boy,” he said at last, “believe me, you have my complete
sympathy. I am more than touched by your distress. It grieves me too
that Don Francisco and Dofia Maria, together with your charming
sister, should be temporarily detained. Tomorrow I have pressing
affairs, but next day it will really give me pleasure to make inquiries.
Meanwhile, as you say, it is probably a mistake which will clear itself
in a short time.”

He sipped his words as if they were honey.

“Vuestra Merced—" Pedro gasped.

Carvajal flowed on. “If it were a case before the civil courts, I might
be more helpful; I might even be able to do something. But the Holy
Office is a different matter. What right has a layman to intervene in
spiritual affairs? As good Catholics, we must have utter confidence in
our Mother, the Church, and render her complete obedience at what-
ever personal sacrifice.” The Marquis raised a forefinger in admonition.
“The Holy Office is charged with defending the purity of the Faith; it
must protect the fold from taint. Perhaps something in your parents’
lives—"’

“Your Grace knows them! How could there be anything

Carvajal shook his head. “Ah, my son, you are perhaps blinded by
natural affection. I say there may be something in your parents’ lives
or in yours, for that matter, or even in mine, of which we are uncon-
scious, but which would not escape the keen eyes of our Holy Mother.
In that case, we must bare our backs to the scourge and humbly beg for
correction to the salvation of our souls. Yes, my son, even if that cor-
rection meant the destruction of our base and fleshly bodies.”

It was plain that the Marquis enjoyed his own sermon. He spoke in a
solemn cadence and turned his eyes up at the crucifix which hung fac-
ing him between the curtains at the end of the bed.

“Thus, with complete assurance, we may entrust this affair to the
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saintly Inquisitor of Jaén, Father Ignacio de Lora, a man who beatifies
our city with his presence.”

Mocking echoes stirred in Pedro’s mind: “Twenty, thirty, forty,
fifty,” accompanied by the clink of gold. He felt a growing tautness
along the spme

“If there is no gullt ” concluded the I\Iarqms ‘your parents will go
free. If there has been sin, you should rejoice at the expiation. Far
better a temporal than an eternal punishment; far better—"

“How many go free?” Pedro demanded. “Does Your Grace know of
any, guilty or not—"

“That, my son,” interrupted Carvajal with the utmost gentleness,
“is a rebellious, nay, an impious question. It reflects on the integrity of
the Church. No doubt everyone, if closely examined, is guilty of sin
and deserves some punishment. The reverend fathers are too conscious
of their mission not to do all they can for the souls of those who come
under their notice. But it has happened, I believe, that more than one
has been discharged free from blame. I hope that this will be true of
your parents.”

Pedro’s hope had turned to lead, but a growing ferment of anger
sustained him. He got to his feet.

“Your Grace’s advice then—?”

“Is to rely on God, my dear boy, and on the justice of the Holy
Office. I shall do all in my power, all in my power.”

De Vargas controlled himself, though his voice thickened. “What
would Vuestra Merced suggest for tonight? Our house has been occu-
pied. If I turn to an inn, I'll be arrested. I have no place to go.”

In view of the fine promises, he could at least expect that the Mar-
quis would offer him shelter for the night. Because of that, he had to
keep his temper.

“No place to go?” Carvajal repeated. “My son, you have one place
above all to go. You should proceed at once to the Castle and give your-
self up. It will tend to show your innocence; it will be an act of filial
loyalty to your father. You should support your parents in their hour
of trial.”

Undoubtedly there was weight to this advice. Perhaps, indeed, sur-
render was the best course. But an alarm began sounding in Pedro’s
head. Give himself up? Deprive his family of the only voice left to
take their part outside of prison? He wanted to think that over.

“It’s a late hour,” he hesitated. “Would Your Grace generously allow
me to remain here until morning? I shall then decide—" But at the
look of astonishment on Carvajal’s face, his words faded out.
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“Young man, what you ask is impossible. It would expose me to the
gravest charges. You should know that anyone who shelters a person
sought by the Inquisition is considered equally guilty. Allow me to point
out that it is indelicate to make a request which I must, of course,
refuse.”

Indelicate! A smother of heat submerged de Vargas. He thought of
poor Manuel Pérez, who had risked his neck to save him, while this
stuffed effigy of a grandee, his father’s avowed friend, declined the
most trifling help! But he mastered himself.

“I shall then take my leave, Your Grace. Vuestra Merced has been
exceedingly kind.”

The irony made no dent on the Marquis’s self-satisfaction.

“You are quite welcome. It is a pleasure to advise the son of an old
friend. If there is any service I can render, please call on me. And
present my affectionate regards to Don Francisco and Dofia Maria.
No doubt they will soon be at liberty. I take it you are now going to the
Castle—the best plan.”

Pedro did not enlighten him. He felt that another minute of that
honeyed voice would lead to murder. With a stiff bow and a half-
smothered buenas noches, he turned out of the alcove.

“Buenas noches, my dear boy,” answered the Marquis, raising his
eyebrows at such abruptness. “If you will wait in the anteroom, a
servant will attend you to the dcor. Farewell.”

He pulled the tassel of a bellrope languidly; a remote tinkle sounded.
Then, being drowsy, he snuffed the bedside candles himself and relaxed
on the pillows. He was conscious of having graciously fulfilled the duties
of his position.

But Pedro did not wait in the anteroom. He could find his own way
downstairs, por Dios; and with long strides, jerky from anger, he fol-
lowed the dark corridor towards the entrance hall. If he had been less
headlong, he might have heard a light step hurrying in front of him,
as if someone had left the anteroom just as he entered it; but he had
nearly reached the hall landing when he was startled by a touch on his
sleeve.

“Seftior de Vargas,” whispered a voice. “Sefior, one moment.”

Even in the darkness, he recognized Luisa de Carvajal and the per-
fume of her dress.
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X1V

Sue LED HiM across the threshold of a room to the side, which was
vaguely lighted by a single taper. Evidently the place, a sort of ante-
chamber belonging to a guest suite, was not used at present.

“I had been saying good night to my father when you came,” she
whispered. “I heard you give your name to the servant.”

She still wore the dress of brocaded silver and the jeweled net over
her hair, but to Pedro it seemed a very long time since they had met
in the garden. His anger with the Marquis was suddenly forgotten.

“I had to know why you were here,” she went on; “I listened in the
anteroom. 4y Dios, how awful! What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” he answered dully.

Footsteps approached along the corridor. She pushed the door to and
stood with fixed eyes and one hand at her throat as the lackey answered
his master’s bell. Then, a minute later, the servant, discovering that
the light in the Marquis’s room was out, returned grumbling along the
gallery.

She drew a breath when he had passed. What if he had caught the
glimmer of the candle in her hand! The new self which had awakened
in the garden, the new pulse beat of independence, struggled against
the habit of her doll-like training. What if anyone should find out that
she was here in a room with Pedro de Vargas! She turned faint at the
thought.

“Are you going to give yourself up?” she breathed.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps.”

She would have liked to go back to her father’s room, throw herself
on her knees, entreat him for Pedro. He could help—she knew that; he
could at least contrive to send Pedro out of Jaén. But that her father
should learn that there was anything between her and young de Vargas
was an idea too terrifying to contemplate. Besides, prudence told her
that her suit would be useless: it would bring down the Marquis’s
wrath upon her, and would make matters worse for Pedro himself.

“Perhaps,” he repeated. “But I’ll wait till morning.”

It crossed her mind that she could hide him here; there were several
rooms in the palace where no one went, where he would be safe. But
again the risk appalled her. Better not—

She wrung her hands. “I’ll pray for you.”

He was deeply moved. It did not occur to him that she could help
him otherwise. The thought of himself in the prayers of Luisa de
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Carvajal was enough—more than enough—a dizzy honor that restored
a measure of confidence.

“If you will do that, I need nothing clse.”

It seemed to her that she heard footsteps again. Perhaps the door-
man, waiting below, had grown suspicious, would climb the stairs to
investigate.

“I’ll pray for you always. You must go now.”

“Yes, of course.”

His green eyes were burning. She could almost feel the heat of them
on her upturned face. . . . Surely there were footsteps.

“You must go . . . Hurry!”

“Listen, querida mia, this trouble will pass. I shall fight my way
through. Then I’ll come back. I'll come back with my head up. It's a
vow. Remember that—and pray for me.”

“P1l always remember,” she whispered. “Hurry! I’'m afraid . . .

Opening the door, he disappeared into the darkness of the hall. She
heard the click of his heels on the stairs beyond and the faint rattle of
his sword.

Sinking to her knees, she besought the Virgin for him, praying a
long time with hot, aching eyes and a lump in her throat. But somehow
it brought her no comfort; she had no conviction that her prayer
reached beyond the oaken beams of the ceiling. It was easy to pray.

“After all,” she thought weakly, “I’'m only a girl. It would have been
improper to have done more. It was impreper anyway. Maria! If any-
one knew that I had spoken with him here! Salve Regina! Queen of
Heaven, protect Pedro de Vargas!”

Again the prayer dropped like a pellet of lead.

2

After the doorman, none too graciously, had seen him out, Pedro
walked across to the shadow of the plane trees and stood pondering.
His glimpse of Luisa had the effect of a cordial; it heated his blood and
raised his spirits. But it had not changed the thorny difficulties of his
position; he had still to find shelter for the night, and he had still to
decide what he would do after that. Should he give himself up, or
should he follow Manuel Pérez’s advice and make for the sierra? What
he most wanted now was time to think.

In the darkness of the plane trees, he was balancing one course
against the other when, as often happens in such cases, events took
charge. Without warning, a group of men, carrying lanterns, burst into
the little plaza and headed straight between the trees. The light on their
corselets and headpieces, the rattle and jangle of them, denoted the
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watch or, at least, an armed squad of soldiers. Pedro had only a second
in which to step behind a tree and to make himself as small as possible.

“T’ll bet that cursed fellow was lying,” growled one of the party.
“Why would de Vargas be hammering on His Grace’s door at this
hour? It’s a wrong scent.”

Pedro held his breath. The posse was indeed looking for him. Some
loiterer, whom he had not been aware of, had recognized him as he
stood at the door of the palace, and had reported him.

“It’s the only scent we have,” retorted another. “Probably he got
wind of something—thought the Marquis was his best chance. We’ll
wait a minute, then do some hammering ourselves.”

They had come to a stop within three feet of Pedro, who stood glued
to the tree trunk. A voice demurred that they had better think twice
before interrupting the Marquis’s repose. But the other, who seemed
to be an officcr, cut him off.

“Christ!” he swore. “I’ve had my orders to bring young de Vargas
in wherever I found him. The Holy Office doesn’t care for duke or
marquis. It won’t hurt to wake the porter, will it? I'd rather face him
than His Reverence.”

It wasn’t the watch then; these were de Lora’s people. The shifting
lantern beams darted here and there. Pedro wondered whether he
shouldn’t make a break for it. The instinct of flight blotted out the
thought of surrender.

“Ho! By God, who’s this!”

In a flash Pedro cut loose from the tree trunk and raced for the
nearest street opening.

Raucous whoops sounded behind him, and a scurry of feet. “Al
ladron! Al ladrén!”

With his cloak over one arm, his sword hitched up to free his move-
ments, Pedro dashed forward headlong, aimless for the moment except
to shake off pursuit. With a head start and unencumbered by armor,
he had the advantage; but the men who followed were no mean
runners either, and their shouts reached in front of him.

“Al ladrén!”

A group emerging from an inn blocked his road, and he had to cut
back to an alleyway, thus coming almost within reach of his pursuers.
He felt the fingers of one of them brush his shoulders, but a leap set
him ahead again. God grant that the alley wasn’t a dead end! No, it
opened to the right.

“Al ladron!”

He catapulted against two heavy figures in the dark and heard their
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yells mingle in the growing clamor behind. He turned left, then right,
and found himself on the path that followed the inner side of the town
walls. But exactly where? Yes, it wasn’t far to the North Gate. If he
turned in that direction, the densest quarter of the town, he was lost.
His one chance lay to the east, though it meant an uphill climb. One
part of the wall there was lower, and from childhood, when he and
other boys had raided near-by orchards, he knew the trick of scaling
it. “Al ladron!” The following pack had caught sight of him in the
moonlight. Panting, he turned along the upward curve of the path.

It was a grueling course. Blocks of stone, which had fallen from the
neglected wall, littered the way and made running hard. The slope
grew steeper. It was especially unfavorable to those who had dined and
wined late, or to those of more years than agility. Without turning his
head, Pedro could hear the chase stringing out; the yells were more
distant, the footsteps more spaced. But do what he could, one pair of
jackboots kept pace with him, sometimes nearer, sometimes farther,
though a clanking sound which accompanied them showed that the
man was running in his steel jacket.

“God’s curse on him!” thought Pedro, whose breath grew shorter.

Up. Up. Jackboots hung on, stride for stride. If only someone did
not blunder down in the opposite direction! _

At last, with lungs at the bursting point, Pedro saw ahead of him the
disused steps which had once served for manning the walls. His legs
felt like butter, his mouth like leather. He had to make those steps. If
he could once reach the top of the wall—

Tripping over a stone, he pitched full length to the ground.

Convulsively he was up at once—up just in time to meet Jackboots
with his shoulder and gain room for defense. The two swords gleamed
and clashed in the same moment. Mindful of the flight of steps several
yards behind him, Pedro drew back foot by foot. The man followed;
and, as his mind cleared, de Vargas recognized in the moonlight the
features of Sebastidn Reyes, whom he had talked with at the door of
the Inquisitor.

“Ha! Reyes!” he panted. “Hold back, for God’s love! I thought you
were a friend.”

“Friend be damned!” gasped the other, thrusting. “I serve the Holy
Office. Give yourself over.”

Pedro realized that he had perhaps a minute in which to dispose of
the fellow and gain the wall before the rest of the posse came up. He
retreated step by step, struggling to catch his breath, feeling the ground
behind him with his heels, parrying blow after blow, with now and
then a thrust of his own to keep Reyes back. The man’s helmet and
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cuirass left only his face and arms unprotected. Shouts and the sound
of running grew nearer.

In point of exhaustion, the two opponents were even; but in the
science of fence, Pedro had the advantage. Not for nothing had Fran-
cisco de Vargas drilled him in every trick of combat. Alone with Se-
bastian Reyes, he would have had no trouble; it was cavalier agamst
ranker. The problem, however, was one of time.

“Socorro!” the man shouted, and an approaching yell answered.

Where were the steps? Pedro groped desperately for them with his
heels.

At last!

But time was gone. Around the curve of the path appeared two
hulking figures, then three. Pedro hitched himself a foot up; Reyes fol-
lowed, cutting at his legs; one of the new arrivals struck at him from
the open side of the steps; he was vaguely conscious that another was
attempting to clamber to a level above and thus take him in the rear.

Putting everything he had into one last effort, de Vargas whipped
a ringing cut to Reyes’s steel cap, stopped him for an instant, then
backed this up with a kick that landed full force on the man’s chest.
Reyes came down on his hams; and at the same moment Pedro, turn-
ing, fled upward, pausing only to thrust at the face of the soldier who
had gained a kneehold on the edge of the steps. The fellow toppled
back. A second later Pedro reached the summit of the wall, sheathed
his sword, straddled the battlement, and lowered himself to arm’s
length on the other side.

Footholds were here that he knew of, but he had no time for them
now. Letting go, he dropped twelve feet, landed on the slope, lost his
footing, and rolled several yards until stopped by a clump of under-
brush.

Oaths rained from the top of the wall.

He paused a moment to shout, “Buenas noches!” before plunging
on downbhill.

XV

OuTsTRETCHED on the straw which filled the shallow bedstead in her
garret room, Catana Pérez found it hard to sleep. This was unusual
with her; as a rule, she dropped off catlike in half a minute. Perhaps
the heat of the cubbyhole, which had baked all day under the roof of
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the inn, or the moonlight streaming through the sashless window kept
her awake. But for whatever cause, the routine of the evening—a blur
of faces, jokes, oaths, wine cups, horseplay, and guitar music—drifted
dully through her mind.

It was unusual, too, that she felt depressed. She had danced well and
had collected almost half a peso in odd coins. The picture of herself
mingled in the drift of the other pictures—herself in obscure conflict
with Hernan Soler, who danced opposite her, his hawk face dark with
desire, his narrow eyes fixed on her.

The conflict between them was several months old. He wanted her,
demanded her. He was handsome enough, dressed gaudily, lived high.
That he and his men held the mountains between Jaén and Granada,
cut throats and purses, and would probably end on the gibbet, did not
trouble her. So far as that went, she liked courage and dash. But she
hated Soler and had no illusions about him. She knew him for a brute
under his perfume and velvet.

Yet all men were brutes, she reflected—only of different kinds: some
mean and niggardly, some merely savage. She liked the latter best. All
men were brutes, all whom she knew. Except one.

Pedro de Vargas, the unobtainable, the never-to-be-forgotten!

She clenched her hands in a sudden paroxysm, then pressed her face
against her naked arm as if to bind back the hot tears. There was only
one thing she wanted, after all, one thing that made life worth living;
and that was as remote from her as the cold moon. Then what did
anything else matter—Soler or another? God in heaven, how it hurt
under her breast, this heat of love, this ache of love!

Below in the courtyard of the inn, Lubo, the watchdog, burst into a
fury of barking that stopped suddenly; but she did not heed it. The slow
drift across her mind went on. Bearded faces, wine-sour breaths, leering
eyes, gross caresses, and herself in the reek of it, posturing and pirouet-
ting, showing off her body to the twang of a guitar. Tomorrow night
and tomorrow after that and tomorrow again; or, if she mated with
Soler, the same thing in another place until she got old and undesir-
able. Yet all the while, a part of her, the essence of her, unseen and
unsuspected, would be escaping behind Pedro de Vargas on Campea-
dor.

She tried now to conjure up the various times she had seen him. Star-
ing at the ceiling, she gradually relaxed and her eyes closed.

Then, at a footfall outside her door, she was wide awake, practical,
and on guard. A footfall meant usually one thing; but there was a stout
bar across the door, she had her knife and feared no man.
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A low knock sounded; the latch rattled. She got up and slipped on
her shift.

“Who’s there?”

“Sancho Lépez. Let me in.”

“Why?” she answered, alert to the ways of men.

“Hell!” returned the mutter. “Open up; I’ve something to tell you.”

Reassured, but still on guard, Catana drew back the bar, and Lépez
entered. The first glimpse of his dark, preoccupied face set her fears
at rest. He stood a moment, pinching his chin, the bristles on his face
making a rasping sound against his fingers.

“It’s young Pedro de Vargas,” he said.

She repeated the name soundlessly.

“He’s here. Something with the Holy Office. His family’s in the
Castle. Almost taken himself—had to fight his way out. Wants to make
the sierra. I’ve put him in the hayloft of the stable till morning. He’s
badly tuckered.”

She stared at Ldpez, still clutching her shift together at the throat,
her eyes black pools of excitement.

“Give him some wine and victuals,” the innkeeper went on. “I don’t
want to mix in this. First thing in the morning, see that he leaves.
Hernan Soler’s his best bet. But he can’t stay here.”

Instantly she flared up. “Are you afraid, Sancho Lépez? I didn’t
think you were a coward.”

“Anda!” he snapped, though keeping his voice down. “D’you think
I'm a fool? I'd do what I could for young de Vargas, but I won’t be
ruined or burned for him. No Santa Casa for me! Take some rags
along. He’s bleeding.”

“Hurt?”

“A scratch on the leg—nothing bad. And now I'm washing my
hands, d’you see? It’s your business, if you want to take the risk.”

She had already picked up her skirt. “Take the risk!” she echoed,
dropping the garment over her head.

“Yes. If you’re caught helping him, it’s the garrucha for you, and
maybe the stake. Remember, I don’t know anything. What you do
with your galdn doesn’t concern me.”

Galdn! Lover! The word made her blood simmer. Pedro de Vargas,
her galdn! She put on her bodice, hooking it quickly, and coiled up the
dark rope of her hair.

“Don’t worry, Sancho Lépez.”

Barefooted, so as not to make a sound, she stole out, threaded the
dormitory of snoring guests who occupied the upstairs of the inn, and
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clambered down the ladder to the main room. It took only a minute to
fill a basket with food and to slip out through a side door into the
courtyard.

“Chiton, Lubocito!” she cautioned the watchdog, who followed her
to the stable.

Inside the black, smelly place, dense with the sleep of beasts and of
several mule boys who had a shakedown there, she made her way care-
fully toward the ladder to the spare hayloft. It was a space partitioned
off from the main supply of fodder, and was the only corner of the
stable that offered concealment. Climbing the ladder, she rapped gently
at the trap door over her head.

“It’s Catana,” she whispered.

The dim rays of a lantern seemed almost bright as the trap rose
and she clambered up into the loft. She said, “Hush!” and laid a finger
on her lips, waiting until Pedro had again lowered the door into place.

Her heart quailed at the change in him. His usually curly hair, now
matted with dust and sweat, clung in sharp points to his forehead; his
face was dead white and showed hollows at the cheeks; his eyes seemed
unnaturally Jarge. He had drawn off one of his boots and laid bare a
gash on the shin, where a sword had cut through during his fight on the
steps. It was not much of a wound, but it had drenched his ankle and
foot with blood.

“My poor sefior!” she exclaimed softly. “What the devil have they
done to you!”

His lips relaxed. “Not too much. Not yet. By God, you’re an angel,
Catana! Have you got some wine in that basket?”

He sank back on a mound of hay, while she poured him out a cup
and set the basket in front of him. Then, as he told her between mouth-
fuls what had happened, she sponged off the wounded leg with wine
and skillfully bound it up with a strip of clean linen. Sympathetic oaths
in a low voice punctuated his story. When she had finished bandaging,
she sat with his foot still in her lap, one arm braced on either side, her
angular face intent and her mouth hooked down.

It seemed so natural for her to tend him, to sit like this sharing his
ill chance, that it did not occur to either of them how strangely natural
it was.

“And your fine new doublet!” she lamented, when he told her of his
drop from the wall. “The lovely breeches! Had you been to a festin
this evening?”

He had put on his holiday clothes for the rendezvous with Luisa,
#nd now glanced down at the ruin of them.
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“No,” he evaded, “not exactly.”

He did not enlarge on it; but she guessed, and jealousy twisted its
knife in her, though her face showed nothing. She merely gazed beyond
him at the slope of the hay.

“You are an angel,” he repeated. “I felt cursed lonely on the road
from Jaén. You’ve made a new man of me, Catana. I’ll kiss you for it.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Be sensible, sefior. It’s no time for
kisses. Who do you think accused you to the Santa Casa? De Silva?”’

The suggestion startled him. He had not thought of de Silva. Now he
remembered the quarrel at the pavilion, the man’s veiled threats, the
fact that he was a familiar of the Inquisition. It was possible, but
unlikely. No cavalier would stoop to a thing like that. Even the knife of
a hired bully would have been cleaner. He fell silent, turning the pos-
sibility in his mind.

“Is she beautiful?”” Catana asked suddenly.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the girl you dressed up for tonight.”

He stared at first, then frowned. That anyone of Catana’s station
should refer to Luisa de Carvajal, his princess of honor, as a girl,
shocked him.

Catana understood. “Lord Christ!” she flared, but caught herself
and looked down, then faltered, “I’'m sorry.”

He felt ashamed but said formally, “There is a certain great and
lovely lady, Catana, whom I am privileged to serve—let it suffice you.”

She felt deservedly rebuked. Indeed, if he had spoken or acted dif-
ferently, he would have lessened himself in her eyes. From the stand-
point of the times, he spoke and loved as a hidalgo should. If her rival
had been a wench like herself, she would have thought of murder; but
the greatness of the lady altered things. She knew that he should
worship some highborn hidalga in that world of his which was un-
known to her, that she should count herself honored by the scraps of his
regard. And because her humility was sincere, they both took it for
granted.

“We must make plans,” she said. “You must get away from here in
the morning. Do you know Hernin Soler?”

“The robber?”

“Yes.i’

“I’ve seen him here.”

“He has a hiding place I know of two leagues toward Granada. You
could stay with him until you decide what to do. At worst he could get
you to the sea—Malaga or Valencia.”

88



“Why should he? He doesn’t know me at all.”

“He knows me.” She forced a smile. “He’s a friend of mine.”

“I have no money. He’s not a man to do something for nothing.”

“That’s my business. Leave it to me. He’s an amigo muy intimo.”

At that moment she made her decision. There was no use telling
Pedro, because he would protest it. All that mattered to her was that
he should escape. A girl had the right to dispose of herself, and Hernan
Soler would be glad of the bargain.

But jealousy, though he would not have called it such, now took its
turn with Pedro.

“A fine friend!” he snapped. “Muchas gracias! I can look out for
myself. I know the sierra.”

She shook ker head. “You can’t live in the mountains with every
door closed to you on account of the Holy Office. Hernan’s your one
chance. He’s a good Christian, but his brother died in an auto-da-fé
at Seville. He hates the Santa Casa—"

She broke off and stared sharply at the partition behind her.

“Did you hear anything?”

“No,” he said.

They could not have seen the eye which had been applied to a knot-
hole in the partition and at that instant withdrew. It belonged to José,
the mule boy of one of the arrieros stopping at the inn. He had wakened
at Catana’s entrance, had heard voices, and with the curiosity of his
age had climbed to the main hayloft for a possible peep at forbidden
mysteries. But the sight of Catana and Pedro de Vargas, sitting
opposite each other across a lantern, was of no interest, and he retired
disappointed.

Only the usual rustling sounds rose from the stable.

“I suppose it was nothing,” she concluded. “No, sefior, I'll guide you
to Hernan in the morning.”

“The risk for you?” he hesitated.

“That’s nothing.”

It would have been desecration to compare Catana in any way with
Luisa de Carvajal. That the one was willing to dare everything for
him and the other nothing did not present itself to his mind. Luisa was
not expected to dare; her value was ethical, transcendental; she existed
to be adored. Between this and Catana’s practical courage, there was
no connection. But for a moment Pedro de Vargas felt the heat of
something that was more even than adoration. It bewildered him.

“Valgame Dios!”” he muttered. “I love you.”

“I love you,” she answered simply.
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He leaned toward her. The consent in her eyes, raised to his, the
softness of her lips, drew him closer.

“I love you, Catana,” he repeated.

Suddenly a clatter of hoofs filled the courtyard, a clanking and ring
of steel, hammering on the door of the inn, summons to open.

At once she was on her feet, alert and tense. In an instant the lantern
was out, the basket hidden beneath the hay. She crouched listening
beside the trap door.

Confusion started below, the snorting and stamping of awakened
animals, shouts and oaths. The stable door was flung back as ostlers
and mule boys trooped out to gape at the invasion.

“Cover up with the hay,” she directed. “I've got to show myself.
Nobody’s seen you. We’ll put them on the wrong scent.”

Raising the trap, she slipped under it, lowered it behind her, and a
moment later mingled with the throng in front of the inn.

XVi

THERE WERE about a dozen mounted men. Rugged but respectful,
Sancho Lépez confronted the captain of the troop, who sat glaring
down from his saddle. To lend him support, Catana appeared, as if
from the inn, and stood beside him.

“No, Sefior Captain, he is not here; he has not been here this eve-
ning. . . . Yes, I know Pedro de Vargas—as who doesn’t? He has
stopped at the Rosario for refreshment. . . . No, I have seen no one
pass on the road, Senior Captain.”

“But I have,” Catana’s husky voice interrupted. “Vaya, it must have
been an hour ago. The watchdog wakened me. I looked out and
noticed a man on the road. It was bright as day. He walked fast uphill.
I said to myself, ‘It’s no time of night for an honest traveler.”

The news sent a rattle of steel through the troop. Sebastidn Reyes
demanded, “By God, what’re we waiting for? That’s he. It'd be pretty
close to an hour ago.”

“If it was he,” returned the captain, “he’s in the sierra by now and
safe till morning.”

“Unless he stopped at Juan the Woodcutter’s,” drawled Catana in-
differently, “up the Guardia. He’s hunted through the mountains and
knows Juan.”

The captain sat tight. He was not the man to leave one covert un-
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beaten for the sake of another. Besides, he knew all about the Rosario.

On the point of ordering a search, he happened to drop his skeptical
eye on Jos€, the mule boy, and found him grinning. Why? Nobody
else grinned. :

“You!” he barked. “Come here.” »

The youth’s self-importance vanished. In the dead silence, he fal-
tered forward. The captain drew a coin from his belt purse, tossed it
in the air, caught it in his gauntlet. A gold coin.

“You look a sharp lad,” he said. “What d’you know?”

“Nothing, Sefior Captain. I—I don’t know anything.”

“Take a hitch on his arm,” directed the other. “Jog his memory.
The dog wouldn’t be sniggering for nothing.”

Two men, who had dismounted, stepped over to José. One collared
him, the other grasped his wrist.

“For God’s sake!” screamed the boy.

Slowly his arm rose behind his back. What did the arm of a raga-
muffin matter except to himself? If he knew nothing, he shouldn’t have
grinned at the wrong time.

The captain sat tight.

“For God’s sake! . . . Let me go . . . Pll tell.”

He was in a hard pinch. If he did not tell, they would break his arm.
If he told—

Catana watched him inscrutably over the shoulder of one of the men,
She was chewing a straw.

“Going to speak?” asked the captain.

The fear of imminent pain overbalanced the remoter fear; but he
lied as much as possible. To betray Pedro de Vargas was one thing—
he might get away with it; to betray Catana meant at best the knife of
one of her admirers between his ribs before tomorrow’s sun.

She stood watching him as he stammered about the caballero in the
spare hayloft. The gentleman had let himself into the stable and
climbed the ladder. He didn’t know whether it was de Vargas or not.
Catana arched her eyebrows with interest and shifted the straw be-
tween her teeth. “Diga, diga! Well, well!” she remarked.

The troopers were streaming across the courtyard. José plucked at
the captain’s boot.

“The money, sir?”

He received a cut from the other’s whip that sent him back with
his hands to his face. When he lowered them, Catana was standing in
front of him. She might have been joking for all that a bystander would
have noticed.
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“The money, sir?”’ she mimicked; and, removing the straw, she drew
it lightly across José’s throat. “Better find a priest, Joseito. That’s what
you need more than money, sir—a priest.”

They*brought Pedro de Vargas into the inn; but, except that his
hands were bound, they treated him with the courtesy due a gentleman.
The captain drank his health, and Sebastiin Reyes complimented
his swordsmanship. When he complained of the tightness of the cords,
they loosened them so that he could make shift to drink. Save for their
duty, they wished him the best. No reference was made to what awaited
him in the Castle of Jaén; good manners forbade it.

But Sancho Lépez and the Rosario fared worse. Now that they had
got their prisoner, the men of the Holy Office relaxed. They guzzled
Lépez’s wine, devoured his victuals, and took over the premises. They
might have taken him over as well for sheltering an accused heretic;
but when Pedro declared that he had entered the stable without the
innkeeper’s knowledge, they let it go at that. Lépez could count himself
lucky to get off with horseplay—sword pricks in the behind and, when
the fun grew madder, a blanket-tossing in the courtyard. Some of his
guests had the same treatment.

Pedro’s chief concern was for Catana, but he soon realized that he
need not worry. She belonged to this element, like the devil to fire or
a fish to water. She appealed to one bully against another; left them
quarreling; slipped from the arms of a third to the knee of a fourth;
turned the laugh on a fifth; flew into white-hot rage that took the
breath from the next man; laughed, swaggered, dominated. In the end
a guitar was found, a tune struck up, and she danced her audience into
groggy adulation. That the Rosario, though battered, survived the eve-
ning was largely due to her.

Seated against the wall between the captain and Reyes, with the
table a bulwark in front of them, Pedro half-dozed. At last conscious-
ness split into fragments like a dream. He could see the moonlight on
the fairy round in the garden; the owl face of the Marquis de Carvajal;
Luisa’s pale beauty lighted by the candle; the melee at the steps; the
road between the olive trees from Jaén; Catana facing him in the hay-
loft; and now, jumbled with this, the uproar in front of him. A dream,
or rather nightmare because of the cords on his arms and the dread of
tomorrow.

Catana pirouetted near them, but he might have been a stranger for
any recognition in her eyes. Only the professional smile. He under-
stood: she had to pretend that she didn’t know him to save her skin;
but he felt terribly alone.
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The windows had suddenly turned gray. It was already tomorrow.
Head-splitting din greeted the end of the dance. “Bis! Bis! Viva la

Catanal!”’

“Viva!” bawled Reyes. “Salud, de Vargas!”

“Salud!” Pedro mumbled. He fingered his cup, then lurched for-
ward on the table.

“By God, he’s asleep,” said a distant voice.

He knew nothing more until several hours later, when he wakened
with his arms numb and his head bursting.

XVl

IT was wELL into the morning when the troopers shook off last night’s
carouse and got ready to start for Jaén. Seated, filthy and disheveled,
on the rump of a horse, his legs dangling, his arms tied, a rope binding
him to the rider in front, Pedro seemed to himself already a prison
scarecrow. The sun burned down from a pitiless blue sky, adding sweat
and heat to the other discomforts.

“Oiga, moza,” called the trooper in front of Pedro to Catana, “one
more cup of water. Lépez’s foul wine has left my mouth like a pigsty.”

“Perhaps it found it that way, m’lord,” she drawled; but, fetching
a pitcher, she filled a cup for the man and handed it up to him.

She looked pale from the night, and her black eyes seemed larger
because of the hollows under them. Shifting to Pedro, they narrowed a
little. The impersonal look was gone. They spoke fiercely, passionately.
He knew that she was trying to convey some message.

“May I have a drink, Catana?”

“d4 sus érdenes.” She filled and held the cup high, so that, bending
a little, he could drink. “Valor y esperanza, sefior!” she added lightly.

Courage and hope! Her eyes narrowed again. It seemed to him that
she stressed the last word.

The captain mounted, gave the word of command, and the little
squadron clanked out of the courtyard. Looking back, Pedro saw
Catana standing arms akimbo, gazing after them. She gave a brief
wave of the hand; then, turning abruptly, she entered the inn.

It was a league downhill to Jaén, and because of the heat and dust,
the captain rode slowly. Moreover, more people than usual were head-
ing for the town, so much so at times they almost blocked the highway.
Peasants in holiday clothes, on foot and on donkeys, trooped forward
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as if to some gala event. But they were in a queer humor too, a feverish
humor that showed itself in forced hilarity and use of the bottle, with
a sprinkling of sober faces in between. They made way docilely for
the horsemen and with sidelong glances when they saw the pennon of
the Holy Office, which was borne at the head of the troop.

Absorbed by his own concerns, Pedro wondered vaguely at first what
saint’s day it was. Then a witticism, flung at him by a yokel on a burro,
recalled what had slipped his mind.

“Get a move on, heretic, or you’ll miss saying hasta la vista to your
friends.”

Yes, he had forgotten. It was a big day. A couple of dozen men and
women were scheduled to make confession of their sins in the public
square and to receive penance. For some, the lash and the galleys; for
some, the lash and prison; for some, the stake. It was rumored that six
were to burn.

He turned faint a moment; black dots wheeled in front of his eyes.
But remembering himself, he fought the dizziness off, lifted his head.
He had witnessed several auto-da-fés with the indifference bred of
familiarity. Now his point of view had suddenly altered, and it took no
great shrewdness to understand why.

The pride of an hidalgo helped him out. He was carried forward
amid the taunts of the crowd, impassive as a statue, closing his mind
to the future, scornful of the present.

At last the shadow of the city gates shut off the sun. The troop
plodded uphill through streets choked with people flocking in the same
direction. As they drew closer to the Plaza Santa Maria in front of the
cathedral, it was only by sheer weight of horseflesh that the riders
could force a passage.

“Why not see the show?” called one of them to the captain, when
they plunged into the milling crowd that filled the square.

“No, not till we’ve reported to the Castle,” came the answer. “We’ll
have time later. Skirt the crowd.”

But it was not so easy. The place was packed to suffocation, except
for the center where a cordon of pikemen kept sufficient space clear.
Brought to a halt in spite of himself, the captain looked for a crevice,
through which he could wedge his way, and found none.

With new eyes, Pedro stared at the objects in the center of the plaza.
There was the familiar low platform, erected during the night and
standing a few steps above the cobblestones. On one side, it supported
low benches, where the condemned would sit; and facing these were
higher seats for the Inquisitor and the town magistrates. There, not far
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off, half-hidden by faggots, stood the thick, blunt posts with their
blackened chains.

“Demonio!” chafed the captain, standing in his stirrups. But at that
moment came a sound that put an end to any thought of advance.

It was a distant chant, growing steadily louder. The pikemen on the
opposite side of the square, shouldering and shoving, cleared the end of
the street leading down from the Castle. A hush fell on the crowd, as
the diapason of the chant came nearer.

“Miserere mei, Deus, secundum magnam misericordiam tuam: et
secundum multitudinem miserationum tuarum dele iniquitatem
meam.”

Into the square, under the hot sky, slowly advanced the procession.
To a philosopher, such as Germany was then producing, it might have
symbolized many things: a once redeeming faith now fossilized and dis-
torted by human corruption into the opposite of everything its Founder
had advocated; a demonstration of the past, still powerful and alert to
keep the New Age in leading strings. But Pedro de Vargas was no
philosopher. He had been conditioned to accept humbly and in trem-
bling the sternness of God as exercised by a divine Church. Not for him
to question or protest; the very instinct of protest was in itself a proof
of Original Sin. To the people in the square and to him among them,
this ought, indeed, to be a joyful occasion: it manifested the victory of
God over the forces of evil.

So, humbly and in trembling, he gazed at the banner of the Inquisi-
tion borne in front, and then at the column of chanting friars—white,
black, and gray—of the monastic orders, and then at the shuffling pro-
cession behind. These last were the penitents. They came in single file,
each one flanked by Soldiers of Christ, as the familiars of the Holy
Office styled themselves. Each penitent was clad in the hideous san-
benito, to be worn by many of them till death, a loose, yellow garment
like a nightshirt, plastered front and back with red crosses. Each had
a rope about the neck and carried a long, green candle unlighted.

They limped and stumbled forward on limbs dislocated by torture.
Their faces were putty gray, their hair matted; they blinked painfully
in the unfamiliar sunlight. One old woman, too crippled to walk, was
drawn on a hurdle, her distorted frame bumping over the cobblestones.
At a pause in the chanting could be heard her shrill outcries. Most of
the penitents were of Jewish or Moorish blood and had confessed to
lapsing back into heresy. A few were self-admitted practitioners of the
Black Art; a few were convicted blasphemers.

Hobble, hobble. They dragged themselves up on the platform, each
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to his or her appointed place on the benches, in the order in which they
would receive judgment. The old woman, still feebly moaning, was
carried to her place and propped upright between two Jews. The ranks
of scarecrows behind their candles looked like a red and yellow crazy
quilt threaded with green. Now that they came nearer, Pedro recog-
nized some of the faces, but was struck by the change in them. They
were half-crazed men and women, only a blur of what they had been
once. Fortunately, too, their minds seemed blurred, and they sat va-
cantly blinking at what went on.

The procession closed with another column of chanting monks and
a detachment of soldiers. Then, from the cathedral, emerged the dig-
nitaries of Church and town: the Bishop in purple, the canons and
lesser clergy in their finest laces and berettas, the Alcalde and Alguazil
Mayor with their badges of office, the leading noblemen of Jaén and
officers of the Miliz Christi. Silks and velvets, gold and jewels. The
crowd gaped. The peasants from the country had something to talk
about for the rest of the summer. There was the Marquis de Carvajal,
his beard uptilted above the Cross of Santiago on his chest, his eyes
heavy with self-importance. There (Pedro’s lips tightened) was Diego
de Silva in black and gold. A red plume curled from the jeweled
brooch of his velvet cap. Pedro knew all of them; but, concealed by
the shoulders of the trooper and by the coating of dust on his face, they
would hardly have recognized him. For the fraction of a moment, he
expected to see his father among them.

They were only a background, however. In fact, it seemed to him
that the whole concourse in the square, spectators and actors alike, was
merely a setting for the white-robed figure of Ignacio de Lora. Every
eye focused on the Inquisitor, as he headed the glittering procession
onto the platform and took his raised seat opposite the condemned.
Except for his glowing black eyes, he looked more than ever like a
granite statue. '

Unnecessarily the criers proclaimed silence, for everyone was now
intent enough. A mass was said at an improvised altar on the platform,
and then de Lora rose to preach the day’s sermon. He spoke in a busi-
nesslike, penetrating voice that reached everywhere and had an effect
on the mind like the probing of a lancet. He discussed heresy, God’s
wrath, and hell-fire. He extolled the mercy of the Church, who, by
bringing souls to a state of grace and by imposing a brief and corporal
penance, saved them from the eternal flames.

The voice ran on. Pedro’s dangling legs felt heavier, his arms more
numb. Sweat streaked his face. He tried to escape from the insistent
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voice by gazing up at the gothic front of the cathedral, at the roof line
of houses hemming in the square.

But at one point his glance happened to fall on a man in the crowd
next to the pikemen. Something familiar about him fixed Pedro’s atten-
tion. Then suddenly he recognized him. It was Garcia. Although now
disguised in the steel helmet and cuirass of a soldier, the broad nose,
bull neck, and bulk of the man were unmistakable.

What was he doing here? Wasn’t this the morning when—? Pedro
stiffened. Wasn’t Garcia’s mother to have been discharged from prison
this morning? Then why—?

From where he gazed, Pedro could see only Garcia’s profile, but he
observed that the man was not looking at de Lora. He stood with a
fixed stare turned on the benches of the penitents. Following it, Pedro
noticed the old woman who had been carried to the platform, and who
was being held upright by the arm of one of the Jews. Looking more
intently, he recognized, in spite of the skeleton features and sparse
white hair, Dorotea Romero.

She looked more like a clay-colored mummy than a woman. Her
face had been contorted by pain into a mask; but some dim resem-
blance to her former self lingered on. Glancing back at Garcia, Pedro
saw that he did not move or take his eyes from her. Only now and then
he ran his tongue between his lips as if to moisten them.

Well, this was de Lora’s way. After all, perhaps he could not be
expected to release the woman secretly. When it came her turn to
receive judgment, he would declare her free.

Meanwhile, Pedro, forgetting his own situation, shared Garcia’s sus-
pense. He wondered what the latter would do when his mother had
been discharged. His military disguise was a clever stroke. Probably
he would present himself as a soldier out of service, who had been
paid by the woman’s brother to take charge of her. It remained to be
seen whether he could get away with it.

The sermon ended, and the crowd stirred with suppressed excite-
ment. Even the human derelicts on the benches stirred. The supreme
moment of the day had arrived.

In a booming voice, an ecclesiastic of the Inquisitorial Court sum-
moned the penitents one by one to hear their imposed penance.

Francisco Cadena stumbled forward and lurched to his knees in front
of the Inquisitor’s high seat. He was shaking in every limb. Pedro knew
him as a prosperous owner of olive groves in the vicinity of Jaén. He
had a young wife whom he was proud of and liked to dress in the
newest style. Of course, whatever penance he received, all that was now
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over, because everything he possessed had already been confiscated by
the Holy Office. The same held true for the other penitents. They had
nothing left to lose but their skin and bones.

The deep-voiced clerk reviewed Cadena’s crimes. His maternal
grandparents had been proved to be Jews. He had confessed to ma-
rrania, a lapse into Jewishness from the Catholic faith. For this deadly
sin, he now felt true repentance. The Church, ever merciful, decreed
the following penance, upon the performing of which she would recon-
cile him to herself.

The clerk paused. Cadena groveled and rubbed his hands feverishly.

“Three hundred stripes on horseback and ten years in the galleys.”

Cadena still groveled. It meant only protracted death. First, the slow
parade through town, half-naked, bound to a horse’s back, while the
executioners plied their whips. Then the rower’s bench and the scourge
of the overseers. Ten years.

He raised his clasped hands toward the Inquisitor.

“Your Reverence, Your Reverence,” he babbled, “think . . . in the
prison . . . three times the garrucha, three times the trampazo . . .
Have mercy!”

De Lora made a motion with his hand. Francisco Cadena now be-
longed to the secular arm. One of the hangman’s lackeys took charge
of him, haled him back to his bench, where he sat mumbling and
staring. He would never reach the galleys, Pedro reckoned.

“Panchito Marin.”

An apéstata, a backslider of Moorish blood. He was “reconciled”
at the price of two hundred lashes and eight years at the oars.

Dolores Marin, his wife. “Reconciled” for two hundred stripes and
eight years of prison.

The toughs in the crowd licked their chops; the whipping of heretics
made good entertainment. Pedro closed his mind to the possibility of
another day several months later. . . . No, it was absurd. He wouldn’t
think of it. Looking at Garcia, he saw a bead of sweat roll down the
man’s cheeks and drip to the ground.

“The Church, ever merciful . . . perpetual prison . . . the sanbe-
nito for life . . . JTago Hasta . . . two hundred stripes . . . blas-
phemer . . . the galleys . . .”

The clerk’s unctuous voice rolled along like an innkeeper’s announc-
ing his bill of fare. The penitents’ benches were now filling up with
those who had heard their sentence. Some looked unmoved, as if the
capacity for suffering had been exhausted; others wept feebly; others
sat shrunken and trembling. The mind of one man snapped; he
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threshed his arms about, making faces at the crowd. And meanwhile
those who had not yet heard were on tenterhooks, for the sentences of
death came last. If a church painter had sought models for a “Last
Judgment,” the choice would have been rich. The platform exhibited
a corner of hell.

“Henriquez Guzman . . . the Church, ever merciful . . . ‘recon-
ciled’ . . . to burn presently at the stake.”

A higher wave of excitement swept the crowd. There were eight left.
This meant that eight, not six, would burn. An unexpected bonus of
two. No wonder that there was an unusual supply of faggots! The exe-
cutioner began laying out his instruments, the “agony-pears,” which,
being thrust into the mouths of those condemned to burn, stopped their
screams and thus spared the ears of too sensitive spectators.

Whether it was by chance or design, Dorotea Romero’s name was
read last. It occurred to Pedro that probably de Lora wished to end the
proccedings with one act of complete mercy, which would redound to
his reputation for saintliness. After all, the crowd would ncver hear of
the eight hundred ducats. But the suspense was hard on Garcia. His
face had grown white; it looked as if his nerve was on the point of
cracking.

At lJast—“Dorotea Romero.” Two guards bundled the old woman
forward, thrust her on her knees. The clerk detailed her crimes. She
had confessed to a pact with Satan; she had attended the Black Mass;
she had compassed the death of sundry people by her spells. She now
repented of these unspeakable sins, and the Church, ever merciful, ad-
mitted her to penance.

“Wherefore she is now remanded to the secular arm to be burned
presently at the stake.”

For a moment Pedro stared incredulously at the granite figure of
the Inquisitor. Surely even now he would intervene. He had taken the
bribe, he had given his word. But de Lora’s features looked as stony as
ever. Then, in a devastating flash, Pedro understood the cheat. Was not
Dorotea Romero being delivered from prison on the day assigned? A
casuist, like de Lora, could maintain that the promise had been kept.
And at that moment something perished in Pedro de Vargas, perished
utterly, something which had given to life one of its best illusions.

But he had no time to realize that now. Dorotea, exhausted as she
was, had understood the meaning of her sentence and burst into a wail
of entreaty. Not the stake! If what she had already suffered could but
be taken into account! She didn’t beg to live, but if His Blessed Rev-
erence would grant her a quick death—
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De Lora shook his head. Then Pedro saw Garcia step forward.

“By your leave, comrade,” he said, thrusting past one of the pikemen.

His uniform and casual manner made way for him. The soldier
gaped, but did not try to hold him back. He strode forward, one hand
on his sword, to the platform.

“A boon!” he called up to the Inquisitor. “A boon, Your Reverence!”

De Lora raised his eyebrows. “What boon, my son?”

“I am Juan Gdémez, in the service of Captain de Leyva in Seville.
I had leave to come to Jaén for this occasicn.”

“Well?”

“This woman, Dorotea Romero, caused the death of my wife, Inés,
by poison. She was hired to it by an enemv. I crave the boon of carry-
ing her myself to the stake and of thrusting the ‘pear’ between her jaws.
Grant me this, Your Reverence, for the love of God. It is a vow I have
taken.”

The heavy rumble of his voice filled the square. In the silence pcople
craned their necks for a glimpse of him. Pedro’s heart stood still.

Perhaps de Lora was pleased to have this unexpected testimonial to
the justice of his sentence; perhaps, too, understanding mass psy-
chology, he perceived that the crowd sided with this bluff soldier and
bereaved husband. In any case, he nodded.

“So be it, Juan Gémez. But I counsel you to beware of hatred.
Cleanse your heart of rancor. The woman has repented of her sins, and
in her death she will be reconciled with the Church.”

He had hardly spoken before Garcia was on the platform and had
caught up the shrinking woman in his arms. Then, carrying her as if
she had been a child, he stepped down to the level of the square and sct
off toward one of the posts half concealed by faggots. A hangman’s
assistant joined him.

“Pray you, brother, stand back. I need no help. It is part of my vow.”

All of what happened then, Pedro could not see, for Garcia’s back
was towards him. But the woman’s cries suddenly stopped. Garcia
walked more slowly. To the crowd’s amazement, the victim’s thin arms
circled his neck. Those facing him on the other side of the square, how-
ever, had seen more.

“Look out!” yelled a voice, half joking, half in earnest. “The witch
is putting a spell on him. Have a care!”

De Lora, at once alert, gave an order; but so intent was everyone
that not a man stirred.

Garcia had now reached the faggots. He paused a long moment;
then, bending a little, as if to shift the burden, he did something with
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his hands. When he straightened up, a limp form lay outstretched on
the bed of firewood surrounding the stake. He stood looking down, his
huge fingers still curved to the shape of the woman’s throat.

Suddenly he raised his clenched fists toward the platform and
roared: “Now she’s safe enough, you bastards! Now you can have her!”

Making the most of the crowd’s stupefaction, he hurled himself, like
a mad bull, against the wall of people, and broke through it. Pedro saw
a brief eddy, heard shouts and a scuffling of feet; but Garcia had
already disappeared.

XVIII

AT THAT PERIOD, the Inquisition had not yet, to the same extent as
later, acquired its own special prisons, so that the Castle of Jaén was
used for offenders of all classes. It afforded thieves or heretics the same
accommodations.

Jaded by the events of the past night and shaken by the last scenes of
horror in the public square, Pedro found it a relief at first to be alone in
a cell under one of the corner towers. Sitting head in hand on the edge
of a bunk filled with moldy straw, he tried to shut out the memory of
Garcia and of the execution of the condemned wretches that ended
the auto-da-fé. It had all become personal with him now, so personal
as to nauseate him. Not until several hours later did the immediacy of
the recent sights and smells fade out into an increasing awareness of
his own present and future.

Through a fifteen-foot wall, a slanting funnel, ending in a crack,
allowed the passage of a ray of light intense at first but gradually dim-
mer as the sun moved westward. The cell had the damp atmosphere
of a crypt tainted with the stench of excrements. It swarmed with
vermin. As Pedro emerged from his sick apathy, the sight of a sleek rat,
uplifted motionless on its haunches in the beam of light, did more than
anything else to remind him of his situation. Soon it would be night,
and the creatures would come scuttling out to people the darkness. Still
worse, perhaps, was the complete silence of the place—no whisper of
any human sound. And yet he knew that this was one of the better cells.
It had light for a part of the day at least, whereas some were com-
pletely black at all times.

Uncertainty and imagination soon began working. Getting up, he
started to pace the twelve-foot length back and forth. Where were his
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father, mother, and sister? When would he be brought before the
tribunal? Of what would he be accused? How would he stand the
Question? Fear of the torture grew momently like a nightmare which
he could not shake off. On the other hand, he had heard of people who
had been locked in to die of starvation or thirst. Perhaps that would
be the way with him—for lack of evidence.

Back and forth.

The beam of light, having crossed the floor, now slanted up against
the wall and fell on a line of rough scratches above the bed. “Miserere
mei, Domine.” Then, as if this were its farewell, it withdrew and left
the place in darkness.

Back and forth. He must tire himself out in order to sleep. He lost
the notion of time, how many hours he had been here. Now and then
unconnected snatches of the past few days rose to the surface of his
mind. . . . His pursuit of de Silva’s Indian servant. How little he had
dreamed then that the boot would soon be on the other foot! He won-
dered whether Coatl had got away, and winced at the thought of the
scruples he had felt about helping him. The best deed of his life! . . .
His resentment at Garcia’s impertinence in even suggesting the pos-
sibility that Dona Maria de Vargas might ever be in a like case with
Dorotea Romero. Nothing to resent now. . . . His cloud castles last
night after leaving the Carvajal garden. This was his castle, this hole
of shame and heartbreak. Would Luisa know what had happened?
Would she still pray for him? Every thought seemed ironic, bitter as
gall. What was that Italian verse his mother quoted—about remem-
bering lost happiness—Dante’s verse?

All at once, as if it had been a thunder crash, he started at the sud-
den grinding of the key in the lock. The door banged open, and its
aperture with the space behind it was blocked by the figures of several
men, one of whom carried a lantern.

“You, there,” said a squat, bare-armed fellow in a leather jerkin—
“ready for the first chat?” He had a clanking contraption of chains in
his hands, which he now deftly attached to Pedro’s wrists and ankles.
They were heavy and crisscrossed so as to hamper any movement. “Feel
talkative, eh? Want to cough up your sins? Adelante!”

Grasping Pedro’s arm, he half-led, half-shoved him out to the others
in the corridor. They were men of the same type, square, bull-necked,
crop-headed. With their hairy, naked arms and blunt faces, they looked
like butchers or what they were—hangman’s lackeys.

Flanked by two of them, Pedro shuffled and stumbled along the pas-
sage, which multiplied the sounds of footsteps and chains. They went
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down some twenty feet of steps to a lower level and followed another
passageway, the lantern hovering vaguely on blank doors and sweating
walls. It was more like a tunnel, narrow, low, and stifling, than a cor-
ridor. They continued on to a dead end and to an open door on the
right. .

“The prisoner, Pedro de Vargas,” announced a soldier on guard
there, stepping to one side.

“Let him enter,” came a voice from within, “and leave me alone
with him.”

Pedro found himself in a large, vaulted room, dimly lighted by cres-
sets. It was probably an ancient guardroom, for a fireplace occupied
one end, and empty weapon racks stood along the walls. At the other
end, opposite the hearth, rose a dais, such as judges used, with three
chairs now empty. In front of this on the floor stood a small writing
table. But these details made only a half-impression. As the door closed
upon the withdrawing soldier, it was the commanding, white-gowned
figure of Ignacio de Lora standing in the center of the room that held
Pedro’s attention.

The monk’s high forehead caught the light, which fell also on his
silver crucifix. He stood with his head thrust forward a little and his
eyes hidden under their dark brows. Then, turning, he walked over
to a high-backed chair against the wall and seated himself.

“Come here, my son,” he directed. “I want a word with you.”

But when Pedro, carrying his chains, stopped in front of him, de
Lora said nothing for a while, merely eying the prisoner from head
to foot and fingering his beard.

At last he remarked, “You look changed since the other night. It
occurred to me then that we would be meeting soon. In your case, the
wages of sin have not been delayed.”

Until then fear had been uppermost in Pedro’s mind; now it was
submerged by a rising smother of hatred. He found it easy to return
de Lora’s stare with interest.

“Sin?” he repeated, and de Lora expertly noticed that his voice had
grown older since the last time they had met. “I hope Your Reverence
doesn’t mean that I’ve taken a bribe or broken a promise. That would
be unjust.”

The Inquisitor’s eyes did not waver. “Be careful, my son. Impudence
calls for physic which you may not like. I took no bribe and broke no
promise as your pertness implies. The Church accepted a fine; it re-
leased the prisoner, Dorotea Romero. What your evil imagination con-
ceives has no importance.”
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An imperious wave of the hand cut off Pedro’s answer. “Sefiorito
mio, we are not here to discuss your opinions, but what, I take it, is of
more value: your soul, which is black with evil and destined to hell. I
shall be frank. Your hearty and humble repentance can alone save it—
not to mention your body.”

“Repentance for what?”

De Lora shook his head. “The stubbornness of sin! Well, you will
learn soon enough, before the Holy Tribunal, of what things you stand
accused. If you hope for mercy to yourself and your family, if you
would save the souls and bodies of all of you, there is still a way of
pardon left open. Take it; prove to me that your repentance is sincere;
and I will do all I can for you. Otherwise—" The Inquisitor shrugged
slightly and opened his hands.

“A way?” Pedro repeated.

“Yes. Tell me the whereabouts of the escaped murderer and matri-
cide, Juan Romero, who calls himself Garcia.”

“I have no idea where he is.”

“A lie. You lied to me about him three nights ago. Reveal his hiding
place. It will go hard with you and yours if you do not.”

“I can’t tell what I don’t know.”

De Lora grasped the arms of his chair. “Listen. You have committed
two capital crimes: first, that you did not repert an escaped criminal
to justice; second, that you connived with him against the Holy In-
quisition. For the last time, I ask you where he may be found.”

The damp air of the vault seemed to grow sultrier. The friar’s lips,
framed by his beard, showed a straight line; his eyes drilled into Pedro’s.
Then, after a silence, he got up and walked over to the small writing
table.

“So Pedro de Vargas will not speak,” he murmured with angry
gentleness. “He makes light of the Holy Office. Like father, like son.”

“My father knows nothing of this.”

“We shall endeavor to find out,” said de Lora. Lifting a silver bell
from the table, he rang it. And when the soldier appeared, “Inform
the reverend friars that it is the hour of the tribunal. Summon the other
de Vargas prisoners.” And to Pedro, “We do not often examine mis-
doers together, but in this case I think that more will be learned from
a common confession.”

He drew back within himself. Harsh and inhuman enough before,
he now secemed to lose his individuality, to become an incarnate symbol
of office. When two other Dominican friars appeared, he ascended the
tribunal with them and took his place in the center. An inferior of
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the same order stood at the table and began arranging various papers.
A guard led Pedro to the proper place before the dais.

Lastly, from outside came a confused sound of halting footsteps and
clanking iron. The door opened.

“Prisoners to the Holy Tribunal: Francisco, Maria, Mercedes de
Vargas,” announced the soldier.

XIX

ALtHOUGH he carried himself erect as always in spite of his irons,
Francisco de Vargas showed the effect of twenty-four hours in prison.
His face was gray, and his thin hair, uncurled, hung lank about his
neck. Similarly, Dofia Maria’s usually neat appearance had suffered.
Her plump person now looked oddly shrunken and faded. Upon seeing
Pedro, her eves filled, though she tried to smile. As for Mercedes, who
was little more than a child, it was to be expected that the terror of
the place would unnerve her. She kept pressing her face against her
mother and twisting her hands. Fortunately neither she nor Dofia
Maria had been put into chains.

Don Francisco greeted his son in a voice which showed small rever-
ence for the tribunal; and Pedro, taking heart from the sight of him,
answered in kind.

“Silence!” barked one of the guards.

“Silence yourself, dog!” returned the old cavalier. “T’ll have no
prison cur ordering me.”

Before the flame in him, the man shrank back.

De Lora’s stern voice cut in. “This is no place for swagger, Fran-
cisco de Vargas. A gag may teach you what old age has not.”

But Don Francisco met the stare from the bench with his lower lip
thrust out. “It would be wiser of you, Ignacio de Lora, to explain this
outrage upon my family and person than to waste your threats on a
man who does not fear them. I demand to know by what right you
lay hands on me or mine.”

Unused to such boldness, the Inquisitor found nothing to say except,
“You demand!” But the exchange reassured Pedro in one respect: his
family had not yet been put to the question; this was their first appear-
ance before the tribunal. Probably de Lora had waited for Pedro’s
capture.

Without further delay, the indictment was now read by the clerk
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at the writing table, and immediately any need to impose silence
ended. With growing stupefaction, Francisco de Vargas gazed at the
clerk, while a dull red crept into his cheeks.

The indictment, involved and wordy, took a long time to read. In
substance, it charged that a great-grandmother of Francisco de Vargas
had Moorish blood, although she belonged to the ducal family of
Medina Sidonia. His claim to Iimpieza or pure Christian descent was,
therefore, invalid. This taint manifested itself in him by an irreligious
attitude, shown especially in scoffing and scurrilous remarks against the
Holy Inquisition and its familiars. He had even threatened one of the
latter with physical violence for upholding the Santa Casa against his
attacks. He had indoctrinated his family in these blasphemous prin-
ciples to such an extent that his wife and daughter showed horror at the
very mention of the Holy Office; while his son, inflamed by such ill
precepts, had been guilty of notable crimes.

To wit: the said Pedro de Vargas on St. Peter’s Day, June 29th,
had fallen on two familiars of the Holy Office in the mountains; had
broken the arm of one and cruelly whipped the other, all the while
expressing himself in incredible obscenities against the Inquisition.
That same day, in the presence of his father, he had shown an insolent
and threatening attitude toward another highly respected familiar of
the same reverend body. That night he had conspired with an escaped
murderer, one calling himself Juan Romero or Juan Garcia, to defeat
the ends of ecclesiastical justice. He had insinuated himself into the
house of the Most Reverend Father Ignacio de Lora, Inquisitor of
Jaén, with a subtle intent, which had been frustrated for the moment
by the vigilance of the said Reverend Father, but which had since
borne disastrous fruit. On the night of June goth, Pedro de Vargas,
being called to answer for such enormities, had resisted arrest and
inflicted bodily hurt upon several soldiers of the Holy Tribunal.

(“Bravo, Pedrito!” put in his father at this point.)

In conclusion, the indictment recorded that since their incarcera-
tion the de Vargas family, far from showing the patience and humility
of repentance, had in haughtiness of word and bearing substantiated
the testimony against them.

And to all these charges, credible witnesses had given oath.

The clerk, having finished the reading, sat down and prepared to
take notes.

For a long minute, silence hung heavily under the vaults of the
crypt, a silence both of amazement and of doom. The sting of the in-
dictment consisted in the few strands of truth, all innocent, that it con-
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tained. Out of these, exaggerated and distorted, had been spun the
whole web. But it was a web that allowed no escape.

Finally Ignacio de Lora spoke. “You have heard the indictment,
Francisco, Pedro, Maria, and Mercedes de Vargas. It remains for you
to confess these sins and to seek reconciliation with the Church through
penance. The tribunal awaits your confession.”

But again there was silence.

“Do you confess these sins?” de Lora demanded. “Let Francisco
de Vargas, the root and source of them, speak first.”

To Pedro’s amazement, his father took a step forward and said, “Yes,
I confess.”

Surprise was not confined to Pedro; even the schooled features of
the Inquisitor sharpened.

“Well?” he returned after a pause.

“I confess one crime not mentioned in the bill. Why it was not in-
cluded, I do not know—perhaps because it has the distinction of being
true and would therefore ill agree with the others. I confess to the
black sin of refusing to sell my property outside the walls to Diego de
Silva.”

The words had a marked effect on the tribunal. Shocked groans
escaped from de Lora’s two colleagues, and the Inquisitor’s eyelids
drooped to a slit. The clerk’s quill scratched hungrily. When it stopped,
de Lora found his voice.

“You have taken that down, Father Ambrosio?”’

“Yes, Your Reverence.”

“It is unnecessary to point out that the prisoner’s remarks are of a
piece with the charges against him. In our hearing, he accuses the Holy
Office of corruption and venality.”

“Not yet,” Don Francisco put in. “That remains to be seen. For
the moment, I accuse your ‘highly respected familiar,” Diego de Silva,
of bearing false witness, and of perjury from motives of cowardice and
greed. Let him answer it if he can.”

“He will answer it.” De Lora looked over the heads of the prisoners
toward someone behind them. “You have heard this libel, Diego de
Silva. Is it your pleasure to repeat your statement?”

From the tail of his eye, Pedro was aware of a figure striding for-
ward, the silken footstep hardly audible. Stopping at one side of the
dais, toward which he bowed, de Silva scrutinized the prisoners. He
was dressed as always in the extreme of fashion: black hose and doublet,
with silver slashes on the trunks and sleeves. Bareheaded out of respect
to the court, he carried his velvet cap and red plume in one hand.
Though outwardly grave, his insolent black eyes danced.
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“Por Dios,” said Don Francisco in a clear voice, “I thought there
was a cursed bad smell in the place.”

But the newcomer paid no attention, except for the lift of an eye-
brow. He spoke to de Lora.

“Your Reverence has my testimony, given under oath. It was plainly
set forth in the indictment. What need to repeat it? As for my motives,
if I say that devotion to the Faith led me to prefer these charges, I
hope Your Reverence will believe me. It is beneath the dignity of a
Christian and a member of the Miliz Christi to defend himself against
the slander of a desperate old man.”

The Inquisitor nodded. “True.”

Don Francisco gave a short laugh. “Notice, son Pedro, how con-
venient the dignity of a Christian is. ’Sblood! But he needn’t worry.
A gentleman does not stain his sword—your pardon, Dofa Maria—
with a piece of dung.”

Perhaps de Silva’s white face turned a shade paler; otherwise he
seemed unconcerned. It was de Lora who took action. He gave orders
to the burly, bare-armed man who had conducted Pedro from his cell
and now stood with his mates at one side of the room.

With the skill born of habit, they made preparations. A rope was
lowered from a pulley in the vault above; two wooden horses were
brought forward out of the shadow of the room, and a roller operated
by handspikes was adjusted between them. The lackeys then attached
one end of the rope to the roller, giving it several turns to secure pur-
chase. Weights of various sizes, with staples in them, were set down in
readiness. It was the celebrated garrucha or strappado, and everyone
present knew the use of it. A bench, like a horizontal ladder, knotted
cords of various sizes, strips of linen, a ewer, and several iron instru-
ments, were set up at one side.

This was part of the territio, the preface to torture, which con-
sisted in displaying to victims the tools about to be used on them in
default of a confession. It took strong nerves to look at these things.
Doiia Maria did not look, but kept her eyes on the crucifix above the
tribunal, while her lips moved silently. Mercedes clung to her mother’s
arm. Pedro remembered the scarecrows in that morning’s procession,
the vacant faces. They were the products of those tools. He braced him-
self, trying not to think. The dankness of the place clung like sweat. It
seemed deadly quiet in spite of the movements of the men setting up
their apparatus.

Then Francisco de Vargas laughed again. “Clumsy stuff, Pedrito!
The infidels are more ingenious. When I was prisoner to the Sultan
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of Tripoli, I saw a number of torments, compared with any one of
which this flummery is a pastime. The Holy Office should travel for
ideas.”

De Lora fixed his grim eyes on the railer; but at that moment de
Silva stepped in front of the tribunal and spoke in a low voice, which
the other leaned forward to hear.

“You say well,” de Lora nodded. “Francisco de Vargas, for the last
time I ask whether you will confess the sins of which you stand
charged.”

“Bah!” returned the old soldier. “Confess that I'm a Moor? My
blood is as good as the King’s and thrice better than yours—a fact
known to every cavalier in both Castiles. Confess that I'm a renegade
to the Faith? The lie stinks. Confess that I taught irreverence to my
family? Nonsense! My son can speak for himself; but as to what you
accuse him of, I don’t believe it. A truce to this! I demand the release
of my family and myself.”

In answer de Lora pointed to Mercedes de Vargas. “Begin with the
girl. From the lips of children, we are apt sooner to hear the truth.
Bring her closer before us.”

Overcome with terror, Mercedes sank down, clasping her mother’s
knees. While one of the lackeys held Dofia Maria’s arms, another half-
dragged, half-carried the child to a place directly in front of the In-
quisitor, where he kept her on her feet with one arm around her waist.

Meanwhile, the mother cried, “No, Your Reverence! Pity, Your
Reverence! Take me! She’s so young! She’s innocent—you can see
for yourself! Good Your Reverence, take me!”

“Peace, wife!” Don Francisco commanded. “Would you give these
dogs satisfaction?” But his face was as drawn as that of the image on
the crucifix.

Pedro, straining at his manacles, tried to shuffle forward; but a
guard gripped him behind. Diego de Silva smiled. The friars on the
tribunal fastened their intent, hard gaze on the drooping girl.

“Mercedes de Vargas, do you confess that your father, Francisco de
Vargas, by his evil precepts . . .” The Inquisitor’s words fell distinct
and separate like the clicking of a rosary. They came to an abrupt end.

It is doubtful whether Mercedes heard them. She hung limp within
- the circle of the hangman’s arm.

“Apply the cords,” directed the cold voice. “You may save your
daughter, Francisco de Vargas, if you choose to confess. On your
head be it!”

In a haze, Pedro heard his father’s answer as if it were at some dis-
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tance. “I will not save her by a lie, Ignacio de Lora. If you do this
thing, look to your own soul.”

Torture, when skillfully used, became a crescendo. It began with the
flesh, passed to the muscles, ended with the bones. Its background was
the helplessness of the victim. Mad with fear, the child screamed,
struggled feebly, was dragged beneath the pulley.

“The cords,” repeated de Lora.

The loop of the rope was passed under one armj the girl’s wrists
were lashed behind her; the tightening wedge was inserted. Then they
hoisted her slightly, the lackeys making a careful turn or two of the
roller.

Every nerve in Pedro’s body writhed. He was vaguely conscious of
his mother’s weeping, of de Silva’s smile, of his father’s haggard face,
of the judges leaning forward, of the clerk sitting with his poised quill.
He looked here and there in spite of himself, his eyes trying to escape.

Came a thin, sharp scream.

“Do you confess? You will save yourself pain.”

Then silence.

Pedro stared at the ground. He looked up at a confused muttering
among the attendants.

“Your Reverence,” stammered one of them, “she has fainted.”

“Revive her. You know your business.”

The slender body was lowered. The bare-armed men clustered
round, stooped over. “Give her air, curse you! Hand the water . . .”

At last, uneasily, his face blank, the chief of them burst his way
from the group, and stood in front of de Lora.

“Your Reverence, at the first twist of the cords—Your Reverence,
she’s dead.”

A low cry came from Dofia Maria.

“Dead?” de Lora snapped. ‘“Bungling fool! Have you no skill in
your craft?”

“It’s never happened before,” the. man muttered.

In the tense stillness, a voice, so altered that Pedro did not at firs.
recognize it, spoke. “Now God has shown His mercy, and upon you all
rests His curse,” said Don Francisco.

The Inquisitor burst out, “Remove the body. We’ll proceed.” But
the judges on either side of him leaned toward him, whispering.
Finally he said, “Perhaps. We would get nowhere at the moment. Re-
turn them to their cells. Tomorrow night will be your turn, Maria de
Vargas, then your son’s. Think well until tomorrow night.” He stared
at Don Francisco. “Your turn will come last.”
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“No,” answered the other in the same remote voice, “your turn will
come last.”

“By God,” Diego de Silva drawled, “it seems to me that without
being Moors we have got under the skin of the noble gentleman.”

XX

“TaINk WELL.” There was nothing else to do in the darkness under
the corner tower—a heat of thinking in which memory and anticipa-
tion equally mingled. And in that furnace of thought, Pedro de Vargas’s
youth was consumed. Out of its ashes emerged only the metal of hatred
and a savage kind of fortitude, the metal of the chained tiger.

His eyes ached. It would have been a relief if he could have wept;
but the death of Mercedes, the torment to which he and his parents
were subjected, lay beyond tears. At times he had glimpses of the old
days, that now seemed glimpses of heaven: Mercedes at her lute or
facing him at table; the family together on that last night in the
pavilion; his father’s heartiness, his mother’s smile; Mercedes again—

At times every detail of what had just passed renewed itself. At
times the dread of what impended shut out everything else—the
thought of his mother in the hands of the executioners and himself
forced to watch. At times he writhed with self-reproach at having
meddled in the affairs of the ill-omened Garcia. Would it have made
a difference if he had kept out of them? He told himself no. His father
was right: the visit to the Inquisitor had merely reinforced de Silva’s
schemes.

De Silva!

Hatred took the form of prayer. If he might be permitted only once
to close his hands around that white throat, he asked nothing more; he
would be content with hell.

Out of habit invoking his patron saint, he suddenly broke off. There
were no saints. As to hell, he was now in it. As to God? The blackness
about him was of the grave. God? What God?

Now and then his mind from sheer exhaustion faded into uncon-
sciousness; but it was only to sink into a welter of visions, from which
the clanking and tossing of his chains awakened him.

After one of these intervals, still half in the grip of the nightmare,
1t seemed to him that he was no longer alone. A blur of light showed
"rom a lantern, which was cut off by the bulk of a man, who had just
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closed the door. At first it seemed merely another phase of the dream;
but as Pedro’s brain struggled back to consciousness, he recognized
the huge bare arms, bull neck, and leather jerkin of a turnkey. Having
lost count of time, he gathered that the twenty-four hours had passed
and that he was about to be haled again before the tribunal. He lay
staring at the broad back of the man, trying to fight down a rising fit
of madness.

The fellow stood motionless awhile. Then, putting down the lantern
together with some other objects, he turned around. He was a monster
of a man; Pedro noticed the bulging arms and thicket of black hair
emerging above the neck of the jerkin. He moved slowly toward the
bunk, his misshapen shadow hovering on the vault above.

“Are you awake?”

Certainly it was a dream or a trick of Pedro’s crazed mind. As the
man squatted down to seat himself on the edge of the bunk, his face
in spite of the dimness became familiar.

(‘Yes.3’

“Then compafiero, don’t you know me?”’

The breath stuck in Pedro’s throat. “Juan Garcia!”

“Who else?” rumbled the voice. “Did you think I would leave you
in this hell-pot while I could raise a hand? You're the best eyeful I've
had since the Indies.”

“Juan Garcia?” repeated Pedro. “How—?"

“Money.” The other gave a profound nod. “Money’s the key to
most locks. Besides, there’s Manuel Pérez. He wouldn’t be able to face
his sister again if he didn’t do what he could. She’s been stirring things
up, I can tell you. But first’—Garcia’s big chest heaved—"you’ve
got to forgive me. I've got something on my heart”” And when Pedro
could only stare, “God curse me for a rat! When things went like they
did with Madrecita—or perhaps you don’t know?”

“Yes,” Pedro nodded.

“At first I thought you had taken the money and played me for a
fool. Out of my head, d’you see—half-crazy. Then I heard what had
happened to you, and I knew better. I'm sorry.” Garcia laid a huge
hand on Pedro’s shoulder.

“I¢’s nothing,” murmured the other. He explained how he had been
in the cathedral square. “His holy, hellish Reverence played us both
for fools.”

Garcia sat opening and clenching his hands. “Perhaps someday—
You know why I killed her? You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Pedro said.



“She blessed me,” said Garcia, ‘“before I—"

He drew his hand across his eyes. Then, fumbling in the pocket of
his jerkin, he brought out a key with which he unlocked Pedro’s
manacles. “Keep them on,” he cautioned. “Others may drop in here.”

Walking over to the door, he returned with what looked like a piece
of sacking.

“A sword and dagger,” he said, unwrapping them. “We’ll make a
break for it just before the hour of the tribunal. Manuel Pérez will let
us out by the postern. It’s a thin chance, but we’ll take it together.”

Pedro’s heart, which had begun hammering, suddenly slackened.

“My father and mother?”

“Yes, they’ll come too. That’s the trouble. I knew you wouldn’t budge
without them. I’ve seen Don Francisco. We’ll head for the sierra, then
for Almeria, then for Italy. He says if we can reach there we’ll be safe
on account of your mother’s kindred. Hernan Soler vows he can man-
age it.” Garcia spat. “But I’m not fooling myself. It’s a thin chance.”

“Hernan Soler?”

“Yes. It’s Catana’s doing. He’s a galdn of hers.” Garcia stood listen-
ing. “T’ll push on now,” he said uneasily. “The jailer’s a friend of
Manuel’s, and he’s had his pay; but there wasn’t cash enough for
everybody. They may wonder about the new hand.”

“How can you get away with it?”

“Maybe I can’t. But, for one thing, these prison lads aren’t looking
for Juan Garcia in the Castle; for another, I stick to Manuel and stay
where he tells me.”

“But if you’re spotted?”

Garcia picked up the lantern and shrugged. “Why then, adids!
They won’t take me alive. I’ve got a knife.”

“Thanks,” Pedro said. “I can’t tell you—"

“No need,” said Garcia. “I’'m not forgetting what you did for me,
nor what it’s cost you. We’ll stand together—here or anywhere. Hasta
la noche!”

“Hasta la noche!” Pedro answered.

Not until the other had gone out, locking the door behind him, did
de Vargas first notice the streak of sunlight slanting from east to west
through the funncl mouth of the embrasure, and realize that he had
still long hours to wait.

But the whole quality of time had changed. Instead of despair, hope
and with it suspense almost equally tormenting. What if Garcia were
recognized? What if someone entered to inspect his chains and found
them unlocked? What if the hour of the tribunal were put forward?
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A mere trifle could snap the thread of luck upon which everything
depended.

He forced himself to think only of escaping from the Castle. As
to the long leagues over the mountains to Almeria, the difficulty of fast
travel for an elderly man and woman, the constant danger of being
overtaken, the risk of relying on a cutthroat like Soler, the chance of
securing a ship on the coast, he kept his mind closed. It would be al-
most enough, he thought, to breathe free air again and to die free.

At any rate, this tremendous difference existed between now and
before Garcia’s visit—the knife. Whatever happened, no one would
take him back to the tribunal. His deliverance from that lay concealed
in the straw at his side.

And something else there was too: in the cold blackness of his mind,
the flickering of a tiny flame, a new warmth such as his careless youth
had not yet known. The meaning of friendship dawned upon him,
devotion of man to man, deep as the love of woman, though different.
Born in the darkness of the prison, it kindled a new faith which might
in time partially replace what had been lost. “A friend!” he exulted.

Hours dragged by. Once in the course of the day, a turnkey entered
with food and water, while Pedro, knife in hand, tense as the spring
of a steel trap, pretended to sleep.

“Wake up,” said the man, “if you want any grub before the rats
get it.” But he did not inspect the chains.

When he was gone, de Vargas forced himself to eat in order to
keep his strength up. He also walked back and forth for a while and
flexed his limbs to avoid stiffness.

The ray of light followed its appointed arc, rested once more on
the despairing scrawl of the unknown prisoner. “Miserere—" Pedro
glanced at it. Superstitiously perhaps, or because of a new hope in him,,
he even repeated it as night fell.

Then, for the first time, he slipped off his chains; slung the baldric,
to which the sword was attached, over his shoulder; fastened the knife
to his belt; and, lastly, stretched out again on the bunk, with the loose
irons draped over him as if they were still in place.

At least several hours remained; but his suspense increased sharply
as the minutes passed, increased to an almost unendurable tension. Had
something happened to Garcia? Surely it was time. It seemed to him
that he had lain stretched out there for an eternity.

In the end, when he was on the verge of panic, the key grated in the
lock, the outer bar slid back, and the door opened.

“Thank God!” he began, but the words died out.
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It was not Garcia’s burly figure on the threshold; the silhouette
formed by a lantern in the corridor behind stood tall and thin. As it
entered the cell, followed by the lantern bearer, Pedro found himself
staring up at the white face of Diego de Silva.

“Put down the light, fellow. Close the door and wait outside. After
talking with the old cock, I want a word with the cockerel.”

The turnkey—it was the same who had brought the food earlier—
knuckled his forehead. “Yes, Your Worship. It lacks a half hour until
Their Reverences meet. I’ll wait, Your Worship.”

So, hope was over. Garcia had failed. Despair surged back again, but
not only despair. Eclipsing it, rose the lust of hatred. As Pedro stared
up at de Silva, the thirst of it tingled in his mouth; his pulses beat a
pzan of thanksgiving. He knew at least that de Silva would not leave
the place alive. By God, yes—there was a God, and He had led the
victim to the trap.

Meanwhile, de Silva, gazing down, pinched his chin. He studied the
other’s grim face under the thatch of bronze-colored hair, the wide,
unswerving eyes, and in part read them perfectly.

Then he laughed. “Hate me, eh? Well, young Pedro, that won’t last,
I promise you. By the time we finish, I’ll change that glare of yours
into something else. Ever seen a well-whipped spaniel grovel?”

Strangely Pedro felt no hurry. Like an epicure inhaling rare wine,
he enjoyed the sensation of putting off the too short moment of killing.
It was almost a pleasure to scrutinize de Silva’s pointed ears, the
affected wisp of hair along his cheek, the bantering, conceited eyes, the
foppery of his lace collar.

“Perhaps you wonder why I trouble with the de Vargas family,” he
went on. “They’re of no consequence and hardly deserve notice. But
I’ll tell you. It’s a policy of mine to remove whoever stands in my way,
whoever offends me, even if it’s someone of no importance. I never
make an exception. If a young lout, Pedro de Vargas for example,
strikes one of my servants, he has to pay for it. If a pretentious old fool
like Francisco de Vargas prevents me from rounding out my estate in
spite of generous offers, he has to be eliminated. You see, it gets around
in the end that Diego de Silva does not let himself be trifled with. And
soon people who are of importance make way for him. After that his
path through life is smooth and undisturbed. That’s the reason for my
interest in you, young Pedro.”

At another time Pedro would have felt the calculated sting of this
speech, but his hatred was too complete for any further anger. In the
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calm of his present assurance, de Silva’s words even amused him, and
to the other’s surprise he srmled

“When you eliminate people, sefior, you are careful not to risk your
own skin—which is probably wise. Tell me some more about your
policies.”

It was not the effect that de Silva looked for. The coolness and the
smile visibly nettled him, but he kept his drawl.

“If you mean that I do not give swashbucklers the satisfaction of a
duel, you are quite right. Why should I give them satisfaction at all?
My object is simply to remove them as a warning to others. Perhaps in
the end even your dullness will learn that my method is thorough.”

Pedro nodded. He wanted to spin the moment out as long as possible.
“Yes, caballero, 1 admit your method is thorough—I’m not quite so dull
as that—thorough as your dishonor, if possible.” He smiled again and
added, “If possible.”

But he had gone too far. De Silva’s temper snapped. The brute be-
hind his mockery broke through, though he managed a short laugh.

“Well, hijo, dirty-tongued brats must be taught politeness one way
or another. Get up when a gentleman speaks. You crow louder than
the old carrion, your father.”

Reaching out, he laid hold of Pedro’s manacles with the evident pur-
pose of jerking him up, but staggered back with the irons in his hands.
And at the same instant de Vargas leaped, his grip closing on the
other’s throat.

Back they reeled to the opposite wall, de Silva wrenching at the
hands that worked their way into his neck. More powerful than he
looked, he was fighting for his life and kept Pedro at bay for a moment
with arms and knees. A moment—long enough suddenly with a
desperate twist to break loose. De Vargas stood between him and the
door. He sprang for it, but was thrust back; and in the same instant he
drew sword and dagger.

“Socorro!” he yelled. “Guard! You, outside there!”

Pedro had most to fear from that quarter. But no one answered.
Probably the fellow had strolled off. There might be time.

“Socorro!”

The two swords met, grinding hilt against hilt, and de Silva leaped
back from the dagger in Pedro’s left hand.

“What about satisfaction now, whoreson?” jeered de Vargas.
“Where’s your policy and method?”

He moved slowly forward, one step after another, his eyes watchful.
He had no doubt of the result. He knew that he could kill the man by
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sheer fury—if only he had time. That was the trouble. A minute, two
minutes before the guard returned. He must strike fast.

His sword leaped at de Silva’s face, avoided the parry in quarte,
flicked to sixte, and ripped through the muscles of the right hand. As the
sword slithered down, Pedro stepped on it. De Silva shrank back, for a
moment out of reach against the rear wall of the cell. Kicking the fallen
sword to one side, de Vargas resumed his slow advance. Now at the
moment of success, he took no chances, even with an enemy who had
no weapon but a poniard.

His opponent saw a face with hollow cheeks and above it a cluster of
hair, red at the tips where the light shone through. He saw a pair of
green eyes, unblinking as a cat’s. And terror such as he would not have
felt in open day on a fair field descended on him, terror of the burning
thrust which in a moment would put an end to him. An end—

He gave a sudden gasp, his eyes on the point of the sword. “For God’s
sake . . .” .

Within easy reach, Pedro repeated his first attack, a feint and cut,
this time to de Silva’s left hand, which dropped the dagger.

“One by one,” he said.

De Silva raised his bleeding hands in front of his breast, his mouth
working, his eyes on the door. Pedro skewered his velvet cap with its
jeweled buckle on his sword’s point and flicked it off.

“Bareheaded before death, sefior.”

“No,” screamed de Silva—the words came in a babble—*“you
wouldn’t kill an unarmed man, de Vargas; you wouldn’t murder me. I
was joking only. You'll go free from the tribunal.”

“You have a moment left,” Pedro answered. “Spend it thinking of
the girl who was killed last night.”

The other sank to his knees. “Mercy!”

To his relief, the dreadful point sank a trifle as if hesitating. He stared
at it, hypnotized.

“Well, if you grovel—" sounded the voice above him.

But de Silva was beyond shame. “I sinned,” he quavered.

“You would make amends perhaps? Secure our release? Pay a suit-
able fine? Make public apology?”

“Yes,” breathed the man. It was well that he could not see the mad-
ness in Pedro’s eyes nor the face of Mercedes de Vargas whom the boy
was staring at. “Yes, everything, anything.”

“Could I trust you?”

“I swear it before God.”

“No, not before God,” came the voice. “Perhaps if you renounced

117



God, I’d believe you. Renounce God, de Silva. You’re a familiar of the
Holy Inquisition, you’re an officer of the AMiliz Christi. Soldier of
Christ, renounce God.”

The point leaped up, drew close.

“I—I renounce God.”

At that instant Pedro thrust the blade home, down through the man’s
body till the point caught on the pavement.

“Now burn in hell forever, soldier of Christ!” he whispered.

Drawing out his sword, he stared at the blank face, the motionless
body at his feet.

The door opened. They could come now; he was ready. His hand
tightened on the hilt of his poniard.

It was Garcia.

“Hurry. We’ve got no more than a minute. I was held up.”

“The guard?”

“He won’t bother us—or anyone else.” Garcia’s eyes were on the
body. “Good work!” he added.

XXI

ManveL PErez, his unshaven face urgent and anxious, hurried the
three de Vargases and Garcia out of a small postern door opening on
one of the steep slopes of the castle hill. Under a low moon, the decline
looked precipitous and long. Delayed by de Silva’s visits to their cells,
the fugitives had practically no time left for escape. At any moment
the tribunal would be summoning its prisoners, and their flight would
be immediately discovered. They had perhaps a ten minutes’ start until
pursuit was organized. After that, nothing but speed counted, for the
pursuers knew what road would be taken. Only the mountains offered
a hiding place, and the mountain route only was feasible.

When he had locked the door on the outside, Pérez tossed the key
away and thus prudently withdrew from the service of justice. Be-
tween him and Garcia, Dofia Maria was half-carried down the slope;
while Pedro gave his arm to his father, whose stiff knee made hurry
difficult. A

At the foot of the decline, a couple of men impatiently waited with
a string of horses. “By God,” said one of them, “it’s well you came, for
in another half-minute we would have been spurring. Take a look at
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Here and there at windows and embrasures of the stone mass, lights
came and went like distracted fireflies. They gave every sign of agita-
tion and hurry within the walls. Another minute’s delay would have
been too late! As the party mounted, a trumpet from the other side of
the Castle, clear and imperious in the still night, sounded assembly.

“We’ve got to race for it,” said the man, “if we’re to keep ahead of
the whoreson troopers. It’s no help to be riding with a woman.”

Don Francisco, undaunted as ever, flung back at him, “What we lose
in speed, we gain in honor—honor to be riding with Dofia Maria de
Vargas.”

Inevitably, he at once took command; inevitably too, everyone
obeyed him.

“Pedro, you and Sefior Garcia hold the rear. It’s the post of danger,
and except for your mother, I would ride with you. Mind you keep a
good distance behind us, so that we may have timely warning of at-
tack. These men”—he included the two strangers and Pérez—‘‘will
ride fifty yards in front of you. I'll lead with Dofia Maria. And bear in
mind the proper intervals; leave space for sword and charge. No use
bunching like sheep in a pen. So forward, and God be with us!”

“Vaya,” declared Garcia, as he and Pedro galloped knee to knee be-
hind the others, “there’s a real hidalgo! Your father talks as if he were
leading a foray. There’s a captain, por Dios! Look how these bandit
rascals obey him.”

In front, with a horse between his legs, the familiar weight of a sword
at his thigh, the free stars overhead, Francisco de Vargas felt his spirits
revive from the desolation of the past days. Except for what had be-
fallen Mercedes, he might even have welcomed the chance that swept
him again from his peaceful moorings into the stream of action. This
was his native element, and he had spent most of his years in just such
nips and tucks of danger. He drew a deep breath of the warm night air.

“Talk of miracles!” he observed to Dofla Maria. “My dear, who
would have imagined some hours ago that you and I would be free of
that hell-hole to try our luck again in the open! A manifest act of God
and the saints—which shows that not the devil himself can keep us
from Italy.”

His wife, who had a stitch in her side from the unaccustomed move-
ment of the horse, gave a breathless answer.

“This Sefior Garcia,” continued her husband, “may be who he will,
but he has served Pedro and us as a trusty friend, and for my own part
[ shall ever remain in his debt. Relax, my love, breathe naturally and go
with the horse. You will soon get back to the swing of it. He spoke to
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me of Hernan Soler, the robber, by whose favor somehow we have
these horses, and I doubt not they are birds of a feather. But after the
Judases and scoundrels we saw last night, I do not cavil at an honest
ruffian. By the Virgin, no! And here is something to cheer you which
Pedro whispered to me as we left the Castle.”

“My lord,” gasped Doiia Maria, “can we not slacken a little? I’'m
nearly spent.”

“No, we cannot,” said the other flatly; “we must win to the high
sierra by daybreak. Do as I tell you and breathe deep. But listen. The
cursed dog, de Silva, is dead. Pedro sheathed his sword in him when
he came to taunt our son in the prison. By the Cross, I feel ten years
younger for it!”

Dofia Maria was a good woman, but the joy of the news made her
forget the pain in her side.

“Maraviglioso!” she exclaimed. “Well done!”

Don Francisco threw back his head. “Well done indeed! And, wife,
our Pedro is a boy no longer. From henceforth he’s a man. He can use
my war cry and carry my pennon.”

Uphill though it was, they rode hard—too hard, for about a half-
mile north of the Rosario, Dofia Maria’s horse cast a shoe and fell to
limping. Without drawing rein, Don Francisco summoned Manuel
Pérez to come up.

“Is another mount to be had?” he asked. “Or must we make the best
of this? He'll be apt to go down with my lady.”

“Horses enough, sir,” answered Pérez, explaining that they were to
meet Hernan Soler with some others of his band at the Rosario. The
chief himself would escort them through the sierra.

“Then it’s of no moment,” said de Vargas. “But keep a tight feel of
the jade’s mouth, Maria, lest he stumble. Adelante!” And with a laugh,
“Little I thought the other night when I was flogging Pedro on account
of that damned tavern that I would soon be risking my neck in a hurry
to get there!”

Thus far no sound of pursuit had reached them, but even Don Fran-
cisco felt relief when he saw a group of horsemen, black in the moon-
light, waiting in front of the inn.

Their leader rode forward. He was a loose-limbed, gaunt man in
complete armor, and he managed his powerful horse gracefully. A
gaudy baldric, much too bejeweled, crossed his cuirass and glittered in
the rays of the moon. He had a long face and a toothy smile. What
stripe he was showed at once in the oiliness of his manner.

“Gracious sir and lady,” he bowed, “Your Worships’ servant, Hernan
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Soler. I never expected the honor of devoting myself to the service of
so renowned a captain, of so noble a senora.”

He was clearly showing off—perhaps for the benefit of the tall girl
who stood in the shadow of the archway. Don Francisco returned his
compliments adequately, if not effusively; but when Soler launched
upon another series of them, he interrupted him.

“I thank you from my heart, caballero, but we are like to be soon
hard-pressed. Donia Maria needs a fresh mount. If you have an odd
piece or so of armor for my son and me, they may be of use before
dawn.”

“At your command,” waved Soler.

The shifting of Dona Maria’s sidesaddle to another horse and the
adjustment of armor, which was gladly supplied by several of the men
to piece out a sketchy equipment for Don Francisco, Pedro, and Garcia,
took a few minutes. During the bustle, when Pedro had slipped on a
cuirass and was reaching around for the side straps, a familiar, husky
voice at his shoulder remarked: —

“T’ll buckle it for you, sefior.” In the hurry, he had not seen Catana,
but when he tried to turn, she added, “No, wait, you made me lose the
strap.”

Turning his head, he could feel her hair against his cheek.

He whispered, “Querida, how can I thank you for everything, for
all you’ve done!”

“There!” She tightened the buckle. Then beneath her breath,
“Stand still. Don’t let on we’re talking. Promise me something.”

“Yes, but what do I care who listens! I’d tell anyone what I owe you.
Why not let on?”

“Because I’'m Soler’s girl now. He might be jealous. I want him to
get you across the mountains.”

Pedro stiffened. “Catana? You didn’t—you didn’t get this help from
Soler by—"

“Of course not! Be still!” She rebuckled one of the straps. “Didn’t
I tell you the other night about Hernidn and me? Vaya, I love him.
Promise me something.”

“Anything. What is it?”

“That you’ll think of me wherever you are.”

“No need to ask that.”

“No, I mean—"" She stood a moment fingering the buckle. “We may
not see each other again. You’ll be a famous captain—I know it, Pedro
de Vargas—when I’m hanged for a thief’s trull in Jaén. But I wish—

If you’ll think of me a moment only, every day at the hour of Angelus?
Will you?”
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“At the Angelus. I swear it.”

“And T’ll think of you.”

Soler walked up.

“That’s a tight fit for a big chest,” she added, clapping the breast-
plate with her palm, “and hard to buckle. Well, hombres, will you
ride?”

Soler kissed her full on the mouth—the kiss of possession. “Aye,
querida mia. Meet me in a day or so at the place you know of. And
adids!”

Pedro bowed as if she had been a great lady. “God be with you,
Catanal”

“And with you,” she said, “always.”

The little troop, grown now to some fourteen horse, cantered off. She
stood in the middle of the empty road, watching it, watching one figure
in the rear by the side of Garcia. His steel cap sparkled in the moon-
light. Had he already forgotten her? Would he look back once more?
She clasped her hands.

“Maria gratia plena—"

He turned and raised his arm.

“Adids, amado mio, amado mio!” she whispered.

When he had disappeared, she still looked at the turn of the road.

But suddenly a sound startled her. It came from the direction of Jaén
—the distant racing of horses’ hoofs.

XXII

Ir THEY could have had the start originally planned, the fugitives might
have reached the Sierra de Lucena and taken refuge in the fastnesses of
the Granada Mountains before their pursuers had been long on the
road. As it was, they could not hope to reach the pass without a fight;
and even if this were at first successful, it would be hard to shake off
pursuit. For it would not do merely to gain the mountains; they must
disappear long enough to find their way undetected to the coast—
Almeria or Cartagena—and with luck secure passage for Italy. To be
penned in the mountains would be fatal, as it would give the Inquisition
time to cut off their escape by sea. After that, with a price on their
heads and the province raised against them, their ultimate capture was
inevitable.

Warned by a shout from Pedro, whose quick ears had picked up the
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sound of approaching, though still distant, horsemen, Don Francisco
dropped back for conference. Like a veteran captain, he had his plans
ready for the event and now communicated them to Pedro, Garcia,
and Soler.

“Look you. I remember a trail to the right not more than five fur-
longs ahead. We used it in the Moorish wars. It’s impossible for a
woman, but fair enough for men. Am I wrong, sefior?”’

“No,” agreed Soler, “but it’s better for goats. It leads west to Priego
and hits the road to Puente Genil.”

Don Francisco nodded. “The same. Pedro, your mother cannot take
that path. She must keep to this road, and I must guard her. Half the
men should ride with us. We'll press on as fast as may be. You with the
others might wait for the dogs here. Hold them in play, but fall back.
Then take the trail to the west. My guess is they’ll follow you, thinking
that all of us have gone that way. I grieve to propose this, for it means
danger, and I would like my share of it, but Dofia Maria cannot be left
alone.”

It was clearly the only possible plan. Soler, rising in his stirrups,
selected a handful of his best men to form the rear guard with Pedro.
To his credit, he did not flinch from the post himself, but the value to
the elder de Vargases of his personal escort as far as the sea was too
great to be sacrificed. Garcia declared that, of course, he would stay
with his friend.

Meanwhile, the little column had briefly halted.

“A word between us,” said Don Francisco, beckoning Pedro to one
side. “There’s no use afllicting your mother with farewells. I’ll tell her
that you will join us beyond the pass. For myself, I know that whether
we meet again on earth is God’s affair. If we reach the sea, we cannot
wait. You must find your own way to Italy. Whatever happens to us,
vour kinsman, Cardinal Strozzi, will protect you. And now bear your-
self well. I'd give my life to be with you in this skirmish, but I cannot.
Here they come. Shout ‘Santiago y Vargas.” My blessing goes with you!”

Their hands met in a hard clasp to be long remembered. Then Don
Francisco wheeled his horse and galloped up the road. The little group
of men, Pedro, Garcia, and five others, waited. Below them the clatter
of hoofs grew loud. The moon, slanting across the defile, lighted half
of it.

For a first stand, the place was well-chosen. A projecting cliff, around
which the road zigzagged, cast its shadow over the defenders, while
anyone rounding it from below came fully into the moonlight. The
sound of Don Francisco’s party in front would throw the pursuers off
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their guard as to an ambush on the other side of the cliff. In addition,
Pedro had the advantage that neither he nor any of the hard-faced
rascals with him had anything to lose by fighting. Their lives were
forfeit in any case, and most of them had memories of the prison and
pillory, the hangman’s whip or knife, the execution of friends and rela-
tives, to avenge; whereas the horsemen from the Castle had no such
cogent motives for risking their necks.

The noise of the riders came closer; a shout or two; then three of
them abreast swept around the cliff.

Far up the road Don Francisco heard the onset, and his heart yearned
within him. At that moment his common sense and his loyalty to Dona
Maria underwent their hardest test.—"Santiago y Vargas!”—The cry
fAoated back above the clash of swords and trampling of horses. His
lower lip crept out, he half reined up; but then, closing his ears, he
spurred doggedly ahead, while his wife breathed prayers to the saints.—
“Santiago y Vargas!”—It was as if all his past life were calling to him,
calling him back. He groaned and struck the pommel of the saddle with
his clenched fist, but rode on.

Though trained in the tilt yard, it was Pedro’s first experience of an
actual melee, and he flamed with excitement. He would have given
anything now for five minutes on Campeador, whose weight and spirit
would have stemmed the tide more effectively than could his present
sorry mount. But even so, he fared well enough. Two of the three
troopers in front went down before the first unexpected charge, their
bodies tangled between the horses’ feet. Others closed in, jamming the
road between the cliff and the opposite bank, hampered by the narrow-
ness of the defile, a confusion and hubbub. Pedro cut and thrust, hardly
knowing what he did. Perhaps his war cry accomplished more than his
offorts. It was a famous shout known to all of the assailants, who
gathered that Don Francisco himself confronted them. One horse, los-
ing his footing, went down, and another piled on top. The road was
temporarily blocked. The onrush wavered.

“Back!” roared Garcia. “Back, before they rally!”

Grasping Pedro’s bridle rein, he wheeled him into flight up the road
at as hot a pace as spurs could wring from the horses. At the same
instant, Soler’s men drew off and joined them. They had covered two
hundred yards before the pursuit was resumed.

“Here!” cried one of Soler’s men three hundred yards further on.
“To the right!” And leading down a low bank, he disappeared in a knot
of pines. Pell-mell at first, they raced along the trail between the trees,
then gradually slackened to a halt.
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This was the critical point. Would the troopers turn from the main
road after them? Or would they suspect the strategy and perhaps split
their force? From what he could gather, Pedro reckoned them at fifty
men. Twenty-five of these on the heels of Don Francisco would be
enough.

But the chase was too hot; no one paused on the road. Shouts and
then the thudding of many hoofs on the pine needles showed that the
enemy had taken the bait. Pedro whooped to encourage them.

“Give them a glimpse of us,” he said.

They had more than a glimpse. At that moment a man on a tall
charger, riding well ahead of his fellows, burst from the trees and
crashed into de Vargas’s horse. Both animals went down in a flurry of
lashing legs. Pinned for an instant and half-dazed, Pedro somehow
gained his feet. Then consciousness blew into tatters: sensations,
glimpses, blind spots. He was in the middle of a whirlpool, shunted
here and there. He was flung against a riderless horse, but did not re-
member scrambling into the saddle. Something hit him on the head,
glanced to his shoulder, but he did not feel the pain of it. Someone
yelled, “Here’s a sword,” and thrust it into his hand. He spurred for-
ward without knowing in what direction, shouting, slashing. The horse
reared, bolted ; branches whipped his face. He was out of the woods, off
the trail, plunging down a dizzy hill, jumping rocks, gullies, fallen
timber, hauling vainly against the bit. On, on. A rocky plain stretched
before him, ghost-white under the moon. Distant peaks. The ground
spun past. Then all at once his horse dropped ; he plunged over its head
and rolled a yard or more, his cuirass clashing against the stones.

After a while, breath and awareness crept back.

Sitting up, he found that he could move his limbs, though his left
arm throbbed from a wound in the shoulder. Several paces off lay the
dead horse. A gaping cut on the flank showed what had maddened him.

Unsteadily Pedro got to his feet, sheathed the sword which he had
kept hold of by instinct, and looked about him. For the moment he had
lost his sense of direction and could not decide where he was. But a
sound in the distance brought him back to more urgent things. It
came from the quarter out of which he had been riding. It was the
click of horseshoes on loose stones. The pursuit was evidently still on.

Looking about for a hiding place, he could see none. The stony
ground near him undulated far and wide without a break. Even if he
could have hidden himself, the body of the horse outstretched and
black against the moonlit ground was a telltale signal to anyone search-
ing for him.
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He stood gazing in the direction of the sound and at length caught
sight of a dark figure jogging towards him across the glimmering ex-
panse of the mesa. The rider was veering to the left and had appar-
ently not seen him. What first struck Pedro was the man’s size and
topheaviness as compared with his horse, which looked like a pony
carrying a mountain. Then, coming nearer, the stranger stopped all at
once and let out a shattering bellow.

“Viva! Por Dios, qué no es verdad!”

“Garcia!”

The big man slipped off his horse, as if he could make more speed
on his own feet, and came lumbering towards Pedro, pulling his nag
by the bridle. His heavy arms closed around the other in a bear’s hug;
he kissed him on both cheeks.

“Never did I expect to see thee again,” he boomed—“not this side
of Satan! It was the devil of a thing to leave a friend like that and ride
off to hell on your own account! What ailed you?”

Pedro explained about the horse.

“Never admit it,” said Garcia. “Those bastards from the Castle will
be talking about de Vargas’s ride down that slope till their death day—
and you tell me it was nothing but a runaway horse! That’s how people
get a reputation!” He broke off. “Hurt?”

Pedro was clasping his shoulder, which throbbed from Garcia’s hug.
“Only a cut. What happened to the others? You did some riding your-
self to follow me.”

Garcia shook his head. “No, I came after you with prudence and
sanity. Even so, if I wasn’t born to be hanged, it would have been my
finish. I can’t tell you what happened. It was everyone for himself, and
everyone scattered. Soler’s knaves ride well and they know the sierra,
so God be with them! Besides, I drew out of it when you did, and fol-
lowed to pick up the pieces.”

“But the troopers—how did you shake them off?”

The other spat thoughtfully. “In such a scramble, anything can
happen. Perhaps they took me for one of theirs; perhaps they didn’t
want to break their necks; perhaps they were busy with Soler’s boys, or
thought your father couldn’t be far down the trail and chased after
him. At any rate here we are.”

Garcia looked almost as fagged as his horse, which stood behind him,
head down and knees bent. Moving a trifle, he caught his breath
sharply.

“You’re wounded yourself!” exclaimed Pedro.

“Wounded is right! God made me for the sea, not the saddle. I've
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got blisters on my rump big as ducats. Wish they were ducats and in
my pocket,” he added.

Pedro felt a pang of conscience. “Cdspita! You've stripped yourself
for us! The jailer; Soler; money to my father for the journey—"

“Not a word of it! Call it a loan. But loan or not, if I’ve paid back
something on account to the reverend devil, de Lora, all would be well-
spent.” He stood a moment transfigured with hate. “You’re lucky. You
leave Jaén with a part of your debt canceled. Mine’s to pay, and by
God TI'll pay it!”

Then, wrenching himself out of the mood, he said quietly, “But we’re
still in pickle and have to keep going. Let’s chart our course. Do you
know this neighborhood?”

Taking his direction from the moon and from the mountain peaks
to the south, Pedro concluded that they were over toward Puente Genil.
The distant summits marked the sierra back of Malaga. That city was
the nearest seaport they could make.

“And we’ll never make it,” declared Garcia. “After tonight every
road to the south will be watched for us. They’ll reckon, I hope, that
your father and mother were bound for Malaga. Besides, even if we
got there, what'll we do for a ship without money?”

These were telling objections. Pedro stared blankly at the other’s
bluff face.

“No,” Garcia went on, “we’ll do better toward the west: the Genil
River, then the Guadalquivir, and so downstream to Cadiz. I’ve still
got that bill of change I told you of—eight hundred in gold there.
Damned if we’ll leave that to the Jews! We can ship to Italy from
Sanlicar as well as from Malaga. And as a hiding place—hombre!—
there’s none to beat it. So tighten your belt, lad. We’ll make the most
of tonight. Sleep in the day, travel in the dark, rob when we must—
it’s a long pull, but Sanlicar’s the answer.”

So, leaving Garcia’s spent horse behind them, they set out with ach-
ing limbs, Pedro’s slender shadow next to his friend’s broader one—
two hunted men on the long road to the west.

XX

As MIGHT have been expected, the Marquis Luis de Carvajal took a
correct view of the above events. Others, less firm in moral principle,
might wish the de Vargases well or secretly admire the courage shown
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in their escape; but the Marquis was guided by truer considerations.
Except for his rank, he owed the successes and honors of life to the
simple rule of always supporting the side of authority and power. This
was not pusillanimous on his part, but instinctive. He belonged naturally
to that useful class of people who are born and remain unswervingly
proper. It shocked him that a man of Francisco de Vargas’s station
should have come under the censure of the Holy Office; it shocked him
still more that such a man should violently rebel against authority
rather than accept its judgment like a good citizen and Christian.

At the midday table, over some cold fowl and salad, he informed his
daughter and Dona Antonia of what had happened and prescribed
how they should think about it. As a step in Luisa’s education, he took
pains to impress them with the heinousness of the offense. It gratified
him that his words seemed to produce a remarkable effect. In the dark,
leather-paneled room, with its straight-backed chairs and rigid foot-
men, one could have heard a pin drop.

“There is but one cheerful aspect of the affair,” he concluded, sus-
pending a chicken bone between his fingers. “Diego de Silva may re-
cover from that young scoundrel’s treachery. The sword was deflected
by a rib and missed his heart. He is in a grave way, of course; but
unless mortification sets in, the doctors have hopes for him.”

A little faint, Luisa took a sip of wine.

“Treachery? What kind of treachery?”’ she murmured.

“The worst. The blackest.” Carvajal sucked his chicken bone. “They
tell me that de Silva, who is a man of deep piety and a zealous servant
of the Holy Office, entered de Vargas’s cell with a view of sparing him
from the rigors of the tribunal. He hoped to secure a confession which
might have helped the young man before Their Reverences. A deed of
Christian charity. The youth sprang on him unawares and drove a
sword, which had somehow been smuggled in, through his body. But
he’ll be brought back in chains yet, he and his father.”

“How terrible!” whispered Luisa, her soft velvet eyes fluttering. For
the first time, the dreadful thought occurred to her: what if Pedro
de Vargas had been searched and her monogrammed handkerchief
found! Blessed Virgin protect her! She felt on the point of swooning.

“I do wrong,” regretted the Marquis, “to discuss such things before
you, my little dove—or before you, sefiora.” He glanced from the
sweetly sensitive face of his daughter to Antonia, who looked equally
distressed. “Your pardon!”

From their reticules, both ladies now drew their vials of smelling
salts (indispensable to the tight-laced women of the period) and sniffed
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delicately. Antonia had as much need of it as her charge. She too won-
dered about the handkerchief and what had been learned in the prison
or might be learned if Pedro were recaptured.

“He was not searched then?” Luisa asked with an artfulness under-
stood only by the duenna.

The Marquis squeezed a half-orange over his fowl. “Not that I heard
of. But you can’t conceal a sword in your breeches. I tell you it was
smuggled in, probably by that desperado, Garcia.”

“And you think there’s a chance of overtaking them, my lord?”

“Excellent chance. Apparently they are bound for Méalaga, but they
will never get there. The Inquisition has a long arm, I assure you.”

He finished his chicken, while Luisa and Antonia thought long, sober
thoughts. Romance, glamorous in the moonlight and perfume of the
garden, had hardly the substance to resist so rough a storm. Luisa was
not her father’s daughter for nothing; Antonia remembered her status
as a poor relation.

The Marquis, having dipped his fingers in the bowl and dried them
on a napkin presented by the footman, began toying with some fruit.

“Let us talk of pleasanter things,” he remarked. “I believe that Diego
de Silva will recover. That he may do so lies near my heart, and I nar-
rowly questioned the doctor, Miguel Segrado, about his chances this
morning.” Then slyly, “It concerns you too, little daughter, so do not
fail to make special mention of the good gentleman in your prayers.”

“Concerns me, my lord?” said Luisa absently.

Her father eyed her with immense fondness. What exquisite beauty!
It showed the blood she came from. What a pure and spiritual face!
Innocent as snow. But a profound nature, like his own, a good mind.

Then as waggishly as his solemn face and arrogant beard permitted,
he rejoined, “Shall I tell you a secret?”” He enjoyed prolonging the sus-
pense and consumed a grape before continuing. “It was practically
arranged before this sad event, and now, if God wills that de Silva
recover, it shall certainly be concluded. In brief, daughter, at his
entreaty, I have decided to give you in marriage to Diego de Silva. Is
that not a fine choice? Have I not done well by you?”

“Yes, my lord,” she stammered, casting a helpless glance at Antonia.

But the other, equally startled, could only stare back. The ironic
chance that, of all men, Diego de Silva, victim of Pedro’s violence,
should have been selected as Luisa’s husband dazed both of them.

The Marquis raised his eyebrows. “You do not seem as pleased as I
expected.”

“Of course,” she said, “of course—only the suddenness of it.”
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«“There’s no better match in the province,” he proclaimed—*none. I
confess that he does not rate himself too modestly when it comes to
dowry. It will cost me a pretty figure. But I have only you, and I can
please my fancy. The Sefior de Silva is a man of means; he stands high
in the favor of the Holy Office; he is welcome at court. Since I have no
son, it is time that I had a grandson. All these are on the credit side
and worth the dowry. If it were not for this overseas venture—"

Thinking aloud, the Marquis frowned at his wine cup.

“Overseas, Your Grace?” put in Antonia, scenting a possible delay.

Carvajal nodded. “Speculation. These cursed Indies—a sink hole for
money! He was to accompany Father Ignacio to the Islands in the
interests of the Santa Casa, but cheap land and slaves were a part of
it. He may waste his substance.” The Marquis frowned again. Then,
suddenly brightening, “But that’s over, of course. The Inquisitor will
have to do without him. It's an ill wind that blows no one any good.
This wound may be the salvation of him. By the time he’s up and mar-
ried, the notion of traveling will have passed. No, all in all, he’s the man
for you, my daughter.” The Marquis added archly, “Sefiora de Silva.”

Luisa did not protest. Her conventional mind accepted what had to
be and tried to make the best of it. After all, de Silva was a man of
fashion, rather good-looking, and not too old. Her father might easily
have chosen someone less attractive. If only the regrettable episode with
Pedro were never discovered!

Upon returning to the mirador with Antonia, she burst into tears.

“If it hadn’t been for you!” she reproached.

“T know,” admitted the duenna. “It was a mistake, my love. But 1
thought it would give you pleasure. I could see no harm. Who would
have dreamed—!”

It is hard to be a poor relation. Suppose Luisa dropped a word to
the Marquis, an innocent word apparently, as to Antonia’s encourage-
ment of romance! But no, she was cafe enough. The secret was too €x-
plosive even for a word.

In her tears, the girl looked like a lovely martyr.

“Do you think the handkerchief was found?”

“No, probably not, my dear—don’t worry.”

“Do you think he will be captured?”

“ hope not,” said the duenna devoutly.

S0 do I mourned Luisa. “So do 1! It would be dreadful if anyone
knew about the handkerchief. We must pray for him, Cousin. I promise
San Cristobal ten candles if he escapes.”
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She raised her beautiful eyes toward heaven.
So, for one reason or another, his lady’s prayers accompanied Pedro
de Vargas.

In a crack of the arid land, before the sierra sweeps down into the
green valley of the Genil, Pedro wakened, stretched his stiff limbs, and
then, considerate of the sleeping Garcia, sat clasping his knees and gaz-
ing toward the sunset. After a time he drew out a small, crushed object
from his inner pocket and unfolded it reverently. It was embroidered
with a tiny coronet and the letter “L.” It retained a vague perfume of
roses.

Beyond it, in his fancy, hovered a noble, sensitive face with eyes up-
turned to his. For an instant his angular features relaxed. Then, as if
the relic were too sacred for long exposure, he raised the handkerchief
to his lips and, folding it carefully, replaced it within his doublet.

XXV

ALL OVER the world in every age, crows are of the same color. A bandit
of sixteenth-century Spain might ride a fine horse and wear a showy
baldric but he was still a gangster with a gangster’s attitude and vices.
If Hernan Soler had not lost a brother to the fires of the Inquisition,
and if, all things considered, he had not thought it worth his while to
convey the de Vargases safely to Almeria and secure a ship for them, he
would have been perfectly capable of selling them out at higher profit
to the agents of the Holy Office.

As it was, he performed his mission honestly and got a discharge to
that effect over Don Francisco’s signature before the felucca, which
they had been lucky enough to find, cleared the harbor. This was part
of his bargain with Catana, who took no chances and had paid him
fifty ducats of Garcia’s money on account, with the promise of a seco::d
fifty and herself when he returned. The hundred ducats alone would
not have tempted him; but Catana plus the money made a difference.
Besides, he had a wager with Paco Ribera, his lieutenant, that he would
have the bedding of her, which could be figured in with the cash profit.

When he had scen the last of the felucca, he and his men turned
into a wineshop for celebration. There were dice and women; the girls
of Almeria proved seductive, the wine potent, and the inn-keepers
hospitable, so that it was several days before he rode back exhausted
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and in a cold, ugly humor to the Jaén side of the mountains. From his
present surly point of view, the remaining fifty ducats and Catana did
not console him for his headache, nor for the news that three good men
had been lost in the fight against the troopers.

He arrived at his headquarters in the Sierra Lucena about nightfall;
swore at the sentry who challenged him on the trail; and dismounted
with his men as the campfires were being lighted.

An overhang of rock, which formed a long, deep gallery at the base
of a cliff and which had been partially boarded up to provide cover,
served as Soler’s chief hangout in the district. It lay at one end of a
narrow valley and had a second emergency exit over a low saddle of
the cliff. In front of this semi-cave, a small natural basin fed by a brook
furnished abundant water. In the open part of the gallery, fires were
laid and cooking was done for the forty-odd men and women of Soler’s
motley household. Guarded by outposts and hidden in a fold of the
mountains, it was reasonably secure against the halfhearted constabu-
lary which might be sent out against it.

Since the day after his departure, Catana had been waiting here, im-
patient not for Soler but for his news. She had heard, of course, from
her brother, who had taken part in the fight on the road, of Pedro’s
and Garcia’s disappearance. That there had been no report of their
capture augured well; but Soler would possibly know more. Meanwhile,
she established herself in the respect, if not the affection, of the band.

Her position as the future mujer of the chief would have given her
prestige in any case, had she needed it; but she was distinguished in her
own right as a dancer and a girl of parts, who could take care of her-
self. Her tongue and her knife were equally ready and admired. When
Paco Ribera, presuming on his rank, took liberties the first night, he
came off with a wound that made sitting difficult and taught him a
lesson about the new capitana. Then too, in case of need, she had her
brother, Manuel Pérez, burly and short of speech, who during his
career as turnkey had kept in with the robbers and was a popular addi-
tion to the gang. Manuel approved his sister’s choice of a mate as both
natural and honorable—Soler was an hombre muy rico—but he would
stand for no affronts to Catana’s virtue.

Now that the bargain had been struck, she prepared to carry out her
share of it. She had been brought up to elemental facts and accepted
them as inevitable. A girl, however independent, must finally belong to
a man, work for him, bear children, lose her looks, and grow old: life
was like that. Soler or another—it did not matter much. She was lucky
in being able to turn the inevitable to some account. By saving Pedro
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de Vargas, she had given the years something to remember, some
reason for pride.

During the days of waiting at the camp, she held aloof from the
others and let them think that she was pining for Soler. Especially at
evening, when the tone of a far-off bell in one of the valleys signaled
the Angelus, she liked to stand on the saddle of the cliff listening to
the faint reverberation and dreaming her only dream.

She was engaged in this when Soler reached camp, and the stir from
below drifted up to her. Descending quickly, she greeted him on the
threshold of the overhang, as he came up, carrying his saddlebags.

“Well, amigo mio?”

To Soler’s jaundiced eye, she looked plainer and less glamorous than
in the festive atmosphere of the Rosario. She wore nothing in her hair,
which was also wind-blown from her walk along the cliffs. In a faded
everyday dress, she seemed too lithe, too dark, too hard, too country-
like. His biliousness deepened.

“Well, my friend?” he mimicked, dumping his saddlebags.

She expected to be kissed, but he looked past her, nodding to this one
and that around the fire and exchanging a word with several. As the
men who had been with him joined the group and their women hung
on them, the clatter of tongues grew louder.

Soler spat. “Fetch me some wine,” he told Catana. “My throat’s dry
as hell’s dust.”

She brought him a cup and pitcher; he half-gargled, half-drank, then
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Evidently he felt that the
need for courting manners was over.

“Well,” she urged, “what news?”

“The job’s done,” he growled. “Help me off with this cursed armor.”

Hell! he chafed, she was not half so well-favored as the Moorish slut
he had had in Almerfa—the one with almond eyes and the mole on her
hip—but in his present mood the thought of any woman sickened him.

Catana loosened the straps, her tawny cheeks a shade darker. He
piled the steel pieces on top of the saddlebags.

“Take all that into our room and stow it,” he ordered. Then, snap-
pishly, “Freshen yourself up, girl. You look like a hedge clout. *Sblood!
A man might expect his wench to primp a little for his homecoming.”

He found himself facing a pair of hot black eyes.

“Whose wench, fellow?” And when he did not find his tongue, she
added, “I asked a question. Till it’s answered to my liking, I’m no
wench of yours. D’you take me?”

He turned yellow with anger, but he could not beat down her gaze,.
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The near-by talk quieted suddenly. Manuel Pérez, who had been jok-
ing with one of the newcomers, stopped smiling.

Though his liver burned, Soler controlled himself. “What question?”
he snarled at last, his eyes beady and narrow on either side of his nose.
“If you mean old Game-leg de Vargas and his wife, they got off. If
you mean Pedrito, what can I tell you? It’s no fault of mine what hap-
pened. They say he rode off the mountain—he and the big man. But
listen to me. I’m in no mood for airs. A cursed deal I’ve had, with three
men gone, hard riding, and nothing to show for it but fifty damn ducats.
Your Grace will take orders. We’ll have no shrews here. Understand?”

Catana held her right palm out and tapped it with the other fore-
finger. “Bueno! T'll take orders when I'm your woman. You say Don
Francisco and his lady got off. The bargain took in Pedro de Vargas;
but he’s probably safe so far, and I'll admit that part of it wasn’t your
fault. Where’s the proof his father and mother got off?”

“Do you doubt my word?”’

Catana tapped her palm.

In a rage, Soler drew out the signed paper and smacked it on her
hand.

“Eat it and choke!”

Catana unfolded the paper. She could not read, but she could pre-
tend that she did, and she could at least spell out the bold, rough-hewn
signature. Having satisfied herself that Soler had kept faith, she tucked
the discharge into her belt. Then, lifting her skirt, she detached a purse
from her garter and handed it to him.

“Now I'll take orders.”

And she occupied herself with the armor and saddlebags.

XXV

IN SaNLUCAR DE BARRAMEDA, from the upper town where the road
climbs toward the castle, a fine outlook may be had upon the beach and
harbor. In front, westerly across the mouth of the Guadalquivir,
stretches the long line of the Arenas Gordas that fringe the northern
curve of the Bay of Cadiz; to the right extend the lovely reaches of the
river, with Bonanza in the distance; the blinding white of house walls,
rising tier on tier, is relieved by the sapphire and allurement of water.
Giant aloes and palms are visible; gardens and orange groves circle the
white town, which recalls Moorish Africa rather than Spain. The sun
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beats hard on Sanltcar, maturing the grapes of its vineyards, deepen-
ing the scent of its orange blossoms, tanning the skins of its inhabitants,
and producing everywhere a riot of color.

It was especially hot and colorful on that afternoon of mid-Septem-
ber, as two Franciscan monks gazed down at the harbor from a parapet
near the church of Our Lady of the West. In twenty years, since the
Admiral had sailed from Sanlicar on his third voyage to the New
World, the port had become increasingly a point of departure for west-
bound fleets making for Grand Canary and the Indies. Today it was
alive with craft taking on cargo and readying gear for the outward voy-
age, the last to Santo Domingo before winter. Caravels—two- or three-
masted, with cocked-up lateen yards on the mizzen—several larger
carracks, some lighter brigantines, clustered in the harbor and were
connected with the beach by numerous rowboats loaded or empty. But
the overseas fleet made up only a part of the shipping. French galleasses,
British barks, flyboats, and foists, fat-bellied traders from Holland,
Italian galleys and feluccas, rode at anchor in the cosmopolitan medley.
With their high poops and forecastles, they resembled a flock of sway-
backed ducks.

Crews were busy with lading and tackle; hulls were being tarred; a
couple of vessels had been beached for greasing below the water line.
The sun played on gilded beakheads and varicolored canvas; it flashed
on armor and kindled the blues, reds, and yellows of costume; it
brought out the gaudy Saint Christopher on the mainsail of an incom-
ing ship and the colored pennons of her topmasts.

The agglomeration of wooden shacks, a quarter of a mile deep, which
occupied the space between waterfront and town, and which housed a
community of international riffraff infamous even in that age, now
hummed like a fair. Sailors, merchants, hidalgos, mountebanks, ped-
dlers, charlatans, prostitutes, and thieves, thronged between the squalid
huts. A din composed of every sound possible to human lungs floated
up to the brothers of Saint Francis, leaning next to each other against
the parapet.

As seen from behind by a couple of beggars lounging on the church
steps, the two monks offered a droll contrast. One of them was broad
of shoulder and beam, with too short a robe that displayed his big,
naked calves; while the other, slender and tall, wore a habit too long
for him. Though he kept hitching it up under the rope around his
waist, it slipped down again and looked frayed and dusty at the skirts.

“See that caravel?” said the burly monk, pointing. “She’s the Boni-
face. Her master’s Jorge Santerra, a good friend of mine. She’s a bitch
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in rough weather, but seaworthy for all that. Damn me, the sight of her
turns me homesick! I’ll bet you ten pesos she makes port first and skims
the cream off the market. Ten yellow clinkers she does!”

He scratched his thigh and continued to gaze.

The other asked, “Where’s our ship, the Julia—the Genoese? I don’t
see her.”

“Over behind the French galleass,” his companion answered.
“There’s her topmast.” Then abruptly, as if to get something that was
difficult to say over with, “But—well—as a matter of fact, your ship,
not mine. Mine’s the Boniface. Tell you the truth, I paid my passage
money this morning to Santo Domingo.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m not for Italy, after all.”

A bleak pause. The slender monk hitched his robe. “But I thought—"

“Yes, by God, I know,” the other burst out. “Devil take me for a
quitter! But I can’t help it. It’s the feel of the west wind, maybe, or the
sight of the ships, the talk on the beach. Italy’s an old road; I want new
ones.” And when silence fell again, he added, “Don’t you feel it your-
self?”

The younger man nodded. “Seguro. Who wouldn’t, in this kettle?”
He jerked his chin toward the harbor. “Everybody gets the fever.”

“All right then, how about your coming along with me?”

“You know the answer to that, Juan Garcia. If Father’s still living, he
expects me in Italy. I can’t fail him. Besides,”” Pedro went on, as if argu-
ing with himself, “what’s the itch that’s got hold of those people down
there? Gold. Why are they sailing for the Islands? Gold. What’s the
only thing they think about, talk about every cursed minute? Gold.
Well, maybe there’s something else in life.”

His voice hesitated and died out. His eyes were on the west.

His companion brought a heavy fist down on the parapet. “Yes, son
Pedro, and there’s a lot to be said for gold. It got us out of Jaén, and
it’s the one thing that can get you back there—I mean on horseback,
riding high, avenged, honored, reinstated, which is what you hanker
for. But you’re wrong about that crowd for the Islands. We talk gold,
but we mean something more. Gold’s the excuse.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know—call it urge, curiosity—I don’t know.”

Without realizing it, Garcia had touched on what gave real signifi-
cance to the crowded harbor. Behind this western beach lay all the
past of the white race: its wars and wanderings, its unceasing nostalgia
for beyond-the-horizon, its inveterate dissatisfaction with what it was or
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had or knew. Having reached the limits of its continent, it could not
stop there. Avaricious, cruel, brutal, blind, but always doing and daring,
it was driven to set out on crazy planks for unknown continents, differ-
ent from other races only in this, that it has been the supreme tool of
the obscure, creative purpose expressing itself in life.

Pedro de Vargas responded to the vibration. Since reaching Sanlicar,
he had felt the drag of the current setting west. If he stuck to the plan
for Italy, it was by an effort of will.

“Vaya,” he muttered, “good-by will come hard, Juan Garcia.”

More than hard—unthinkable. The long road across Spain, stealing,
begging, hiding, bluffing; fear and fun; robust comradeship, had bound
the two men closer than brothers. And now during these last days at
Sanlicar, safe in the godless fraternity of the waterfront, monks by day,
rufflers by night, rich from the proceeds of Garcia’s bill of change, they
had tasted together the joy of success; they had reached the sea, out-
witted pursuit. Pedro thought of the Genoese galley without Garcia,
the strange faces. Italy meant the past, the conventional. He thought
with an ache of his friend heading west, of the fleet with its billowing
sails and expectant decks. “Land, ho!” The new, uncharted world!

Garcia swallowed and frowned. “I’d go with you, boy, but it’s no use.
What does Italy offer a plain man like me? To shoulder a pike or
scratch fleas in some big lord’s guardroom. I have no kinsmen cardinals
to give me a leg up like you have. Sure—you wouldn’t forget me, but
I’d be a sow’s ear. It’s different in the Islands. Nobody has any kinsmen,
and tomorrow counts more than yesterday. We won’t talk about
good-by, though—not yet.”

“The galley sails in two days.”

A fatalist, Garcia shrugged his shoulders. “That’s a long time,
brother.”

The great point about life on the beach at Sanltcar was the unani-
mous antipathy to law and its agents that prevailed there. The beach
had its own law—that of survival. The weakling was fair game. Every-
one kept a speculative eye on his neighbor and a vigilant guard of his
own purse and throat. But as most of those who frequented the shacks
along the water had cheated the hangman somewhere or other, they
were united by a common prejudice. No sensible bailiff poked his nose
into the narrow ways between the hovels; no informer of the Holy
Office kept his health in that uncongenial air; stool pigeons were almost
unknown. The Brethren of the Beach furnished crews, loaded and un-
loaded cargoes, drifted in and out on ships, and had no truck with
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righteousness or its tools. Between them and the authorities of San-
lacar existed a policy of hands-off. Let a hard-pressed criminal once
dive beneath the scum of that sanctuary, and he was safer than if he
embraced the high altar of any church in Spain.

It was not to the credit of Juan Garcia and Pedro de Vargas that
this community accepted them without question from the moment of
their arrival, dusty, hard, and tattered. Outlaws have a flair for each
other. The connoisseurs of the beach knew them at once for desperate
men like themselves, men with the kind of past that earned them the
liberty of the waterfront. It made no difference that the hidalgo stuck
out all over young de Vargas: to be a ruffian was the main thing, and
no prejudice existed against noble ruffians. What counted was the cold
alertness of his eyes (no longer half so young as they had been two
months before), the size of his wrists, the length of his reach, the down-
ward hook at the corners of his mouth, and his quickness of movement.
He played cards or dice with distinction. A hint of danger clung to him.
They called him “Pelirrojo,” Redhead, respectfully.

The beach minded its own business. What bond existed between
de Vargas and an old-timer like “the Bull,” as Garcia was nicknamed,
or what the pair had been up to back in Spain, did not concern any-
body. That de Vargas made inquiries about an Indian servant named
Coatl, who had managed to sign up as gromet on a ship for the Islands
a month earlier, roused a mild but not inquisitive interest. That he and
Garcia left the shacks at times, disguised in the robes of the two monks
whom they had stripped on the way to Sanlicar, did not cause remark,
for it was a place used to disguises. Of course they took care that no
one knew of their trip to the Medici banker’s in Cadiz or that they
carried the value of eight hundred castellanos concealed on their per-
sons, since knowledge of that sort provoked murder.

On the evening of the day when they had stretched their legs by
walking up to the church of Our Lady of the West, the Redhead and
the Bull, once more in layman’s clothes, took their ease at the Venta
de los Caballeros in the place of shacks.

The tavern consisted of a line of sheds pieced together and com-
pletely open on the harbor side. A hundred yards from them lay the
water and the far scattering of ships. As twilight deepened, it was hard
to tell where the sand ended, for sand and water merged in a wide
plain overarched by the evening sky. Lights began to appear on the
anchored vessels. The noises of day lapsed into silence broken by iso-
lated voices, laughter, tinkle of instruments and snatches of song. An
offshore wind, languid with the smell of orange groves, sweetened the
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odors of tar and fish alongshore. The Andalusian night, mysterious
and star-heavy, was already closing in.

A mixed company occupied the line of tables. Englishmen, Dutch-
men, French, Portuguese, Italians, and even Greeks from the Levant,
spoke their own languages or joined, if necessary, in the lingua franca
of the ports, which was a mixture of all languages. Costume kept pace
with the diversity of tongues. At the moment, a common interest in
food and drink muffled the jumble of voices; but hubbub would swell
later, when stomachs were filled and the dicing and fighting started.

Next to Pedro at table sat Luis Casca, surnamed “Nightingale” be-
cause of his gentle voice, which could utter abominations as if making
love. He had lost one ear and wore his hair in a blob over that spot.
From the lobe of the other dangled a woman’s pearl earring. His hand-
some Sicilian face was marred by a scar from forehead to chin. Other-
wise he looked like a sentimental girl, except when he used his knife.

El Moro, a spade-bearded man of few words, sat next to Garcla
across the board. He had spent five years as a slave in the Moorish
galleys and had earned his nickname from that ordeal. Lacking several
teeth, he had the habit of making sucking sounds with his lips. He had
small, button-hard eyes. It was said that the whip marks on his back
were too many to count. Both he and Casca were sailing with the
Indian fleet and had been drawn to Garcia because of the latter’s ex-
perience in the Islands.

They were listening to a discourse upon how two enterprising, stout-
hearted men with little capital could best establish themselves in land
and Indians; and how one lucky evening at cards or a successful venture
to the Mainland could set a man up for life, when Garcia, springing to
his feet, all but overturned the table.

“Hola, Jorge Santerra!” he roared. “Hola, comrade!” And stopping
the master of the Boniface, who was lumbering by, he drew him to the
table. “Here’s the gentleman who can tell you boys the news. He’s
fresh from Cuba. That’s a better lay for your money than Santo
Domingo. Bigger and more land. I’'m heading there myself. Tell ’em
what you told me this morning, Jorge. You’ll take a cup of wine with
us.”

“Not your stripe of wine, by God,” returned the seaman, for Garcia’s
eccentricity in respect to water drinking was notorious. “If you can
favor me with a pint of manzanilla, I'll spend a minute with you; but
I’'m expected for supper in the town.”

The edge to this was that shipmasters, being people of consequence,
did not mingle with the rank and file. It added to Garcia’s prestige that
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such a bigwig condescended to sit with him, and the men at near-by
tables stared.

Jorge Santerra was short and squat. He wore a red scarf on his head
and a landgoing hat over it, a combination which gave him a top-heavy
appearance. His face and hands had the look of pale old leather criss-
crossed with a web of wrinkles. His eyes, impersonal and remote, gave
the impression that he was always looking into the distance.

“These gentlemen,” Garcia went on, after the shipmaster had taken
a seat, “‘are bound for the Islands. That is, two of them are. My young
pal here sails for Italy.”

“Ah,” grunted Santerra without comment. He intended no slight,
but was plainly uninterested in Italy. His glance excluded Pedro, while
patronizing the Moor and the Nightingale as men headed in the right
direction.

“They’re shipping on the Ferdinand,” Garcia explained. “I’'m telling
them that the big chances lie west. Santo Domingo’s old stuff. What
was the gossip you were giving me from Cuba?”

Talk dropped off at neighboring tables, and men listened intently
to the seaman’s answer, though Santerra pretended to be unconscious
of them.

“Well,” he returned after drinking, “you know that Hernandez
de Cérdoba last year discovered land twenty days west of Cape San
Antonio de Cuba. Called it Yucatan. Thought maybe it was an island,
but a big one, for he never got round it. Said there’s a town there that
they named Grand Cairo on account of its size. Stone buildings with
idols in them, Indians wearing clothes, cultivated fields, and—what’s
most to the point—gold. In short, Cuba has nothing like it. A land of
bloodthirsty people, though. Cérdoba got back with twelve wounds in
his body, and died two weeks later.”

“Yes,” nodded Garcia, “I knew him.”

“So, in May of this year, Diego Veldsquez—the governor of Cuba,
gentlemen—sent his nephew, Juan de Grijalva, with four ships to take
another look. Grijalva wasn’t back when I sailed; but one of his
caravels came in, Pedro de Alvarado commanding, with reports of the
voyage.”

Santerra paused a moment for effect.

“Sefior! He brought gold to the value of fifteen thousand pesos. Fif-
teen thousand pesos! Got in no time at all for a handful of glass beads.
Hijos, the country must be lousy with gold. And it’s not an island, but
a continent. They heard of wonders beyond the mountains.”

A deep hush followed. Several men from other tables edged closer
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and formed a spellbound circle. El Moro sucked at the gap between
his teeth. The Nightingale’s lips were moist. Pedro de Vargas’s eyes,
showing more green than usual, were riveted on the speaker.

“Yes, friend,” Santerra went on to Garcia, “you’re right. It’s the
West every time. When I left Cuba, all the talk was about the big
armada that Velasquez is fitting up to take over the new land before
someone else gets the jump on him. He wasn’t waiting for Grijalva to
come back. Everybody who could lay hands on cash or equipment was
buying himself into the venture. Mortgaging, borrowing—Lord! you
can get an estate with slaves at a bargain in Cuba now, if you’ve got
ready money. As for politics—the big planters scheming for the com-
mand! They’re around the governor like a pack of dogs after meat. But
the talk was that Hernan Cortés would get it. He’s rich and has influ-
ence with the governor.”

For some reason, the name Cortés struck a familiar note in Pedro’s
mind; but at first he could not remember where he had heard it. Then
with a pang he recalled the last family evening at the pavilion and his
father’s fulminations against the Indies. The ne’er-do-well son of
Martin Cortés de Monroy had evidently come up in the world. Talk
about a career! What could Italy offer more than this, to be Captain
General of an armada out for the conquest of infidel lands? What profit
and honor! Compared with taking part in such an expedition, even a
place in the Chevalier Bayard’s company of lances seemed insipid.

Someone was asking about Cortés.

“I don’t know him myself,” replied the shipmaster. “Saw him once
with other hidalgos at the posada in Santiago, and I've carried a cargo
of his hides. He made his money in cattle. A good-looking gentleman;
very humorous, they say, and popular—especially with the ladies.” San-
terra stuck his tongue in his cheek and winked.

“But can he fight?”’ asked one of the audience, a flashy ruffian in
parti-colored hose and with a black beard. “From what you say about
Yucatén, it’'ll take more than a ladies’ pet and jelly-belly to win it. Is
he a captain? ’Steeth! he sounds like a rich slob.”

Santerra emptied his cup, gave the other a glance, and said, “He
looks like a captain.” Then to Garcia, “Thanks for the drink, brother.
I’'m going. By the way, the fleet sails in two squadrons. Be on board
tomorrow. We leave with the ebb.”

“Sefior shipmaster,” Pedro asked suddenly, “do you suppose the
armada for Yucatan has already sailed from Cuba?”

He was aware of the question in Garcia’s eyes. He felt that the rest
of his life depended on that moment. If Santerra answered yes, he
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would go to Italy; if it was no, if there was a chance of his reaching
Cuba in time, he would sail westward with the fleet tomorrow. Garcia
wanted him, would stake him to the passage. In view of such a prospect,
even his father would approve. He would send a letter at random by
the master of the Julia. His imagination leaped the sea to an unknown
harbor, then beyond to the lands of gold. It brought him back to Spain,
wealthy, famous, exonerated. It threw open the doors of the Carvajal
Palace, where Luisa waited.

The shipmaster had got up, but he paused a moment.

“It takes time to fit out vessels, lay in stores, raise funds, muster a
company. And Cuba isn’t Spain. No” (Pedro’s heart beat faster), “I
hardly think they’ll sail before the end of the year.”

“And you reach Santo Domingo when?”

“By All Saints, God willing.”

“Have you room for me on the Boniface?”

“I thought—"

Garcia interrupted. “Has he room for you! Viva! Let me hug you!
Yes, son, he has room for you on the Boniface.”

Santerra grinned. “That settles it. Hasta mafiana, caballeros.”
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Part Two

XXVI

O~ A morning of late November in the year 1518, a crowded pinnace
entered the harbor three miles from Trinidad de Cuba and discharged
its passengers, a group from Santiago.

The report went up to the quarters of Captain General Cortés that
several volunteers from Santo Domingo had reached Santiago only to
find the fleet gone, and that they had chartered the pinnace to bring
them on to Trinidad. Their leader was an old-timer, one of Columbus’s
men, Juan Garcia, who had had an allotment of Indians and land near
Isabella. It was good news too that they had brought a horse on the
pinnace, a tall sorrel by the name of Soldan.

They begged leave to wait upon the General and pay their respects.
Whereupon, Gonzalo de Sandoval was dispatched by Cortés to welcome
them.

Sandoval met the new arrivals as they were trudging up the palm-
shaded valley, and he swung from his saddle, cap in hand. They were
suiting their pace to that of their horse, who was still stiff from the voy-
age. Sandoval’s eyes took in the animal almost sooner than the men,
for a horse rated high in the expedition; but he did not forget his
courtesy.

“Ha, gentlemen!” he said. “Welcome to Trinidad!” Then, more
formally, he introduced himself.

He was a compact, muscular young man with slightly bandy legs,
curly brown hair, and the beginnings of a beard. His eyes were clear,
direct, and soldierly. His voice sounded rough, and he stammered a
little when embarrassed. 4

“The General sends his compliments and desires your attendance,”
he added.

Garcia, taking a step in front, acted as spokesman. The others were
presented, made a leg, and bowed.
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A mixed group, thought Sandoval. Garcia, the typical seaman-
yeoman of the Islands, consorted strangely with the others. Sefor
Nightingale Casca and Sefior El Moro had plainly cheated the gallows.
In Pedro de Vargas, Sandoval recognized the aristocrat, a fellow
hidalgo. His square hand gripped Pedro’s cordially; his eyes warmed.
They were about of an age, he and de Vargas.

“That’s a good horse,” he remarked, unable longer to put off in-
specting the new mount.

“Not a patch on yours,” rumbled Garcia.

Sandoval smiled. “Well, perhaps not. Motilla’s hard to beat. But this
is a good horse.” He poked judiciously. The sorrel bared his teeth. “Ha,
bite, would he?” The sorrel tried to wheel. “Ha, kick, would he? A
good horse! A horse of spirit!” He clapped his hand on the beast’s
haunches. “Are you his owner, sir?”

“Yes,” said Garcia—*“that is, my friend and I own him together.”
He shot a warning glance at Pedro not to deny it. “But he’ll do the rid-
ing of him. He’s the horseman. No horse for me and no sore buttocks as
long as I have my two legs, por Dios!”

It was usual enough to share a horse in the army. Sandoval laughed.
“Well, gentlemen, take my advice and keep away from the dice-box.
There’re a good many here who'll try to win him from you, one way
or another.”

Walking uphill, they now came into full view of Trinidad, which
already called itself a city, with its stockaded fort, its roughly built
houses on the Spanish model, edging the plaza-commons, and among
them a church, a tavern, and the residence of the alcalde.

The square buzzed with people, the townsfolk intermingling with
seamen and soldiers from the fleet. Some strolled arm in arm; others
merged with larger groups, or came and went through the doors of the
tavern; bronzed veterans of other expeditions; women camp followers
equally tanned and tough; newcomers from Spain; flower-decked
Indian girls, plump and barelegged, at the side of white husbands or
paramours; here and there the somber robe of a friar; hidalgos from
country estates, with now and then a Castilian wife; natives carrying
bundles on their heads; a blending of costumes and nakedness, clatter
of tongues and accents.

“That’s the General’s banner,” remarked Sandoval, pointing to a
black velvet flag, edged with gold, that floated on the offshore wind in
front of one of the better houses. It looked funereal at a first glimpse
but showed sparkles of color on second view. Unfolding to the gusts
of the breeze, it displayed the royal arms of Spain and, joined with
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them, a crimson cross girt with white and blue flames, having a motto
in gold letters underneath.

“How does it read?”” asked de Vargas.

Sandoval swelled a little. “It reads, Brothers and comrades, let us
follow the Cross with true faith, and in this sign we shall conquer.
Good-looking, isn’t it? The General designed it himself. Hola! We’re
just in time for the cry. We have it three times a day. Listen.”

Prefaced by an urgent roll on a long drum (the drummer plying
his sticks like mad), a great-voiced crier, stationed next to the flag-
pole, shouted his oyez:—

“Hear ye! Hear ye! Hear ye! In the King’s name! Know everyone
that the fleet now in Trinidad harbor sails by the authority of His Ex-
cellency, the Governor, to the West, for trade, settlement, and discovery,
under the command of Hernando Cortés, Alcalde of Santiago Baracoa.
Enroll for God and King under this his banner! Carry the light of our
Blessed Faith to those in heathen darkness! Win lands and profit, gold
and treasure for our gracious King, Don Carlos, and for yourselves!
Join the cavaliers from Santiago, who invite you of Trinidad, you of
Sancti Spiritus, and of this district, to be their comrades in arms!
Eleven stout ships! Big returns for all monies ventured! Do not delay!
Enlist under the banner of Hernan Cortés, Captain General!”

“We’re getting to be an army,” Sandoval went on when the procla-
mation ended. “Only three hundred left Santiago; but we’re four hun-
dred now, not counting seamen and Indian servants. Pedro de Alvarado
and his brothers joined up from here. He was on the expedition with
Grijalva, you know. Cristébal de Olid’s from Trinidad too, and Alonso
de Avila, Juan de Escalante, Ortiz the Musician—" Sandoval men-
tioned other names. “I got in yesterday from Sancti Spiritus with
Alonso Hernidndez de Puertocarrero, Roderigo Rangel, and Juan
Velasquez de Leén. They shot off the cannon for us. More are coming.
We plan to stop off down the coast and pick up others at San Cristébal
de la Habana.”

“What do you think of the General?”” asked Garcia, putting his finger
at once on the main point; for an expedition was a kind of military
stock company, each member of it profiting in proportion to his invest-
ment; and as its leader had the functions of a general manager, every-
thing depended on his ability. “I’ve known plenty of captains and gen-
erals in my time—QOjeda, Ponce de Leén, Nicuesa, Cérdoba, not to
mention Grijalva. Good men but not good enough. Never quite hit
the clout, you understand. How’s Cortés?”

“Wait till you’ve met him!” In his enthusiasm, Sandoval, who was
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leading his horse out of deference to the newcomers, stopped dead and
tapped Garcia on the chest with an emphatic forefinger. “Sefior, there’s
a man for anybody’s money. Doesn’t let the grass grow under his feet,
I can tell you. Sleeps with one eye open. Knows when to take a chance,
if you follow me, but he looks ahead too and thinks out every detail.”
Sandoval grinned and slapped his leg. “Hear about the sailing from
Santiago?”

“Como no!” said Garcia. “Heard nothing else when we got there.
Governor Velasquez tried to double-deal Cortés out of the command
at the last moment, didn’t he?”

“He did, and be damned to him! Call that justice, when the Gen-
eral has put more into this venture than anybody else? His last peso,
they tell me. And that isn’t the worst of it. Veldsquez sends a fellow
here, ordering the alcalde, Francisco Verdugo, to arrest him and send
him back to Santiago. By Ged, the alcalde knows better! We’d sack the
town. We’re betting our lives on Hernan Cortés and no other. That is,
most of us are,” Sandoval added, “because you’ll always find a few
sorcheads. Hombre! It must have been a night in Santiago! Cortés
hustling the men on board, buying out the town market for supplies.
Then next morning, Veldsquez on the jetty: Cortés in the ship’s boat.
Ha, ha! Good-by, Your Excellency! I tell you, sefiores, you've got to
get up early to steal a march on the General.”

Garcia pointed at the extra thick wheeling of Cuba’s guardian buz-
zards over the outskirts of the town. “Slaughtering, eh?”

Sandoval nodded. “Yes, hogs. We’re laying in enough salt pork and
cassava bread for a three months’ stretch. As to equipment, listen to
the blacksmiths’ shops. They’re at it day and night.”

They started threading their way across toward the General’s
quarters.

“Hola, Isabel.” Sandoval smiled at a full-blown wench with an enter-
prising eye who stared hard at the strangers. “Seeking grist for your
mill, eh? Gentlemen, this is Isabel Rodrigo, one of our ladies.”

The girl simpered and bobbed. Pedro stared a question.

“Yes, our ladies,” repeated Sandoval. “We’ve got a few in the army,
some married and some in hopes of it, eh, Isabel? By God, I think
they’ll get more gold out of Yucatidn, one way or another, than any
cf us.”

She stuck out her tongue at him. Her gaze faltered between Pedro
and Nightingale Casca. She decided on Casca and gave him an in-
tense glance. The Sicilian answered in kind.

“Now, now!” Sandoval put in. “We’re due at the General’s. Business
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before pleasure. Be off with you, muchacha!” He gave her a playful
smack on the behind, dodged a return cuff, and walked on. “Be care-
ful, man,” he remarked to Casca.

The other got the point and nodded thoughtfully.

Crossing the square, Pedro was struck by the number of young men
in the crowd, most of them near his own age. He did not reason about
it; but anyone of more experience could have told him that youth was
the chief characteristic of this or any other expedition in the New
World: youth with its qualities good and bad, its dash and dare, fickle-
ness and passion; its confused motives of gold, fame, or religion, against
the background of still recent chivalry; youth, credulous of rumor.
From Santo Domingo to Cuba, Pedro had heard the tales of an un-
known world in the West, mysterious as the planet Mars: tales of
elephant-eared people and others with dog faces; countries inhabited
by Amazons. Anything might wait beyond the western water.

A rumble of voices sounded from the General’s house, laughter, and
a scuflling of feet. Leaving Soldan and Motilla in the keeping of an
Indian servant, they were about to enter when a couple of brawny
fellows wearing earrings shouldered into them with never an apology
and walked off singing, arm in arm. The passage beyond was filled with
men, gossiping, disputing; it smelled of sweat and leather. Sandoval
forced a good-natured way through the crowd, exchanging quips and
greetings as he went.

So this, Pedro thought, was the moment he had imagined two
months ago on the beach at Sanltcar. Between now and then lay the
discomforts and alarms of the voyage, the thousand new impressions,
the landing in Santo Domingo, the hot haste to find passage to Cuba,
the disappointment at Santiago, the last suspense of the chase along the
coast in fear of missing the fleet after all. He wondered now if it had
been worth the effort. Trinidad, the tough-looking, boisterous colonials,
who were evidently to be his companions, did not attract him. Even
Sandoval had the voice of a bull-herder and a homemade doublet. Not
for the first time, he regretted Italy.

“Blast my guts!” roared a voice. “There’s Bull Garcia!”

A burly man, with one shoulder higher than the other, pushed for-
ward and stuck out a hairy paw.

“Humpback Nojara!” returned Garcia, shaking hands. “Well, well,
Humpback! It’s a long time since Veragua, eh? Hope we have better
luck this voyage. See you when I’ve talked with the General.”

Following Sandoval, they entered a good-sized room on the left, sim-
ilarly filled with men but of a different condition from those outside.
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They were evidently officers of the expedition. Though their clothes
were provincial and far from the latest cut, there was*still a showing of
velvet and colors, steel and gold. A group at a table had their heads
together over a map. Several others played cards.

Pedro wondered who was the Captain General, for no one seemed
to have particular authority. Catching Sandoval’s eyes, he looked in-
quiringly at a tall, blond man, magnificent in crimson, with a gold
chain around his neck and a big diamond ring on his forefinger, the
most conspicuous person in the room. Sandoval shook his head. “Pedro
de Alvarado,” he whispered. “A grand gentleman. You’ll like him—
everyone does. That’s Cristébal de Olid,” he added with a glance at a
dark, sinewy man overlooking the card game. “A good swordsman.
And that’s Juan Velasquez de Leén.” He pointed out a thick-set, bold-
looking soldier with a red beard. “Those gentlemen are Diego de Ordas
and Francisco de Morla, the Governor’s people.” He mentioned other
names.

One of the group around the map looked up.

“Ha, son Sandoval!”

The speaker was tall, slender, dark, and singularly pale; but his
broad shoulders and long arms suggested physical strength. Though
apparently still in his early thirties, he gave somehow the impression of
being older. Through his thin beard, a scar showed reaching down from
his lower lip. Facing him, Pedro met the level impact of his eyes, as he
straightened up from the map. They were grave eyes, but with a
friendly twinkle in them, a twinkle of personal interest and under-
standing. Instinctively de Vargas knew that this was the General.

“So you’ve brought the gentlemen.” Rounding the table, Cortés held
out both hands. “Sefior Garcia, eh? I’ve heard much of you, sir—and
all good. We’ve been neighbors, so to speak, back in Santo Domingo.
But on my conscience, haven’t we met? Didn’t you pass through Azta
in 1508? I was a boy then, no older than Sandoval.”

“Yes,” nodded Garcia, his broad face beaming with gratification.
“I was in Azta in 1508, after the Indian revolt. Only twenty-five at
the time. What a memory Your Excellency has!”

“One doesn’t easily forget a man of your build and carriage, sir. I
hope you’re with us in this venture? Good! You never made a sounder
investment, Senor Garcia. Every maravedi you lay out now will net
you a thousand. At the least. At the least, I say. Torrazas”—he nodded
to a man with an inkhorn at a side table—*"inscribe my friend, Juan
Garcia, on the roll of the company. Take good note of his commltment
And these other gentlemen?”
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The Nightingale and the Moor, as Sandoval presented them, each
received a personal welcome. They were caught up by the General’s
eye and made one of his fellowship. His warm, quiet voice heated them
like wine. Here was no stiff-necked hidalgo looking down his nose at
common people. He was a man you could talk to, a man like yourself
in spite of his blood. The Moor and the Nightingale grinned and
glowed.

“Pedro de Vargas of Jaén,” said Sandoval.

Cortés’s manner changed slightly. From bluff, he turned polished.
Pedro’s bow showed a breeding different from the others’.

“From Jaén? Are you by chance a relative of the famous captain
of that name, Francisco de Vargas?”’

As spring after winter, a golden echo from the past, the reference to
his father lifted Pedro’s heart.

“His son, senor.”

“By my conscience!” Pedro found himself in a steel-like embrace.
“Our fathers were friends, though mine never reached the eminence of
yours. Alvarado, Veldsquez, Ordas—gentlemen, here’s a good omen!
The son of Francisco de Vargas joins our company. From the look of
him, he has his father’s spirit.”

Salutations were exchanged. Even the group at cards paused to stare.

“Your illustrious father is well?”” asked Alvarado.

“When I last saw him,” Pedro evaded.

Cortés remarked, “I hope it will please you to act as one of my
equerries. No doubt your merit will soon raise you to a command.”

Pedro thought that he had never met anyone so winning. Cortés
fascinated with a charm that made men eager to serve him, made them
feel important.

“I should like nothing better, sir,” he answered. “But I am with Juan
Garcia. It is entirely at his charges that I came to the Islands—"

“Nonsense, Your Excellency!” Garcia interrupted. “The boy’s inde-
pendent of me, as far as that comes to. If you take him, you’ll have an
equerry who knows how to use his weapons.”

Cortés smiled. “I’ll borrow him then. Meanwhile, you and he do me
the honor of dining today at my table. He can take up his duties
tomorrow. I want your advice on the stores. And show me this new
horse you’ve brought. We’ve room for one more manger on the flag-
ship.”

Pedro forgot his qualms of a few minutes past. A spark had passed
from the General to himself. He looked at the future once more through

a rainbow.
?
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As for Cortés, while enlisting four new men in the army, he had
added four devotees to his personal service.

XXVII

DurinG the next few days, Pedro worked harder than ever before in
his life. He sometimes wondered whether it did not detract from the
dignity of a gentleman to oversee the salting down of pork and the
lading of vats in the ships, or to dicker for poultry and cassava bread
with grasping settlers of the neighborhood, or to sweat under the
tropical sun on endless plebeian errands. But with a captain general
who kept his eye on these and a thousand other details and who was
pedantically thorough about trifles, he had no choice. If Pedro worked,
he had to admit that his commander worked twice as hard; if he
drudged and sweated, he did no more than Cortés himself. This was
an antidote to romantic dreams of adventure. He began to learn that
glory depended on salt pork and equipment, on minute planning and
careful arithmetic.

“Quien adelante no mira atrds se queda,” as Garcia put it. “He who
does not look forward remains behind. And that,” Garcia added en-
thusiastically, “our General has no intention of doing, by God.”

Pedro soon found that the admiration one felt for Cortés, rather than
love, was the secret of his power—admiration for the man’s ability,
force, and vision. It was probable that a selfish unscrupulousness lay
behind his charm: but, even though conscious of being used as a tool,
one still willingly served him.

One of Pedro’s chief duties was to stand guard over the military
chest. “It shows the trust I have in you, de Vargas,” the General would
say. “I’d ask a wolf to play nursemaid to a lamb sooner than leave this
to most of our good companions. Keep your eyes peeled. You’re guard-
ing the mainspring of the army.” And tapping the box, which gave
back a rather hollow sound, he added characteristically, “On my honor,
you’ll soon have a lot more than this to guard. My word! Tons of gold!
I pledge my beard that you’ll have your share of it too—depend on me
—agold to your elbows.”

Though busy, they were pleasant days at Trinidad, days of comrade-
ship and responsibility. After his escape from arrest in Spain, Pedro
rejoiced at being enrolled in a legitimate undertaking. He was now in
the King’s service, even if under false pretenses.
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The fact that it was under false pretenses cast the only shadow upon
his present life in the camp. If Cortés knew that the Inquisition was
on Pedro’s and Garcia’s traces, he could not compromise the expedition
by enrolling them. As a dutiful son of the Church, he would be bound
to arrest and hand them over. Not until the fleet had finally sailed for
Yucatan could Pedro feel entirely safe.

Whenever he spoke to Garcia about it, the latter only laughed. “Boy,
we’ve got the Ocean Sea between us and Jaén. The Santa Casa hasn’t
grown wings yet. Not by a long shot. Forget it. We’re in the New
World.”

But, perhaps as a nervous aftermath of the experience in Jaén, the
dread hung on. Pedro tried to forget it, but a premonition of something
impending stalked behind him. On the eve of sailing, the foreboding
increased. To hide his nervousness, he wandered off by himself in the
late afternoon and climbed the slope of the Vigia hill above the settle-
ment.

At first the path wound between trees shrouded in Spanish moss,
past thickets of flowers; unseen waters sounded here and there, and the
voice of birds. Then finally he came out on the open land crowning the
summit, a dome of sky above, the immensity of the ocean beneath. A
little soothed by the exertion of the walk and by the infinite quietness,
he sank down at the foot of a solitary palm and sat staring eastward
over the Caribbean.

It brought back the picture of himself a few months ago, similarly
seated and gazing westward from the Sierra de Jaén at the beginning
of his flight with Garcia. He confronted himself across the interval of
space and time that separated one milestone from another.

At that time he had been flushed by the triumph of his escape and
of his vengeance upon de Silva. Now the feeling had strangely altered.
Not that he regretted killing the man—he would have killed him again
without hesitation—but that he had duped the coward into renouncing
God before he killed him remained an undigested lump in Pedro’s
conscience. His code did not justify such blasphemy as that. Strange,
he thought, that the one thing which should have given him the great-
est satisfaction now constantly returned to haunt him. “Renounce God,
de Silva!” The echo of his own voice kept him away from mass, kept
him awake at night. But was any punishment too great for the man?
Was hell too hot for him? Had not God used Pedro’s sword as a
righteous instrument? Then why remorse?

The faint tones of the Angelus from the distant church below
reached up to him and started another train of thought. He said his
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Ave Maria, trying to remember something that was connected with
the Angelus, something on the fringe of his mind.

Yes—Catana. He had promised to think of her every day at that
hour, and in the beginning he had kept his word. A wave of longing for
her passed over him. Though he had neglected to think of her at the
appointed time, he had still thought of her often, and always with a
warmth that was partly physical, but not merely that. A strange girl,
he reflected, unlike anybody else. He owed her his life. What had be-
come of her with that cutthroat, Soler?

The ocean, vast and infinite as the sky, shut him off from any answer.
The New World was well-named. Echoes from the Old World might
reach him after months, when the news they carried was long since
stale; or they might never reach him. Spain and Italy seemed more
remote than the figures on the moon, for at least he could see the moon.
What had happened of good or ili? Were his father and mother safe?
Did Luisa de Carvajal remember him?

He reached under his doublet for her handkerchief and spread it out
on his knee. Inevitably his mind swung back, like a compass, to its fixed
point: his one divine hour (the moonlight on the laurels of the garden,
on her face), his one devouring purpose which alone gave meaning
and a goal to life! If he gained her, he gained everything; if he lost
her, nothing mattered. For her, the gold he might win in the West;
for her, the fame.

A long shadow, advancing from the sunset, fell along the ground in
front of him, the shadow of a cowl and gown. Turning with a start, he
found himself looking up into the features of Father Bartolomé de
Olmedo, chaplain of the army.

Taken by surprise, he lost countenance a little, returned the hand-
kerchief to its place, and started to get up; but Olmedo laid a hand on
his shoulder.

“Sit still, my son. I’ll join you by your leave, and rest a moment. It’s
a fine spot you’ve chosen.”

Whereupon, Father Bartolomé seated himself shoulder to shoulder
with Pedro against the trunk of the palm and breathed a sigh of con-
tentment.

He was a square, soldierly man with a scrubby beard, frank eyes, and
an appealing smile. He wore the habit of the Order of Mercy. Cortés
often remarked that if Father Bartolomé could not convert the heathen
dogs of Yucatan, they were past praying for. Entrusted to him, the
spiritual interests of the expedition were in good hands.

The friar slipped off his sandals, complaining that the thong chafed
him, and wriggled his strong toes in relief.
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“So you’re thinking about Spain, Sefior de Vargas?” he observed.
“Seems far off, eh, and a certain young lady farther still?”

Shocked by the aptness of the remark, Pedro colored. Was the friar
a necromancer? He shot him a nervous look.

Olmedo laughed. “Vdigate Dios, when a young man, newly arrived
in Cuba, walks off by himself and sits gazing to the east with a handker-
chief on his knee, he’s probably thinking of home and sweetheart. I’'ve
been young myself and not always in orders. Cheer up. You’ll sail back
again some day with a chestful of gold and much honor. The peerless
lady will be yours. The dream will come true.” He added with a sigh,
“And afterwards, Sefior de Vargas?”

“I don’t understand.”

The other retorted, “Why not? I only meant that your dream is
attainable and wondered what would take its place afterwards. Another
lady? More wealth and fame? Because the zest of life is effort, my son,
not attainment.”

Tempted out of his reserve, Pedro smiled. “Believe me, if I get what
I long for, I'll be satisfied.”

“Ah?” said Father Olmedo. He raised his knees and sat clasping
them, his eycs on the ocean. “Well, the difference between you and me
is that I shall never get what I long for.”

To become a bishop, thought Pedro, or maybe even pope? Yes, it
did seem a far cry for a poor chaplain.

“What is that, Father, if I may ask?”

“To know God in His perfection,” said Olmedo quietly. And after
a moment, “It is unattainable. And therefore I shall be happy forever
in my dream. You see,” the friar went on in another tone, “dreams are
like carrots, and we are like mules. As long as the carrot dangies in
front of our noses, we keep going, cover ground. If we catch up with
it, we stop.”

Unused to metaphors, Pedro digested the meaning slowly.

“How did you happen to come to the Islands, Father?”

“As a witness for God.”

“To the Indians?”

Olmedo looked amused. “Yes, I came with that idea. I soon learned
that the greater need was to witness to the Spaniards.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why,” returned Olmedo, “who is more guilty: the Indian, serving
his devils through ignorance; or the Spaniard, professing Christ and
serving the devil in rape and murder, cruelty and extortion?”

The friar’s face grew darker.
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“The Indians welcomed us like children. We destroyed them by the
sword, by the lash, in the fields and in the mines. They died like flies;
soon there won’t be any more. We’ve been a plague to these islands,
God have mercy on us!”

He controlled himself with an effort. “So on this expedition, I am
chaplain to the army. It’s my flock—of wolves,” he added. “Hernan
Cortés talks of converting Indians. I’'m not nearly so much concerned
for them as for us. By God’s help, what happened here shall not happen
again.”

The words, harsh as they might be to Spanish pride, struck a respon-
sive note in Pedro. Yet it was not so much the words as the ring of
them, the emanation of Olmedo’s spirit. He sounded actually like a
good man, not good merely in the usual, but in a higher, sense; a man
one could talk to—perhaps even confess to. Maybe a priest like this
could be trusted.

De Vargas probed further. “It seems to me, Padre, that men like you
could do some witnessing in Spain. Talk about cruelty and extortion!
Holy saints! And in the Church too. I saw an auto-da-fé not so long
ago in Jaén. What do you think of the Santa Casa?”

This was the test. If Fray Bartolomé sidestepped the question, Pedro
would drop it; but Olmedo returned his gaze without blinking, though
he fingered his beard. When he spoke, it was as if he were partly
thinking aloud.

“My son, do you believe in the Holy Catholic Church?”

“I do of course.”

“There isn’t any other church, is there?”

‘(No.,’

“One church in Spain, England, France, the Empire, and Italy—
everywhere. Every Christian believes alike. Isn’t that true?”

It was before the Reformation. Pedro could answer, “Yes.”

“You wouldn’t like to see the Church, the mantle of Christ, torn
into rags and patches, would you? Instead of one sheepfold, many
folds? Would that make for harmony and peace?”

“No. But does the Santa Casa—"

“One moment. Because there are often cruel shepherds, greedy
shepherds, do you think that the office of shepherd itself should be
given up and the sheep left to wander?”

“No. But what has that to do with the Inquisition?”

“Everything. It was founded to protect the Faith—I say founded for
that purpose. It may be that it is not accomplishing its purpose; it may
be that its means are wrong; it may be that it is in the hands of evil
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shepherds. But let me say this: not all of the Santa Casa are evil men,
and not all who are condemned are innocent.”

Pedro pressed his point. “Father, what do you think of the Santa
Casa as it is now?”

Olmedo replied bluntly. “I shall not answer that question, my son,
except to an Inquisitor himself. If that time should come—” But he
broke off. “Son Pedro, let me tell you something. When we reach
Yucatédn, I shall preach the gospel; I shall do what I can to prevent
human beings from eating human flesh and making human sacrifices;
I shall overturn, when possible, the blood-filthy idols that Captain
Grijalva speaks of, for it is not fitting that men should bow down before
devils. But for the rest, I shall use love, mercy, and meekness, not the
rack and the scourge. Judge of my beliefs by my deeds. It is how we
live, not how we talk, that counts. . . . Now, let me ask you a simpler
question. Why haven’t you been to mass?”

Such transparent honesty looked through Olmedo’s eyes that Pedro
could not evade it. He felt a growing lightness. It occurred to him that
the talk they had just had would have been unthinkable in Spain.
Perhaps the New World meant something more than new land.

“I’ll tell you, Padre,” he said, “if youw’ll answer me one thing. What
do you think of a priest who uses a confession he hears against the man
who makes it?”

“That’s easy,” Olmedo nodded. “Whatever the man did, I think
that priest is damned. Now, what's on your conscience?”

“Well, then,” said de Vargas. “I, Pedro, confess to Almighty
God . . .

He told the whole story, while Olmedo listened and nodded now and
then in encouragement. What he had most feared to reveal, he told
simply and without fear, as man to man. When he had finished, he felt
as if he had been released from prison.

“You see,” he added, “I’ve put Garcia and myself in your hands.”

Olmedo’s reply was startling. “No, my son, you’ve been in my hands
since this morning.” He drew a paper from his wallet and unfolded it.
“Except for de Silva, you've told me little that I did not know; but I
wanted to hear it from your own lips. . . . Can you read Latin?”

Pedro’s heart had turned to ice. “Not well.”

“This is an order from the Bishop of ‘Santiago to Hernan Cortés for
your and Juan Garcia’s arrest at the petition of Ignacio de Lora, now
in Santo Domingo on the business of the Holy Office. What you have
told me is set forth here, though hardly from your standpoint.”

So the forebodings of the last few days had been justified. De Lora
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in the Islands! Pedro remembered now what de Silva had said about
the Inquisitor’s sailing. He and Garcia were lost. In view of this order,
Cortés and Olmedo, even if they were inclined to pity, could do
nothing.

“The General handed it to me,” Olmedo added. “He said that he
had no time today for bishops and Latin: they were my province.”

“Then he hasn’t read it yet?”

“NO.”

Pedro got up and stood a moment gazing at the ocean. In his mind,
he saw the sailing of the fleet for Yucatan without him and Garcia. He
bit his lips.

“I’'m ready, Father. What are we waiting for?”

He turned to face Olmedo, but what he saw amazed him. The friar
was tearing the Bishop’s letter across, forth and back. When he had
finished, he let the small pieces flutter down the breeze.

“So much for that!” he remarked. ‘““The equerry who brought it
wants to enroll with us. Letters can be lost. We’ll be a long time out of
Cuba.”

“We?” Pedro repeated.

“Yes, we.”

“Then, you mean—"

The friar put on his sandals and stood up. “I mean a great deal,
Pedro de Vargas. If you had not confessed, I would not have destroyed
that letter. Honesty covers a multitude of sins, and Fray Bartolomé de
Olmedo hates injustice.”

“But the General?”

“I shall tell him part of the letter—that the Bishop of Santiago sends
his blessing.”

Pedro kneeled in front of Olmedo’s brown robe.

“Father, what can I do to show you—"

“You can perform your penance, my son.”

“Yes—anything. What is it?”

Olmedo said gently, “It is to take up the burden of God’s forgiveness
and to pray for the soul of Diego de Silva.”

For a moment, Pedro did not answer. At last he said, “I swear it.”

The friar laid a hand on Pedro’s head and bent it back so that he
could look down into his face.

“Boy, it’s more of a penance than you think. God’s love is a heavy
burden. Remember that when we sail tomorrow and in the days to
come.”
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XXVIlI

Ir Ortiz the Musician had lived four centuries earlier, he would have
been called a troubadour. As it was, he had the qualities and tempera-
ment of one without the name. A gentleman and good swordsman,
half-owner of one of the sixteen horses of the expedition, the proprietor
of a comfortable hacienda near Trinidad de Cuba, he combined with
these solid assets a talent for music and song and a command of the
lute and the fiddle. He had a wide repertory of old romances and popu-
lar airs, which inspired topical ballads of his own to the amusement and
admiration of the army. A handsome man with a short, straight nose
and intense light blue eyes, he was created for the joy and sorrow of
women.

Pedro de Vargas, who had a respectful fondness for music and
poetry, but not the least skill in them, was drawn to Ortiz by the law
of opposites and sought him out with the reverence of the untalented
for the artist.

On Holy Thursday, when the fleet had been two months out of
Cuba, the two young men sat on the forecastle of the capitana, sharing
the support of the mast and within the shadow of the sail, which cut
off the burn of the April sun. The pitching of the bow kept others away
and secured them a privacy impossible in the crowded, but steadier,
waist of the ship.

Humming to himself, Ortiz plucked absent-mindedly at the strings
of his lute, absorbed in the effort of composition.

“What’s it going to be?” asked Pedro.

“I don’t know,” Ortiz murmured. “Some serenata or other. I got
the idea this morning when the sun struck those mountains over there.”

He nodded toward the near-by coast of the mainland, along which
the eleven ships of the armada, scattered irregularly over the sea, were
heading north. The land lay close enough for all eyes to make out the
sand flats with their backing of jungle, the upslope beyond that, and
at length, like clouds, the snow peaks of the interior.

“Far in the west [Ortiz hummed],
The white sierras bloom
In gold and fire
To meet the coming day . . .

Something like that. Then apply it to the lady. But I haven’t got far.
« . . Hell’s blisters! How can a man make verse with all the noise and
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stench of this cursed ship on top of him? Demonio!” He gave the
strings a resentful twang and slid the instrument between his legs.
“No use.”

Six feet below them in the waist, a throng of men babbled like frogs.
A double row along the bulwark gazed at the land, exchanging loud
comments. A dice game was in progress on one of the water casks. Bare-
footed, red-coifed seamen puttered as usual with gear and tackle. The
three horses carried by the flagship stamped in their deck stalls. Sando-
val, Garcia, and some others were cleaning their equipment to the
tune of much clanging and joking. Some of the Yucatin women, ac-
quired at Tabasco, perched on a pile of galley firewood and held court
for the lovesick; while Isabel Rodrigo and Maria de Vera, hard-pressed
by the competition, ran a court of their own at the starboard rail. The
wind from astern swept forward the smells of the ship—garlic, salt fish,
horse manure, rancid oil, and the everlasting stench of the hold. And
there were always occupants of the outboard seats hung over the rail
as a latrine.

But the effect of crowd and commotion did not stop with the waist.
Beyond rose the quarter-deck, thronged by gentlemen of the after-
guard; and beyond that again, higher than anything but the masts,
towered the poop deck with the General’s quarters, where Cortés with
the pilot Alaminos, Dofia Marina, the prize of the Indian bevy from
Tabasco, Puertocarrero, and a group of men from Grijalva’s expedi-
tion, could be seen studying the land.

“Animo, friend!” said de Vargas. “Cheer up! The words will come;
it isn’t any noisier than usual. Until they do, give me some stanzas of
that ballad about Bernardo del Carpio. You know, the one that goes:—

“En corte del Casto Alfonso
Bernardo a placer vivia . .

I love that one.”

Ortiz shook his head. “No, I'm not in the mood. Besides, it’s such
mossy old stuff. T respect the old, mark you, and at times a cantar de
gesta suits me better than anything else. But by and large I'm modern
and like the up-to-date. Why keep on about the Cid and Bernardo del
Carpio when we’re on a venture that’s ahead of any of theirs?”

Pedro felt shocked. “I’d hardly say that.”

“Well, I'll say it for you. When did the Cid or Bernardo ever start
off to win an unknown continent? When did they ever fight with forty
thousand howling savages like the handful of us did less than a month
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ago at Ciutla? When did they ever convert so many infidels as we have
since landing on Cozumel Island?”
“Still, you’d hardly call us paladins, hombre. We aren’t in that class.”
“Why not? We don’t have to be so cursed humble because we're alive
and they’re dead. How do you know that there won’t be ballads about
us sometime? For example:

“Don Pedro lays his lance in rest:
Hark to the battle cry!
He spurs his mighty horse, Soldan:
A thousand pagans die.

I tell you what, Pedrito, let’s make up a romancero of our own.”

“Is that an example of it?” Pedro grinned.

“No, seriously,” urged Ortiz, “let us give thought to it. Whenever
anything happens—hey, pronto, a ballad! What do you think ought to
be celebrated up till now?”

Lending himself to the game, Pedro ventured: “What about Alva-
rado’s looting Cozumel Island before Cortés got there and the rage the
General was in and how he made Alvarado’s people hand everything
back to the Indians?”

“No,” said Ortiz, “not epic enough. You can’t make a ballad out of
robbing a hen roost, which was about what it came to. And Alvarado’s
crowd acted like boys with their breeches down ready to be birched.
Nothing heroic in that.”

“Well, then: Olmedo preaching the Faith and the rest of us bounc-
ing the idols down the temple steps.”

“Certainly. There’s color and action. We’ll start with that one. And
we’ll add that the Indians considered their devils a weak lot when they
couldn’t even protect themselves against Redhead de Vargas and Bull
Garcia. They became good Christians in ten minutes. Ballad number
one. Next?” ;

“You know, I think Jerénimo de Aguilar deserves a romance.”

The two men glanced at a swarthy individual squatting Indian
fashion in the waist not far from Sandoval. Ordained in the Church,
he had been shipwrecked eight years ago on the shores of Yucatin and
had been the slave of a Mayan cacique until ransomed by Cortés. He
was now invaluable as an interpreter, though his Spanish had grown
rusty, and he spoke with the guttural accent of an Indian. His stories
of native barbarism fascinated the army: how all but one of his com-
panions in shipwreck had been sacrificed and eaten ; how he himself
had been fattened for the sacrifice and had escaped. But what he liked
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most to describe were the erotic temptations by Indian damsels to
which his master, the cacique, incredulous of his chastity, had exposed
him. F althful to his vow, he overcame the demon.

“Hm-m,” pondered Ortiz. “Yes, we could make a Saint Anthony
out of Aguilar. Nothing gives more of a spice to poetry than sex. . . .
Well, what next? We cross from Cozumel Island to the mainland. We
reach Tabasco. Now comes the battle of Santa Maria de la Victoria,
which deserves a half-dozen ballads.”

The poet struck an attitude and gave a mock-heroic lilt to his voice.
“The air’s a fog of sling-stones, arrows, and javelins. Seventy of us
wounded at the first volley. Foot-to-foot we meet them with their lances
and two-handed swords. (You know, Pedro, those cursed obsidian
edges cut like a razor.) They don’t enjoy our steel. Mesa lets loose his
artillery. The Indian devils yell “dlala!” and throw dust in the air to
hide their losses. They fall back to gain space for their bowmen; they
come on again. Where the deuce is the damn cavalry? Why doesn’t
Cortés charge?”’

“You know perfectly well why we didn’t,” put in Pedro. “We were
stuck in a swamp.”

“Don’t interrupt. I'm talking from the standpoint of verse. . .
We’re half-dead from heat, wounds, and exhaustion. We’re giving
ground. Then—ha!—we catch a glimpse of the horses. “Santiago, y a
ellos? . . . Now, you take it up. That’s your part.”

Pedro scratched his head. “Well, after we got out of the swamp,
there wasn’t much to it.”

“Fie!” exclaimed Ortiz. “You’ve got a prosy mind! Shocking. .
But Dofia Marina,” he added in a different tone—*‘there’s something
else.”

He gazed aft toward the poop deck, where the graceful figure of the
Indian girl stood out against the sky. She had been presented to Cortés
as a peace offering with nineteen other women after the battle. He had
handed her over to Puertocarrero, though, it was said, with an amorous
eye for her himself. She was well-bred, finely featured, and of a pale
color. It turned out that she came from the interior and belonged to
another race known as Aztecs and ruled by a kind of emperor called
Montezuma. Of noble birth, she had been sold as a child by an un-
scrupulous mother to itinerant slave dealers. Aguilar, who spoke
Mayan, could talk with her; and Cortés, who missed no openings, fore-
saw her usefulness later on as an interpreter to her own people. She and
the nineteen others, being baptized with Christian names, were now
fit for Christian embraces. But she alone was called do7a.
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“We’ll put her in—and at length,” declared Ortiz. “Also the gold
we got from the caciques. Remember, Pedro, how Aguilar got out of
them where it came from? Culta, Mexico, beyond the mountains, I
knew after that we wouldn’t be sticking in Yucatin. Remember the
General’s eyes lighting up? ‘Culta, eh? Beyond the mountains? Do you
hear, gentlemen, gold beyond the mountains?’ *

“Don’t forget our Palm Sunday procession, Ortiz. That ought to go
in,” Pedro reminded him. “The Indians couldn’t get over the white
teules carrying palms and kneeling before the Virgin and Child. We
must have converted a pack of them.”

Ortiz yawned. “Yes, and that brings us up to date: once more on
the cursed ships. There’ll be plenty to write ballads about before we
get to Culda, believe me.” His eyes wandered over the main deck below
and stopped on a man who stood talking to the dicers around the water
cask. “We’ve left out our villain, Pedrito. Got to have a villain in our
cantar de gesta. There he is.”

It was a broad-shouldered man with a curling black beard. He wore
a gilded steel cap and a flame-colored doublet with full sleeves. Stand-
ing arms akimbo and legs wide, he suited himself easily to the pitching
of the ship. He was a minor officer, Juan Escudero, a henchman of
Governor Velasquez. There were rumors of bad blood between him
and Cortés.

Escudero stood for something more dangerous than Indian armies,
something that had been growing since the battle at Ciutla and, leech-
like, was sucking away the force of the expedition. Everyone felt the
spirit of mutiny flickering here and there like a half-smothered fire. It
showed itself in grumbling, in dissension, in prudent forebodings, in
high-sounding loyalty to the Governor of Cuba. Its source was fear—
fear not only of that empire beyond the mountains, of which vague
rumors had begun to filter through, but fear also of Hernan Cortés. For
greatness cannot wholly mask itself; and greatness in a leader is not
only inspiring but, to the timid, disquieting. Of this fear and uncer-
tainty, the Velasquez faction in the army made the most.

Leaving the dice players thoughtful, Escudero sauntered on and
stopped casually next to Sandoval.

“Tending to your equipment, gentlemen? Gad, that’s sensible. I
think you’ll be needing it again.” He spoke in a fierce, somewhat halt-
ing voice.

Pedro hitched over to the edge of the forecastle to catch what he
said. Ortiz, yawning again, returned to his lute.

“So much the better,” answered Sandoval.

“There’re some who don’t agree with you.”
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“Is that so?”

“Yes. We came out here to trade, didn’t we?—and have a look at the
land. We brought enough men to protect ourselves and to hold an
outpost, not to fight pitched battles or conquer empires. That ought to
be plain to anybody but a fool. We lost some men at Tabasco, re-
member?” ‘

“It’s the luck of war.”

“Yes, young man, but we didn’t come to make war. We came to
trade—"

“Your pardon, sir,” interrupted Garcla, voicing the issue that split
the army, “we came to settle, to colonize.”

“And your pardon, sir, we did nothing of the kind. There’s not a
word about settlement in the Governor’s instructions to Cortés.”

“And there wasn’t a word about anything clse in the public cry. The
Governor heard the proclamation. Did he correct it? He did not. Do
you think five hundred good men and eleven ships sailed with the idea
of copying Grijalva forth and back? I should say not.”

“Well, sir,” retorted Escudero, “whatever their idea, there are such
things as law and obedience. We sailed under Governor Velasquez’s
orders, and I, for one, intend to obey them—Iet alone the folly of doing
anything else.”

Cold silence answered. Legally he was right, but law suffers from
distance and salt water.

From behind Pedro, Ortiz exclaimed: “I’ve got it! Here you are

Standing up, his back to the mast, the lute properly tilted, he an-
nounced to the deck below: “Ladies and gentlemen, 4 Serenata to a
Lady in Spain.” Then in a smooth baritone voice, he sang:—

b
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“Far in the West,
The white sierras bloom
In gold and fire
To meet the coming day:
So shall my heart,
O Queen of my desire,
At thy approach,
Itself in fire array.

“Far in the West,
The mighty waters bear
Our reckless sails
Of venture to the shore:
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Thus, borne on mightier tides,
My love assails

Thy love, adventuring,

Lady, evermore.

“Far in the West,
The echoes of our fate,
The do and dare,
Witness of God and Spain:
So let my song
A gentler witness bear
Across the seas,
To tell my love again.”

A roar of applause followed the singing. “By God, Ortiz,” said Juan
Pilar, who was standing near by and who had a smattering of letters,
“you’re another Orpheus. Didn’t he stand on the prow of the Argo and
speed the ship with music toward the Golden Fleece? You ought to
claim a bounty from the General.”

Ortiz, gratified, slung the lute over his shoulder. “I’ll do that, Juan.
How much do you think he’ll pay me—a maravedi?”

Bull Garcia heaved a sigh and went on cleaning his breastplate.
“Love’s one thing,” he muttered; “marriage is another.”

Pedro, still lost in the song, stared into space.

Only Sandoval, who was tone-deaf and also a privileged character,
expressed mock disapproval. “Bah!” he called out. “If you weren’t
such a good swordsman, Ortiz, I’d put you down as a chicken liver.
This lady stuff! I've never had taste for it. What do you mean by
‘Queen of your desire,” ‘borne on mightier tides’? Vete enhoramala!”

Garcia laughed. “Ask Pedro what he means. Since the Lady Luisa de
Carvajal traded him her handkerchief for half his wits, he’s been as
dame-struck as Ortiz. Friend Sandoval, I share your feeling. To the
devil with ladies! They do not fit into this part of the world. Use your
influence on Pedro.”

De Vargas continued to dangle his legs from the forecastle deck.

“Look at him!” Garcia rumbled on. “Catana Pérez, that wench in
Jaén who saved our two lives, is a pearl of a female, fit for bed, board,
or march. She’d give her soul for him. But hell! She isn’t a lady. You
couldn’t sing poetry at her.”

Sandoval grinned. “How about it, Pedro?”

De Vargas thumbed his nose in reply.
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On the afterdeck, Cortés stood with smiling, eager eyes intent on the
coast. If now and then a glance took in the ship—if he was aware of
Ortiz and de Vargas on the forecastle, of Sandoval and Garcia scrub-
bing their equipment, of Escudero making his rounds, of the ten
scattered vessels in the wake of the capitana—it was a casual glance
that showed nothing but gaiety and anticipation.

He wore a rough woolen cap, pulled down to shield his eyes from the
sun, and a seaman’s cloak to protect him from the spindrift that now
and then spat aboard from the following sea. Even the tropical glare
had not given more than a light tan to his pale cheeks.

A gaily dressed youth, who had sailed with Grijalva, Bernal Diaz
del Castillo, pointed out landmarks. A couple of others eagerly sec-
onded him with information.

“We called the mountains yonder Sierra de San Martin, my Captain.
There was a fellow in the company, named San Martin, a good sol-
dier—”

“That river?” Cortés interrupted. “Or is it a bay, forward there?”

The pilot, Alaminos, who answered, had served not only on the
Grijalva expedition, but as pilot to Columbus on his Fourth Voyage.
“No, a river.”

“The River of Banners,” went on Diaz, not to be put out of the con-
versation. “The Indians signaled us with white banners.”

“So, that’s where you went ashore, is it?”’

“Aye, sir,” put in another of the Grijalva men eagerly. “It’s where
we picked up the fifteen thousand pesos of gold in trade for a peso’s
worth of green beads. They say that it came from across the mountains,
from the king there.”

“Ha!” said Cortés. “A rich prince. And if fifteen thousand, why not
a hundred thousand, why not a million, sefiores? We might pay him a
visit unless—"’

He glanced from one to the other of the gold-hungry faces, but left
the sentence unfinished and turned to look at the coast again.

“Unless what?” demanded Puertocarrero, who stood with a languid
arm about the waist of Dofia Marina. She leaned against him, but her
handsome fawn eyes were on Cortés.

“Unless we return to Cuba, Gossip, as some of our friends require.
Far be it from me to disobey His Excellency’s orders. It could only be
on compulsion, sirs, you understand—against my will.”

His eyes, suddenly inscrutable, shifted from face to face; but the
inscrutability was intentional, and his hearers smiled. They did not
belong to the Velasquez party. In front of them, beyond the mountains,
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a land of gold; behind them, across the sea, a royal governor. No diffi-
cult choice for stout-hearted men, orders or no orders. But of the ten
ships following the capitana, four were commanded by the Governor’s
friends, and homesickness was spreading. '

“That island there?” pointed Cortés, leaving the unnecessary unsaid.

“The Isla de los Sacrificios, sir,” replied Diaz, “where we found the
heathen dogs sacrificing children to their devils.”

“Wouldn’t it be a sin beyond pardon to leave this country in dark-
ness?” said Cortés gravely. “And beyond the island lies the harbor we’re
making for?”

“Yes, San Juan de Ulda.”

“You know,” grinned Puertocarrero, twisting up his mustache, “it
reminds me of the old ballad Ortiz was singing yesterday.

“Here is France, Montesinos,
And Paris, the fair city,

And here the Duero River
Flows down to meet the sea.

Remember?”
Cortés nodded.
“How about a new verse?” added Puertocarrero.

“Behold the rich lands, Captain,
As far as eye can see,
And let not pass untaken
The chance awaiting thee.”

Knowing looks were exchanged. Cortés smiled. “I’'m as good a poet
as you are, compadre. What do you think of this?

“Luck of paladin Roldan,
God grant us mercifully:

Then do your part, brave gentlemen,
And leave the rest to me.”

He winked without winking. The teeth showed above the scar on his
lower lip. The others laughed. Disloyalty to Governor Velasquez? Not
at all. It was only verse.

“Understand, Dofia Marina?” he asked the Indian girl.

She answered eagerly, “Si, sefior,” using the two words she had
picked up.

“By my conscience,” said Cortés, “we’ll have her speaking Castilian
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in a month. . . . You know, that’s an idea of yours, friend: ‘Behold
the rich lands.” We go ashore tomorrow on Good Friday, the day of the
True Cross. If we were permitted to settle by the Governor’s orders—
and surely that must have been his intention, but I say if—we might
have called ocur town the Rich Town, Villa Rica de Vera Cruz. It
would have suited both our religion and our future. Names are-im-
portant.”

Filling his lungs with the offshore breeze, he exhaled lingeringly.
“Ah, sefiores, the smell of new lands! No fragrance like it this side of
heaven.”

-

XXIX

TuE memory of that last day on shipboard crossed Pedro’s mind more
than two months later, as he stood guard over the military chest in the
teocalli or temple enclosure at Cempoala. Perhaps what made him
think of it was the contrast between the bracing sea air, vibrant with
sunlight, and this mosquito-laden dankness of the tropical night shut in
by the pagan-smelling walls of the teocalli.

Since then the army had “compelled” Cortés to renounce his alle-
giance to the Governor of Cuba, and had set itself up as the inde-
pendent colony of Villa Rica de Vera Cruz. It had left its long encamp-
ment at San Juan de Ulba and had marched northward; a few tenta-
tive walls of the new city of Villa Rica had been built; Cortés had
made allies for himself here at Cempoala and among other Totonac
tribes along the coast, bringing them to a state of revolt against the
Aztec power of Mexico. With these and Villa Rica as a backing, the
march inland drew always nearer.

Pedro remembered the words of Cortés’s tag to the old ballad. which
had made a hit with the army:—

Luck of paladin Roldéan
God grant us mercifully . . .

He glanced at the stout chests in the center of the room, which formed
one of a line of similar rooms surrounding the temple precincts.
Though half cut off by the sharp slant of the sacred pyramid outside,
the moonlight through the doorway rested on the chests and gave them
a dreamlike, richer outline.

Talk about the luck of Roldan! Dios! If a man had half the gold in
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those boxes, he could set himself up as a prince in Spain and marry
whom he wanted. But unfortunately the plan now was to send the
whole of it to the King in order to secure recognition of the new
colony as independent of Cuba. Montejo and Puertocarrero had been
selected as representatives, and a ship would be placed at their dis-
posal. It was probably a good plan—it wouldn’t do to have Velasquez
forever on one’s tail—but the price came high and hurt like sin. The
whole intake thus far on the mainland, what every individual had
gleaned by trade with the Indians, plus Montezuma’s gifts from the still
unknown inland empire. The gifts composed by far the major part of
the treasure.

Pedro lingered over them in thought as he gazed at the chests. He
remembered most of the inventory.

One large alligator’s head of gold.

A bird of green feathers, with feet, beak, and eyes of gold.
Six shields, each covered with a plate of gold.

Two collars made of gold and precious stones.

A hundred ounces of gold ore.

Animals of gold resembling snails.

Five fans with rods of gold.

Sixteen shields of precious stones.

A plate of gold weighing seventy ounces.

A wheel of silver weighing forty marks . . .

He could still see the pompous ambassadors of Montezuma with
their outlandish feathered headdresses and harlequin-colored clothes,
jangling with ornaments, jade plugs in their car lobes and lower lips.
Haughty dogs, strutting too much. One of them had reminded him of
Coatl and had raised speculations in his mind about the homeland of
de Silva’s former servant. It might be that Coatl, with his talk about
marvels in the West, belonged to this same race.

Pedro could still see the ambassadors’ slaves spreading their mats,
heaping up these treasures, while the ring of bearded Spaniards
elbowed each other for a better view.

Aguilar, the interpreter, and Dofla Marina had informed Cortés that
Montezuma sent his gifts and greetings and bade the white teules keep
away from his dominions. That was funny. There had been a big laugh
about that around the campfires. Send nuggets of gold to prospectors
and invite them kindly not to visit the mines. These gifts made possible
the bribe to Spain, made inevitable the march across the mountains.
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“Friends,” Cortés had argued, urging the sacrifice of the treasure,
“do you think that this prince has stripped himself for our benefit, that
he hasn’t a thousandfold more where this came from? By my beard,
gentlemen, these are but scraps and samples. And, mark you, he fears
us or he would not have sent them. Now certainly we must visit him.
Shall we cling to trifles which will bulk large in Spain, when we can
help ourselves to this dog’s treasury? Authorized by His Majesty and
with a free hand here, we’ll count an empire cheap at a hundred
thousand pesos.”

Risk all to gain all—it was like Cortés. Pedro remembered the beg-
garly money box he had guarded in Trinidad, and the General’s prom-
ises. They had come true in part. Here was more gold beneath his nose
than Pedro had ever dreamed of. But somehow he had still no share in
it. His gold, as always, lay somewhere else in the future, beyond the
mountains.

The trouble was that others in the army, not so willing to accept
birds in the bush, looked greedily at the bird in hand. The Velasquez
faction was still active. Therefore the need of a strong guard. Pedro
had a mastiff with him, one of the war dogs used against the Indians;
and a couple of foot soldiers, armed to the teeth, stood outside.

“One large wheel of gold” (ran the inventory), “with figures of
strange animals on it, and worked with tufts of leaves; weighing three
thousand, eight hundred ounces.”

Pedro eyed the chest which contained it, the prize of the collection,
a solid, round disc forty inches across. More than the weight of a heavy
man. Dofia Marina, who had learned some Spanish by now, informed
him that it represented the sun, and she had thrilled over the beauty of
the workmanship. But to Pedro it represented twenty thousand pesos.
Twenty thousand in that one item!

The same box contained also “five large emeralds of fine water and
cutting.”” They were of immense value and were especially designed to
take the eye of His Majesty. A doeskin pouch, embroidered with
feather-and-gold work, contained them. De Vargas took pride in the
thought that he was guarding crown jewels. If the duty of protecting
the funds of the army had once been creditable, it was now of great
importance and honor. It showed clearly where he stood in the esti-
mation of the General.

Strolling to the doorway, he stood looking out across the courtyard.
It was a wide rectangle several hundred yards across, and the unbroken
line of one-story buildings, which surrounded it and from which the
temple attendants had been ousted, easily contained the army.
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Standing in the center and dominating everything else, towered the
mass of the truncated pyramid, the teocalli proper, with its steep line
of steps broken by terraces, and the broad platform, with the shrines of
the gods and the altar of sacrifice, on top. Dark in the moonlight, like
a narrow runner from platform to base along the steps, showed a band
of bloodstains left by the bodies of countless victims, who had been
hurled down after sacrifice to be eaten.

A sickening taint of stale blood haunted the place. It was this, no
doubt, that kept the Spanish mastiffs restless and savage. But tonight
it was somewhat deadened by the smell of burning, where a heap of
ashes still smoldered at the base of the pyramid. They marked the
remains of the wooden idols which had been rolled down from the
shrines that day by the Spaniards in their work of conversion. Tomor-
row, what with fresh plaster and whitewash, a cross, and the image of
the Blessed Virgin, the air would be purer. Pedro shared with every-
body else the satisfaction in thus saving souls and promoting the king-
dom of heaven, while at the same time pursuing fortune. Had not Saint
Paul himself declared that “if we have sown unto you spiritual things,
is it a great thing if we shall reap your carnal things”?

To Pedro’s right, at some distance, he could see the entrance gate
with the cannon posted in front of it, and he could see the gleam of
the match in the gunner’s hand. A sentry walked back and forth. Cem-
poala was a friendly city, indeed an ally; but, with Indians, Cortés
never took chances. Besides, there had been some trouble that day
about the burning of the idols. The Cempoalans, impressed by the
weakness of their gods, were inclining towards the True Faith. Still,
one never knew; and woe to the sentinel that night who neglected his
watch! On pain of death, no Spaniard could pass the gate without
special order.

Otherwise, the courtyard hummed with festivity. Eight Indian girls,
the daughters of chiefs, had been presented to the principal captains to
cement the alliance, and quasi-bridal parties were under way. The
girls had all been baptized and from now on would have the title of
dofia. They each represented a dowry in lands and villages; and, as
barraganas or accepted concubines of the cavaliers, their position was
thoroughly respectable. Indeed, the blood of some of them would finally
mingle with the noblest in Spain. From now on, ties of marriage would
bind the coastal tribes to the army and help to guarantee its rear when
it advanced inland.

From one corner, a lute twanged; the giggle of women and laughter
of men sounded. In another direction, a fifer squeaked out some pop-
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ular tune. Cups clashed and clattered over a toast. A good deal of
pulque was flowing tonight. It might not taste like wine, but it got the
same results. About the enclosure, men strolled from party to party;
some natives were present, kinsfolk of the brides.

De Vargas eyed the come-and-go a trifle glumly. To be sure, he did
not rank as a captain yet, but Cortés had promised him a cacica with
a fat dowry on the first occasion and had conveniently forgotten it. He
regretted the dowry, if not the girl, as he listened to the bridal cele-
brations. Being on duty, he was even cut out of the fun. Cursed bad
luck, which the honor of guarding the treasure hardly made up for.

In the shadow of the pyramid, an obscure scuffling started and
gradually approached until he could make out Humpback Nojara and
a man called Gallego. They were in rollicking high spirits and had
some scarecrow of a creature between them, whom they were dragging
along in a sort of rough-and-tumble. Pedro could see that it was a
native, but whether man or woman he couldn’t tell. They came to a
momentary stop beneath the stone platform upon which the treasure
room opened.

Glad of diversion, Pedro barked down at them, “Hola, you! Don’t
you know the orders? Do you want to be flogged? You don’t remember
that the General promises fifty lashes to any man’s son who touches an
Indian, eh?” (“And those are the promises he keeps,” Pedro added to
himself.) “Lay off, I tell you!”

Like schoolboys caught in a lark, the two soldiers blinked back at
him, but they kept a grip on the native. It was a nightmare figure
dressed in a black robe, and with long, matted hair—evidently one of
the temple priests. Pedro could see the rolling white of his eyes and the
flash of teeth. He kept up a babble, which had the sound of very strong
language.

“Now, now, Your Worship,” soothed Nojara, with proper respect for
Cortés’s equerry, “orders don’t apply to this cockroach. What’s he
doing, oozing around in the dark, casting spells, by God? Blubbering,
like a baby, because his devil, Witchywolves, got burned. When his
mates have had the sense to turn Christian! He’s a butcher all right.
Stinks like hell. You can smell him from there.”

“Besides, we aren’t touching him, Your Worship,” Gallego put in.
“Not what you mean. We’re reasoning with him. Aren’t we, Aijo?” He
gave the Indian a clap between the shoulders. “We’re working on him
in spite of his stink—saving his soul, by God, and may the saints credit
it to us! You can’t say no to that, Your Worship.”
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“Why don’t you take him to Fray Bartolomé?”

“His Reverence is at the General’s party. This chinche isn’t worth
disturbing him for. I hope you don’t think we aren’t Christian enough
to deal with a bug like this, ha?”

They had had more than enough of pulque. Their high spirits might
change to murder at the batting of an eye. Moreover, Pedro had no
love for the priests, who cut out helpless people’s hearts and splashed
blood on the temple walls.

“What’re you going to do with him?”

“First get barber Lencero to shear his mane off. It’s stiff with blood
as a board. Then we’ll take a currycomb to him. Then we’ll scrub him
and souse the sin off him. After that, he’ll want to be baptized.”

“Well,” grinned Pedro, “don’t make too much noise about it is my
advice. I'd hate to see you flogged. Quien lava la cabeza al asno pierde
el jabén y el tiempo. At least keep quiet.”

“Quiet as hush, Your Worship. Buenas noches. Come on, you.”

Pedro exchanged comments with the two sentries that shared his
watch. Silence fell for a while; then roars of laughter broke from the
men’s quarters. But it was good laughter. The Indian dog might be
having a rough conversion, but he’d be all right.

Other merrymakers passed with a shout cf greeting. Sandoval and
Cristébal de Olea sauntered up. They were on the top of the world.

“Ha, Redhead! Ha, Nifio!—Navarro!” (Drunk or sober, Sandoval
never overlooked the private soldiers.) “Cristébal and I have been
making the rounds. Just come from the General’s. *Struth, that’s a
sight, Redhead. There’s something to jog your liver—the Dofia Cata-
lina. What a bride she is! Bravest deed Hernan Cortés ever faced.
Seen her?”

“Not close.”

“That’s close enough.” Sandoval made wide, curving movements.
“Ugly as sin, color of mud. And there sits the General looking politic,
with a fixed smile on. You know how he looks. Gad’s my life!”

Sandoval’s sides shook. He planted his fists on them.

“I said to him, ‘Sefior, is there anything you won’t do in the service
of the Sovereigns and this company?’

“And he said, “‘What do you think? But here’s another good reason,’
he said, ‘for marching across the mountains, and that quickly. Anyway
we leave a solid backing behind us.’

“ ‘Solid is right,’ I said. ‘Cry Santiago tonight when you charge, and

* the luck of Paladin Roldan God grant you mercifully!?’
“So he cast his eyes up, like Saint Lawrence on the gridiron, and
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cried shame for mocking a public-spirited man. . . . Now we're head-
ing for Pucrtocarrero’s. Wish you were along.”

“T’ll be along in an hour,” Pedro grunted. “Save me some pulque.”

Olea said, “By the way, I thought Bull Garcia didn’t drink.”

“He doesn’t.”

«] ike hell! We looked in at Juan Velasquez de Ledn’s, and there was
the Bull clinking cups with Escudero, tossing it down like 2 friar.”

“Water, you mean?”

“Water nothing. He’s been keeping something from us.”’

They walked off. “Hey!” called Pedro. But Sandoval had burst into
a tuneless bellow, meant for song, and Olea joined in.

Pedro stared after them. Garcia drinking? He couldn’t believe it.
In all this year together, on march and shipboard, the big man had
never once yielded to his dangerous temptation. Then why should he
be drinking now? Above all, why should he drink with Juan Escudero
whom he hated as a leader of the Velasquez faction? The report left
Pedro thoughtful and uneasy. Cortés did not tolerate brawling, and he
dealt a swift, merciless justice—not to speak of the danger to Garcia
from his fellow soldiers if he went berserk. Pedro would have given 2
good deal to go over to Velasquez de Ledn’s quarters and take a look
for himself; but, until relieved, he was chained to his post by the
strictest of all rules in the army.

The night seemed quieter and more oppressive. He listened anxiously
but heard nothing unusual. After a time came the measured tread of
the officer of the watch, making his rounds to inspect the sentries. It
was Cristébal de Olid. Pedro could hear the challenge of those at the
gate and those on guard over the arms and stores, Olid’s reply, and the
grounding of pikes in salute. It came Pedro’s turn. Olid clanked on.
In view of the suspense about Garcia, Pedro was grateful that Cortés’s
cacica preoccupied him, for he was apt to patrol the camp himself.

Then, not an outburst of noise, but the sound of running. Instantly
alert, Pedro was at the edge of the platform when a man panted up.
He made out the scared face of Lazarillo Varela, one of the foot sol-
diers.

“For God’s sake, Sefior de Vargas—if you can do anything. Garcia’s
gone mad. . - . He tried to kill Captain Velasquez de Ledn. He’s like
a wild beast in a corner. . . . No one can get near him. . . . Velas-
quez’s sent for a crossbowman, vows he’ll have him shot. Lord Al-
mighty! Hurry! If you can do anything . . .7

Turning to the door of the treasure room, Pedro drew it shut; and,
closing the padlock with which it had been newly equipped, he put the
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key in his wallet. The mastiff was inside; Nifio and Navarro, two abso-
lutely trusted men, were on guard. To hell with army rules under the
circumstances! He could think only of Garcia—

“Look alive!” he said to the soldiers. “It’l] be all right. I’ll be back
as soon as I can.”

“Hurry!” urged Varela.

XXX

As THEY raced toward the far corner of the courtyard on the other
side of the pyramid, Varela babbled something of what had happened.

“Escudero baited him for a water drinker. But he kept on the polite
side. Diego Cermefio, the pilot, joined in. Stood up for Garcla, as if
he needed somebody to take his part. Which looks funny because Cer-
meno and Escudero are thick together. That got under the Bull’s skin.
He drank to show them, then kept on. They slipped out before trouble
started. Garcia went crazy between breaths, turned the table over, let
drive at Velasquez—”’

The platform in front of Captain Velasquez’s quarters was crowded
with a muttering throng, elbowing and craning for a glimpse through
the vaguely lighted doorway. Sympathy was evident, because everyone
liked Garcia and sensed tragedy in what was happening. At sight of
Pedro, they made way, as if for the near relative of a man at the point
of death.

Beyond the threshold stood a group of tense, anxious-looking men,
among whom the burly, red-bearded Velasquez stood out. He had a cut
on his forehead, at which he was dabbing with a napkin, while he
counted slowly in a harsh voice. Beside him stood a crossbowman,
bolt in place and stock to shoulder. The room looked a wreck—trestles
for the table planks overturned, stools and Indian mats shoved about,
a smashed pulque jar on the floor.

Against the opposite wall, Garcia stood at bay, his face beet-red, eyes
glassy, a trace of foam at his lips. The man’s gigantic shoulders were
hunched forward as if he were about to attack, He wore no doublet.
Somehow he had got hold of a heavy, two-handed sword, which he
held stretched out in front of him, its point tapping the floor.

“I’d rather tackle Beelzebub,” someone was muttering. “The Cap-
tain got off lucky.”

“Five—six,” Velasquez counted.
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Pedro braced himself. Evidently Velasquez had given Garcia a certain
time in which to surrender, but he was calling numbers to a deaf man.

“Seven. . . . Damn you, Garcia, I'll not have our fellows murdered
by a maniac. Don’t make me give the order. You can’t stop a steel
bolt. I don’t want to kill you, you fool. Drop that sword!”

Velasquez de Ledn might be a good soldier, but he was no psychol-
ogist. In a voice Pedro had never heard, Garcia raged back: “Damn
you and your obscenity bolts! I don’t give a piece of dung for ’em.
T’ll slit your blasted throats in the name of God. Indian dogs! Dirty
man-eaters! I’ll give your hearts to Sefior Witchywolves, by’r Lady!”

He started a slow, menacing advance. His delusion was plain, but
Velasquez had no time for argument.

“Eight—nine. Ready, Sanchez?”

“Yes, sir”

(‘Ten!3,

Knocked up of a sudden, the weapon discharged its bolt into the
ceiling.

“The devil!” roared Velasquez. “What in hell—”

Disregarding him, Pedro stepped forward to meet Garcia.

“Cuidado!” hissed a voice from behind. “Look out!”

Pedro paid no attention.

“Don’t you know me, Juan? Come! You haven’t forgotten Pedrito?”

“Look to yourself, Indian!”

The sword wheeled back, but at the top of its arc, it wavered,
stopped. Garcia stood like an axman delaying the downstroke. The
glazed eyes quickened slightly.

Pedro stood motionless. “Compafiero,” he said.

The blade sank slowly. Garcia drew a hand across his face. “You're
not an Indian,” he growled. “Why, you’re—"

He dropped the sword, threw his arms around Pedro. “Lord, boy!
I knew I could count on you. This cursed jungle . . . lost my way

. about spent. Damn savages! They’ll not take us to the sacrifice.
Shoulder to shoulder now!”

He flung locse, staring at the group in front of the door.

“They’re friends, Juan.”

“Where’s the sword?” Garcia was looking blindly around him. . . .
“Your arm!” he said thickly. “I’'m spent.” His face had gone white.

Pedro caught him around the waist. He collapsed unconscious on the
floor.

“Holy saints!” said Veldsquez, mopping his forehead. “That was
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close. You've got nerve, Redhead. I'm grateful to you. It would have
been a shame to kill him. But what the deuce! He was bent on murder.”

The onlookers trooped in, gathered round; voices were loud in con-
trast to the previous hush. A bucket of water was brought.

“No,” said Pedro. “Let him sleep it off. He’ll be all right.”

Velasquez, eager to make amends, helped carry Garcia into a corner
of the room and stuck a mat under his head. “He can stay here to-
night,” he added. “And leave that bucket near him. He’ll have fire in
his mouth when he comes to.”

Pedro drew off Garcia’s boots. He found his hands trembling. Now
that the danger was past, he felt almost weak from relief. Then he re-
membered that the danger wasn’t altogether past.

Facing the others, he said: “A word, sefiores. You've known Juan
Garcia as a sober man and good comrade. Because two crackpots found
out his weakness and made a joke of it is no cause for scandal. Will
you favor him and me by keeping this to yourselves? If the General
heard of it, he’d have to take measures. Understand?”

A ready murmur of assent answered.

“Hell!” said a man. “Trim my beard, and I’ll trim your topknot.
It’d be a poor thing if we couldn’t do that much for the Bull. He
wouldn’t blab on us. Wish I didn’t have more on my conscience than
a good drunk.”

“And, gentlemen,” said Pedro, “not a word about me in this. I'm
supposed to be on guard.”

The turbulent Veladsquez burst out: “What do you take us for, Red-
head? Get back to your post. I’ll cut the ears off of any loose-talker.”

Reassured by the gang spirit in the company, which did not en-
courage talebearing, Pedro now returned across the increasingly silent
courtyard; but he breathed freer on catching sight of Nifio and Navarro
still on guard in front of the treasure room. They reported all well.
Pledging them to secrecy, as he had the others, Pedro told them briefly
about Garcia. Then, unlocking the door, he went inside to inspect the
chests.

The mastiff, Tigre, nosed him as he entered. Everything was in order.
He congratulated himself on the happy ending of what might have
been a fatal mess. All that remained now was to comfort the remorseful
Garcia in the morning and to make sure that he stuck to water from
then on. As if reflecting the general serenity, Tigre sank down and
went to sleep.

It wanted a half hour until the guard would change and Cristébal
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de Gamboa, his fellow equerry, would relieve him. About to sit down
on one of the chests, Pedro stood up again. Something different in their
arrangement struck him. He thought he remembered this large one as
more to the left, with a smaller box on top. Probably a quirk of memory
or trick of the moonlight. The six chests were all there. Only he could
have sworn—

As he hesitated, a faintly luminous zigzag on the blank rear wall of
the room caught his attention. What the deuce was that? It hadn’t been
there before. But when he strode across to look more closely, his heart
turned to water.

The luminous arabesque was simply moonlight between the irregular
edge and jamb of a concealed door in the masonry, which had not been
entirely closed. Except for this, no one would have suspected the
existence of the door, which fitted perfectly into the surrounding stone-
work.

Using the tips of his fingers, Pedro swung open the narrow entrance,
and found himself looking out at an empty street behind the teocalli.
Then, appalled, he closed it again and turned back to the chests. What-
ever had happened, it was plain that someone had entered the room
since he left it.

Various possibilities crossed his mind, as he tried the lids and pad-
locks. Perhaps a temple priest creeping back for some purpose of his
own. But in that case the dog, who was trained to attack Indians—
He glanced at the mastiff outstretched and asleep. A full meal? And
yet Tigre wouldn’t have taken meat from an Indian, at least not with-
out a first chalienge when the door opened. Or wouldn’t he? Big,
fighting dogs were often silent.

No, thank God, everything seemed all right. The lids were firm, the
padlocks in place. He came to the last chest, the one containing the
gold disc and the emeralds; fingered the padlocks. And at that moment,
as he tried it again, one of them dropped off.

He crouched, staring, as if turned to stone, the sense of calamity
holding him in a kind of vise. Weakly he tested the other padlock and
found that it too was broken.

With fingers trembling so that he could hardly manipulate the
tinderbox and stump of candle which he drew from his wallet, he
struck a light and raised the lid of the chest. The gleam of metal
beneath reassured him. Too much weight for a thief to carry, thank
heaven. Then he remembered the emecralds and looked for the doe-
skin pouch, which had been tucked into one corner between the edge
of the disc and the chest. Yes, viva! It was still there.

176




He drew it out—and stopped breathing. The bag was empty.

In his absorption, he did not hear the footstep behind him.

“Hm-m,” said a cold voice. “Since when have you taken the liberty
of opening these chests?”

Jerking around, Pedro looked up into the face of Hernin Cortés.

XXXI-

No criminaL had ever been more plainly caught in the act than Pecro
de Vargas at that moment. He still held the limp pouch in one hand,
his candle in the other; the golden contents of the open chest shone
dully in the light; the broken padlocks lay on the floor.

“By your leave,” said Cortés, taking the pouch. And when he found
it empty, “Be good enough to hand over those stones.”

His quietness gave a razor edge to the suppressed passion behind it.

“I don’t have them, sir.”

“No? Are you sure? Didn't you think this was the night to make
your fortune in, while I was otherwise taken up? Well, my friend, it
will be a cold night when I do not keep my eyes open for the profit of
this company.”

“But, Your Excellency, I had just discovered that the locks were
broken—"’

“Don’t lie to me.” The vibration of Cortés’s voice had the quality
of a taut bowstring. “I saw to the locks myself no later than three
hours since. Have you the face to tell me that someone entered here
while you were on guard, opened the chest, and departed, and that
you then ‘discovered’ it? Do you take me for a fool?”

The truth had to come out. Damning as it might be, it was not so
deadly as the charge of theft.

“Your pardon, sir,” Pedro stammered, “the fact is that I was off
guard for a while.”

“Indeed? And why?”

Pedro equivocated. “Juan Garcia was ill. Velasquez de Leén sum-
moned me.”

“When?”

“A half hour ago. I've just returned.”

Cortés digested this in hot silence. Then he said: “Very well. An
officer in command of an important post walks off at his pleasure to
hold the hand of a sick friend. Very charitable. We’ll deal with that
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in its place. What were your two men, Nifio and Navarro, doing—
not to speak of the watchdog?” He glanced at the mastiff, who had
straightened up and was yawning at him. “Were they off for a stroll
too? Or are you hinting that they rifled the chest?”

“Sefior, no. I locked the door when I left. The dog was inside. I
found the men on guard and the lock untampered with.”

“Well, then—God give me patience!—would you have me believe
that someone walked through solid masonry into this room and took
the jewels, while the dog kept quiet? Would you palm off a phantom
on me, when I find you with the chest open and the jewel pouch in
your hand? Find a better tale.” The cold sarcasm dropped suddenly.
“Meanwhile, hand me those stones, and you can romance later.”

Cortés’s eyes blazed. Taking a step forward, he caught Pedro’s
doublet close to the throat in a steel grip.

“Do you want me to call the guards and have you stripped?”’

Until then Pedro’s bewilderment had half-paralyzed his tongue, but
the General’s words and action brought him to himself. His pride re-
belled. A de Vargas was no thief. Cortés might be a hidalgo, but so
was he, and his honor hung in the balance. His hand closed on the
General’s wrist. ,

“Kindly unloose me, sir, and listen,” he said.

“I’m listening.” But Cortés did not relax his hold. “Make it short.”

Pedro played his trump card. “Whoever it was came through the
door in that wall. It was ajar when I got back. That’s how I knew—"

“What door?” Cortés turned his head to look. “I see none.”

Nor could Pedro. He remembered now that he had closed it: and
that part of the wall looked as solid as the rest.

“A moment, sir, by your leave.”

Cortés dropped his hand, and Pedro, hurrying over to the wall,
looked in vain for indications of the door. His fingers moved here and
there between the stones, prying, attempting to get a purchase. The
wall remained blank as before.

“My faith, you’re a poor liar, de Vargas! It would have been likelier
to have had your thief drop through the roof. At least that’s not of
stone.”

Frantically Pedro fingered and pried, straining his nails between
the cracks. “I’'m not lying. On my honor, sir, there’s a door—"

“Don’t talk of honor,” snapped Cortés. “We’ve wasted time enough.”
But he broke off in amazement. “By my soul—"

Whether Pedro had at last found the outline of the door, or whether
by accident he had pressed the secret release, in any case a crack
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now showed, and he was able to swing back the irregular stone panel.

“By my soul,” Cortés repeated. “You’re right.”

He looked out thoughtfully into the street, then examined the door
and closed it, taking care to mark its position by several smudges from
Pedro’s candle.

“The mastiff?”” he pondered.

“I think he was well fed by the thief,” Pedro ventured—“from the
looks of him.”

“So it probably wasn’t an Indian.” Cortés picked up one of the
broken padlocks. “Filed,” he nodded. “The Indians have no steel.”

Closing the still open chest, he walked to the main doorway. Pedro
heard him questioning Navarro as to whether the dog had given tongue
during Sefior de Vargas’s absence.

“No, my General. At least nothing but a growl or two; we thought
nothing of it.”

When the man had returred to his post, Cortés re-entered and,
seating himself on one of the chests, fell into thought. Everything con-
sidered, Pedro wondered at the General’s self-control. Others of the
captains, Alvarado, for instance, or Olid, would by this time have
stirred up a commotion; but so far not even the men outside knew
that the chest had been opened. Cortés sat fingering his beard, his
face expressionless except for the occasional glancing of his eyes. With
the sense of fault weighing upon him, Pedro stood shifting from foot
to foot.

He started when Cortés remarked suddenly, “I shall hate to hang
you, de Vargas.” And as Pedro could find nothing to answer, “But,
I have no doubt, that will be the decision of the captains—unless these
jewels are recovered. They are the property of His Majesty. As you
well know, they are a chief item of the treasure intended to incline
the Sovereigns to our petition. Be the thief who he will, you were re-
sponsible. You deserted your post without leave from me. Because of
that desertion, the robbery was possible.”

Step by step, Pedro could follow the perfect logic of the accusation.
He could not refute one article of it, and he realized that any military
court must find him guilty. A cold numbness crept over him.

“Unless the jewels are found . . .” Cortés repeated. “They were
your charge. Perhaps you can recover them. I give you until tomorrow
night. Until then I shall say nothing of this. But tomorrow night, you
understand ?”

“Your Excellency, how—"

“Use your wits. It’s your affair since your neck depends on it.”
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A light flashed in Pedro’s mind. Was Escudero’s baiting of Garcia,
who made no secret of his weakness, a practical joke, after all? Trouble
would almost certainly follow from Garcia’s drinking. In that case,
it was natural that Pedro should be turned to. The messenger, Varela,
might even have been tipped off to summon him. Escudero was a
partizan of the Governor of Cuba and a reputed enemy of Cortés.
He had opposed the secession of the army from the jurisdiction of
Cuba; he opposed the projected march across the mountains; he op-
posed sending the treasure to Spain. He and Cermefio headed a group
of the same stripe. Of course Pedro might be on the wrong track; but
in his present straits, it seemed by all odds the likeliest.

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “Thank Your Excellency for the delay.
Whatever happens, be assured that no one can judge me harder than
I do myself. I deserve the consequences.”

Cortés nodded. “Good luck to you.”

“May I ask one favor?”

“Well?”

“That if I don’t find the stones, if I can’t clear myself, the news
may be kept from my father.”

“That can be managed,” said Cortés.

XXXII

THE cADENCED TRAMP of the relieving guard, coming on duty, sounded
in the now silent enclosure. Automatically Pedro walked out to the
platform and stood at attention, as the detail assigned to his post came
up. It occurred to him that it might be the last time he played this
part.

“Quién vive?”

“Cristébal de Gamboa, in command of the treasure guard.”

“Watchword?”

“Santa Trinidad.”

“Advance, Cristébal de Gamboa.”

The two swords rose in salute; the soldiers handled their pikes.
Gamboa mounted the platform and saluted Cortés, who appeared in
the doorway.

“Sir,” the General directed, “you will call additional men and
convey the military chests to my quarters. You will mount guard there.
I have reason to believe that this room is unsafe.”
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“Yes, Your Excellency.”

Cortés glanced at Pedro. “You are dismissed, Sefior de Vargas. Your
men will give a hand in conveying the chests.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

Pedro relayed the order—perhaps his last—to Nifio and Navarro.

Dismissed! Gamboa would think nothing, but Pedro caught the
dry note in Cortés’s voice. Moving off, he watched furtively the trans-
fer of the chests from the room which he had left undefended. Even
if he recovered the stolen jewels, he felt that it would be a long time
before the black mark against him was canceled.

A seething hatred for the thieves who had used him as a cat’s-paw
possessed him. If they could fill their dirty pockets, the disgrace or
death of Garcia and himself meant nothing to them. Escudero and
Cermefio: with every moment, Pedro felt more confident of their
guilt. If he accomplished nothing else during his cighteen hours of
respite, he vowed that he would make them pay for it.

And yet, practically considered, how? As he turned the problem
over, it seemed more hopeless at each new angle. The five emeralds
were easy to conceal and would no doubt be carefully hidden. They
would not be carried about in the wallets of the thieves, who could
expect a hue-and-cry as soon as the loss was discovered. How many
men were involved in the robbery? Even if Pedro was right about
Escudero and Cermefio, they were possibly in league with others, to
whom they could hand on their booty. Or again, they might have
acted only as decoys, while the real thief did the work.

But there was no use counting difficulties. Pedro had to follow the
first obvious plan and trust to luck. It seemed to him, for lack of
any better idea, that he must play the thief himself, gain admittance
somehow that night to the suspects’ quarters, and search their effects.
The dangers of this were too plain to dwell upon; but a condemned
man does not need to fear danger.

He knew that Escudero lodged in one of the temple rooms not far
from Velasquez, but he was not entirely certain which, and he pro-
ceeded at once to reconnoiter. It was now ten o’clock and bedtime,
for the army kept early hours even upon nights of celebration. The
bridal parties in the captains’ quarters had died out, leaving a drowsy
aftermath of sound and a few loiterers straggling to their sleeping mats.
The angles of the pyramid and of the temple enclosure, sharp in the
moonlight, seemed to accentuate the quiet and the emptiness.

Pedro found Lazarillo Varela yawning on the steps of one of the
apartment platforms.
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“A hot night, Senor de Vargas. Going to have a look at Juan Garcia?
He’s sleeping like a stone.”

“No, I'm looking for Juan Escudero. Where’s his place?”

Varela gave an understanding grin. “Oh, come, sir,” he answered.
“Nothing happened to Garcia. All’s well that ends well. It was only
a prank. No use making bad blood over it.”

“Just the same, I’d like a word with him. Where’s he quartered?”

Varela jerked his head backwards. “In here. There’re ten of us
together. Only you’ll not find him and Cermefio tonight; they’re gone.”

“Gone where? What do you mean?”

“Well,” smiled Varela, “it may be they thought you’d like a word
with them and they took a walk. They weren’t waiting for trouble.”

“A walk? Where?”

It was absolutely forbidden to leave the temple enclosure. Both for
the safety of the army and to protect his Indian allies, Cortés per-
mitted no Spaniards out of the camp.

“To Villa Rica,” answered Varela. “They left before Garcia got
started.”

Pedro flared up. “Don’t joke with me, hombre.”

“I'm not joking, sir. They got permission from the General. . . .
It’s something to do with the stores. . . . They got it this afternoon,
but stayed on for a part of the fun.”

“You mean to tell me that they left at night to walk twelve miles
to Villa Rica?”

“Yes, sir. They said it was cooler at night.” Varela turned to a
soldier who had come up. “Ask Panchito here, if you don’t believe
me. He’s been on duty at the gate.”

The sentry nodded. “Yes, we passed them through.”

Vet 3

“Maybe an hour ago.”

Pedro calculated. The time coincided exactly with his absence from
the treasure room. They would have had a half hour in which to circle
the teocalli from outside and commit the theft. No one could connect
them with it, assuming, as they probably had, that the secret doorway
remained undiscovered. Likely enough, Pedro’s return had been earlier
than they expected. This explained the imperfectly closed door, the
one saving piece of luck in the whole affair.

Suspicion of the two men had now become practical certainty; but
at the same time Pedro found himself in a worse impasse than before.
As long as Escudero and his companion were in Cempoala, he could
have made an attempt, at least, to recover the jewels. Villa Rica was
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another matter. He was shut up here, while they had every opportunity
to dispose of the emeralds as they pleased.

For an instant he thought of turning to Cortés for permission to
follow them, but that would be useless. He was under too dark a cloud
to be given so obvious a chance of escape. Of course he might accuse
Escudero and Cermefio; he might even prevail on Cortés to arrest
them tomorrow; and torture might accomplish the rest of it. But they
were not unimportant men; they were ringleaders of a faction that
Cortés was trying to propitiate. People of that sort were not easily
arrested and put to the question, especially not on the word of someone,
like Pedro, who was bent on saving his own skin.

No, the upshot was that he must follow them to Villa Rica without
permission. Having been condemned on one count, he might as well
be condemned on two. His salvation anyhow consisted solely in recov-
ering the emeralds.

These thoughts chased through his mind, as he stood looking
vacantly at Panchito and Varela.

“Too bad, sir,” grinned the latter. “But believe me it’s better as it
is. Remember the proverb: Hablar sin pensar es tirar sin encarar. No
use quarreling over a joke which did no harm. You’ll feel cooler in the
morning.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Pedro agreed.

He wished them good night and headed apparently toward his
quarters; but, keeping in the shadow of the pyramid, he returned to
the other side of the plaza, as close as possible to the treasure room.
Because of the sentries at the main gate, he realized that the recently
discovered secret door was his best, and perhaps his only, means of
exit from the temple quarters—provided the room had not yet been
padlocked on the courtyard side.

Fortunately the last of the chests had only just been removed; he
could see the soldiers lugging it between them toward Cortés’s apart-
ment. Meanwhile, the door of the room stood open. Was anyone
lingering inside? He would have to chance that. He would also have
to chance being seen as he crossed over from the shadow of the pyra-
mid. It could not but strike anyone as odd that de Vargas, having
finished his guard duty, should return to the vacant treasure room.

With his heart in his mouth, and a heart-felt Dios lo quiera! on his
lips, he took the plunge. . . . The room was empty.

Darting over to the wall, he began once more working at the con-
cealed door. It came easier this time, but even so he heard footsteps
approaching as he finally wrenched the panel open. Then, slipping
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through, he closed it behind him and sped off down the shadowy side
of the street.

XXXI

Nor A BREATH stirred the saturated July air between the white-
plastered house fronts of Cempoala. By the time Pedro emerged from
the Indian city, he was dripping with sweat, and he drew off his
doublet before continuing across the cultivated lands circling the
town. Cumbered by his sword, he hitched up the baldric that sup-
ported it so as to free his legs.

But, however hot, he did not slacken his pace. He reckoned that
Escudero and Cermefio had three quarters of an hour start, and he
wished to cut down that lead as much as possible before reaching
Villa Rica. The question of what he would do after that presented
itself, but it was useless to make plans now. He must follow events
and improvise when the time came.

A few scattered natives had passed him on the street, but they gave
the white man a wide berth. Beyond the town nothing stirred except the
creatures of the night. A hothouse perfume of roses and other flowers
hung in the air, as Pedro crossed the garden land which supported the
population of Cempoala. Then suddenly he was breathing the still hot-
ter incense of the jungle. The track meandered between impenetrable
walls reinforced by the interwoven vines of wild grape or convolvuluses.
Ferns brushed him as he walked, and the tricky light splashed only
here and there through the upper lacework of branches. The quick
rustle of small, unseen animals, the occasional plunging of a larger
beast, the flutter of awakened birds, echoed the wet sound of his
footsteps.

He was grateful for the moonlight, without which walking would
have been almost impossible, and he prayed that it might last until
he reached the more open country beyond the woods. But he by no
means took it for granted. In this season of the rains, it might be shut
out at any moment by a black downpour. ’

Luck favored him, however. He cleared the jungle and had come
within sight of an Indian village, pearl-pale on a distant slope, when
the moon faded out, the sky darkened, and a deluge, accompanied
by lightning and thunder, cut off the view. Fortunately a small wayside
temple lay close, and he took refuge there, cursing the delay.
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As he stood within the entrance of the shrine, lightning flashes cut
across the vertical column of the rain and brought out with mo-
mentary distinctness the hideous features of the wooden god looming
above the altar. Squatting with bared fangs and glowing eyes, it had
all the attributes of Satan gloating over the bowl of penitential blood
left by his worshipers. The come-and-go of light and darkness gave an
effect of movement to the image. Pedro felt relieved when, as sud-
denly as it had begun, the rain stopped and the moon flooded out again.

Returning now to the trail, he sloshed on, past the Indian village,
over the rolling country beyond, through an occasional stretch of
thick woods, but in general downhill as the land sloped toward the
coast. At his best speed, he reckoned that he could not make better
than three miles an hour along the muddy and uneven path. This
meant that he could not reach Villa Rica before two o’clock.

Hour followed hour. He kept hoping for a glimpse of the two men
ahead of him, but saw no one. At last, what with the dense air and
fatigue, he plodded on mechanically until, roused by a salt-laden
breeze, he discovered sand dunes to his right and heard the throb of
the sea.

Topping another rise, he could make out the Indian town of
Quiauitztlan on its hill and, on the plain beneath, not far from the
harbor, the few and unfinished walls of the Spanish fort. In the rays
of the waning moon, he could see too the dark hulls of the eleven ships
at anchor against the silver dappling on the water.

Having reached his journey’s end, the necessity of deciding the next
step imposed itself. The sentinel at the gate of the still roofless fort
could tell him whether Escudero and his companion had arrived. If
they had, he must invent an excuse to explain his own appearance
and then sometime before morning attempt to search them. It was
probable that they would slecp sound after the long road. He must
try to get past the sentinel without their knowing it.

But from the top of the next dune, he noticed something that com-
pletely changed his plans and indeed put a stop to any plans at all.
He saw a huddle of men on the beach of the harbor, engaged in launch-
ing a boat.

Keeping out of sight behind a low dune, he ran toward them as
fast as possible, his footsteps muffled by the loose sand. Out of breath,
he got to a point not more than fifty yards distant, just as the boat
was being steadied through the upwash of the waves.

“All right,” came a voice, which he recognized as Cermefo’s, “let
her go.”
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The speaker was crouching in the stern with another man, probably
Escudero, beside him. Four seamen, knee-deep in water, who had been
steadying the boat, now gave a last shove and scrambled aboard. A
moment later they were rowing out.

Helplessly raging, Pedro gazed after it. He had overlooked this
possibility. Naturally Cermeno, as one of the pilots, would sleep on
board his ship, the Gallega, and not in the fort. Yes, the Gallega.
Pedro saw them pass Alvarado’s ship, the Sebastidn, and Cortés’s
capitana; they were making for the small vessel on the extreme right.
Manned by Penates from Gibraltar, who had been flogged by Cortés
in Cozumel Island for stealing salt pork and who hated him in con-
sequence, the ship was known as a focal point of mutiny. Several of
the Velasquez faction had sailed with her.

As the boat dwindled along the pathway of moonlight, Pedro’s hopes
faded out. He had no means of following it. Inland-bred, he was an
indifferent swimmer, and besides the waters were shark-infested. It
was the end of his quest for the jewels. Unless he could induce Cortés
to seize the two men and examine them on no better grounds than his
personal convictions, the emeralds were as safe on the Gallega as the
worms in her hull.

He lay outstretched on the sand, stiff, worn, and clammy with
sweat, and took stock of tomorrow. Now he would not only be unable
to restore the jewels; but in addition he had broken one of the Gen-
eral’s sternest laws by deserting the camp without permission. There
was no possible escape for him. Even if he had been willing to crown
his disgrace by flight, where could he find refuge in this savage coun-
try? The only thing left now was to face the inevitable by presenting
himself at the fort.

Burned out and defeated, he got up at last and followed the beach
where the sand was firmer. All he wanted was to find a place to sleep
in after the grueling walk from Cempoala. In this state of mind, he
barked his shins and almost fell over an object on the sand which
he had been too listless to notice, an Indian fisherman’s canoe drawn
up beyond the reach of the waves. With a vague oath, he was about
to pass on when he came to a dead stop. His mind, which had been
half asleep, quickened, and he looked eagerly over the small craft. It
was a log which had been hollowed out by fire. The leaf-shaped paddle
lay in the bottom. Here after all was a way of reaching the Gallega.

In his excitement, Pedro did not stop to reckon difficulties: that he
had never paddled a canoe before and had no idea how to manage it;
that if he upset, he was almost certainly done for; that if he reached
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the ship and got on board, he would be alone with a dozen men who
would have no compunction about cutting his throat; that if he were
hard-pressed and had to drop from the ship back into the canoe, he
would surely capsize. If any of this occurred to him as he dragged the
hollow log to the water, one sufficient answer presented itself: that he
had nothing to lose whatever happened, and that a chance for life and
for retrieving himself was better than no chance at all.

It cost him several wettings before he managed to slide into the
canoe and begin a teetering progress toward the ship. He had fre-
quently watched the Indians and now tried to imitate them by crouch-
ing low and balancing as much as possible. But the canoe, designed
for two or three men, rode higlr and tipped distressingly at every
higher ripple of the quiet bay. Foot by foot, he crept on, like a man
walking a plank over some chasm, aware of the growing distance from
the shore, conscious of his own helpless smallness on the expanse of
water.

But little by little, the ship came nearer, her stern light showing
more brightly as the moon sank beyond the inland sierras. Though
only a small caravel, she bulked huge above him when at last Pedro
crept into her shadow and felt his way around to her anchor rope.

This was a ticklish point, as the tide eddied about the poop and
set the canoe teetering more desperately than ever. Pedro landed with
a bump against the small boat which had been moored to the stern,
lost his balance, and found himself under the water. He came up
sputtering. The overturned canoe was out of reach; but he grasped
the side of the ship’s boat.

“Who’s there?” came a grunt from the Gallega’s deck.

De Vargas lowered himself as far as possible and waited, torn be-
tween fear of discovery by the man above and of sharks below. After
a tense moment, the sailor could be heard padding off along the after-
deck. Pedro clambered over the side of the small boat.

Here he allowed the water to drain off him. Then, removing his
shoes and belting his sword closer to his body, he pulled himself hand
over hand up the anchor rope, got a grip on the deck, and worked
himself upward, fingers, knees and toes, to the rail. A glance above
it showed that the deck was empty. A moment later he had climbed
on board.

A murmur of voices sounded not far off; someone laughed. The
sound came up the companionway from the captain’s cabin. Inching
downward, Pedro at length had a glimpse of the end of the cabin
table and of a man’s back. Evidently the small space was crowded—
he could see legs and knees and hands.
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“So the upshot of it is,” said a fierce, halting voice, “that we sail at
dawn.”

XXXV

Escupero was speaking. Though Pedro could not see him, he had no
difficulty in recognizing his voice.

“Hombre!” he went on. “Won’t we be a welcome sight in Cuba!
Won’t we be the pets of the Governor! When the whole armada has
deserted him for a climbing double-dealer like Cortés, we show him
that we’re the only true men. Besides which, we put him in the way
of scooping the whole pile. Ten to one, Montejo takes the treasure ship
for Spain into El Marién for a last glimpse of his sefiora. If he does,
the Governor has him like a mouse in the trap. If he doesn’t, it’ll be
easy to overhaul him in the Bahama Channel. There’s not a man jack
of us but can look for an encomienda out of this, with broad gold pieces
to boot. Let Cortés’s five hundred fools have their empire if they can
get it! Only a million armed Indians to conquer!” . . . Escudero
laughed. “Cuba looks softer to me.”

A murmur of agreement answered. Then a voice, which Pedro
couldn’t identify, put in: “That’s all right, but what’s the hurry?
Cortés is at Cempoala. We could stand more water and supplies, and
we can take some on tomorrow. Why not sail next day? It’s a long
stretch to Cape Antén.”

Pedro heard the thud of a fist on the table. “Gentlemen,” said
Escudero, “believe me, A lame goat takes no siesta. If something’s to
be done, do it. We're safe tonight—not a suspicion. Tomorrow, who
knows? And you can see yourselves taking on stores tomorrow with no
questions asked, eh? Under the nose of every ship in the fleet? Very
likely, isn’t it? No, sirs, the cassava bread may not be very good, but
we’ve eaten weevils before and can eat them again. We've got fish and
oil. We'll run north and fill the casks at the Panuco. I'm telling you.
You’ll regret it unless you sail with the dawn wind.”

In Pedro’s mind, the theft of the jewels was by now eclipsed by
this vastly more important threat. He knew how much Cortés feared
that word of the army’s declaration of independence from Governor
Veldsquez should reach Cuba before its position had been legalized
by the King in Spain. It was necessary, besides, to have greater
_achievements to show than a few provinces along the coast. If Velas-
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quez heard prematurely that the expedition sent out by him had shaken
off his jurisdiction, it would mean armed interference from Cuba,
probable bloodshed, and the wreck of everything that had been ac-
complished. Moreover, the sailing of the Gallega concerned not merely
the loss of a few jewels, but of the treasure ship itself with the entire
proceeds thus far of the venture. That in its turn entailed the loss of
the King’s recognition which the gold was being sent to buy.

Listening intently, however, it seemed to him that one thing in Escu-
dero’s speech rang hollow. Every ground for haste had been given
except the theft of the jewels, the one compelling reason that made
haste imperative. Was it that Escudero and Cermeno had taken the
emeralds without the knowledge of the others? As it happened, almost
the next words cleared up this point.

It was admitted that the casks could be replenished further along
the coast and that prudence counseled flight. “But how did it hap-
pen,” asked someone—Pedro guessed it was Umbria, a scaman who had
been one of the arch mutineers from the beginning—“that you weren’t
able to bring a sample of the treasure with you? I thought you told
us that one of the temple papas showed you a door. Didn’t it work, or
what?”

“Por Dios,” returned the other, “we did our best, didn’t we,
Cermeno?”

“Aye, aye,” answered.the latter. “But young Pedro de Vargas was
on guard. We couldn’t get him away from his post, though we tried
hard enough.”

“And it wouldn’t have done to risk the whole project for a few
pesos,” Escudero added. “What difference does it make anyhow, as
long as we get the whole cargo in the end?”

“It makes this difference,” someone growled, “that it won’t be us
but the Governor who gets it. If you’d brought something along, at
least we’d have had our share of that.”

Escudero took it lightly. “Don’t worry about your share, Bernardino.
You’ll have no cause to complain when we get to Cuba.”

Pedro grinned. The two rogues were holding out on the others. What-
ever happened in Cuba, they had lined their own pockets.’

Cermefio changed the subject. “Well, if we’re sailing in three hours,
we’ve got that much sleep coming. I’'m for bed.”

Pedro at once started backing up the companionway.

He must somehow get to shore and warn the commander at the
fort. It was Juan de Escalante, an able officer and one devoted to
Cortés. Escalante would be able to take measures, provided only there
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was time and that Pedro could escape undetected. His plan was to
regain the deck, drop below the rail and wait until the group below
had dispersed, then try to get off in the small boat.

“Ho!” said a surprised voice behind him. “Who’s this?”

Evidently a seaman, also eavesdropping, had mistaken Pedro in
the darkness for one of his mates.

De Vargas turned and tried to shove upward, but found himself
in a bear’s grapple. The narrow companionway made fight impossible.
The next instant both men lost their footing and catapulted down,
emerging into the cabin with a crash, amid the stupefaction of the
group there. They landed against the table and rolled to one side.
Arching himself, Pedro threw off the other and sprang to his feet,
only to face a circle of knives.

“Redhead de Vargas!” roared somebody. “By the Lord God!”

Arms pinioned him from behind. His sword was jerked out of its
scabbard. His poniard disappeared at the same moment.

“Cortés’s spaniel, eh?” growled Escudero. “Let me have the handling
of him!” From the farther end of the cabin, he started shouldering
his way toward the prisoner, his knife in hand and uptilted.

“Not so fast,” said Bernardino de Coria. He was a wild blade of a
man, reckless, but likable in a rakehell way. “No hurry. All in good
time. Stand back, will you? How now! My word, we’ll give him a
hearing, won’t we?”

“Cermefio!” snapped Escudero, trying in vain to get past Coria.
But as Cermefio struck, his wrist was caught by the seaman, Umbria.

“Come, come,” said the latter. “What’s the haste? Why kill a man
unheard? If it’s necessary later—"

He pushed Cermefio back. Juan Diaz, a discontented priest who
seconded Olmedo as chaplain, added his protest. “Calm yourselves,
my sons.”

Pedro thought fast. He knew perfectly well why Escudero and
Cermefio were in a hurry, and he understood the advantage that this
knowledge gave him.

“Thank you, sefiores,” he said. “Before you let these gentlemen kill
me, better ask what they did with the emeralds that they took from
the treasure room tonight.”

A tense hush fell in the cabin. The pairs of eyes which had been
leveled at Pedro now shifted to the two ringleaders. A seaman, who
had been holding de Vargas from behind, relaxed his grip. It would
have been easy at that moment for Pedro to break loose and make a
dash for the companionway, but he had sense enough to stay quiet.
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Cermefio ran his tongue across his lips. Escudero laughed. “Trust
one of Cortés’s spies to lie! If you can find an emerald on either of
us, I’ll pay you for it.”

His broad, blunt face looked so perfectly assured that Pedro’s cer-
tainty wavered. His voice had the ring of truth. Perhaps they had
already hidden the jewels. But where? Certainly not on shore, as they
were about to sail. Perhaps on the ship, but they had hardly had time.

Pedro remembered a current thieves’ dodge which he had heard at
Sanlacar and took a long chance.

“The emeralds may not be on these gentlemen. The gentlemen may
be on the emeralds. You might begin by having a look at their shoes.
But on them or under them, by my faith, they know where the stones
are.”

“How do you know they know?” growled Umbria. He had a crinkly
brown beard, which he jutted out as if to point the question.

“Because they did get me away from my post; because the emeralds
were taken while I was gone; and because the concealed door was
open.”

“Jesis Maria!” snarled Coria, showing his buckteeth. “And they
talk about liars! ’Sdeath! You can understand why they wanted de
Vargas out of the way quickly. By God, fellows, we’ll have every stitch
off them and purge them to boot.”

Escudero gave in; but he laughed again, jerking his head back.
The glance he shot at Pedro would have killed if possible.

“Curse you for a hothead, Bernardino! Ever hear of a joke? Cer-
mefio and I were only fooling. Thought we’d surprise you later before
getting to Santiago. What you don’t expect is more of a treat, isn’t it?
Man, we've got five beauties with us that Master Fox Cortés intended
for the King himself. Ten thousand pesos if they’re worth a copper.
How’s that for a haul? A thousand pesos to each of us.”

He did it well but met with glum silence.

“Hand ’em out,” said Coria. Juan Diaz, the priest, studied the ceil-
ing. Umbria and the four other seamen glowered. It took no mind
reader to guess-the drift of their thoughts.

With as good grace as the action permitted, Escudero and Cermefio
removed their boots. Pedro’s long shot seemed to have hit the mark.
They tried to laugh it off and sneered about the thief he had been
to school to.

“Set a thief to catch one,” grunted Coria.

They pried off the boot heels with their knives and brought out
the emeralds from the hollow spaces cut out within the heels themselves.
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The glow of the stones, passing from hand to hand and held up in
the dim light of the lanthorn, lessened the tension and shifted scrutiny
from the two culprits. Privately perhaps everyone admitted that he
would have done as much in their place. The watchful attention with
which the stones were handed around spoke volumes for the trust that
each member of the group placed in the next. When the inspection
was over, it became a problem where to safeguard them.

“Lock them in that chest,” suggested Escudero, unabashed, “and
give the key to Father Juan. The holy character of a priest, sefores,
puts him above suspicion.”

“No, thank you,” said Diaz. Furtively he fingered his throat. “I’d
rather not.”

“Well, then,” proposed Coria, “lock them in that chest and throw
the key overboard. The character of the sea, gentlemen, puts it above
suspicion.”

He raised the lid of a heavy, iron-bound box, provided with an
intricate lock. “Put the emeralds inside there. ... Good. . ..
Everybody bears witness that in his presence the jewels have been
placed in the chest? Look again, gentlemen. Good! I now lock the
chest, as you see”—Coria suited the action to the words, opened a
porthole—“and throw the key into the water.” The splash sounded.
Coria added: “We’ll open the chest together before reaching Santiago.
It’ll be a good man who can force that box without noise enough to
put the rest of us onto it.”

Pedro coughed. Momentarily forgotten, he became once more the
focus of an uneasy, somewhat perplexed attention.

Escudero growled, “I suppose now there isn’t any objection to deal-
ing with Cortés’s eavesdropper, is there?”

With folded arms, Pedro leaned against the wall of the cabin. He
was playing a dangerous game and must make no false step, but he
enjoyed the excitement of it.

“Deal with me?” he repeated. “Sirs, you'll have to admit that ex-
cept for me, you wouldn’t have ten thousand pesos in that chest.”

An obscure mutter expressed agreement. He could sense that no
one except Escudero and Cermefio bore him a personal grievance; but
that would not save his life unless he was careful.

Coria shook his head. “You see how it is, de Vargas. Our necks
wouldn’t be worth a tinker’s curse if Cortés or Escalante knew what
we’re up to. We can’t put you ashore—”

“I’d pay the hangman if you did,” Pedro interrupted. “Without
those emeralds, I'm a dead man if Cortés has the say of it. They were
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taken when I should have been on guard. You know the General.”

The obvious truth of this made an impression. Pedro followed it up.

“So I'm for you and Governor Velasquez. Frankly, if I could have
had those stones, I’d have gone back. Now Cuba seems healthier, if
you follow me.”

Umbria grinned. “We follow you. How about it, friends?”

“Are you mad?” put in Escudero. “The fellow would be over the
side like an eel, at the first blink. Can’t you see what he’s aiming at?
He’d buy his pardon by informing on us. He’s one of the General’s
wag-tails—Ilike Sandoval.”

Pedro’s heart sank, for the other had read his intention well enough,

but he looked unruffled.

* “Sefior,” he said, “nothing is easier—or cheaper—than to insult a
prisoner. You know perfectly well that if I had my arms and the leave
of this company, I would cut off your ears. As to escape, a pair of
chains will cure that until we are clear of the harbor.”

“Fair enough,” approved Coria. “And when we are clear, you can
have your arms and my leave, brother Pedro. I’ll bet my share of the
emeralds on you. Anybody take me up?”

Silence followed, even on the part of Escudero. It was well-known
that in fencing bouts Pedro de Vargas matched even Cristébal de
Olid and Gonzalo de Sandoval.

By majority consent, Pedro’s enlistment with the mutineers was now
tentatively accepted, and a pair of shackles were produced to make it
effective. As the handcuffs locked, Pedro tried vainly to catch Coria’s
eye; he felt that he had more to hope from this scapegrace than from
the others. In the wrangle that followed as to where he should be
kept, Escudero urged the hold; Coria, the cabin. But the former’s
authority had dwindled in the past hour. Coria won the debate by
asserting that a chained man was the best guard of the jewels, and for
his part he thought it safer if no one who wasn’t chained slept in the
cabin.

“Meanwhile,” said Pedro, striving again to fix Coria’s attention, “I
hope you’ll set a guard over the companionway. It would be a pity
for me if certain gentry did not wait until I have my arms.”

He got a poisonous glance from Escudero, but Coria only grinned.
“I take your meaning, Redhead. You'll be safe enough. I'm for sleep—
if you can call two hours sleep.”

The party broke up, some leaving by the door to the quarter-deck,
others climbing the companionway to the poop deck. Bolts were shoved
home, and Pedro remained in the darkness.
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Immediately he began working at his fetters, but uselessly. Even if
he had stripped the flesh from his hands, his bones were still too large
to be squeezed through the iron cuffs. And with every minute, the
precious margin of time was shrinking. If he could only have had
a word alone with Coria! That had been his last hope. He might per-
haps have won the man over.

In the stuffy blackness of the cabin, he strained and sweated. The
thought occurred that even if he succeeded in escaping at that moment,
it would be too late. Even if somehow he got to shore, it would take
time to reach Escalante and spread the alarm. Minute by minute, the
brave dream of the army, of the men he loved, was crumbling, when
so little would have sufficed to save it, when he had been so close to
talking himself free!

An hour gone. Outside, he heard a gromet turn the glass, chanting
his call, even though there was no change of watch. Then again
silence.

No, a slight sound, as if the hatch above the companionway was
being cautiously raised. Then a step, slow, furtive, descending.

Escudero?

He braced himself. Someone had entered the cabin.

The shade of a dark lantern slid back and he saw—Coria.

“I think,” came a whisper, “you had something to tell me. I couldn’t
chance it before. We haven’t much time. What do you want to say?”

XXXV

It was Now or never. Coria had scented something to his advantage
and was, in so far, open to suggestion. Everything depended on the
next minute.

Pedro said, “I wanted to ask why you came on this expedition.”

“Because I’'m poor as a beggar’s louse,” returned Coria, “and the
prospects looked good.”

“Then why are you quitting it?”

“Because I'm tired of songs and promises. I got my hands on a
bit of gold at San Juan de Ulda; but hasta la vista, I had to fork it
over to give to the King. I'm fed-up.”

“So you think you’ll get rich in Cuba?”

Coria grinned toothily. “Remains to be seen.”

“I wouldn’t count on it too much. Juan Escudero’s the man who’ll
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get rich. He has the ear of the Governor, and that’s not going to be
of help to you. He’ll be your enemy from tonight on. Even as a frienc,
he’s shown how much you can depend on him.”

The grin faded, but Coria said nothing.

“No market in Cuba for emeralds,” Pedro added. “And supposc
Escudero tips off the Governor to confiscate them?”

The teeth disappeared. Coria scowled. “What are you aiming at?”

“That you’re no fool. There’s nothing in Cuba for you. What do
you owe to this pack of traitors on the ship, when I can show you the
way to Cortés’s favor and five hundred pesos?”

Coria fingered his chin. “For what?”

“For helping me stop the Gallega.”

“I see. Cortés gets back the emeralds. That puts you right with
him. And I get the reward. Who pays it?”

“The General.” Pedro was taking a big risk and knew it.

Coria lifted a skeptical eyebrow.

“Hombre!” snapped de Vargas. “Can’t you see what it means to
Cortés to shut off news to Cuba? As to the money, it’s a good deal
more than you’d ever draw from Velasquez with Escudero coaching
him. That’s plain.”

Coria still pinched his chin. His eyes in the dim light looked like
a speculative cat’s. It was maddening to think how much depended
on the rascal’s decision: the march across the mountains, perhaps an
empire. He sat weighing the pros and cons. But Pedro sensed a
wavering in him. The logic was unescapable. Escudero, the Governor’s
man, would never forgive what had happened tonight. Whereas,
Cortés . . .

“How do I know he’ll pay?”

“My word for it.”

“Humph!”

In spite of the darkness, Pedro could feel the approach of morning.
He made a supreme effort.

“If he doesn’t pay, you can have my share in the horse, Soldan.
That’s worth more than five hundred pesos.”

“Look you, de Vargas,” Coria pondered, “I'm not in this for. my
health. It’s sometimes convenient to forget promises. What security
do I have—”

“Lord in heaven!” chafed Pedro. “We haven’t a notary here. What
can I give but my word? You’ve heard of my father. I swear by his
honor.”

195



Coria hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Done!” he said. Produc-
ing a key, he unlocked Pedro’s shackles, then fetched him his arms,
sword and poniard, from a rack in the corner. “Now what’s the plan?”

“We'll take the rigging. Cut as much as we’re able. Smash the
compass. If we can delay the start by an hour, we have them. When
they get on to us, head for the ship’s boat. Are you ready?”

Coria delayed. “We’d better take the emeralds.”

“We’ve no time to break open the chest—not to speak of noise.”

“Of course not. But, you see, we don’t have to break it open.”

To Pedro’s amazement, he drew the vanished key from his pocket
and unlocked the coffer.

“But I thought—"

Coria smiled. “As it happened,” he murmured, “I threw away the
wrong key.”

“Vaya, vaya!” grinned de Vargas. “That’s a lucky mistake.”

“Isn’t it? Of course the honor of a cavalier would have kept me
from taking advantage of it. I'm from Old Castile, sefor.”

One by one, he looked wistfully at the stones, then handed them over.

“Well, there you are. You’re the proper guardian. Thev're pretty
but useless to a poor man—at least this side of the Ocean Sea. That
was a good point of yours. No market.”

Pedro dropped the emeralds into his belt purse and made sure of
the buckles. It seemed unreal that he had them at last in his possession.
It remained now to restore them to Cortés. Before that, he realized,
some grim work might lie ahead.

Shoeless and silent, the two men crept up the companionway to
the poop deck. The stars had paled within a faintly spreading twilight.
It was the hour between winds before the offshore breeze started.
The water lay quiet and bodiless as the sky. As yet, possibly because
of the late conference that night in the cabin, no one seemed awake
on the ship except the dim figure of a seaman, who stood drowsily
by the rail on the main deck. Pedro nodded toward him and tapped
his dagger hilt. Within the next ten minutes, at the first breath of
the wind, the ship would come to life, and no time could be lost.

Like shadows, he and Coria stole down to the main deck, careful
to avoid the bodies of several sleepers. Crossing to a position behind
the man at the rail, Pedro struck suddenly with the loaded pommel of
his knife. The fellow crumpled without sound and was eased un-
conscious to the deck. A sleeper stirred and grunted, then fell silent
again.

Pedro heard the gnawing sound of Coria’s knife at the mainmast
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halyards, then the jerking movement as he cut smaller cords. Hurry-
ing forward to the foremast, de Vargas dealt with as much of the
tackle as he could reach, and turned back along the deck, heading for
the binnacle astern.

But now figures were sitting up or scrambling to their feet. A hoarse
shout sounded. The forecastle doors swung open. A man loomed in
Pedro’s way as he sped toward the quarter-deck, gave an astonished
challenge, was shouldered aside. Meanwhile Coria had found an ax
and was raining blow after blow upon the compass when de Vargas
reached him.

“That’s enough,” urged the latter. “Make for the boat. I’ll hold
them in check. Give a call when you're aboard.”

Coria darted up the steps to the poop deck. Sword in hand, Pedro
covered the retreat.

“Back there!” he shouted, as the first surge came at him, “I don’t
want to hurt any of you. . . . Well, then, take it: Santiago! Cortés!”

The cry rang out across the water. His sword leaped. A man fell
back, cursing and clutching his shoulder.

In the surprise, the bewilderment and uncertain light, it took a
minute for the crew of the Gallega to organize an attack; but Escu-
dero’s orders were prompt and to the point.

“Get to the deck above him,” he yelled. “Cut him off. Chepito!
Tobal! Fetch your crossbows. Look alive!”

Armed with a pike, he led the frontal attack himself. But de Vargas
bent aside the thrust of the weapon and sent back a blow that tilted
Escudero’s badly adjusted helmet over one ear. Then, turning, he
leaped up the steps to the poop deck, just as two men, climbing from
the side, reached the same level. The bend of the rail above the stern
offered a slight protection. Within it, Pedro stood at bay, while the
circle of men thickened around him. From below, he could hear the
thumping sounds of Coria settling himself in the boat. The latter’s
treason had not yet been discovered, and a shout went up for him.

“It’s like the dog to let us do the fighting,” Escudero raged. “Where
in hell is he?”

“Here!” came an answer from the water. “Good-by, Juanito. Give
the devil my compliments when you meet him. Santiago! Cortés! . . .
Ready, de Vargas.”

The confusion of this surprise gave Pedro his chance. Vaulting
backwards, he dropped to the water, shot under, rose to the surface,
and in a few strokes reached the boat. Helped by Coria, he floundered
into it. In the next moment, Coria bent to his oars.
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It was a heavy yawl boat and moved by inches. Awkwardly fumbling,
Pedro managed to ship a pair of oars for himself.

“Pull,” Coria panted. “Pull your arms out.”

The pandemonium of cursing on the Gallega suddenly stopped. In
the half-light, Pedro could see a couple of figures at the rail and the
silhouette of the crossbows. Deadly weapons at close quarters, they
now had a perfect target at only a few yards.

“Don’t miss, Tobal,” sounded a voice.

Something buried itself in the thwart at Pedro’s side, pinning his
breeches to the wood and searing his leg like a hot iron. The next
moment he found himself in the bottom of the boat, writhing around
a center of pain in his head. He heard faintly the shout that went up
from the Gallega and Coria’s fierce oath. Everything turned black,
but he did not lose consciousness. He was still aware of the anguish
in his head and of Coria tugging at the oars. He was even aware that
at one moment Coria flattened himself. He heard the thud of another
bolt. Then the faintness passed, but the pain throbbed and leaped, so
that he ground his teeth together to keep from crying out.

But now another sound came from the Gallega, the creaking of
blocks and tackle. Evidently a lighter spare boat was being launched.

Pedro forced himself up.

“By the Lord!” muttered Coria between breaths. “I thought you
were sped. How is it with you?”

Mumbling an answer, de Vargas groped for the oars. He could not
see because of the blood streaming from his forehead, but he could
make shift to row after a fashion.

“No use,” Coria grunted—*“three yards to our one.”

The jerky, professional oar beats of the pursuers creaked rapidly
nearer. Pedro drew his sleeve across his eyes and in the now definitely
clear light caught a glimpse of the boat less than a hundred yards off.

“Can you swim, Coria?”

“Yes, but swimming’s no good. We’ve a better chance if we fight.”

Pedro shipped his oars, struggled out of his doublet, and tearing
off a portion of his shirt bound the strip around his head.

“I’'ve got to see to fight,” he muttered.

Coria kept on doggedly pulling at the oars. Both he and Pedro knew
that they had no chance against the eight armed men. They were
simply following instinct and training. The land wind now ruffled the
water, cutting down their progress, though it hardly affected the
pursuing boat. Pedro could see Escudero’s gilded helmet in the bow,
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and the hard, intent face. If he did nothing else—A wave of dizZiness
struck. He grasped the thwart.

“Bring her around, Coria, so that they won’t ram us.”

The Gallega boat leaped forward. But suddenly, to Pedro’s be-
wilderment, its oars stopped, tangled, began to back water. Escudero
was no Jonger staring at him, but to the right; was shouting an order.
The boat started to turn. In almost the same moment another long-
boat full of men came into sight, bearing down from the left in a
converging line.

Coria dropped his oars. “Gracias a Dios!” he said devoutly.

In the stern of the oncoming craft, Pedro recognized Antén de
Alaminos, Cortés’s chief pilot.

“What’s going on?” roared the latter, as the boats converged.

Pedro gripped the thwart. “Stop the Gallega from sailing.” He
stared blankly at Alaminos through a growing mist. “Signal the
ships—" ‘

The bottom of the boat swung up at him, and he crumpled forward
to meet it.

XXXVI

WuiLe THE Gallega was being dismantled and her crew put under
arrest; while Coria, mounted on Escalante’s own horse, galloped
through the dawn to carry the news and earn his reward from Cortés;
while later the captains at Cempoala sat in council, debating whether
similar attempts at desertion to Cuba might not be made and how to
prevent them, Pedro de Vargas lay half-dead in the fort at Villa Rica.
Luckily or not—for opinions might differ—Antonio Escobar, Bachelor
of Arts, physician, surgeon, and apothecary to the army, being but
newly recovered from a flux, had not attended the troops on their
diplomatic march to Cempoala and neighboring Totonac towns. He
was therefore available for professional aid to the General’s equerry.

It was not the policy of physicians at that time to take a cheerful
view of their patients’ condition. If the ailment was slight, the credit
of curing it was greater; if the patient died, God’s will had been done.
Escobar frowned and sucked in his breath at the first glimpse of Pedro
stretched on an Indian mat in a corner of the fort which had been
thatched over with palm leaves. The camp followers, Isabel Rodrigo
and Maria de Vera, fanned away at the cloud of flies settling on his
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head or sopped at the fiow of blood with dirty clouts. Escobar frowned
and sucked more ominously still when he searched the wound with his
long fingernails.

“Muy grave! Gravisimo!” he gloomed. “What a gash! Six inches
at the least. Look, women, I can put my thumb in it. And down to the
skull.” He tapped with his nail. “Perhaps into the skull. Not much
hope, women—very little.”

Under the probing and scratching, Pedro, though only half-con-
scious, writhed and groaned.

“Color of death,” said Escobar, “cold sweat. Bad signs. I wish Father
Olmedo were here. Juan Diaz is in the bilboes. Still, a priest’s a priest
and can give absolution even if he’s a scoundrel. I’'m afraid the good
youth is beyond human skill.”

“At least, Master, stop his bleeding,” put in Isabel, “and the Lord
love you. It’s a pity to see him drain out like a stuck pig. A fine body
of a man too. Look,” she added, pointing to the cut straps of Pedio’s
wallet, “someone has got his purse already.” :

“Captain Escalante himself, the more shame to him—and he a
gentleman,” said Maria de Vera acidly. “He cut the purse after talking
with Coria. I saw him myself. You’d think he might have left us some
pickings for our trouble.”

Escobar chucked her under the chin with a still bloody forefinger.
“Bodies and purses are what you girls think about, eh? Weli, I’ll have
to do my best for him, though it’s a poor chance, God pity him!”

“Bah!” interrupted a stern voice from the doorway. “God pity you,
Master Surgeon, if you don’t do your best and if anything happens to
him!” Juan de Escalante, commander at Villa Rica, took a step inside
and stood arms akimbo, his smoldering eyes on Escobar. “If a soldier
handled his job like you do yours, with a long face and a Lord-a-mercy,
where’d he get on the campaign? Hitch up your breeches, man, and do
your office. The glancing shot of a crossbow quarry isn’t the worst.
Stop his bleeding. You should have done it at once without dawdling.”

“Hold me excused then if he dies of the shock, Your Worship. He’s
weak from the labor of the night—"

“Hold you excused nothing!” retorted the Captain. “Let me tell
you, the General sets high store by this gentleman—not to speak of
others. You’ll have Bull Garcia to reckon with if he dies. As for you
wenches, I took the purse to keep your fingers out of it. Look alive now,
all three, or you’ll have the whip to your backs.”

Thus activated, the medical staff of Villa Rica prepared to operate.
From the doorway, Escobar bawled for his aide, Chavez, a lumbering
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giant of a man who could hold any patient on the table. He had been
cleaning out the horse stalls and now appeared wiping his hands on his
breech. Meanwhile, Isabel and Maria fetched a brazier and bellows,
also a couple of irons and a pot of pitch. A rough plank table com-
pleted the equipment. Chavez then lifted the patient in his arms and
dumped him onto it. Word had gone around, and several of the gar-
rison, with a visiting Indian or two, sauntered in to look. The sun now
blazed down; the cell-like space buzzed with flies and conversation.

“Strip off his doublet and shirt, muchachas,” the surgeon directed.
“He’ll be the cooler. Probably he won’t be needing them again any-
way.” Escobar shot a sulky glance at Escalante.

“I’ll dice you for the shirt,” said Maria to Isabel. “It’s of prime linen.
A pity he tore it.”

But a cuff from the Captain silenced her.

“Chitén, puta!” he thundered. “Have you no shame? You'd cast
lots on a dying man’s belly for his shroud. I'd rather be nursed by
buzzards.”

In these circumstances, Pedro became deliriously conscious and
looked wildly around. The heat, his half-naked condition, the Cap-
tain’s cursing, the ring of faces, Chavez leaning over him, the glowing
red iron, which Escobar at that moment held up and spat upon to
test it, gave a scrambled impression of torture room, Indian sacrifice,
and hell. He tried weakly to rise from the table, but Chavez shoved
him back.

“Not so fast, sefior! We haven’t finished with you yet. We’re only
going to singe your head.”

“Misericordia!” said Pedro faintly.

Escalante took a hand without bettering matters. “‘Ha, de Vargas!
Pluck up a heart, hijo. It’s this or bleeding to death, d’you see? What
the devil! You’re a lad of spirit.”” He tried a joke. “We’re going to cure
you if we have to burn your head off.”

His words fitted in with the rest of the dream.

“Sefior Captain”—Pedro struggled, his mind reeling—“if you were
in this case, I would take your part. Por piedad! What have I done to
be burned?”

“He rambles,” said Escobar. “A bad sign. Is the pitch boiling?
Good.” He looked critically at the white-hot poker and added, “Now.”

Escalante seized one of Pedro’s wrists and drew it back; a bystander
gripped the other; Chévez shifted to the legs, spread-eagling him. As
this was the position of Indian sacrifice, one of the Totonac guests
uttered an alala in honor of the gods.
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“Somebody take de Vargas by the throat,” said Escobar, “and hold
his head quiet. He’ll jerk otherwise.”

In a complete daze as to the meaning of his execution, Pedro com-
mended his soul to God. 1

A soldier forced his head down. “Have a care, Sawbones. If you
miss de Vargas and burn me, I’ll cut your heart out.”

The surgeon now lifted the glowing iron and jabbed at the open
wound on Pedro’s head; but, as it moved convulsively, he missed it by
a half-inch. A cry and the smell of singed hair rose. The next attempt
had no better luck.

“Oh, Santa Maria de los Dolores!”” seethed Escalante, his face drip-
ping. “If I did not have to hold the man’s wrist, you besotted surgeon,
I would bend that poker over your skull!”

With pursed lips, Escobar tried again and this time laid the white-
haqt iron squarely between the gaping edges of the wound.

A scream shivered up, and the hiss of blood. Pedro’s body went limp.

“He’s finished, by God,” said Chavez, loosing his hold and running
a sleeve across his forehead. “Look at him.”

The patient’s face was dead white. Several soldiers crossed them-
selves. The Indians nodded at each other in appreciation of the white
man’s capacity for inventing strange and cruel deaths.

“As 1 thought,” remarked Escobar sagely. “You would not be
warned, Sefior Captain. Even my science cannot defeat the will of God.
However, we’ve stopped the bleeding. You’ll admit that it’s a well-
seared wound.”

With startled eyes, Escalante had clapped his palm over Pedro’s
heart and stood for some moments in suspense. Then his face quickened.

“No, by the saints, he’s more alive than you are!”

Escobar rose to the occasion. “Why not? To the man of true science,
God lends a hand. Sefior Captain, you may think that anyone could lay
a hot iron on an open wound. Far from it. The timing must be right
to the half of a second. If I had removed the iron too soon, the wound
would not have been seared; if I had applied it a moment longer, the
patient must infallibly have died. Know, Sefior Captain, that the
volatile liquor of the brain boils easily, and once it is brought to the
boiling point—"’

“Ho!” interrupted the Captain. “Right! Chavez, fetch me some
liquor here. That native rot-gut aguardiente would raise the dead.
We'll revive him, Master Surgeon, and then you can pour in the

pitch.”
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Escobar protested. “The wound is well seared, Your Worship. Pitch
is unnecessary.”

“Nevertheless we’ll have it,” Escalante declared. “It can’t be too
well seared, can it?”

“No, sir.”

“Then we’ll spare no pains. We’ll have no twopenny jobs in this
case. Revive the gentleman.”

Somebody brought liquor in a cannikin, but Escobar dissented. *“Sir,
we can do it better while he is in a faint. No need to tax the strength
of you gentlemen with holding him.”

This opinion prevailed, though Escalante vowed that he thought no
effort a trouble if it would benefit so gallant a cavalier. Pedro’s wound
was therefore plastered with boiling pitch, which had a vivifying result
and brought him screaming out of his swoon to find himself once
more facing the implacable Chavez.

“What cheer, sir?” roared Escalante, highly gratified. “Take heart.
The thing’s over. And I’ll say this for Bachelor Escobar, that Galen
himself could not have wrought a sweeter job on you. No leakage
now. You're caulked as tight as a careened ship. . . . Here, drink.”

He rattled the rim of the cup against Pedro’s teeth and emptied its
contents down his throat. Then, on fire inside and out, the patient, chok-
ing and purple, was again lowered to his mat; a clean bandage, donated
from the tail of Escalante’s shirt, was applied to his head; and the
medical staff of Villa Rica took pride to itself.

“Unless,” the surgeon concluded with professional reserve, “he should
die from weakness and shock, which is in God’s hands.”

XXXVII

WEAKNESS, a touch of fever, and Escalante’s cupful of raw spirits
plunged de Vargas into a dreamy state disturbed only by the flies and
Isabel Rodrigo’s chatter. After a time the pain in his head grew more
bearable. At midday he roused enough to partake of salt-pork stew and
cassava bread, washed down by a dram of Spanish wine from the
precious sacramental supply. He even felt restored to the point of chat-
ting brieﬂy with Escalante about the events of last night, and of re-
assuring himself that the emeralds were safe. Escalante reported that
the mutineers were in irons and would doubtless hang upon Cortés’s
return. Pedro drifted back into sleep again.
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He was awakened late in the afternoon by a breeze on his face which
contrasted with Isabel’s languid fanning, and looked up to see a huge,
agitated fist, pumping air at him from a palm-leaf fan. Behind the fan,
equally broad, loomed the sunburned face of Juan Garcia. It was
startling to see the latter’s heavy eyes full of tears, while the wide
mouth suppressed evident emotion.

“Hola, Juan! What the deuce—"

“Silence!” whispered the other, laying a forefinger on his lips. The
movement of the fan redoubled. “Silence! Do not speak. Save your
strength, by God, and all will be well. I have come but now from
Master Escobar. He says your life depends on quiet.”

“Pooh! It depends on keeping away from him. I’'m all right. But
what ails you? The headache? How did you get here?”

Garcia’s face expressed such urgent entreaty that Pedro fell silent.

“For my sake, not a word more. If you must talk, let me do it.”

De Vargas smiled.

“You know what I mean,” said Garcia huskily. He ran a thumb
under his nose. . . . “Ails me? Lord! A broken heart. When I woke up
this morning— Such a thirst, comrade! Such a head! The devils in hell
could have no worse. I say, when I woke up to find what I had done—
my insults to the good companions, calling them Indian dogs, drawing
on Captain Velasquez de Leén, making a wild ass of myself, and how
you left your post to bear me aid—it was a near thing that I did not
take my cursed life. Then I find you gone and the camp in a dither and
the General in a rage. Then comes Bernardino de Coria spurring with
news for Cortés, who calls the captains to council. But the gist of it
leaks out, and that you’re for death. My fault, everything my fault! The
grief of it unmanned me. I sat down on the lowest step of the pyramid
and banged my head with my fists. I called down curses on myself to
the admiration of the army. They gathered round but could give no
comfort.”

Garcia bowed his head at the recollection; his great chest heaved.
Then, fiercely agitating the fan, he went on.

“Who should come up but the General himself. ‘Sefior Garcia,’ he
said, ‘nothing cures grief but action. Take the horse, Soldan, and ride
to Villa Rica. It may be you will find Pedro de Vargas alive. And you
may carry a letter for me to Juan de Escalante. The army returns to
Villa Rica tomorrow.” So I got up, and here I am. Praise to God! I
don’t deserve—I don’t deserve to find you still—"

He pressed his lips together and turned his face. The fan drooped.

After a pause, he muttered, “Do you think you can forgive me? It
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seems my luck always to be landing you in pickle. I'm not asking you
to speak. If you forgive me, nod; if you don’t, shake. Shake’s what I
deserve.”

This time Pedro laughed.

“Forgive you? Not for a peso! Not for a thousand pesos! Never!
Damned if I do!”

Garcia stared back uncertain. “You sound almost natural,” he
faltered.

“Almost. What I want to know is how much pulque you drank. It’s
thin stuff. I might forgive you if you drank a gallon.”

Vastly relieved about his friend’s condition, Garcia beamed. “Two
gallons, on my honor.”

“Liar.”

“It may have been three—to judge by the weight in my head. So
I’'m forgiven?”

“Call it that.”

Garcia put down the fan. “That skull-and-bones, Escobar, gave me
the fright of my life,” he growled. “Led me to think he was just keep-
ing you breathing. Said he couldn’t vouch for you. I'll kick his rump. I
can vouch for you, praise God! But as for pulque, beer, wine, and
liquor! Sefior! I hate and renounce them. God help the whoreson
who tempts me even to smell ’em!”

“Amen!” said de Vargas.

“Moreover,” added Garcia, free now to turn to his own ills, “I re-
nounce the horse, Soldan, and curse the rascal who sold him to us.
A more blistery, jag-paced beast never hopped on four feet. It’s a mercy
I can sit on this stool talking with you.”

A swinging step sounded in the courtyard outside, and Escalante
entered. He held a couple of papers in his hand.

“Coria must have given a sad report of you, Sefior de Vargas.” Pedro
was struck by a new ceremoniousness in his manner. “The General
feared you might be dying. But Escobar and I took care of that, didn’t
we?”’

He tapped the papers he was holding. “Here’s news. A ship from
Cuba, Francisco Salcedo commanding, just put in at San Juan de
Ulda but, finding us gone, is making now for Villa Rica. A runner
brought word to Cortés. She may come in tomorrow. She carries Luis
Marin, a notable captain, with ten other soldiers and two horses. So
far, good; the rest is bad. It seems that the Governor of Cuba has been
appointed adelantado from Spain. Governor wasn’t enough; he’s now
governor-in-chief with the right to colonize these lands.”
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Pedro caught his breath; Garcia muttered an oath. The news meant
that if Governor Velasquez had received this right, they, the con-
querors of the country, had no right at all except under him; it meant
that the new colony of Villa Rica did not legally exist; it meant, above
all, that Velasquez must have the lion’s share of the winnings.

“The General won’t take it lying down,” exclaimed Pedro.

Escalante agreed. “No, things will be humming from now on. The
treasure ship has got to leave for Spain at once, and no other ship must
leave at all until we hold the entire country for the King—for the King
and not for a beggarly governor. As the General says, it’s a royal
domain.”

As the General says had become the stock phrase in the army for set-
tling disputes.

“You made a lucky stroke last night,” Escalante added; “but we
can’t always depend on luck. The next ship may get away.”

Pedro ruminated. “You know, as the General says—suppose there
weren’t any ships?”

“Yes,” repeated the other, “suppose there weren’t any ships?”

Garcia, whose wits moved slowly, burst out, “No ships? What a fool
idea! No means of retreat or communication?’ But he broke off.
Gradually his eyes lighted up. “Hm-m. No ships? Yes, as the General
says, who can’t retreat must go forward. And there’re plenty with us
who would like to go back. The Gallega crowd aren’t the only ones.”
He smacked his knee. “By the Lord, yes! No ships! Scuttle them! Have
done with shillyshally! It’s a great idea; it’s the only idea!”

“Spread it around,” said Escalante, exchanging a glance with Pedro.
“See what the men think of it.”

Because of his great popularity, Garcia was a force among the rank
and file.

“Think of it?” he boomed. “They’ll think well of it, as Spanish hearts
should. We’ll go to the General.”

By this time, Garcia had forgotten—perhaps even Escalante and
Pedro had forgotten—the origin of the idea. It was now Garcia’s idea.
It would be imposed on Cortés.

“Take it up with the captains,” Garcia went on to Escalante. “I’ll
handle the men.”

The other nodded. “I’ll do that. . . . Which reminds me.” He
handed a sealed letter to Pedro. “From the General,” he continued.
“It was to be returned to him in the event of your death. . . . By gad,
I’ll never forget you on that table, de Vargas. . . . From what he
wrote me, I think I know what’s in the letter.”

206



Still weak from his ordeal, Pedro broke the seal with a trembling
hand. What would the unpredictable General have to write him?
Pardon or censure?

Son Pepro [It wasn’t a bad beginning],

Bernardino de Coria has given me what I think is a reasonably
true account of your conduct in last night’s affair. What he said of
himself, I do not wholly believe; but he has no reason for lying
with regard to you. He tells me that you promised him five hun-
dred pesos on my part if he would assist you in preventing the
flight of the ship. He says that, ever loyal to me, he would have
assisted you in any case, and I accepted this assurance with thanks
—and complete understanding. He tells me also that you pledged
your share in the horse, Solddn, for the payment of this money.

Son Pedro, in all this, you did well and showed great prudence
and management. Have no fear for Solddn, as I gladly accept this
debt. Indeed, I have increased it to a thousand pesos. Sefior de
Coria may have to wait awhile; but, alas, do we not all have to
wait until the end of our venture?

De Vargas chuckled. If Cortés ever paid his promises, the Golden
Age would begin again.

Now, as to the emeralds for His Majesty, I am informed that
you recovered them and that Juan de Escalante has them in keep-
ing, so that score is canceled.

Of your desertion from camp last night contrary to orders, I will
say this. Disobey any order for the sake of the army, but let dis-
obedience be justified by success. If you had failed last night, I
would have hanged you. Since you succeeded in a way greatly to
the profit of this company, I promote you.

Pedro’s cheeks flushed; the writing swam in front of his eyes.

I promote you for energy and initiative to the rank of captain in
command of exploradores when we march inland. You will be the
eyes of the army. And may your wound, Senior Captain, be speedily
mended, for we march presently. May you long live to emulate the
deeds of your father, whom God preserve!

Pedro looked up into the round eyes of Juan Garcia, fixed on him
in suspense.
“Holy Virgin!” he breathed.
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“Come, boy, what is it? Speak out. No great matter, I hope?”
“Congratulations!” bowed Escalante.
“Me, a captain!” gasped Pedro. “A captain!”

XXXV

NEXT MORNING Pedro awakened to the sound of thunder. Or was it
thunder? Boom, boom, close at hand. Boom, boom, boom, from the
harbor.

Cannon. An Indian assault.

He stood up dizzily. But there was no sound of haste in the fort, no
shouting of orders—in fact, nothing; a peculiar silence between the
salvos of artillery. Then, fully awake, he understood. The ship from
Cuba.

The recent loss of blood had left him weaker than he could have be-
lieved possible. He tottered to the embrasure in his room, which opened
on the harbor, and looked out.

Yes, there she came standing in, her painted sails billowing, a bone
in her teeth as she cut the water, her gilded round-tops catching the
morning light, the royal standard of Castile at her mainmast. Other
pennants, doubtless those of Salcedo and Marin, fluttered from the
fore- and mizzenmasts. Smoke puffs floated from her sides, and a
moment later came the muflled report of her answering salute.

Pedro’s eyes smarted. Here she came out of the sea, a token of the
world beyond its vastness, the ever-remembered world in contrast to this
remote country. Cuba might not be home; but it was closer to home,
was settled and secure and Spanish.

Boom!

In the new responsibility of his rank, he questioned the waste of gun-
powder. But who could blame anybody? Five months of silence, of won-
dering about this and that, as if the ocean stream were Lethe itself. And
now a sail. News perhaps of friends and parents, perhaps even a few
letters; news, however old, of Europe. Of course, residents of the
Islands had most to expect; but—who could tell?>—there might even
be a scrap of news from Jaén.

He could see the whole garrison, men and women, streaming down
to the beach; Garcia by the side of Escalante; the gunners, who had
fired the salute, running to catch up. A small boat was being got out.
Several Indian canoes raced toward the new vessel. She stood pointed
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in as far as possible, no doubt for convenience in landing the horses.
Then at last came the rumble of her anchors.

At that moment, Pedro would have given anything to be on the
beach. But his head swam even from the effort of standing up; his knees
turned to cotton; and he just managed to reach his mat before they
gave way like springless jackknives.

After a while, unable to resist, he got up and dragged back again to
the embrasure. He could see the horses, who had been swum ashore,
shaking themselves and taking a few cautious steps after their long con-
finement. The garrison and the newcomers formed a milling group on
the sand, the bright headpieces of the strangers and their new equip-
ment contrasting with the makeshift rags and tags of the Villa Ricans.
Even from that distance, the clatter of tongues drifted up. Pedro could
make out the lean figure of Escalante, standing a little to one side with
two other men, one of whom formed a vivid spot of yellow and crimson
against the tawniness of the beach. That must be Salcedo, nicknamed
“the Dude” on account of his elegance. Garcia, who had friends every-
where in the Islands, had evidently found acquaintances and was em-
bracing and back-slapping.

De Vargas regained his mat. No fun for him in any of this. Nothing
to do except languish and swat flies until Garcia remembered him
enough to drop in with a few scraps of gossip. He wasn’t presentable
anyway. A bandage on his head; his torn shirt, carelessly washed, still
looking pinkish from the bloodstains; his breeches, ripped by the cross-
bow bolt, gaping indecently; his boots lost in the Gallega adventure and
not yet replaced; his toes sticking out through the undarned extremities -
of his stockings.

“A lazar,” he reflected. “Nothing but a lazar! Dirty as a pig! For-
gotten, while everybody else enjoys himself! Hell’s blisters! I look like a
captain now, don’t I?”

The approaching sound of voices and footsteps announced the pro-
cession up to the fort. But in his self-pitying mood, the arrival no longer
interested him. Then, to his surprise, embarrassment, and gratification,
Escalante entered with the two officers from the ship.

He identified them at once: Francisco Salcedo, dark, splendid, and
foppish, the typical overdressed adventurer with too elaborate manners;
Luis Marin, squat, bowlegged from a lifetime in the saddle, red-bearded
(as were many Spaniards of the time), pockmarked, and with strangely
mild ways that concealed a lion’s courage. '

“Captain Pedro de Vargas, gentlemen,” said Escalante, introducing
them, and Pedro thrilled at his new title. “You will see that the gentle-
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man is temporarily indisposed. A recent wound”’—Escalante hesitated:
it was not wise perhaps to mention the mutiny so soon—“has caused
the Captain much loss of blood. No, sirs, not a duel. An affair of hot-
heads with whom Sefior de Vargas had to deal almost single-handed.”

Propped up on the mat, Pedro did his best to return the compliments
and express thanks for sympathy in a way to do credit to Villa Rica
de Vera Cruz. He noticed the surprise in Salcedo’s expression at Cap-
tain de Vargas’s rags and lamentable quarters. But civilities were ex-
changed with grace and decorum as if the palm-thatched cell had been
a palace. Of course, when it transpired that this was the son of Fran-
cisco de Vargas, the surroundings hardly mattered.

Luis Marin said, “I had the pleasure once, sir, of watching your
father at the jousts in Seville. A more accomplished man-at-arms I
have never seen. It does not surprise me that his son should be pro-
moted to a command at so ecarly an age.”

He spoke with the Andalusian lisp that reminded Pedro of home.

“It’s a young army, sir. Captain Gonzalo de Sandoval and Captain
Andrés de Tapia, whom you perhaps know, are little older than I. . . .
But, sefior, since you come from Seville, perhaps you have news. Jaén
isn’t far off.”

Marin shook his head. “No, I’ve been a long time in the Islands.”

The call ended, they left Pedro once more to his tedium and im-
patience. No news. At least it was a relief that the strangers had not
learned of the disgrace of his family, which would not have improved
matters here. But unreasonably he had hoped for some echo from
Jaén, something to bridge the gap between here and there.

In his fretfu